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In our day, everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery gifted 
with the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we 
behold starving and overworking it. The new-fangled sources of wealth, by 
some weird spell, are turned into sources of want. The victories of art seem 
bought by the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters 
nature, man seems to become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy. 
Even the pure light of science seems unable to shine but on the dark 
background of ignorance. All our invention and progress seem to result in 
endowing material forces with intellectual life, and in stultifying human life 
into a material force. This antagonism between modern industry and 
science on the one hand, modern misery and dissolution on the other hand; 
this antagonism between the productive powers and the social relations of 
our epoch is a fact, palpable, overwhelming, and not to be controverted.

(Karl Mam, Speech at the anniversary of The People's Paper, 1856)



Preface and acknowledgments

This book has a lon g history. Som e o f it m ay  be w orthw hile recounting 
here. I began  serious w o rk  on M arx in 1968, w hen  I w ent to Paris to stu d y 
w ith  Jean  H yppolite , w h o  had helped  m e earlier w ith  m y  M aster's thesis 
(on H egel). H e died a w eek  before I w as to m eet him . A t the time I w as 
pensionnaire étranger at the Ecole N orm ale Supérieure; but I did not /eel at 
hom e am o n g the A lth u sserian  M arxists w h o  set the tone there. Instead, 

w ith  G aston  Fessard  as an interm ediary, I turned to R aym ond A ron  w ho 
agreed  to be m y  thesis su p erv iso r. The three years I frequented his 
sem inar w ere  im m ensely  stim ulating. W hen I arrived , I did not know  
there existed  such a d iscipline as historical sociology. T han ks to A ron  and 
som e o f the other m em bers o f the sem inar, notably Kostas Papaioannou, I 
learned to see  M arx in a historical context and in the context o f historical 
problem s. A t the sam e tim e I w as d iscoverin g  M arxist econom ic theory, 
in the w ak e  o f the "cap ital co n tro versy". I w as  excited at these rigorous 
form ulations of M arx 's  theory, and then depressed  w h en  it turned out 
that their m ain use w as  to p rove rigorously  that it w as w rong.

I com pleted m y thesis in 19 7 1 . For a w h ile  I looked for a publisher, but 
ceased  looking w h en  it occurred to m e that there w ould  probably not be 
a n y  public for the k ind  o f book I had  w ritten . A s  w ith  the present book, 
the em p h asis w as  on rational-choice theory, m icro-foundations, and the 
ph ilosop h y o f explanation . In France at the time, and to som e extent still 
tod ay, m y m ethodological com m itm ents autom atically w ould lead 
readers to place m e on the political right. Som ehow  m ethodological 
in d ividualism  an d  political in d ividualism  (or libertarianism ) had becom e 
associated w ith  on e another. H ence I could not expect an interested 
M arxist readersh ip . A s  for the non-M arxists, they w ould  probably find 
the residual M arxism  in m y o w n  v iew s too m uch for them . So  I left M arx 
and w ent on to other w ork, m ostly but not w holly  unrelated to w hat I 
had  been doing. O ver the fo llow in g decade I com pleted five books that 
are cited extensively  in the present w ork. Leibniz et la Formation de l ’Esprit 
Capitaliste (1975) w as  a study in historical sociology, an attem pt to 
understand the preoccupations o f  this polym ath in the light o f 
transform ations that the European  econom y w as undergoing at the time.
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Ijogic and Society (1978) applied  m odal logic to sociological theories and 
problem s. T h is helped m e. am on g other things, to get a grip  on the 
elusive notion o f "social con trad iction s". Ulysses and the Sirens (1979) and 
Sour Crapes (1983) are stud ies in rationality and irrationality, w ith the 
m ain em phasis falling on preference form ation and the scope and lim its 
o f character p lanning. Explaining Technical Change (1983) is an exposition 
o f som e them es in the philosophy o f explanation, including a case study 
on the problem  o f innovation. W hen I finally returned to M arx, I found 
that I had been greatly helped by w hat I had been doing in the 
m eantim e. W hatever the m erits and dem erits of the present w ork , it has 
better foundations than the version  I w rote thirteen years ago.

I returned to M arx because I becam e aw are  that the intellectual atm os
phere w as changing. A b ove  all, the publication o f G . A . C o h en 's  Karl 
M arx's Theory o f History cam e as a revelation. O vernight it changed the 
stan dards o f rigour and clarity that w ere  required to w rite on M arx and 
M arxism . A lso  I d iscovered  that other colleagues in various countnes 
w ere engaged in sim ilar w ork. A  sm all group  form ed and met in 1979, and 
has later m et an n ually . The d iscussions in this group , including exten sive 
com m ents on successive drafts, have been decisive for the shap ing o f this 
book. In particular, the contributions o f John Roem er (now  stated in his 
path-breaking A General Theory of Exploitation and Class) turned out to be 
crucial. A n  interesting outcom e o f these d iscussions is that the sen se  in 
which w e felt able to call o urselves M arxists has undergone a chan ge over 
the years. I d o  not feel that I can speak for others than m yself, except to 
say that there is probably not a single tenet o f classical M arxism  w hich  has 
not been the object o f insistent criticism  at these m eetings. Vet som e kind 
o f unstated con sen su s has em erged , even  though I feel neither called 

upon nor com petent to explain it here Perhaps it w ill em erge im plicitly 
from  the other books to be published in the series in w hich  this w ork 
appears.

1 w ish to thank m any institutions and persons for their assistance. The 
N orw egian  R esearch C ouncil for the H um anities has supported m y w ork  
on M arx on a gen erou s scale, from 1968(0  19 7 1, and then again from  1979 
to 1982. The U n iversity  o f O slo  gave  me a leave o f absence at a crucial time 
in 1982, w hich I spent in the stim ulating atm osphere of All Sou ls C ollege, 
O xfo rd . The M aison d es Sciences d e  l'H om m e (Paris) h as helped in m any 
w ays , notably by su p p o rtin g  the m eetings o f the research group  
m entioned ab ove. A lso  I w ant to thank m y students in the Political 
Science D epartm ent o f the U n iversity  o f C hicago, to w hom , on three
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occasions, I taught the material that turned into this book. Their incisive 
questioning forced m e to rethink m any issues. C am bridge U niversity 
Press has p ro ved  consistently help fu l, patient and encouraging. In an act 
o f pure friendship , Stephen  H olm es read the w h ole  m anuscript with 
great care to w eed  out infelicities o f style.

G . A . C ohen  read drafts o f all chapters and m ade detailed com m ents 
that necessitated exten sive revisions. I have also learned m ore from 
discussions w ith him  than I am  able to state, since I am  su re  there are 
m any ideas that I believe to be m y o w n  and that actually originated w ith 
him . John Roem er has been equally  in volved , by his com m ents, by his 
ow n  w o rk  and by his contributions in d iscussion Their intellectual 
com radeship  h as been invaluable. A rthur Stinchcom be also read the 
w hole m anuscript, and provided a healthy dose o f sociological scep
ticism . Ind ividual chapters h ave  been read b y  Pranab Bardhan, Robert 
Brenner, Bernard C h avan ce , A an u n d  H yllan d , the late Le if Johansen, 
SergeK o lm , M argaret Levi, C lau sO ffe ,G u n n arO p eid e , A d am P rzew orsk i, 
Rune S lags tad, lan Steedm an , Robert van der V een, Philippe van Parijs, 
M ichael W allerstein and Erik W right. The attention w ith which they read 
the w ork  is attested by the fact that they all detected a m istake m an  earlier 
version  o f chapter 4, w hen  I m ade Wilt Cham berlain  out to be a baseball 
p layer. Cham berlain , o f course, p layed  basketball. T h ey  also helped m e 
to avo id  a num ber o f m ore consequential errors. I w ant to thank them all 
for their involvem ent in w hat alm ost am ounts to a collective w ork . 
A lm ost, but not quite: although they bear som e o f the responsibility for 
som e o f the rem ain ing m istakes, I m ust take m ost o f them  on m yself.

Oslo, January 1984 J E .
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i .  Explanation and dialectics

1 . 1 .  Methodological individualism

1.2. Intentional explanation
1.2 .1 . The nature of intentional explanation
1.2.2. Purposive explanation in Marxist economics
1.2 .3 . Intentional explanation of political behaviour

1.3. Two varieties of causal analysis
1 .3 .1 .  Sub-intentional causality
1.3 .2 . Supra-intentional causality

1.4 . Functional explanation in Marx
1.4 .1 . The nature of functional explanation
1.4.2. Philosophy of history
1.4.3. The development of the productive forces
1.4.4. theory of the capitalist state
1.4 .5. The theory of ideology
1.4.6. Miscellanea

1.5 . Dialectics
1 .3 .1 .  Dialecticaldeduction
1.5.2. The laws of dialectics
1.5 .3 . The theory of contradictions

O ne often m eets the v iew  that w h at rem ains valid in M arx today is his 
method, rather than an y  substantive theoretical propositions. A s will be 
m ade clear in later chapters, I do not share this idea. M arx 's v iew s on 
technical change, exploitation, class stru ggle  and belief form ation retain 
an im portance beyond the valu e they m ay have as instances o f the M arx
ist m ethod, if there is one. Yet 1 also believe that there is a specifically 
M arxist m ethod for stu d yin g  social phenom ena -  a m ethod that can be 
and has been put to fertile use even  b y  those w h o  d isagree w ith M arx 's 
substantive v iew s. In fact, this m ethod is so w idely  applied  today that few  
w ou ld  think o f referring to it as "th e  M arxist m eth od ". In historical per
spective, h o w ever, M arx w as  a pioneer in the use of this m ethodology. 
Even today, not all o f his insights have been exhausted . To put it briefly, 
he em phasized  the unintended consequences o f hum an action, arguing 
that they are to be understood in the causal-cum -intentional fram ew ork 
that h as becom e the stan dard  language o f the social sciences. This idea is 
clearly related to earlier theories o f h istory that saw  it as "th e  result o f



hum an action, not o f hum an d e s ig n " .1 Yet M arx lent a specificity and a 
precision to this v iew  that in fact transform ed it com pletely, sh o w in g  
history to be intelligible rather than p erversely  opaque. True, M arx also 
professed and practised other m ethodological v iew s, largely o f H egelian 
origin . I shall be argu in g , h ow ever, that these are o f little o r  no intrinsic 
interest.

In 1 . 1  I begin by stating and justify in g the principle o f m ethodological 
in d ividualism , not in frequently violated by M arx, yet u nd erlyin g  m uch of 
his m ost im portant w ork . The con verse o f the principle is that o f 
methodological collectivism, w hich is closely related to tw o other m ethods of 
H egelian  inspiration, nam ely functional explanation (i .4) and dialectical de
duction ( 1 .5 . 1 ) .  A lthough not logically entailed by one another, these 
m ethods often go  together and reinforce one another in w hat has turned 
out to be a d isastrous scientific practice. In m y opinion the m any failures of 
M arx and later M arxists derive  largely  from  this m isguided fram ew ork, 
hence m uch o f the present w ork w ill be devoted to sh o w in g  how  it is 
possible to ad d ress the questions raised by M arx w ithout h avin g  recourse 
to it.

M ore specifically, I shall argu e that M arx h im self offers an alternative 
fram ew ork that a llo w s fo ra  much m ore precise and fertile an alysis. On this 
v iew , social science explanations are seen  as three-tiered. First, there is a 
causal explanation o f m ental states, such as desires and beliefs ( 1 .3 .1 ) .  
N ext, there is intentional explanation o f in d ividual action in term s o f the 
u n d erly in g  beliefs and desires (1.2). Finally, there is causal explanation of 
aggregate phenom ena in term s o f the in dividual actions that go  into them . 
The last form  is the specifically  M arxist contribution to the m ethodology of 
the social sciences. I d iscu ss it first as a particular m ode o f causal an alysis
( 1 .3 .2 )  and then again as a particular form o f dialectical reasoning (1 .5 .3 ) .

I shall return to these m ethodological tenets again  and again  in the 
present w ork . The task o f this chapter is to set out the abstract logic o f the 
argum ent, relatively uncluttered by exam ples. Later chapters w ill provide 
illustrations o f both the defective and the sound m ethodological stances. 
It is quite extraord inary, in m y v iew , how  M arx could shift from  n ear
n on sen se to profound insight, often w ith in  the sam e w ork . In the Grun- 
drisse, for instance, w e have on the on e hand the most striking statem ents 
o f m ethodological collectivism  an d  dialectical deduction, an d , on the other 
hand, equally  striking an a lyses o f the w ay  in w hich m icro-m otives are 
aggregated  into m acro-behaviour, to u se T . C . Sch ellin g 's phrase. It is m y

1 For a historical survey, see Hayek's essay with this title, taken from the writings of Adam
Ferguson

4 i. Explanation and dialectics



2.1 Methodological individualism  5

firm  belief -  it is the basis, in fact, for the w h ole  enterprise o f w riting this 
book -  that the central insights o f M arx are so  valuable that w e w ould  do 
him  and us a d isservice w ere w e to accept en bloc the m ethodology in 
w hich they w ere  em bedded.

1 . 1 .  M ethodological in d iv id u a lism

By this I m ean the doctrine that all social phenom ena -  their structure and 
their chan ge -  are in principle explicable in w a y s  that only in volve in
d iv id u als -  their properties, their goals, their beliefs and their actions. 
M ethodological individualism  thus conceived is a form  o f reductionism . 
To go  from  social institutions and aggregate patterns o f behaviour to 
in d ividuals is the sam e kind o f operation  as go in g  from  cells to m olecules. 
The rationale for reductionism  can briefly  be stated as fo llow s. If the goal 
o f science is to explain by means of laws, there is a need to reduce the 
tim e-span betw een exp lan an s and exp lanandum  -  betw een cause and 
effect -  a s  m uch as possib le, in order to avoid  spurious explanations. The 
latter arise in tw o m ain w ays : by the confusion  o f explanation and correl
ation an d  b y  the confusion  o f explanation and necessitation. The first 
occurs w h en  there is a third variable that generates both the apparent 
cause and its app aren t effect, the second w hen the effect is brought about 
by som e other cau se that preem pts the operation o f the cause cited in the 
law . Both o f these risks are reduced w h en  w e approach the ideal o f a 
continuous chain o f cause and effect, that is w h en  w e reduce the tim e-lag 
betw een exp lan an s and exp lan an d u m .1 This, again , is closely associated 
w ith go in g  from  the aggregate to the le ss  aggregate level o f phenom ena. 
In this perspective, reductionism  is not an end in itself, on ly  a concom it
ant o f an o th er desideratum . W e shou ld  ad d , h ow ever, that a m ore 
detailed explanation  is also an end in itself. It is not on ly  our confidence in 
the exp lan ation , but o u r und erstandin g o f it that is enhanced w hen  w c  go 
from  m acro to m icro, from  longer to shorter tim e-lags. To explain  is to 
p rovid e a mechanism, to open  u p  the black box and show  the nuts and 
bolts, the cogs and w heels, the desires and beliefs that generate the 
aggregate outcom es. "A r t  and Science cannot exist but in m inutely 
organized P articu lars/ '1 2

Since the doctrine o f m ethodological in dividualism  is a h ighly contes
ted one in the social sciences, m uch as it w as form erly in biology, som e

1 Cp Beauchamp and Rosenberg, Hume and the Problem of Causation, ch. b, also my
Explaining Technical Change, p. 29.

2 William Blake, Jerusalem.



6 i . Explanation and dialectics

elucidation is in place. First, the doctrine does not presu pp ose se lfish 
ness, nor even  rationality, at the level o f individual action. A s argued in
i .a . i ,  there is a presum ption in favour o f these features o f individual 
behaviour, but it is groun ded  in pu rely  m ethodological considerations, 
not in a n y  substantive assu m ptions about hum an nature. Secondly, 
m ethodological individualism  holds on ly  in extensional contexts. W hen 
aggregate entities appear in intensional contexts, they are not reducible to 
low er-level entities. People often have beliefs about supra-individual 
entities that are not reducible to beliefs about individuals. "T h e  capitalists 
fear the w ork ing c la ss " cannot be reduced to statem ents about the feel
in gs o f capitalists about individual w orkers, w h ile  "T h e  capitalist profit is 
threatened by the w ork in g  c la ss " can be reduced to a com plex statem ent 
about the consequences o f actions taken b y  individual w orkers. T h ird ly, 
m any properties o f individuals, such as "p o w e r fu l" , are inherently rela
tional, so  that an accurate description o f one individual m ay in volve 
reference to others. T h is point is elaborated in 2 .3 .1 .  Lastly, the 
desirability of reduction should not blind us to the dan gers o f frrematurr 
reductiomsm Pascal criticized D escartes for yield in g to that tem ptation in 
his m echanistic b iology: "Il faut d ire  en gros: 'C ela se  fait par figu re et 
m ouvem en t', car cela est vrai. M ais de dire quels, et com poser la m achine, 
cela est ridicule C ar cela est inutile, et incertain, et p é n ib le ."1 Sim ilarly 
there is a real d an ger that attem pts to explain  com plex social phenom ena 
in term s o f in dividual m otivations and beliefs m ay yield  sterile an d  arbi
trary explanations In 6.2, la rg u e  that this m ay be the case for the problem  
o f finding m icro-foundations for collective action. In such cases w e are 
better o ff w ith  a black-box explanation for the time being, although it is 
im portant to keep  in m ind that this is o n ly  faute de mieux. M ethodological 
collectivism  can n ever be a desideratum , only a tem porary necessity.

M ethodological collectivism  -  as an  end in itself -  assu m es that there 
are supra-in d ividual entities that are  prior to in d ividuals in the exp lana
tory order. Explanation proceeds from  the law s either o f self-regulation or 
o f developm en t o f these larger entities, w hile individual actions are 
derived from  the aggregate pattern This frequently takes the form  of 
functional explanation, if one argu es that objective benefits provide a 
sufficient explanation for the actions that, collectively, generate them. 
There is no logical connection, h ow ever, since the collectivist 
m ethodology m ay also be w ed d ed  to a causal m ode of explanation. C on 
versely , functional explanation m ay be com patible w ith m ethodological

1 Pensers??.
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individualism , if one insists on the necessary existence o f som e u nder
ly in g  m echan ism .1 In M arx, h ow ever, the two tend lo g o  together, as will 
be am p ly  show n  throughout this w ork.

In M arx 's ph ilosop h y o f h istory (2.4), humanity appears as a collective 
subject w h ose  inherent striving tow ards full realization shapes the course 
o f h istory. W ithin the theory o f capitalism , capital p lays a sim ilar role. The 
em ph asis on the explanatory role of "capital in g en era l" is especially 
striking in the Grundrisse.Kas in the fo llow in g argum ent against those 
w h o, like Ricardo, believe that the notion o f com petition is prior to that of 
capital. O n the contrary, M arx asserts:

The predominance o f capital is the presupposition of free competition, just as the 
despotism of the Roman Caesars was the presupposition of the free Roman 
'private law'. As long as capital is weak, it still relies on the crutches of past modes 
of production, or of those which will pass with its rise. As soon as it feels strong, it 
throws away the crutches, and moves in accordance with its own laws. As soon as 
it begins to sense itself and become conscious of itself as a barrier to development, 
it seeks refuge in forms which, by restricting free competition, seem to make the 
rule of capital more perfect, but are at the same time the heralds of its dissolution 
and of the dissolution of the mode of production resting on it. Competition merely 
expresses as real, posits as an external necessity, that which lies within the nature 
of capital; competition is nothing more than the way in which the many capitals 
force the inherent determinants of capital upon one another and upon them
selves 3

O ne could not w ish  for a more explicit denial of m ethodological indi
vidualism . It can be usefu lly  contrasted with the approach advocated and 
practised by John Roem er, generating class relations and the capital 
relationship  from  exchanges betw een differently endow ed in d ividuals in 
a com petitive setting T h e details o f his an alysis are set out in chapters 4 
and 6 below . The o verw h elm in gly  strong argum ent for this procedure is 
that it a llo w s one to dem onstrate a s  theorem s w hat w ould otherw ise be 
unsubstantiated postulates.

On the other hand one should not forget that M arx also w as com m itted 
to m ethodological individualism , at least interm ittently. The German 
Ideology, in particular, rests on a strong individualist and anti-teleological 
approach to h istory, as is m ade clear in 2.4 below. A lso , one m ay cite the 
phrase from  the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts: "A b o ve  all w e 
m ust avoid  postulating 'society ' again  as an abstraction ins-d-vis the *

* This, for instance, is the view of G. A. Cohen in his various writings on functional
explanation.

2 Cp. Rosdolsky, Zur Entstehungsgesduchte, pp. 61- 7 1 .
5 Grand ruse. p. 651.



8 l. Explanation and dialectics

in d iv id u a l." 1 In the context w here it occurs, h o w ever, this phrase m ay 
also be seen as a com m itm ent to ethical individualism , that is the v iew  that 
the goal o f com m unism  is the developm en t o f m en, not o f M an .2 
M ethodological individualism  is a doctrine about h o w  social phenom ena 
are to be exp lain ed , not about h o w  they should  be eva lu ated .3 M arx n ever 
w avered  in his v iew  that the m ain attraction o f com m unism  is that it will 
m ake possib le the fu ll and free realization o f the in dividual (2.2.7); but he 
did not sim ilarly and consistently place the in dividual at the centre o f the 
explanation o f the process lead ing  u p  to the com m unist stage.

1.2. Intentional explanation

A m ong M arxists there is a w id espread  resistance to the use o f rational- 
choice m odels and to intentional m odels m ore generally. Som e o f the 
reasons u nd erlyin g  this attitude are quite respectable, others are less so. 
Som e are general, others m ore specific. T h ey  will becom e clearer as I 
proceed. I shall first sketch a general account o f the nature o f intentional 
explanations, and then go on to d iscu ss their im portance in M arx.

1.2 .1. The nature of intentional explanation*
The exp lan an da o f intentional exp lan ation s arc in dividual actions. W hen 
collective action is exp la in ed  by its goal or purpose, this m ust either be 
understood d istributively , in the sen se  that each actor in the gro u p  acts 
for the sake o f that goal, or w ith  reference to the goal or purpose of leaders 
w h o  are ab le to induce or com pel others to execute their policy. The 
crucial step in an  intentional explanation is the specification of the goal -  
the future state o f affairs for the sake o f w hich  the action is undertaken. 
The action m ay then be explained  by the intended consequence, that is 
the realization of that state. The explanation  is in no w ay  invalidated if the 
consequence does not in fact com e about, nor if it is logically incoherent so 
that it could not conceivably com e about With a few  exceptions, h o w 
ever, ! shall d isregard  the latter possibility and consider on ly  coherent 
p lans. This m eans that I shall con sider o n ly  rational-choice explanations, 
as a subset o f the w id er category  o f intentional explanation .

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 299
1 For this distinction, see Cohen. "M an's dialectic of labour", as well as 2.2 below.
* In From MandcinlU to Marx, Louis Dumont does not distinguish between the ethical and 

the methodological sense of the individualism he finds in Marx. For a dear statement and 
discussion of the distinction, see Kobn. Lc Bonheur-hbert/, ch. 5.

* For fuller expositions, see ch. 3 of my Explaining Technical Change and ch. I of my Sour 
Grapes
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A  rational-choice explanation o f action in volves sh o w in g  that the 
action w as rational and w as perform ed because it w as rational That the 
action is rational m eans that g iven  the beliefs of the agent, the action 
w as the best w a y  for him to realize his p lans or desires. H ence 
rationality go es together w ith  som e form o f m axim izing behaviour. The 
m axim and m ay, but need not be, som e m aterial rew ard  accruing to the 
agent. N ot all rational actions are selfish . The assum ption  that agents are 
se lfish ly  m otivated does, h o w ever, have a m ethodological privilege, for 
the fo llow in g reason. For non-selfish behaviour, for exam ple altruism , 
to be possible, som e oth er agent or agen ts m ust be selfishly m otivated, 
but not vice versa. N on-selfish  behaviour is logically parasitic on selfish
ness, since there can be no pleasures o f g iving if there are no selfish 
pleasures o f  having. O r again , if 1 am  concerned about you r w elfare, the 
latter cannot solely be m ade u p  o f y o u r concern for m ine. (A  sim ilar 
relation o f parasitism  obtains betw een the second-order benefits that 
arise from  participating in a political m ovem ent and the first-order 
benefits that constitute the goal o f that m ovem en t.1 In 6 .2 .3 . * return to 
both o f these issues.)

C hoices take place w ithin  constraints that jointly determ ine the fea
sible set confronting the agent. In the standard account the preferences 
gu id in g  the choice and the constraints defin in g the feasible set are given 
independently  o f one another. In the m ore general case, how ever, the 
two m ay be connected. The feasible set m ay be intentionally shaped 
according to o n e 's  preferences, a s  in the story o f U lysses and the S iren s.2 
C o n verse ly , the preferences m ay be caused by the feasible set, as in the 
fable o f the fox and the sour g rap es.3 O f these tw o non-standard 
phenom ena, the first h as on ly  a m arginal im portance in the M arxist 
corpus. M arx did not believe that m en -  individually  or collectively -  
had an incentive to bind them selves and precom m it their future choices. 
I briefly return to this issu e  in 2 .2 .6  and 7 .3 .3 . By contrast, the second -  
the issue o f en d o gen o u s preference form ation -  is quite im portant, and 
is d iscu ssed  in m ore detail in 1 . 3 . 1 .

G iven  this fram ew ork, w e can state som e o f the reasons w hy M arxists 
have been hesitant in em bracing rational-choice explanations. First, it 
has been argu ed  that constraints m ay not only shape preferences, but 
also  preem pt them  -  if their joint effect is to exd u d e  all alternatives but 
one. If, say , there is  on ly  on e consum ption bundle that satisfies both the 
incom e constraint and the calorie constraint, then appeal to preferences

1 Cp Sour Gra/tn, ch 11.9. 1 Cp my Uh/tsfs and the Sitrtif, di. II.
* Cp. Sour G ra f* * , rh. 111.
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is red u n d an t.1 T h is objection m ay be valid in special cases, but there is no 
general reason to expect the constraints to narrow  dow n  the feasible set to 
exactly one alternative. In particular, w ere one to argue that the ruling 
class tries to m anipulate the subjects by acting on their feasible set. this 
w ou ld  im ply  that the ruling class itself has som e scope for deliberate 
action and choice. A lso , a rational ru ling class w ould on ly  reduce the 
feasible set so  m uch that the alternative preferred within it by the subjects 
is also the on e preferred w ithin the unrestricted set by the class. Secondly, 
it has been objected that the sin glin g out o f on e action within the feasible 
set can take place by som e other m echanism  than rational choice, for 
exam ple by roles, norm s or traditions. This objection is su rely  m isguided. 
Tradition operates by influencing preferences, not by replacing them . 
Thirdly, on e can argu e  that preferences cannot be the rock-bottom 
explanatory level Rather, on e has to look at the causal m echanism s by 
which preferences are shaped and changed. I postpone this issue to 1 .3 . 1 .

A n  im portant sub-variety o f rational action is strategic behaviour, that 
is choices that take account o f the conjectured or anticipated choices of 
other agents. The incorporation o f the strategic aspect into rational-choice 
theory a llo w s on e to form ulate three sets o f interdependencies that p er
vade social life, (i) The rew ard o f each depen d s on the rew ards of all, by 
en vy , altruism  or so lid arity .2 (ii) The rew ard  o f each depen ds on the 
choices o f all, by general social causality, (iii) The choice o f each depends 
on the choices o f all, by strategic reasoning. The third objection above can 
then be restated as fo llow s: rational-choice theory is not able to take into 
account that (iv) the preferences o f each depen d  on the actions of a lP

1.2.2. Purposive explanation in Marxist economics
The fo llow in g d iscussion  anticipates that o f chapter 3, which p ro vid es a
fuller exposition  of the central notions of M arx 's econom ic theory. Here I

1 G A Cohenpointsouttomethatthisneedsaqualification Assume throe constraints A. B 
and C jointly determining a unique leasibie option x. An agent may be unaware of con
straint A. and yet prefer x in the larger feasible set defined by P and C. in which case the 
selection of x, while nccesulaird by the constraints, is actually CXfitined jointly by preferen
ces and constraints

1 This is not inconsistent with the methodological privilege of selfish behaviour invoked 
above The interdependency of rewards is necessarily hierarchical, in the sense that there 
must be some first-order rewards that do not depend on any other. The interdependency 
of choices may be hierarchical, if there are some agents that can make up their minds 
without anticipating what others will do. but it can also be perfectly reciprocal 

* The objection could he met it preferences arc conceptualized as part of the ou in»is* of 
behaviour, produced jointly with the primary goal If so, rational agents might abstain 
from engaging in certain activities that, while individually desirable, could have un
wanted preference change as a collective side-effect, if the situation is that of a Prisoner's 
Dilemma, some form of altruism would be needed to achieve this self-control.
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only  shall con sider Ihe behavioural assum ptions o f the theory and, in par
ticular the role, if an y, p layed by rational choice. Did M arx -  like the m odem  
neoclassical econom ist -  explain  consum er and producer behaviour in 
terms o f m axim ization?

C o n sid er first consum er behaviour, in particular w orking-class con
sum ption. In a w ell-know n passage in Capital I M arx com es close to su g 
gesting that the consum ption o f the w orker is uniquely determ ined by his 
need to reproduce his labour-pow er, w ith no residual left for choice:

The value of labour-power is determined, as in the case of every* other commodity, 
by the labour-time necessary for the production, and consequently also the repro
duction, o f this special article . . .  If the owner of labour-power works to-day, to
morrow he must again be able to repeat the same process in the same conditions as 
regards health and strength. His means of subsistence must therefore be sufficient 
to maintain him in his normal state as a labouring individual. His natural wants, 
such as food, clothing, fuel, and housing, vary according to the climatic and other 
physical conditions of his country On the other hand, the numberand extent of his 
so-called necessary wants, as also the modes of satisfying them, are themselves the 
product of historical development, and depend therefore to a great extent on the 
degree of civilization of a country, more particularly on the conditions under 
which, and consequently on the habits and degree of comfort in which, the class of 
free labourers has been formed. In contradistinction therefore to the case of other 
commodities, there enters into the determination of the value of labour-power a 
historical and moral element. Nevertheless, in a given country, at a given period, 
the average quantity of the means of subsistence necessary for the labourer is prac
tically known.1

In the 18 6 1-3  Critique som e p assages even suggest a von N eum ann view  of 
the production process, in w hich  the labour in pu tsaren otion ally  replaced 
by m ultiples o f a unique consum ption bundle. “ Just as the coal and oil 
consum ed b y  the m achine enter into the labour process, so  the m eans of 
subsistence w hich  keep the w orker going as a w orker enter into the labour 
process to o ."2 T his, h ow ever, is a m odel of a slave econom y, not o f a capi
talist o n e .’  A s is further argued  in 3 .2 .2 . M arx had strong theoretical 
reason s for w an tin g  to keep  w ork ers’ consum ption fixed, since otherw ise 
the labour value o f goods m ight depend on preferences. Yet even  assum 
ing that the w ork ers' needs are given , this does not im ply  that there is no 
scope for choice am ong alternative w ays o f fulfilling them . Even at the 
m inim al subsistence level, n eeds can be satisfied in m any different w a y s .4

1 Capital I, pp. 170- t .  3 Zur Kritik (1861-6)). p. lift.
* Cp Momhima, Theory of Economie GroMk. pp 96- 7 .
4 Sen, PmtriydnJ F/utim**. pp. 24H. Cp  also Seton and Momhima, " Aggregation in l/on*

lief matrices and the labour theory of value", p. 206, note 8 .
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and a fortiori this must hold when needs rise above this level to incor
porate a "historical and moral element".

At other times Marx shows himself fully aware of the importance of 
consumer choice under capitalism, as in the following passage from the 
Gruttd risse:

(The worker! is neither bound to particular objects, nor to a particular manner of 
satisfaction. The sphere of his consumption is not qualitatively restncted. only 
quantitatively. This distinguishes him from the slave, serf etc. Consumption 
certainly reacts on production itself, but this reaction concerns the worker in his 
exchange as little as it does any other seller of a commodity . .  [The] relative 
restriction on the sphere of the workers' consumption (which is only quantitative, 
not qualitative, or rather, only qualitative as posited through the quantitative) 
gives them as consum ers. . .  an entirely different importance as agents of produc
tion from that which they possessed e.g. in Antiquity or in the Middle Ages, or 
now possess in Asia 1

Mere Marx captures nicely the aggregate economic impact of free con
sumer choice. Other passages, cited in 4.2 below, argue that the freedom 
of choice that belongs to the worker as a consumer also tends to transform 
him into an autonomous, responsible being. These views are quite in
compatible with the assumption of "fixed coefficients of consumption" 
underlying the notion of the value of labour-power in Capital. In spite of 
the inherent implausibility of that assumption, it has with a few excep
tions been retained by most later Marxist writers on the topic.1 1 would not 
deny that it may be a useful simplification in some cases, but then it must 
be defended as such, and not on the grounds of a methodological 
superiority that it does not possess.

Next, consider producer behaviour. Although the notion of profit as 
the engine of capitalist production is central in Marxism, the behavioural 
assumption of profit maximization is infrequently invoked. Yet many 
analyses only make sense if it is presupposed. In particular, Marx 
argued that the establishment of an economy-wide rate of profit takes 
place by capital moving from low-profit to high-profit sectors.' Also, the 
choice of technique -  which, contrary to a widespread view, was not 
denied by Marx -  must be guided by profit-maximizing considerations. 
1 Grundrisst. p. 2&V cp also p, 464.
1 Exceptions are Johansen, "The labour theory of value and marginal utilities", and 

Roemer. Analytical Foundations, ch». 7 and 8.
* John Roemer points out to me that all that can be rigorously proved (cp. ch 3 of his 

Analytical Foundations) is the existence of an equal rate-of-profit equilibrium, a weaker 
statement than the dynamical assertion in the text. Yel Marx certainly believed that the 
equilibrium would be established by capital flowing from low profit to nigh-profit sectors. 
For the present methodological purposes, it makes no difference whether wc take the 
strong or the weak statement to represent his position.
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M ore controversially, the process of technical chan ge m ay be sim ilarly 
directed, leading to a rational preference for som e typ es of innovation 
o ver others (3 .3 .2). Capitalist entrepreneurs are agents in the genuinely 
active sen se. They cannot be reduced to m ere place-holders in the capi
talist system  o f production.

This v iew  goes against a w id espread  interpretation o f M arx. It is often 
said that he attached little im portance to intentional explanation in 
econom ics, since the basic units o f his theory are "character m a sk s"1 
rather than in d ividuals. The capitalist, in particular, is on ly  the "c o n 
scious su p p o rt"  o f the capitalist p ro cess,1 2 and on ly  enacts the law s 
regulating it. Even  capitalist consum ption can be seen a s  "capital s exp en 
ses o f rep ro d u ctio n ".3 This is w ell in line w ith the v iew  that the w orker is 
the p assive  em bodim ent o f h is consum ption bundle, rather than an  active 
hum an being capable, am ong other things, of w aging a struggle for a 
larger bundle. T h e conclusion often d raw n  from  this argum ent is that the 
capitalist d o es not "c h o o se "  his actions, but is " fo rc e d "  by his need to 
su rvive  in  the com petitive m arket.41 believe this w a y  o f stating the issu e is 
m isleading. "C h o o s in g "  o n ly  m eans com paring alternatives and picking 
the best o f them . T h e choice m ay w ell be said to be forced if all alternatives 
but one are unacceptable (4 .2 .3), but it is no less of a choice for that. 
Rather, the relevant distinction is that betw een forced and unforced 
choice, for exam ple b etw een  being forced to optim ize and not being 
forced to do so. This distinction m ight for instance serve to d istinguish  
betw een capitalists at d ifferent stages o f capitalist developm ent, as su g 
gested  by W eber.5

O ne m ay take this argum ent a step  further. A ccording to the 
"sa tis fic in g " school o f theorists, not on ly  is there no opposition betw een 
choice and necessity : choices are on ly  m ade out o f necessity.* In the 
norm al course of even ts, firm s follow' routines that cannot in an y reason
able sen se  be referred to as choices. O n ly  w h en  the current routine leads 
to a fall in profit below  som e critical level are the firm s energized into 
actively  search in g for alternatives and com paring them to the status quo.

1 "The characters who appear on the economic stage (die okononuvhen Chanktermtsken der 
Perfoneu) are but the personification* of the economic relations that e*»*t between them" 
(Capital I. p. 85).

1 Capital!, p. 152; Zwr Kritikii86i-4)K  p. 16.
* Capital I, p 594.
4 For this view, see for instance Shaikh, ' Political economy and capitalism", effectively 

reluted by Steedman. "A nole on the 'choice of technique' under capitalism"
5 Weber. The Protestant Ethic. p. 181 .
* For the argument in the following paragraphs, see Nelson and Winter. Am Eivluhonary 

Theory of Economic Change and my Explaining Tnhntcal Change, chs. 3 and 6.



N ecessity  is the m other o f invention, and m ore gen erally  o f all active 
search-and-selection behaviour. This is a quite radical departure from  the 
rational-choice m odel o f producer behaviour. By substituting behaviour 
that is "g o o d  e n o u g h " for the "o p tim a l" behaviour, the satisficing school 
im plies that firm s m ay often operate far aw ay  from  the optim um . In m y 
opinion this is a m ore attractive and realistic v iew  than the standard 
neoclassical theory o f the firm , although perhaps flaw ed by an elem ent of 
ad Jioc-ness, in that the satisficing theorists do not offer a theory o f w h y  
firm s have the aspiration levels they h ave. Be this as it m ay, the satisficing 
approach  that m akes necessity into a precondition for choice is certainly a 
m ore interesting alternative to the rational-choice m odel than the struc
turalist theories that substitute necessity for choice.

In particular, the satisficing m odel ap p ears very  attractive w hen  w e 
turn to the problem  o f exp lain ing technical change. Since the ex ante 
possibility and profitability o f innovations are so  hard to assess, it m akes 
sense to argu e that innovating firm s are spurred  by adversity  rather than 
lured by profits. Let m e draw  attention to a passage in w hich  M arx seem s 
to propose a sim ilar view :

It is evident that the English legislature, which certainly no one will venture to 
reproach with being overdosed with genius, has been led by experience to the 
conclusion that a simple compulsory law is sufficient to enact away all the so- 
called impediments, opposed by the nature of the process, to the restriction and 
regulation of the working-day. Hence, on the introduction of the Factory Act into 
a given industry, a period varying from six to eighteen months is fixed within 
which it is incumbent on the manufacturers to remove all technical impediments 
to the working of the Act. Mirabeau's "Impossible! Ne me dites jamais ce béte de 
mot!" is particularly applicable to modern technology.’

A lthough one should  not on the basis o f this one text m ake M arx a 
precursor o f the satisficing theory o f innovation, there are other passages, 
quoted and d iscu ssed  in 3 .3 .2  below , that point in the sam e direction. 
Since technical chan ge is at the core o f M arx 's theory o f capitalism , it is a 
point o f som e im portance w hether one fin ds its source in the inner drive 
o f entrepreneurs to accum ulate, or in external pressures created by the 
state or recalcitrant w orkers.

Let m e add a com m ent on gam e-theoretic reasoning in M arxist 
econom ic theory. A lthough  strategic interaction is crucial in econom ic 
life, both w ith in  and betw een classes, M arx took little explicit account of 
it. In later chapters I shall occasionally elaborate on som e o f his theories, 
u sin g  a gam e-theoretic fram ew ork, but in d o in g  so  I shall largely go
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Capital I. p. 477
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beyond w h at is to be found in h is w ritin gs. A s  in virtually  an y social 
theorist o f  som e stature, one finds in his w o rk  instances o f the interaction 
structure kn ow n  a s  the Prisoner s  Dilem m a. In particular this ho lds for 
his an a lysis  o f the relation betw een the m em bers o f the econom ically 
dom inant class in a society: the class as a w hole m ay have interests that 
do not coincide w ith those o f the individual m em bers. Yet w hat M arx says 
on this topic is h ard ly  m ore coherent and system atic than w hat m ay be 
d iscovered in H obbes, R ou sseau  or T ocqu eville .1 M oreover, he is som e
tim es confused  w ith respect to the crucial distinction betw een variable- 
sum  and constant-sum  interaction, as in this passage from  Capital III:

S o  lo n g  a s  t h in g s  g o  w e ll ,  c o m p e t it io n  e ffe c ts  a n  o p e r a t in g  f r a te r n ity  o f  th e  c a p i

ta lis t  c la s s ,  a s  w e  h a v e  s e e n  in  th e  c a s e  o f  th e  e q u a liz a t io n  o f  th e  g e n e r a l  r a te  o f  

p ro fit , s o  th at e a c h  s h a r e s  in  th e  c o m m o n  lo o t  in  p r o p o r t io n  to  th e  s iz e  o f  h is  
r e s p e c t iv e  in v e s t m e n t . B u t  a s  s o o n  a s  it n o  lo n g e r  is a  q u e s t io n  o f  s h a r in g  p r o fit s , 

b u t o f  s h a r in g  lo s s e s ,  e v e r y o n e  t r ie s  t o  r e d u c e  h is  o w n  s h a r e  to  a  m in im u m  a n d  to 

s h o v e  it o f f  u p o n  o n e  a n o th e r .  T h e  c la s s ,  a s  s u c h , m u s t  in e v it a b ly  lo s e . H o w  m u c h  

th e  in d iv id u a l  c a p ita l is t  m u s t  b e a r  o f  th e  lo s s ,  i .e .  to  w h a t  e x te n t  h e  m u s t  s h a r e  in  
it a t  a l l ,  i s  d e c id e d  b y  s t r e n g t h  a n d  c u n n in g ,  a n d  th e  c o m p e t it io n  b e t w e e n  th e m  

b e c o m e s  a f ig h t  a m o n g  h o s t ile  b r o th e r s . T h e  a n t a g o n is m  b e t w e e n  e a c h  in d iv id u a l 
c a p it a l is t 's  in t e r e s t s  a n d  t h o s e  o f  th e  c a p ita l is t  c la s s  a s  a  w h o le  th e n  c o m e s  t o  th e  

s u r fa c e , ju s t  a s  p r e v io u s ly  th e  id e n t ity  o f  t h e s e  in t e r e s t s  o p e r a t e d  in  p ra c t ic e  
th r o u g h  c o m p e t it io n .1 2

The last phrase m ust im p ly  that com petition -  in good tim es as in bad -  is a 
variable-sum  gam e, w h ereas the preced ing an alysis can hard ly  be u nder
stood oth erw ise than as an argum ent for a constant-sum  gam e.

1.2.3. Intentional explanation of political behaviour 
M arx 's political w ritings are su ggestive , often brilliant, although 
m ethodologically am biguous, h o verin g  betw een the intentional and the 
functional m odes o f explanation . I shall briefly consider four questions: 
the logic o f collective action, the theory o f coalition form ation, the exp la
nation o f state behaviour and the theory of international politics. With the 
exception o f the last fopic, these issues are all d iscu ssed  m ore extensively 
in later chapters.

C ollective action takes place w hen  a group -  for exam ple a class -  is 
capable o f acting jo in tly  to further its interests as a group , thus o ver
com ing the free-rider problem  (6 .2 .1). On general grounds, a satisfactory

1 On Hobbes, see Taylor, Anarchy and Cooperation: on Rousseau, see Rundman and Sen,
"Games, justice and the general will" For an occurrence in Tocqueville, see Democracy in
America, p. 627 note.

2 Capitat III, p. 253.
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explanation o f collective action m ust provide m icro-foundations for the 
behaviour, that is exp lain  it in term s o f the desires an d  beliefs that enter 
into the m otivation o f the in d iv id u als participating in it ( 1 . 1 ) .  M arx has 
fairly  little to say  about this problem . In trying to reconstruct w h at one 
m ight sen sib ly  say  about it, there seem  to be three m ain aven u es of 
research. First, the m ost parsim onious explanation w ould  invoke nothing 
but rational and selfish  m otivation am ong the participants. N ext, w e  m ay 
relax the assum ption  o f selfish n ess and allow  altruism  and public
sp iritedn ess as m otives. T h ird ly , as a rather desperate  last-ditch attem pt, 
w e  m ight feel com pelled to assum e that the agen ts act irrationally w hen  
en gagin g  in collective action. In different cases different m odels could be 
appropriate. T here is no reason  w h y  the sam e set o f assum ptions should 
exp lain  cartel form ation and union  form ation, peasant revolts and urban 
strikes. In all cases, h o w ever, the focus m ust be on the individuals, not on 
the group . The gro u p  m ay h ave  an objective interest, but it has no goal. 
The objective interest w ill be realized o n ly  to the extent that it coincides 
w ith , or is m ade to coincide w ith , the interests o f individual m em bers. A n  
exten sive, if som ew h at inconclusive, d iscussion  o f these issues is found 
in 6 .2 .3 .

O nce collective actors h ave  been form ed and h ave  achieved som e 
stability, w e  m ay look at the w a y  in w hich  they confront one another in 
the social and political a ren a .1 Since M arx a lw ays refers to the class 
struggle as in vo lv in g  three or m ore classes, w e  at once get into the prob
lem o f class coalitions. In his w ritin gs on English  politics, M arx alludes to 
m any o f the princip les regulating coalition form ation in triads, such  as 
" tertius gaudens" ,  "d ivide et im pera", " th e  en em y o f m y enem y is m y 
fr ie n d " and the principle o f the lesser evil. T h ey  are all d eep ly  am biguous, 
su ggestin g  both a rational-choice explanation and a functional account. 
The sam e holds for h is explanation o f alliance form ation in French 
politics, as in the fo llow in g case to w hich R aym ond A ron has draw n 
attention.2 In The Eighteenth Brumaire M arx asks w h y  the tw o m onarchical 
fractions. Legitim ists and O rleanists, united around the parliam entary 
republic. M arx offers tw o an sw ers. O ne is couched in term s o f econom ic 
interest, and relies h eavily  on functional explanation . The other operates 
strictly at the political level: for each of the fractions a republican regim e 
w as  a m ore acceptable solution than the m onarchist option preferred by

1 I am not denying that such confrontation is also a determinant of class consciousness Yet 
the formation of class consciousness and the process of class struggle should be kept 
analytically distinct, even if they often occur pari passu. The former is an intra-class, the 
latter an inter-class, phenomenon.

1 Aron, Les Etapes de la Pensée Sonologufue, p. 290.
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the o th er.1 U nlike m any other issues, the choice betw een tw o pretenders 
a llo w s o f no other com prom ise than that o f choosing neither. This is a 
fu lly  satisfactory rational-choice explanation, yet M arx felt a need to 
supplem ent it by a m ore "fu n d am en ta l" account in term s o f objective 
class interest.

A  sim ilarly am biguous attitude is found in M arx 's explanations o f the 
policies fo llow ed by the m id-nineteenth-century European states. O n the 
on e hand he offered a straightforw ard intentional explanation: the 
behaviour o f the state derives from  the self-interest o f the govern ing 
clique, constrained by the interest o f the capitalist class. O n the other 
hand, h is basic theory told him  that the state in a capitalist society had to 
be a capitalist state, hence he argued that ultim ately everything cam e 
dow n  to the interest o f the capitalist class. M ore specifically, the fact that 
the capitalists d id  not seek political pow er could be explained by the 
benefits they d erived  from  another class exercizing it. This is a purely 
functional account, w ith no attem pt to provide a m echanism  that could 
m ake it a plausible story. In 7 . 1 1 argu e that in his political sociology Marx 
allow ed considerable autonom y o f action to the state, explaining its 
behaviour in term s o f the interest o f the aristocratic-feudal-bureaucratic 
gro u p s that w ere  actually in charge o f the governm ent. The argum ent is 
m ade, m oreover, that h is attem pt to explain this autonom y as a form  o f 
capitalist abdication w as  largely  unsuccessful.

In his journalistic w ritin gs M arx devoted an im m ense en ergy to the 
stu d y  o f international politics. I shall not pay a corresponding attention to 
these w ritin gs, w hich are largely  devoid  o f theoretical interest.2 A  few  
m ethodological com m ents m ay still be in order. Like other students of the 
topic, h e d id  not limit h im self to explanation in term s o f the officially 
professed  m otives of the actors but w ent beyond them in tw o w ays. First, 
he occasionally explained  political behaviour in term s o f the larger his
torical goal that it served . T hus com m enting on R u ssia 's  attitude to 
T u rkey, he suggested  that she w as "b u t the unconscious and reluctant 
s lave  o f the m odem  fatum. R evo lu tio n ".3 Sim ilarly, the British rule in 
India w as  "th e  unconscious tool o f h isto ry" in bringing about a fun da
m ental revolution in A sia .4 These p assages are m ore fully cited and 
d iscussed  in 2 .4 .2 . T hey rely on the functionalist notion of free-floating 
intentions, pu rposes that can be im puted to no specific actor, on ly  to

1 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p 166.
1 For discussions, see Molnar, Marx. Engel* el fa Politique Intematuttale and Papaicwnnou,

De Marx et du MarxLvne. V.ii.
* New York Daily Tribune 9.6.185y  4 Ibid. 25.6.18s).
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"h isto ry " . N ext, there is a pronounced tendency in his w ritings to seek 
conspiratorial explanations -  substituting hidden intentions for the overt 
ones. In som e cases this led him to quite extravagant v iew s, for instance 
his notorious theory that Lord Palm erston w as  " in  vassa lage  to R u ss ia " 
w h ile  he served  as British Foreign Secretary .’ In other cases his refusal to 
take appearan ces at face value helped him to quite valuable insights, as 
w hen h e explained  to E n gels that in m atters o f revolution and w ar, "th e  
w hole point is, w h o  is m ost able to g ive  h im self the appearance o f not 
being a fra id " .2 The general point to be m ade here is that the distinction 
betw een functional and conspiratorial explanations is often difficult to 
d raw  in a g iven  case, since both in volve  go in g  beyond overt intentions 
and in voking  som e other pu rpose, the only eviden ce for w hich is 
typically  the benefits brought about b y  the action to be explained.

1.3. Two varieties of causal analysis

In the three-tiered schem e o f explanation su ggested  ab ove, tw o  varieties 
o f causal an alysis w ere  in volved . First, there are the causal explanations 
o f preferences and other m ental states, such as beliefs, em otions etc. I 
shall refer to this as explanation in term s of sub-intentional causality. 
N ext, there are the causal explanations o f aggregate social phenom ena as 
the resultant outcom e o f m any in dividual actions. T h is I refer to as supra- 
intentional causality . M etaphorically, the causal m echanism s involved  in 
both cases can be said to operate "b eh in d  the b ack" o f the in d ividuals 
concerned. T rue, M arx u ses that phrase on ly  to refer to supra-intentional 
cau sality  -  the production o f unintended consequences that thw art our 
efforts and subvert our a im s.3 Yet the expression  is equally  apt as a charac
terization o f the psychic causality that, unbeknow  n to the agent, sh ap es 
his beliefs and desires. A lthough M arx is best know n for his stu d y  of 
supra-intentional causality , on e aim  o f the present w ork is to argu e  that 
he w as  also a p ioneer in the stu d y o f preference form ation and -e sp e c ia lly  
- b e l ie f  form ation.

1 .3 .1 . Sub-intentional causality
Beliefs an d  desires arise in an agent b y  the force o f external circum stances 
m ediated by internal psychic m echanism s. C ogn itive psychology m akes 1

1 Herr Vogt. p 136, also Nett* York Deify Tribune 17.4.1854.
1 Mur* to Engeh 3.6.1853. The mechanism has been extensively studied by Schelhng, The 

Strategy of Confia t.
1 See tor instance Crundrnse. pp. 335. 344; Capital I, p. 44; Capital 111. p. 168.
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a distinction betw een tw o kinds o f m echanism , called "h o t"  and "c o ld " 
resp ective ly .' The hot m echanism s include m otivationally based pro
cesses, such as w ish fu l thinking, the reduction o f cognitive d issonance and 
the like. The cold m echanism s rest on purely  cognitive processes and 
biases, unrelated to m otivation. A n application of these ideas to M arxism  
m ight in volve doing tw o things. First, on e m ight try to describe the exter
nal circum stances in socio-econom ic term s, in order to sh o w  how  
differently situated individuals subject to sim ilar psychic m echanism s w ill 
end up havin gd ifferen t beliefs and preferences. Secondly, one m ight try to 
sh o w  h o w  the incidence of biases an d  distortions is itself related to. say, 
class m em bership. M arx w ould  no doubt have said that in post-class 
society these distortions w ill no longer be found. There is, h ow ever, no 
basis in his w ork for suggestin g different sorts o f b iases, or different fre 
quen cy o f bias, am ong the m em bers of different classes. H ence, in what 
fo llow s, and in later chapters, I shall focus on the first problem : how  to 
explain beliefs and desires in term s o f class position and class interest, 
assum ing identical psychic m echanism s to be operating.

C o n sid er first the explanation o f beliefs. This will be dealt with in som e 
detail in several later chapters: in the discussion o f fetishism  (2.3.2), in an 
attem pt to clarify the distinction betw een essence and appearance in 
econom ic life (3 .1 .2 )  and at greater length in the discussion  of ideology 
(chapter 8). H ence the present com m ents w ill be relatively brief. M arx 's 
m ost original contribution to the theory of belief form ation w as, in m y 
opinion, his idea that the econom ic agen ts tend to generalize locally valid 
v iew s into invalid  global statem ents, because of a failure to perceive that 
causal relations that obtain cetens panbus m ay not hold unrestrictedly. For 
instance, although any  w orker m ay be seen as the m arginal w orker, not all 
w orkers can be at the m argin. This is a local-global fallacy that leads to 
cognitive failures, different from  yet related to the local-global confusions 
that lead to failures o f action (1 .5 .3 ) . This is perhaps the m ost pow erful part 
o f the M arxist m ethodology: the dem onstration that in a decentralized 
econom y there spon taneously  arises a fallacy of composition w ith con se
quences for theory as w ell as for practice.

These and other spon taneou sly  arising illusions arc the result of cold 
m echanism s o f belief form ation M arx, o f course, also insisted on -  and 
probably is better kn ow n  for -  his theory of hot belief form ation. T hus, he 
argued  that the m em bers o f an y given  class tend to present their particular 
interest as the interest o f society in general by a process o f self-deception or

1 For further discussion of these Iwo kind» of protêt*, linked with the name* of Fe»tin£er 
and Tversky respectively, sec my Sopr ch. IV, and ch. 8 below.
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w ishfu l thinking. O r again , consider his theory o f religion as a form  of 
d issonance reduction, " th e  sigh o f the oppressed  c re a tu re ".1 I argue in 
chapter 8 below  that this part o f the theory is m arred by a confusion 
betw een  tw o w a y s  o f exp lain ing beliefs in term s o f interest -  a s  being 
shaped by the interest o f the believer, o r  a s  serv in g  som e interest or other 
The form er is a causal explanation , the latter a m ore dubious functional 
one

C o n sid er n ow  the explanation o f desires and preferences A m ong 
econom ists there is a m inority w h o  argue that preferences are identical 
am ong in d ividuals and stable over time, appearances to the contrary 
n otw ithstand ing.1 2 The variance in behaviour is to be explained exclu
sive ly  by the variance in opportunities, w h ereas the preferences them 
selves are presu m ably  to be explained  as a product o f biological evolution. 
A lthough this approach m ight appear to be pleasingly "m ateria list" , it 
does not fit the M arxist theory o f n eeds (a.a 3), nor is it at all plausible 
taken by itself. There is, h ow ever, an im portant core of truth in the idea 
that opportunities are central in the explanation of behaviour, since 
preferences them selves are to a large extent shaped by w hat is possible. 
A m on g the m any w a y s  in w hich  this can occur, one is especially  im por
tant for our present pu rposes. In class societies, preferences are often 
shaped so that the exploited  classes com e to accept their fate, regarding it 
as inevitable or even  preferable. This occurs by the m echanism  of 
d isson an ce reduction or som e variety  thereof, such as " s o u r  g ra p e s" .3 
O bserve that this outcom e clearly is beneficial for the exploiting classes, 
but that these benefits do not exp lain  the preferences. Rather, they are to 
be explained  by the benefits they bring to the exploited and dom inated 
classes by brin gin g  them  a m odicum  of peace o f m ind. Paul V eyn e has 
argued p ersu asive ly  that this w as a dom inant m echanism  o f preference 
form ation am on g subjects in the ancient w o rld .4 M arx to som e extent 
agrees, w hile also  stressin g the contrast to the m odern world:

In  b o u r g e o is  e c o n o m ic s -  a n d  in  th e  e p o c h  o f  p r o d u c t io n  to  w h ic h  it c o r r e s p o n d s  -  
th is  c o m p le t e  w o r k in g - o u t  o f  th e  h u m a n  c o n te n t  a p p e a r s  a s  a  c o m p le te  e m p t y in g -  
o u t , th is  u n iv e r s a l  o b je c t if ic a t io n  a s  to ta l a l ie n a t io n , a n d  th e  te a r in g  d o w n  o f  a ll 

l im ite d , o n e - s id e d  a im s  a s  s a c r if ic e  o f  th e  h u m a n  c n d - in - i t s e lf  to  a n  e n t ir e ly  e x t e r 

n a l e n d .  T l i i s  is  w h y  th e  c h i ld is h  w o r ld  o f  a n t iq u ity  a p p e a r s  o n  o n e  s id e  a s  lo ft ie r .

1 “Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy o flaw  Introduction", p 175 
* Kolm, et Lqvilê, p. 7»»; Stiglcr and IWker, “Or gustibu* non est disputandum";

llarsanvi. “Cardinal welfare, individualistic ethics and interpersonal comparisons of
u tility"

1 For details of this mrchanism, cp Sour Cruprs, ch. III.
4 Veyne. le  Puni et le Cirque, pp yojff. 7o6ff and /mtim
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O n  th e  o th e r  s id e ,  it r e a l ly  is  lo ft ie r  in  a ll m a tte rs  w h e r e  c lo s e d  s h a p e s ,  fo r m s  

a n d  g iv e n  lim its  a r e  s o u g h t  fo r . It is  s a t is fa c t io n  fro m  a  lim ite d  s ta n d p o in t ; w h ile  
th e  m o d e rn  g iv e s  n o  s a t is fa c t io n ; o r  w h e r e  it a p p e a r s  s a t is f ie d  w ith  itse lf , it  is  
vulgar. 1

The point to be em phasized is that en dogen ous preference form ation is 
not invariably a stabilizing m echanism . In m ost times and places, per
haps, the poor and the exploited are induced by their situation to set 
their sights so low  that the idea o f revolt is foreign to them , yet there are 
im portant exceptions. The w orld of industrial capitalism , in particular, 
creates an im patience and dissatisfaction that ultim ately will underm ine 
it (2.2.5). *n addition to the p assages from fh e G ru n drisx  to be cited in 
chapter 2, one m ay recall that in The Communist Manifesto M arx praised 
the bourgeoisie for havin g "rescu ed  a considerable part o f the popula
tion from  the Idiotismus o f rural l i fe " .1 2

Besides this line o f argum ent, M arx and later M arxists have also 
offered a quite different explanation o f the preferences and desires o f the 
exploited classes. This explanation insists on the benefits that the 
preferences bring to the exploiters, not on the benefits for the exploited 
them selves. If subjects com e to accept or even  prefer their state of 
subjection, this m ust be explained b y  the obvious utility such attitudes 
have for the rulers. If the explanation stops here, w e have a functional 
account (1.4 ) . If it goes on to spell out a m echanism , w e often get a 
theory o f preference form ation by deliberate m anipulation and indoctri
nation, that is an intentional (or conspiratorial) explanation.

For reasons stated e lsew h ere ,’  I do not believe that explanations of 
this kind are likely to be successful. M anipulation is difficult an d , more 
often than not, superfluous. For an instance o f this kind o f reasoning in 
M arx, w e m ay take the fo llow ing com m ent on Ireland;

T h e  o r d in a r y  F .n g lish  w o r k e r  h a te s  th e  Ir ish  w o r k e r  a s  a  c o m p e t ito r  w h o  lo w e r s  

h is  s t a n d a r d  o f  li fe . In  re la tio n  to th e  Ir ish  w o r k e r  h e  fe e ls  h im s e lf  a  m e m b e r  o f  

th e  ruling nation a n d  s o  tu r n s  h im s e lf  in to  a too l o f  th e  a r is to c ra ts  a n d  c a p ita lis t s  

o f  h is  c o u n tr y  against Ireland, th u s  s t r e n g t h e n in g  th e ir  d o m in a t io n  o v e r  himself. 
H e  c h e r is h e s  r e l ig io u s , s o c ia l  a n d  n a tio n a l p r e ju d ic e s  a g a in s t  th e  Ir ish  w o r k e r . 

H is  a t t itu d e  t o w a r d s  h im  is  m u c h  th e  s a m e  a s  th at o f  th e  'p o o r  w h it e s ' to  th e  

‘n ig g e r s ' in  th e  fo r m e r  s la v e  s t a t e s  o f  th e  U S A . r h e  In s h m a n  p a y s  h im  b a c k  w ith  

in te r e s t  in  h is  o w n  m o n e y . H e  s e e s  in  th e  E n g lis h  w o r k e r  a t o n c e  th e  a c c o m p lic e  

a n d  th e  s t u p id  to o l o f  th e  English rule m  Ireland. T h is  a n t a g o n is m  is  a r t if ic ia lly  
k e p t  a l iv e  a n d  in te n s if ie d  b y  th e  p r e s s ,  th e  p u lp it , th e  c o m ic  p a p e r s , in  s h o r t , b y

1 Grundrisse. p. 488.
2 The Communist Manifesto, p  488.
1  Sour Grapes, chs. II.5 an d  III 2.



all the means at the disposal of the ruling classes. This antagonism is the secret of the 
impotence of the English working class, despite its organization 1

It is not easy  to know  w hat to m ake o f this passage. The first part su ggests 
quite strongly  that the prejudices o f the English w orkers arose en d ogen 
ously. By this I m ean that g iven  the dom ination o f the w orkers by the 
capitalists and the presence o f the Irish, there w ould  be a natural psych o
logical tendency at w ork to produce prejudice. The frustration or 
d isson an ce that com es from being dom inated can be eased to som e extent 
b y  the m ental operation o f d raw in g  the m ain d ivid in g  line in society 
below  rather than above oneself. This w ould  not require an y m anipula
tion by the capitalist class, although the prejudices could w ell be in
tensified b y  their action. T ow ards the end of the passage, h ow ever, M arx 
says that the conflict betw een  English and Irish w orkers is not only in 
tensified , but "artificially  kept a live " by the ruling classes, im plying that it 
w ou ld  have been absent but for their intervention. This step from tcrlius 
gaudens to divide el itnpera does not seem  plausible to m e. Ruling classes 
can exploit prejudices, but they cannot create them.*

1.3.2. Supra-intentional causality
There is a cluster o f notions that more than an y  other has contributed to 
the m aking o f m odern social science -  that o f "p riva te  vices, public 
b en efits" (M andeville), " th e  invisible h a n d " (A dam  Sm ith), "th e  ruse of 
reaso n " (H egel) an d  "laten t fu n ctio n s" (M erton). The com m on core o f 
these ideas is that individuals, acting for som e goal o f their ow n , bring 
about som eth ing that w as  no part of their intention. I postpone to 1.4  the 
discussion  o f the idea that these consequences, even  if unintended, m ay 
nevertheless enter into the explanation of the behaviour that caused 
them . H ere I w an t to focus on the other part o f the chain, that running 
from the m any in dividual actions to the aggregate outcom e.

T h e relation b etw een  a set o f actions and their aggregate outcom e m ay 
be on e o f the fo llow in g, (i) The actors kn ow in gly  bring about the out
com e, each o f them  choosin g  his course o f behaviour on correct assu m p 
tions about the behaviour o f others and the m ean s-en d  relations in
vo lved . (ii) The actors bring about the intended outcom e, but accidentally 
-  that is not in the w ay  they intended to bring it about. A  paradigm  for this

• Mar* to Meyer and VorI 9.4.1870.
1 Thi* might appear to be a case of blaming th» victim*, bul *% observed by Veyne [Le Pain et 

le Cirtfue. p. 89) it is no more flattering for the subjects if vve explain their belief* in term»of 
manipulation. In any case it should be remembered that capitalist domination is at the core 
of the process: it is not a question of voluntary servitude, but of rationalization of 
servitude
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case is La Fontaine's fable o f the labourer and his children. Since they 
w ere  too lazy to w ork in the fields, as their father w anted them to, he told 
them  that there w as  a treasure buried in the grounds. Eager to get rich in a 
h u rry , they overturned the soil in an unsuccessfu l search for the treasure, 
and in doing so m ade it so  fertile that they did indeed get rich, although 
not in  the w a y  th ey  had planned, (iii) T h e actors bring about an outcom e 
different from  the intended one -  either because they m ade erroneous 
assum ptions about on e another, or because they m isjudged the technical 
relations in volved . In w hat fo llow s I shall d isregard the som ew hat trivial 
case o f defective technical insight, the better to focus on the m utually 
invalidating behavioural assum ptions. 1 shall also disregard case (i) 
above, and offer o n ly  a brief illustration o f case (ii). This d raw s on an 
im portant passage  from  the Grundrisse that offers a direct application o f La 
Fontaine's fable:

T h e  p e r io d  w h ic h  p r e c e d e s  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  m o d e m  in d u s t r ia l  s o c ie t y  o p e n s  

w ith  g e n e r a l  g r e e d  for  m o n e y  o n  th e  p a rt  o f  in d iv id u a ls  a s  w e l l  a s  o f  s ta te s . T h e  
re a l d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  s o u r c e s  o f  w e a lt h  t a k e s  p la c e , a s  it w e r e , b e h in d  th e ir  
b a c k s , a s  a  m e a n s  o f  g a in in g  p o s s e s s io n  o f  th e  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e s  o f  w e a lth  

W h e r e v e r  it  d o e s  n o t  a r is e  o u t o f  c irc u la t io n  -  a s  in  S p a in  -  b u t h a s  to b e  d is c o v e r e d  

p h y s ic a l ly ,  th e  n a t io n  is  im p o v e r is h e d ,  w h e r e a s  th e  n a t io n s  w h ic h  h a v e  t o  w o r k  

in  o r d e r  to  g e t  it f r o m  th e  S p a n ia r d s  d e v e lo p  th e  s o u r c e s  o f  w e a lth  a n d  r e a l ly  

b e c o m e  r ich  T h is  is  w h y  th e  s e a rc h  fo r  a n d  d is c o v e r y  o f  g o ld  in  n e w  c o n t in e n ts , 

c o u n tr ie s , p la y s  s o  g r e a t  a  r o le  in  th e  h is to r y  o f  r e v a lu a t io n , b e c a u s e  b y  its  m e a n s  
c o lo n iz a t io n  is  im p r o v is e d  a n d  m a d e  to  f lo u r is h  a s  i f  in  a  h o t h o u s e . T h e  h u n t  fo r  
g o ld  in  «II c o u n tr ie s  le a d s  to  its  d i s c o v e r y ;  t o  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  n e w  s t a te s ; in it ia lly  

to  th e  s p r e a d  o f  c o m m o d it ie s , w h ic h  p r o d u c e  n e w  n e e d s , a n d  d r a w  d is ta n t  c o n 
t in e n ts  in to  th e  m e t a b o lis m  o f  c ir c u la t io n , i .e .  e x c h a n g e . 1

The passage is not on ly  of m ethodological interest. By placing the burden 
o f explanation on a historical coincidence, it offers a picture of the 
developm ent o f capitalism  rather d ifferent from  the standard M arxist 
account (5.2.2). If in d ividuals and states in the early  m odern period had 
not been u nder the sw a y  o f m ercantilist illusions -  likened b y  M arx to 
those o f the alchem ists -  they w ou ld  not have had the m otivation to 
en gage in  the efforts that ultim ately brought them  real, productive 
w ealth . The m ercantile system , therefore, m ay  well have been optim al for 
the developm ent o f the productive forces, but only in this Pickwickian 
sen se .1

In case (iii), there is a distinction to be m ade betw een the unintended

1 Grumtrifse, p. 225.
1 For a discussion 0 / this non-standard sense, see Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory ot History, pp.

169#
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consequences that are beneficial for the agen ts bringing them about, and 
those that are harm ful or detrim ental to their interest. If, for convenience 
o f exposition , w e  limit the attention to the unintended consequences that 
arise instead o f -  rather than in addition to -  the intended ones, these 
subcases m ay schem atically be indicated a s  fo llow s. Let us assum e that 
each o f m any sim ilarly placed agen ts perform s a certain action, believing 
that it w ill raise his incom e, utility etc. from  level a0 to a,. We assum e 
furtherm ore that this belief is technically correct, so  that it is true o f each 
agent that if he w ere  the on ly  one to perform  the action, he w ould indeed 
get a,. The invisible hand operates w hen  the aggregate outcom e of ev ery 
body acting in this w ay  g ives  each o f them a benefit aa> a , .  
Counterfinality. to u se  Sartre 's term, operates w h en  the outcom e g ives to 
each o f them  a} < a 0.} M arx w as w ell aw are  o f both o f these possibilities. 
The distinction is explicitly m ade in this passage from  the Grundrisse:

T h is  r e c ip r o c a l d e p e n d e n c e  is  e x p r e s s e d  in  th e  c o n s ta n t  n e c e s s ity  fo r  e x c h a n g e , 
a n d  in  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e  a s  th e  a ll- s id e d  m e d ia t io n . T h e  e c o n o m is ts  e x p r e s s  t h is  a s  
fo l lo w s : E a c h  p u r s u e s  h is  p r iv a te  in te re s t  a n d  o n ly  h is  p r iv a te  in te re s t ; a n d  

t h e r e b y  s e r v e s  th e  p r iv a t e  in t e r e s ts  o f  a ll, th e  g e n e r a l  in te r e s t , w it h o u t  w i l l in g  o r  

k n o w in g  it . T h e  re a l p o in t  is  n o t th a t  e a c h  in d iv id u a l 's  p u r s u it  o f  h is  p r iv a te  
in te re s t  p r o m o t e s  th e  to ta lity  o f  p r iv a te  in te r e s ts , th e  g e n e r a l  in te r e s t . O n e  c o u ld  

ju s t  a s  w e ll  d e d u c e  fro m  th is  a b s tra c t  p h r a s e  th at e a c h  in d iv id u a l  r e c ip r o c a lly  

b lo c k s  th e  a s s e r t io n  o f  th e  o t h e r s ' in te r e s t , s o  th a t  in s te a d  o f  a  g e n e r a l  a f f ir m a t io n , 

th is  w a r  o f  a ll a g a in s t  a ll  p r o d u c e s  a  g e n e r a l  n e g a t io n . T h e  p o in t  is  r a th e r  th at 

p r iv a te  in te r e s t  i s  it s e lf  a l r e a d y  a  s o c ia l ly  d e t e r m in e d  in te r e s t , w h ic h  c a n  be 
a c h ie v e d  o n ly  w it h in  th e  c o n d it io n s  la id  d o w n  b y  s o c ie ty  a n d  w it h  th e  m e a n s  

p r o v id e d  b y  s o c ie ty ;  h e n c e  it is  b o u n d  to  th e  r e p r o d u c t io n  o f  th e s e  c o n d it io n s  a n d  
m e a n s . It i s  th e  in te r e s t  o f  p r iv a te  p e r s o n s ; b u t i t s  c o n te n t , a s  w e ll  a s  th e  fo r m  a n d  
m e a n s  o f  it s  r e a l iz a t io n , i s  g iv e n  b y  so c ia l c o n d it io n s  in d e p e n d e n t  o f  a l l .2

O bserve that M arx w eaves together the them e o f sub-intentional 
causality, that is the form ation o f private interest, w ith  that o f supra- 
intentional causality , that is the production o f unintended consequences 
by in d ividuals acting on the interests thus gen erated . Individuals are as it 
w ere  caught in the m iddle, betw een  the psychic causality that shapes 
their aim s and desires an d  the social causality that thw arts and frustrates 
them.

Let m e g ive  som e specific exam p les o f the invisible hand and 
counterfinality from  M arx 's w ritings. The positive externalities, to use the

1 W hy not d efin e  rou n terfin ality  by .7, <  a ,, so  as to retain the sym m etry  w ith  the invisib le 
hand ? I am  g u id ed  by b a r tre s  use o f  the notion, an d  by the d iscu ssion s in M arx to w hich  I 
w an t to a p p ly  it. T h ey w ere  both concerned with v k io u »  sp irals of collectively self- 
d e featin g  behaviour, not ju st w ith the gen eral notion o f reciprocal M ocking.

* Crundrisaf. p. 156.
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econom ist's language, include the creation of relative surplus-value and 
the econom izing on constant capital. C oncerning the first, M arx insists in 
the 18 6 1-3  Critique that

T h is  s h o r t e n in g  o f  th e  n e c e s s a r y  la b o u r  t im e  is  a  c o n s e q u e n c e  w h ic h  r e d o u n d s  to 

th e  b e n e f it  o f  c a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n  in  g e n e r a l  a n d  r e d u c e s  th e  p r o d u c t io n  c o s t s  o f  

la b o u r  p o w e r  a s  a  w h o le  b e c a u s e , in  a c c o r d a n c e  w ith  o u r  a s s u m p t io n , th e  

c o m m o d it y  p r o d u c e d  b y  th e  m a c h in e r y  e n t e r s  in to  its  r e p r o d u c t io n . H o w e v e r ,  

th is  i s  n o t  a  r e a s o n  fo r  th e  in d iv id u a l  c a p ita l is t  to  in tro d u c e  m a c h in e r y , m e r e ly  a 
g e n e r a l  c o n s e q u e n c e  w h ic h  d o e s  n o t b r in g  h im  a n y  p a r t ic u la r  b e n e f i t . 1

Elsew here in the m anuscript, and later in Capital l, he sim plifies the 
exposition  by assum ing that "th e  w orker lives off the use-value that he 
h im self p ro d u ces",1 * 3 but the above passage sh o w s that he w as fu lly aw are 
o f the distinction betw een the w indfall profits that befall all capitalists as 
by-products o f self-interested behaviour, and the im m ediate rew ard that 
is the m otivation for the latter. This also applies to external econom ies in 
production:

T h e  c h a r a c te r is t ic  fe a tu r e  o f  th is  k in d  o f  s a v in g  o f  r o n s t a n t  c a p ita l a r is in g  fro m  th e 

p r o g r e s s iv e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  in d u s t r y  is  th at th e  r is e  in  th e  ra te  o f  p ro fit  in  one lin e  
o f  in d u s t r y  d e p e n d s  o n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  p r o d u c t iv e  p o w e r  o f  la b o u r  in 

another. W h a te v e r  fa lls  to  th e  c a p ita l is t ’ s  a d v a n t a g e  in  th is  c a s e  is  o n c e  m o r e  a 
g a in  p r o d u c e d  b y  so c ia l la b o u r . I f  n o t a  p ro d u c t  o f  th e  la b o u r e r s  h e  h im s e lf  
e x p lo i t s .3

The valid ity  of such an alyses depen d s on the presence of som e rew ard 
that the individual agent can internalize and that m otivates him to action 
-  even if it falls short of the contribution he thereby m akes to the general 
interest o f his class. In 3 .3 .2  below  1 d iscuss an issue in the theory of 
labour-saving innovations w hich raises the difficulty that there m ay not 
be an y  private  incentive to perform  the collectively beneficial action. 
W ithout such m ic ro  foundations, the analysis o f the invisible hand easily 
slides into functional explanation.

For M arx, counterfinality -  the negative externalities o f the capitalist 
m ode o f production -  w as a m ore interesting phenom enon. H e believed 
that capitalism  system atically  tends to aggravate spontaneously arising 
crises, since each entrepreneur reacts to them by behaviour that, even if 
individually  rational, is d isastrous in the aggregate. The m ain instance o f 
this m echanism  M arx found in the process that according to him tends to

1 ZurKntik (1861-6)). p p . 3 0 1-2 .
• Ibid., p. 2 15 , also  Capita/1. p. 3 16 . The Utter p assage  is m ore am biguous, and com es d o se  

to a violation o f m ethodological ind ividualism .
3 Capital III, pp. 8 1 -2 .
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generate a fall in the rate o f profit. This theory’ is d iscussed in som e detail 
in 3 .4 .2 . H ere I shall sin gle  out another instance in M arx o f a theory with 
the sam e gen eral structure, foresh ad ow in g  one o f the central insights of 
K eyn esian  econom ics. In Joan R obin son 's phrase, it is "a n  essential par
adox o f cap ita lism "1 that each capitalist w ants low  w ages for his ow n  
w orkers, since this m akes for high profits, yet high w ages for the w orkers 
em ployed  by other capitalists, since this m akes for high dem and for his 
products. This paradox underlies the crises o f effective dem and studied 
by K eynes. A lthough M arx did not attach the sam e im portance to this 
variety o f capitalist crises (3.4 .3), he w as fu lly aw are  o f the contradictions 
generated b y  the dual role o f w ork ers in the econom y: " to  each capitalist 
the total m ass o f w orkers, w ith  the exception o f his ow n  w orkers, appear 
not as w orkers, but as c o n su m ers".2 He recognized, m oreover, that this at 
least creates a potential for crises:

J N o l  e c o n o m is t  w i l l  d e n y  th at i f  w o r k e r s  generally, th at is  a s  workers ( w h a t  th e  
in d iv id u a l  w o r k e r  d o e s  o r  c a n  d o .  a s  d is t in c t  fro m  h is  g e n u s ,  c a n  o n ly  e x is t  a s  

exception, n o t a s  a  rule, b e c a u s e  it i s  n o t in h e r e n t  in  th e  c h a r a c te r  o f  th e  re la t io n  
its e lf) , th a t  is ,  i f  t h e y  a c te d  a c c o r d in g  to  |th e  d e m a n d  to  s a v e )  a s  a  rule ( a p a r t  fro m  

th e  d a m a g e  t h e y  w o u ld  d o  to  g e n e r a l  c o n s u m p t io n  -  th e  lo s s  w o u ld  b e  e n o r m o u s  
-  a n d  h e n c e  a ls o  to  p r o d u c t io n , th u s  a ls o  t o  th e  a m o u n t  a n d  v o lu m e  o f  th e  

e x c h a n g e s  w h ic h  t h e y  c o u ld  m a k e  w it h  c a p ita l ,  h e n c e  to  t h e m s e lv e s  a s  w o r k e r s ) ,  

th e n  th e  w o r k e r s  w o u ld  b e  e m p lo y in g  m e a n s  w h ic h  a b s o lu t e ly  c o n tr a d ic t  th e ir  

p u r p o s e  . E a c h  c a p ita l is t  d o e s  d e m a n d  th a t h is  o w n  w o r k e r s  s h o u ld  s a v e ,  b u t 

o n ly  hi$ own, b e c a u s e  t h e y  s ta n d  t o w a r d s  h im  a s  w o r k e r s ;  b u t b y  n o  m e a n s  th e  
r e m a in in g  uvrId of workers. fo r  th e s e  s t a n d  t o w a r d s  h im  a s  c o n s u m e r s .3

In 1 .5 .3  I exam ine m ore closely  the logical structure o f this relationship 
betw een w orkers and capitalists. H ere 1 w ant on ly  to em phasize that w e 
m ust indeed expect som eth ing to g ive if each capitalist acts on an assu m p 
tion -  that on ly  his w ork ers should save or accept low er w ages -  w hich  as a 
m atter o f logic cannot be true for alt. In M arx 's phrase, "each  individual 
reciprocally blocks the assertion o f the others' in terest", because they act 
on m utually incom patible assu m ption s about one another.

T h is m echanism  generates social chan ge not on ly  in capitalism , but in 
an y society in w hich econom ic decisions su ffer from  lack o f coordination. 
Sartre, for instance, takes erosion as his paradigm atic case of 
counterfinality: each peasant seeks to obtain m ore land by cutting dow n  
trees on his plot, but a general deforestation induces erosion, w ith the

Robinson, Thr Accumulation of Capital, p. 78, ê h ù  Keynes, A Treat be on Monty, vol V,
FF M J-5 -
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result that less land is available to him  than at the o u tset.1 M arx, how ever, 
had little to sa y  about counterfinality in pre-capitalist societies. In 2 .1 .2  
below  I cite his observation that culture, w hen progressing in an uncon
scious and unp lan n ed  w ay , leaves a desert behind itself, a s  in the ancient 
East.2 This, w hile certainly com patible w ith the Sartrian idea, is not quite 

specific enough to count as eviden ce for its presence in M arx. N or are his 
com m ents in the Crundrisse on the destabilizing effects o f population 
grow th  in pre-capitalist societies ( 5 .1 . 1 )  sufficient textual groun ds for 
ascrib ing to him  the m ore specific v iew  that larger fam ily size, w hile 
in d ividually  rational, is often collectively undesirable. O n ly  in the case of 
capitalism  did M arx go beyond the general notion o f his predecessors, 
from  Vico to H egel, that history is the result o f hum an action, but not of 
hum an d esign . By im p o sin g  a defin ite structure on that notion, he trans
form ed it from  Weltanschauung into a scientific m ethodology.

1.4. Functional explanation in Marx

Did M arx practise functional explanation? If so, w as he successfu l? If not, 
could his exp lan ation s be im proved? In this section 1 shall m ainly explore 
the first tw o questions, w ith o n ly  brief references to the third, w hich I 
h ave  pursued  m ore fully e lsew h ere .2 1 begin b y  spelling out the structure 
o f functional explanation as com m only em ployed , and m y objections to 
it. I then su rvey  the m ain instances o f functional explanation in M arx, 
including his ph ilosop h y o f h istory, the theory o f the developm ent o f the 
productive forces, the theory of the political and ideological superstruc
ture and m iscellaneous other m atters. M ost o f these are also m ore fully 
d iscu ssed  in later chapters.

1.4 .1. The nature of functional explanation
Intentional explanation cites the intended consequences o f behaviour in 
order to account for it. Functional explanation cites the actual conse
quences. M ore specifically , to explain behaviour functionally in volves 
dem onstrating that it has Ivneficial consequences for som eone or som e
thing. There is an apparent paradox in this form ulation that m ust be 
rem oved before w e proceed: h o w  can behaviour be explained in term s o f

1 Sartre, Critique de la Raison Dialectique, pp. 232ft.
1 Marx to Engels 25.3.1868.
* See especially my Explaining Technical Change, ctv 2 and "Marxism, functionalism and 

game theory".
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som ething that occurs at a time posterior to it? The an sw e r1 is that the 
exp lan an du m  cannot be an in dividual even t, but rather m ust be a persis
ting pattern o f behaviour, so  that the occurrence o f the behaviour at time 
t, has consequences that contribute to its occurrence at time t,. In other 
w ords, functional explanation presu pposes the existence o f a feedback 
loop from the exp lan an s back to the explanandum .

In this book I shall be concerned w ith  functional explanations o f a 
rather crud e k in d . These are the attem pts to explain  behaviour simply by 
pointing to the fact that it has beneficial consequences for som e agen t or 
agen ts. C learly , this is an extrem ely unsatisfactory m ode of explanation. 
M any beneficial consequences o f actions arise in a purely  accidental, 
non-explanatory m anner. M oreover, by a suitable choice o f the tim e at 
w hich  the chain o f consequences is cut off. and o f the gro u p  o f agen ts that 
benefit from the behaviour, one will be able to generate an indefinite 
num ber o f “ exp lan atio n s" o f the sam e exp lanandum . Hence it might 
ap p ear h igh ly  im plausible that an yo n e w ould ever attem pt to explain 
social phenom ena in this frictionless m anner. Yet I believe the book will 
m ake it clear that 1 am  not setting up a straw  m an. M arx had a strong 
propen sity  to use th is kind o f explanation , w ithout pau sin g  to provide 
an y  kind of backing for it. A lso , m any proponents o f non-M arxist func
tionalist sociology have offered sim ilar explanations.* This practice is so 
puzzling that it w ou ld  itself seem  to call for an explanation. In m y opinion 
its roots are to be sought both in the history o f ideas and in individual 
psycho logy; but this is not the place to pursue these rather speculative 
id eas.1

Let m e briefly  point to som e w ays in which functional explanation 
could be m ade intellectually respectable. C learly , the best w ay w ou ld  be 
to provide the actual m echanism  by w hich the consequence feed s back on 
the behaviour to be exp lain ed . T ypically , this w ould  either be som e 
an alogy to natural selection, exp lain ing  the presence o f patterns of 
behaviour by the differential survival o f the entities exhibiting them, or 
som e kind o f filter process, exp lain ing the behaviour by the ability o f the 
beneficiaries to favo u r it over other possible form s o f action 4 A lter
natively, on e m ight be able to g ive reasons for thinking that som e such 
m echanism  m ust be operating, even  if one is not able to specify  it in any

; O ral least one answer: for an alternative conception. seeCohen, ''Furu'tiima! explanation, 
consequence explanation and Marxism"

2 Similarly, the tendency of many economists to assume that the proof of the existence of an 
equilibrium also ensures that it will be realised 'an be seen as a variety of functionalism 

1 See Sour Crepes, ch II. 10.
* Cp. van Partis, Eivlu I tonary Explanation in the Social 5txm rf.
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given  case. O ne m ight argue, that is, on general theoretical groun ds that 
there is a tendency in societies to evo lve  behavioural patterns that have 
certain stabilizing consequences, or at least do not h ave  destabilizing 
e ffects.1 H ence w h en ever behaviour w ith such consequences is observed , 
there is a presum ption  that it occurs because it has these consequences. 
Lastly, one m ight try to elim inate the possibility that the benefits arise in 
an accidental w ay  by establish ing a law like regularity betw een the 
behaviour and the consequences. Specifically, one m ight set out to estab
lish a consequence law  to the effect that w h en ever the explanandum  w ould  
have certain beneficial consequences, then it is observed to occur.7 O f 
these three form s o f backing, the first is equivalent to the substitution o f a 
non-functional explanation for the functional one. The other tw o retain 
the specifically  functional form  o f explanation , but seek to avo id  the 
arbitrary features spelled  out in the preced ing paragraph. In this book 1 
need not d iscu ss w h eth er they succeed in this task, since it is certain that 
M arx did not p ropose  an y o f these sophisticated versions o f func
tionalism . Perhaps som e o f his claim s could be backed by one o f the 
sophisticated  versio n s. I shall not d iscu ss this possibility, except to state 
that I h ave  not com e across a n y  convincing attem pts to do so.

1.4.2. P h ilo so p h y  o f  h istory
I d iscu ss M arx 's theory o f h istory in 2.4 below , and then again  in 5 .3 . Here 
I shall on ly  m ake a few  rem arks on the -  very  intim ate -  relation betw een 
his ph ilosop h y o f h istory and his predilection for functional explanation. 
It w as certainly because M arx believed history to be directed tow ards a 
goal -  the ad ven t o f com m unist society -  that he felt justified in 
explain ing, not on ly  patterns o f behaviour, but even individual events, in 
term s o f their contribution to that en d . T hus in 7 .2 .1  I argue that his 
attitude tow ards the bourgeois revolutions w as d eep ly  influenced by his 
belief that the bourgeoisie  had to fulfil its historical m ission o f bringing 
about capitalism , so that the w orkers could be enabled to go on to com 
m unism . This, m oreover, had practical as well a s  theoretical con se
quen ces, since M arx 's  ow n  strategy in the G erm an revolution o f 1848 
d erived  from  this a priori v iew .

T h e ph ilosop h y o f h istory w arrants explanation in term s o f conse
quen ces that are beneficial for the ultim ate adven t o f com m unism . In 
other contexts, M arx argu es that social institutions and form s of

1 Cp. Slmclxrombe, “ Merlon'» theory c»l *oct«l structuw".
3 Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory of History, ch. IX.
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behaviour are to be explained  by their stabilizing effect on class dom i
nation. H e can thus p lay  on tw o  registers, som etim es invoking the 
dem ise of capitalism  and som etim es its continued existence as the 
explanatory benefit. This introduces an additional elem ent o f ad hoc-ness 
that p lagues m any varieties o f functionalist M arxism . True, the tw o per
spectives are not necessarily  incom patible. If capitalism , for instance, is to 
d ig its o w n  grave, it m ust be left w ith rope to hang itself (if I am  allow ed  a 
m ix o f m etaphors). The subjective and objective conditions for com m u n 
ism  are developed  pari passu w ith capitalism  itself, hence w hat benefits 
capitalism  in the short run m ay underm ine its reproduction in the long 
run. Yet, to anticipate an objection to be m ade in 2 .4 .1 below , long-term  
consequences d o  not have exp ianatory p o w er u nless an intentional actor 
is present w h o  deliberately  sacrifices short-term  benefits. This point also 
applies to the in verse  m ode o f reasoning: som e institutions m ay be 
explained  b y  long-term  benefits to the capitalist m ode o f production, 
even if their im m ediate consequence is to the detrim ent o f the capitalist 
class. T h is exp lan atory pattern is especially  prom inent in the M arxist 
theory o f the state (7 .1) .

1 .4 .3 . T h e  d evelo pm en t o f the produ ctive forces
G . A . C oh en  has m ade a pow erfu l argum ent for the v iew  that, on M arx 's 
theory, the prim acy o f the productive forces m ust be explanatory rather 
than straigh tforw ard ly  causal, and that the explanation m ust in fact be a 
functional one. He d erives this conclusion from  tw o prem ises, (i) M arx 
asserted the prim acy o f the productive forces o ver the relations o f produc
tion. (ii) M arx a lso  adm itted, in fact insisted on, the causal efficacy o f the 
relations o f production in d evelo p in g  the productive forces. There is no 
other w a y , C oh en  subm its, o f rendering these com patible w ith one 
another than by exp lain ing the relations functionally, in term s o f their 
capacity to d eve lo p  the productive forces The relations of production 
obtain because and so  long as they are optim al for the developm ent o f the 
productive forces. In a subsequen t exchange w ith Philippe van Parijs, 
C ohen  has m ade it clear that there is a lso  a causal com ponent in the 
argum ent for prim acy. It is the level attained by the productive forces that 
(causally) exp lain s w h y  a certain set o f relations o f production are optim al 
for their further d eve lo p m en t.’

I return to these issu es in chapter 5 below . H ere I w ant o n ly  to w arn 
against con fu sin g  the exegetical issue w ith the substantial one. I believe

1 For this discussion. srrCohen. far! Marx s Thcery ofllntory, ch. VI, van  Pan js. "Marxism's 
central p u n k " ;  C o h en . 'Reply to four cnlica".
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C ohen  has show n  that the prim acy o f the productive forces m ust be 
understood functionally, but in doing so he has also  contributed to  
sh o w in g  h o w  im plausible the prim acy thesis is. In m y opinion, he does 
not establish that M arx provided his explanation with the kind of hacking 
that w ould  be required for taking it seriou sly . M oreover, even  on grounds 
of internal consistency M arx is open to criticism. H is accounts o f the 
transitions from  feudalism  to capitalism  and from  capitalism  to com m un 
ism  do not rest on the optim ality o f the new  relations o f production for the 
developm en t o f the productive forces.

1 .4 .4 . T h e theory o f  the cap italist state
In M arx, a s  in later M arxist w ritin gs, this is the privileged terrain for 
functional explanation . It is easy  to see w h y  this cam e to be so. Som e time 
around 18 50  M arx abandoned his v iew  that the state w as a m ere in stru
m ent in the han ds o f the econom ically dom inant capitalist class. The state 
undeniab ly took som e account of w orking-class interests, and increas
ingly appeared  to h ave  interests o f its ow n  as w ell. Yet M arx w as struck by 
the fact that this very  deviation from  the instrum ental pattern also 
seem ed quite usefu l to the capitalist class, since a one-to-one correspond
ence betw een state action and capitalist interest could have provoked the 
w ork in g  class to far m ore d an gero u s claim s than those w hich w ere in fact 
granted . From  recognizing the long-run benefits to the capitalist class of 
state actions that (in the short run) go  against its interest, there w as but a 
short step  to the conclusion that the benefits explain the concessions m ade 
to the w ork ers or the autonom ous state policies.

A ccording to the usual M arxist view , the state is part o f the superstruc
ture an d  as such is dependent on the econom ic structure. G . A . Cohen 
argu es, con vincingly, that this is to beg central questions. Rather it is the 
other w ay  arou n d : the state d ep en d s on the econom ic structure, and for 
that reason (and to that extent) is part of the superstructure. This allow s 
u s m ore precisely than the first form ulation to identify the em pirical issue 
at stake, n am ely w h eth er the state does in fact depend on the econom ic 
base. Instead o f the am biguous phrase "d e p e n d s on the econom ic b a se ", 
C oh en  m ore precisely w rites " is  explained  by the nature o f the econom ic 
stru ctu re ".1 This w ou ld  suggest the fo llow in g definition: the state is part 
o f the superstructure to the extent that it can be explained by the 
econom ic structure. Later in h is book C ohen  proposes a m ore narrow  
defin ition , according to which on ly  functional explanation can provide *

* Cvbrn, Karl Mar t j  Theory of Hutory, p 216.
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the link betw een base and su perstru ctu re .1 O n this v iew  the state is part 
o f the superstructure on ly  to the extent that it h as a stabilizing effect on 
the relations o f production. H is an alysis is carried out in detail on ly  for the 
legal part o f the superstructure, but on e definitely has the im pression that 
it is intended to be valid  for the other parts as w ell. In this subsection and 
in the fo llow ing I w ant to question the contention that a functional exp la
nation is needed to establish an institution as part o f the superstructure. 
True, the institution m ust be linked to the base b y  som e explanatory 
connection, but the explanation m ay be causal as w ell as functional.

I shall first d iscuss a pair o f contrasting cases that w ould  ap p ear to 
support (w hat I take to be) C o h en 's v iew . C onsider first m id-nineteenth- 
century En glan d . H ere, M arx argued  in the articles quoted in 6 .3 .3  and
7 .1 .4 ,  the distribution o f econom ic p o w er w as such that the capitalists had 
m uch, the aristocracy som e and the w orkers none o f it. O n the other 
hand, political p o w er w as  distributed so that the aristocracy had m uch, 
the capitalists som e and the w orkers none. (This m ight appear to beg 
som e questions about w h at constitutes political p o w er in class societies. I 
return to this issue in 7 .1 .2 .)  M arx su ggested  that the latter distribution is 
to be exp lain ed , à la C o h en , b y  its stabilizing im pact on the form er. O n the 
other hand, M arx argued  that d u rin g  a brief period in 1848 the French 
bourgeoisie  held both econom ic and political pow er, the latter derivin g 
directly from  the form er. T h is situation, h ow ever, proved  unstable, 
w h en ce the coup d'état o f Louis Bonaparte w hereby the bourgeoisie w as 
"d e livered  from  the dan gers o f its o w n  ru le " . This tends to confirm  
C o h en 's  v iew , that viable political system s can be explained b y  their 
tendency to stabilize the econom ic structure, and that system s which are 
incom patible w ith  the latter soon d isappear. Y et I w an t to question a 

prem ise im plicit in  this v iew , nam ely that there is no "zo n e  of satisfac
tion " betw een  optim ality and incom patibility.

C on sider the political system  o f the Rom an w o rld ,1 a society in which 
econom ic an d  political superiority coincided system atically. There is a 
clear sen se  in w hich  the latter w as  d erived  from  and explicable through 
the form er, since w ealth -  although often enhanced by political pow er -  
w as  a precondition for entering the political arena in the first place. It is 
arguable that this arrangem ent w as far from optim al for the dom inant 
class o f senatorial landow n ers w h o, as politicians, w ere excessively

1 H im *  is no well-stated alternative to the view that major Marxian explanatory daims are 
functional in character" (ifruf,, p. 279) The following discussion is intended to point to one 
such alternative

* The following sketch is based on my reading of Veyne, Lt Pant ef It Cirque. and Ste Croix, 
Tht Class Struggle in the Antienl Creek World,
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influenced by short-term  greed. It m ight w ell have been w iser had they 
left political m atters in the han ds o f som e other class or group , more 
capable o f taking the long view ; yet this they did not do. The exercise of 
p o w er w as  a h eady experience that they w ere  not likely to g ive up, and in 
a n y  case they could get aw ay  w ith being greedy. A lthough far from  an 
optim al stabilizing arrangem ent, the system  w as "g o o d  en o u gh " for the 
su rv iva l o f the econom ic stru ctu re.’ It w ould be strange to say  that this 
political system  cannot be explained by the econom ic relations, since in 
fact it w as derived from  them  in a particularly sim ple and transparent 
w ay . W ithin the M arxist tradition one w ould certainly say  that the 
political institutions w ere  part o f the superstructure, and yet they w ere 
not explicable by their stabilizing influence on the econom ic relations. 
The relation betw een  econom ics and politics in this case w as straight
fo rw ard ly  causal. Econom ic w ealth  form ed the pow er base for political 
activity. A n d  it w ill not do , 1 think, to argue that in the very long run the 
Rom an w orld  w as destroyed  precisely because o f the short-term  greed of 
the landow n ers, since -  unlike the French case -  the outcom e w as the 
decline o f the ancient m ode o f production altogether, rather than a 
chan ge of political regim e to adjust to the m ode of production.

1.4.5. theory of ideology
A n  argum ent can be m ade concerning belief system s that parallels the 
on e ju st stated for politics. There is a strong tendency in M arxism  to 
exp lain , say , religion or bourgeois political econom y in terms o f their 
stabilizing influence on the prevailing relations o f production. A s 
m entioned in 1 . 3 . 1 ,  M arx also offers an alternative account o f belief for
m ation in term s o f causal processes that operate "b eh in d  the back" of 
in d iv iduals, w h ereb y  their class position or class interest is reflected m 
their beliefs and values. Such beliefs and values satisfy  C o h en 's more 
general definition o f superstructural entities, since they are n on 
econom ic phenom ena that can be explained by the econom ic structure, 
yet they do not tend to stabilize the latter. O n the contrary, since distorted 
an d  illusionary beliefs tend in general to w eaken  the econom ic position of 
the agents entertain ing them , the ideological beliefs o f the m em bers o f the 
ru ling class tend to underm ine their dom ination.

In conclusion, then , 1 cannot accept C o h en 's suggestion that the su p er
structure is to be defin ed  exclusively as non-econom ic phenom ena that 1

1 For the relation between satisficing and functional explanation, see van Parijs. EvnJu- 
tkmûry Explanation in the Social Science* §j j , and my review "A paradigm for the social 
sciences?"
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can be explained by their stabilizing influence on the relations o f produ c
tion. I find his first, general defin ition  m ore satisfactory. A n y  non
econom ic phenom enon is part o f the superstructure if it can be explained 
in term s o f the econom ic structure. T rue, this destroys the hom ogeneity 
o f the superstructure, w hich  now  becom es a h o d gepo d ge o f phenom ena 
that relate to the econom ic structure in a variety o f w ays , w ithout an y 
presum ption that they are in general beneficial for the latter. Still I believe 
that m y proposal is at least as plausible exegetically ,1 and m ore in con
form ity w ith  the later M arxist tradition. 1 should  add  thal nothing im por
tant turns upon this issu e, and that it w ould  be pointless to d iscu ss at 
length w h eth er beliefs that can be explained  non-functionally in term s of 
the econom ic structure belong or not to the superstructure. The su b stan 
tive issue, on w hich C oh en  an d  I m ay d isagree , concerns the existence 
and centrality o f such  beliefs, not h o w  they are to be labelled. The sam e 
holds for non-functional explanation o f the state. The issue is not w hether 
such exp lan ation s, if successfu l, w ou ld  justify  the inclusion o f the state in 
the superstructure, but w hether and how  often they will prove 
successful.

1 .4 .6 . M iscellan ea
I have g iven  relatively  little textual eviden ce so far of M arx 's tendency to 
en gage in functional explanation , referring the reader to later chapters for 
exam ples and details. I now  w an t to consider som e instances o f functional 
explanation that do not fall neatly Into the later chapters, and which are 
for that reason treated here. There is, in fact, a set o f social phenom ena 
that do not fit into the traditional M arxist categories, such as base or 
superstructure. T hey include fam ily life, education, social m obility, 
leisure activities, the distribution o f m ental and physical health, crim e etc. 
M odern M arxist sociologists have provided  functional explanations for 
m ost o f these phenom ena, alm ost invariably in va lid .1 M arx h im self had 
relatively  little to say about them , since his m ind w as focussed  on

1 In the Preface lo A Critique of Pol rival lu m m y  Mar* says that "consciousness must be 
explained . . .  from the contradictions of material life, from the existing conflict between 
the social productive forces and the relations of production" This is compatible with my 
analysis, and incompatible with Cohen s view that the superstructure is to be explained in 
terms of the relations of production alone, by the stabilizing; influence on thr latter The 
passage, however, is not incompatible with the more general view that the explanation 
must be à functional one. On the other hand one may invoke a passage from Theories of 
Surplus-Value, cited more fully at the end of 1.4.6, which states that 'th e  superstructure of 
ideological strata" can be explained functionally. I doubt, however, whether Cohen 
would care to appeal to this text, since it would also justify the imputation 10 Marx of a 
crude, wholesale functionalism

2 For examples, sec my "Marxism, functionalism and game theory".
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econom ics, c lass struggle and politics, at the expense o f the texture o f 
everyd ay  life. A m o n g  the relevant passages, at least on e is quite revealing 
o f his cavalier attitude to the canons of explanation, ft occurs in Capital III, 
im m ediately before the true and im portant statem ent that "th e  m ore a 
ruling class is able to assim ilate the forem ost m inds o f a ruled class, the 
m ore stable and d an gero u s becom es its ru le ". The reasoning leading up 
to this conclusion is, h o w ever, m ore suspect:

T h e  c ir c u m s t a n c e  th a t  a  m a n  w ith o u t  fo r t u n e , b u t  p o s s e s s in g  e n e r g y ,  s o lid ity  a n d  

b u s in e s s  a c u m e n  m a y  b e c o m e  a  c a p ita l is t  in  th is  m a n n e r  -  a n d  th e  c o m m e rc ia l 

v a lu e  o f  e a c h  in d iv id u a l  is  p r e t t y  a c c u r a t e ly  e s t im a t e d  u n d e r  th e  c a p ita lis t  m o d e  o f 

p r o d u c t io n  -  is  g r e a t ly  a d m ir e d  b y  a p o lo g is t s  o f  th e  c a p ita l is t  s y s te m  A lt h o u g h  

th is  c ir c u m s t a n c e  c o n t in u a l ly  b r in g s  a n  u n w e lc o m e  n u m b e r  o f  n e w  s o ld ie r s  o f  

fo r tu n e  in t o  th e  fie ld  a n d  in to  c o m p e t it io n  w ith  th e  a l r e a d y  e x is t in g  in d iv id u a l  
c a p ita l is t s ,  it a ls o  r e in fo r c e s  th e  s u p r e m a c y  o f  c a p ita l  it s e lf ,  e x p a n d s  i t s  b a s e  a n d  

e n a b le s  it to  r e c ru it  e v e r  n e w  fo r c e s  fo r  it s e lf  o u t  o f  th e  s u b s tra tu m  o f  s o c ie ty . In  a 

s im ila r  w a y ,  th e  c ir c u m s t a n c e  th a t  th e  C a t h o l ic  C h u r c h  in  th e  M id d le  A g e s  

fo r m e d  its  h ie r a r c h y  o u t  o f  th e  b e st  b r a in s  in  th e  la n d , r e g a r d le s s  o f  th e ir  e s ta te , 

b ir th  a n d  fo r tu n e , w a s  o n e  o f  th e  p r in c ip a l  m e a n s  o f  c o n s o lid a t in g  e c c le s ia s t ic a l 
r u le  a n d  s u p p r e s s in g  th e  la ity  . 1

1 read this as an explanation  o f social m obility in terms o f its beneficial 
consequences for the ru ling class, w ith no attem pt to suggest a m echan
ism  beyond that o f the action o f "c a p ita l"  or the Catholic C hurch . The 
latter, o f course, w as  a collective actor and as such capable in principle o f 
devisin g  a deliberate recruitm ent policy for the pu rpose m entioned, 
although M arx o ffers no eviden ce that it actually did so. "C a p ita l" , h o w 
ever, is not a collective actor; it does not "recru it n ew  fo rces". The state
m ent is both a violation o f m ethodological individualism  and an  instance 
o f invalid  functional explanation.

A  second passage is m ore am biguous. Som e w ould say that it w as 
w ritten w ith  tongue in cheek and does not provide eviden ce fur any 
predilection for functional explanation . This is the long digression  on 
crim e an d  productive labour in Theories of Surplus-Value, from which a few  
p assages are excerpted:

A  p h i lo s o p h e r  p r o d u c e s  id e a s ,  a  p o e t  p o e m s , a  c le r g y m a n  s e r m o n s , a  p r o fe s s o r  
c o m p e n d ia  a n d  s o o n  . . .  T h e  c r im in a l p r o d u c e s  n o t o n ly  c r im e s , b u t a ls o  c r im in a l 

la w , a n d  w ith  th is  a ls o  th e  p r o fe s s o r  w h o  g iv e s  le c tu re s  o n  c r im in a l la w  a n d  In 

a d d it io n  to th is  th e  in e v it a b le  c o m p e n d iu m  in  w h ic h  th is  s a m e  p r o fe s s o r  t h r o w s  

h is  le c t u r e s  o n t o  th e  g e n e r a l  m a r k e t  a s  " c o m m o d it ie s "  . .  T h e  c r im in a l p r o d u c e s  

a n  im p r e s s io n , p a r t ly  m o r a l a n d  p a r t ly  t ra g ic , a s  th e  c a s e  m a y  b e . a n d  in  th is  w a y  

r e n d e r s  a  " s e r v i c e "  b y  a r o u s in g  th e  m o ra l a n d  a e s th e t ic  fe e l in g s  o f  th e  p u b lic  . . .
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1 CapthiHU. pp. 6 0 0 -1.



T h e  c r im in a l b r e a k s  th e  m o n o t o n y  a n d  e v e r y d a y  s e c u r it y  o f  b o u r g e o is  life . In  th is  
w a y  h e  k e e p s  it f r o m  s t a g n a t io n , a n d  g iv e s  r is e  to  th at u n e a s y  te n s io n  a n d  a g il i ty  

w it h o u t  w h ic h  e v e n  th e  s p u r  o f  c o m p e t it io n  w o u ld  g e t  b lu n te d  . . .
T h e  e ffe c ts  o f  th e  c r im in a l o n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  p r o d u c t iv e  p o w e r  c a n  b e  

s h o w n  in  d e ta il . W o u ld  lo c k s  e v e r  h a v e  r e a c h e d  th e ir  p r e s e n t  d e g r e e  o f  e x c e lle n c e  
h a d  t h e r e  b e e n  n o  t h ie v e s ? 1

The argum ent is a p aro d y  on M an deville 's  "p riva te  vices, public 
b en efits", w ith the added intention of being a reductio ad absurdum argu 
ment again st the v iew  o f som e vu lgar econom ists that all professions are 
productive. It certainly cannot be taken as evidence that M arx w anted to 
explain  crim e by these various benefits to the social order, in spite o f the 
dead pan  seriousness w ith  w hich the passage has been read b y  som e 
M arxist crim inologists.2 Vet m y im pression , for w hat it is w orth, is that 
M arx to som e extent w as  carried aw ay  by the exercise. In particular, the 
observation that crim e keeps capitalism  from  stagnation is not dissim ilar 
to the com m ents on the benefits for "c a p ita l"  o f social m obility. If one 
already b elieves on other groun ds that M arx tended to u se  functional 
explanation in an  unw arranted m anner, the cited passage m ay be read as 
a half-serious explanation  o f crim e, but, to repeat, it does not itself pro
vide an y such groun ds.

To add  som e plausibility to this reading, I shall cite another passage 
from  the Theories of Surplus-Value w h ere  M arx m akes fun  of an opponent 
w h ile  also trying to bring out the rational core in h is v iew s. The argum ent 
he attacks is that o f som e bourgeois econom ists that all activities -  especi
ally  their o w n ! -  are productive labour. M arx characterizes this as "n o n 
se n se ", and ad d s that it can be "red u ced  to the fo llo w in g":

1 .  th a t  th e  v a r io u s  fu n c t io n s  in  b o u r g e o is  s o c ie t y  m u t u a lly  p r e s u p p o s e  e a c h  

o th e r ;

2 . th a t  th e  c o n tr a d ic t io n s  in  m a te r ia l p r o d u c t io n  m a k e  n e c e s s a r y  a  s u p e r s t r u c 

tu r e  o f  id e o lo g ic a l  s t ra ta , w h o s e  a c t iv i t y  -  w h e t h e r  g o o d  o r  b a d  -  is  g o o d , 

b e c a u s e  it is  n e c e s s a r y ;

3. th a t  a l l  fu n c t io n s  a r c  in  th e  s e r v ic e  o f  th e  c a p ita l is t ,  a n d  w o r k  o u t  to  h is  

" b e n e f i t " ;

4 . th at e v e n  th e  m o s t  s u b lim e  s p ir i t u a l  p r o d u c t io n s  s h o u ld  m e r e ly  b e  g ra n te d  

r e c o g n it io n , a n d  apologies fo r  th e m  m a d e  to  th e  b o u r g e o is ie , that t h e y  a r e  
p r e s e n t e d  a s ,  a n d  fa ls e ly  p r o v e d  to  b e , d ire c t  p r o d u c e r s  o f  m a te r ia l w e a l t h .3

I believe it is p lausible, but no! eom pellingly so, to im pute to M arx the 
v iew s he states a s  the "re d u c tio n " o f "n o n se n se " -  presum ably a reduc
tion w ith the pu rpose o f m aking sen se  o f it. If this reading is accepted, the

1 7IwwkS of Surplus-Value, v o l  i ,  pp  387-8.
1 See for instance Chambliss. The political economy of crime".
1 7hcwie>i of Surplus’ Value, vol. i, p. 287.
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passage su p p o rts the view  that M arx had a strong functionalist 
m ethodology. It a lso  su ggests that the digression  on crim e m ay be taken 
som ew hat m ore serio u sly  than one w ould  otherw ise do. Yet as w ill be 
m ade abu ndantly  clear in later chapters, I rest m y case for M arx’s use 
o f functional explanation on m uch m ore solid grounds.

1.5. Dialectics

M arx, on num erous occasions, invoked the "dialectical m eth od " as a 
privileged approach  to the an a lysis  o f social phenom ena- Did M arx prac
tise an y  such m ethod? If so , w as it a help or a hindrance to u nd erstand
ing? It is not easy  to an sw er these questions. W hen M arx explicitly refers 
to dialectics, it is u sually  in such general, even  vapid  terms, that it is hard 
to see w hat im plications they have for m ore specific an a lyses.1 A lthough 
he repeated ly intended to set out the rational core o f the H egelian dialec
tics,2 he never got around to doing so. A n y  reconstruction o f this m ethod 
m ust, therefore, be very  tentative. I shall d iscu ss three strands of 
H egelian reasoning in M arx, each of which has a claim  to be called, if not 
the d ialectical m ethod, at least a dialectical m ethod. The first is the quasi- 
dedu ctive procedure u sed  in central parts o f the Grundrisse and in the 
o pen in g  chapters o f Capital /, inspired above all by H egel's Logic. The 
second is the dialectic as codified b y  Engels, including the " la w s "  o f the 
negation o f the negation and o f the transform ation o f quantity into qual
ity. The third is a theory o f  social contradictions, derived largely from  the 
Phenomenology o f Spirit. I shall argu e that o f these, the first is barely intelli
gible; the second has a certain, although som ew hat limited interest; w hile 
the third em erges a s  an im portant tool for the theory o f social change. In 
each o f  the m ore interesting interpretations, the dialectical m ethod can be 
stated in ord in ary "an a ly tica l" langu age, thus offering no brief to those 
w h o  believe in a radical d iv ide b etw een  these tw o m odes o f reasoning.

1 .5 .1 . Dialectical deduction
H egel, in The Science of Logic, d erived  the vario u s ontological categories 
from  each oth er accord ing to certain deductive principles which have 
resisted an a lysis  to this day. The connection is neither that o f cause to 
effect, nor that o f axiom  to theorem , nor fin ally  that o f g iven  fact to its 
condition o f possib ility. The "self-determ ination  o f the con cep t" appears

1 In particular, the Preface »o the second German edition ol Cû/uIéJ J quotes approvingly a 
description of the dialectical method that, on closer reading, appears devoid of content.

1 Marx to Engels 16 1.1858, Marx to Oelzen 9 5.1868
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to be nothing m ore than a loose ex post pattern im posed by H egel on 
various phen om ena that he found im portant. At the time he w as  w orking 
on the Grundrisse M arx reread H eg e l's  w ork , w ith a visib le in fluence not 
o n ly  on that m anuscript, but on parts o f Capital as w e ll.1 In particular, he 
believed it possib le to deduce the econom ic categories from  one another 
in a w ay  rem iniscent o f w hat H egel had done for onto logy. Y et, unlike the 
H egelian  categories, the econom ic o n es also succeed each other 
chronologically , in the order o f their historical appearance. H ence M arx 
had to confront the question  o f how  the logical sequence is related to the 
historical one, w ithout being able, h o w ever, to p rovid e a consistent 
a n sw e r.2

If w e  attem pt a syn th esis o f the Grundrisse and the open ing chapters o f 
Capital I, the logical or dialectical sequence em bodies the fo llow in g stages: 
product -  com m odity -  exchange va lu e  -  m oney -  capital -  labour. The 
first links in the chain are thus sum m arized in the Grundrisse:

T h e  p r o d u c t  b e c o m e s  a  c o m m o d it y ;  th e  c o m m o d it y  b e c o m e s  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e , th e  
e x c h a n g e  v a lu e  o f  th e  c o m m o d it y  is  i t s  im m a n e n t  m o n e y - p r o p e r t y ;  th is , it s  

m o n e y - p r o p e r t y ,  s e p a r a t e s  it s e lf  fro m  it in  th e  fo r m  o f  m o n e y , a n d  a c h ie v e s  a 

g e n e r a l  s o c ia l  e x is t e n c e  s e p a r a t e d  fro m  a ll  p a r t ic u la r  c o m m o d it ie s  a n d  th e ir  
n a tu r a l m o d e  o f  e x is t e n c e ; th e  re la t io n  o f  th e  p ro d u c t  to  its e lf  a s  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e  

b e c o m e s  its  re la t io n  to  m o n e y ,  e x is t in g  a lo n g s id e  it; o r , b e c o m e s  th e  re la t io n  o f  all 

p r o d u c t s  to  m o n e y ,  e x t e r n a l  to  th e m  a ll .  fu s t  a s  th e  r e a l  e x c h a n g e  o f  p r o d u c t s  
c r e a te s  th e ir  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e , s o  d o e s  th e ir  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e  c re a te  m o n e y .5

C learly , this is no explanation  o f w hat d rives the process, on ly  a fancy 
redescription o f the su ccessive  stages M arx him self m ust have felt this, 
since a few  p ages later he added that:

It w ill  b e  n e c e s s a r y  la te r , b e fo r e  th is  q u e s t io n  is  d r o p p e d , to c o rre c t  th e  id e a lis t  

m a n n e r  o f  p r e s e n t a t io n , w h ic h  m a k e s  it s e e m  a s  if it w e r e  m e r e ly  a  m a tte r  o f  

c o n c e p tu a l  d e t e r m in a t io n  a n d  o f  th e  d ia le c t ic  o f  t h e s e  c o n c e p ts . A b o v e  a ll  in  th e  

c a s e  o f  th e  p h r a s e : p r o d u c t  (o r  a c t iv ity )  b e c o m e s  c o m m o d it y ;  c o m m o d it y ,  e x 
c h a n g e  v a lu e ;  e x c h a n g e  v a lu e ,  m o n e y .4

Yet rough ly  the sam e sequence (beginning, h ow ever, w ith com m odities 
rather than w ith products in general) is retained in Capital i, w h ere  it has 
con fused  and deterred innum erable readers. ! argue in 5 .3 .3  that the 
sequence in its historical interpretation m akes som e em pirical sen se , but 
the logico-dialectical deduction rem ains vacuous.

1 Marx iu Engels 16. i . 18s8.
1 For inconclusive discussions of the relation between historical and theoretical <i e dialec

tical) development, see Cnindrme, pp. 10a. 107. 247. 276, 505. 672 and the letter to Engels 
of 2.4.1856

1 Grvndrtj.*s. pp 146-7 4 Ibid , p 151.
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T h e further transition from m oney to capital occupies som e o f the 
m ost d azz lin g ly  obscure pages in the Crundrisse. This passage is 
representative:

W e  h a v e  a l r e a d y  s e e n , in  th e  c a s e  o f  m o n e y , h o w  v a lu e ,  h a v in g  b e c o m e  in d e p e n 
d e n t  a s  s u c h  -  o r  th e  g e n e r a l  fo rm  o f  w e a lt h  -  i s  c a p a b le  o f  n o  o t h e r  m o t io n  th a n  a 

q u a n t it a t iv e  o n e ; t o  in c r e a s e  it s e lf .  It is  a c c o r d in g  to  its  c o n c e p t  th e  q u in te s s e n c e  o f  

a ll  u s e  v a lu e s ,  b u t , s in c e  it i s  a lw a y s  o n ly  a d e f in ite  a m o u n t  o f  m o n e y  (h e re , 

c a p ita l) , it s  q u a n t it a t iv e  lim it  is  in  c o n tr a d ic t io n  w it h  its  q u a lit y . It i s  th e r e fo re  
in h e r e n t  in  its  n a t u r e  c o n s t a n t ly  to  d r iv e  b e y o n d  i t s  o w n  b a r r ie r  . . .  A lr e a d y  fo r  

th a t  r e a s o n ,  v a lu e  w h ic h  in s is t s  o n  i t s e l f  a s  v a lu e  p r e s e r v e s  it s e lf  th r o u g h  in c r e a s e ; 

a n d  it p r e s e r v e s  its e lf  p r e c is e ly  o n ly  b y  c o n s t a n t ly  d r iv in g  b e y o n d  its  q u a n t ita t iv e  
b a r r ie r , w h ic h  c o n tr a d ic t s  its  c h a r a c t e r  a s  fo rm , its  in n e r  g e n e r a l i t y . 1

M arx here tries to perform  w ith  a conceptual sleight o f hand the task to 
w hich M ax W eber devoted  vast em pirical studies: to explain  the 
em ergence o f the reinvestm ent m otive in early  capitalism . N o  short-cut, 
h ow ever, is possib le -  u n less one already has the an sw er. The exp lana
tion o f sav in g  an d  investm ent m ust be found in Ihe m otives o f individual 
econom ic agen ts. It cannot be d erived  from  a conceptual an alysis of 
m oney

H avin g  dedu ced  capital -  that is self-expanding valu e -  from  the con
cept o f m on ey, M arx h as to exp lain  how  the creation o f a su rp lu s is 
possible. In w ell-know n dram atic p ages in Capital J M arx sets the scene for 
a derivation  o f labour-pow er as the condition o f possibility for the exist
ence o f a gen eral su rp lu s, as op p o sed  to the surplus that an y  com m odity- 
ow n er m ay realize at the exp en se  o f oth ers.1 A s  further explained in 3 .2 .3 , 
the deduction  is invalid , since an y  com m odity m ay be taken as the one 
w h ose  exploitation m akes the econ om y productive and hence m akes a 
surplus possib le. Yet this is a honest m istake, unlike the fundam entally 
m isguided reasoning that underlies the attem pt to deduce capital from 
m oney. Still, even  had the derivation  o f labour from  capital been su ccess
ful, it is hard  to se e  w hat insight w ou ld  thereby have been gain ed . Su rely  
the dem onstration w ou ld  not p rovid e an explanation o f the presence of 
exploited labour in the production process, since the prem ise -  the exist
ence o f capital -  is itse lf d erived  in such a sh ak y  m anner.

The defects o f the conceptual deduction are linked to those o f 
m ethodological collectivism . It is, in fact, difficult to decide w hether the 
self-determ ination o f capital is conceptual or behavioural -  or w h eth er w e 
are m eant to conclude that this very  distinction is su perseded In arguing 
against these practices one encounters the fam iliar difficulty o f refuting a

:  Capital l, pp. i&ptt.1 HhJ  , p. 370, »l90Captai I. pp. 151-3.
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confused  position w hich , by its very  incoherence, resists being pinned 
dow n  sufficiently to allow  a precis»* rebuttal. I h ave  tried to m ount attacks 
from several quarters, in the hope that their cum ulative im pact w ill prove 
p ersu asive.

1 .5 .2 .  The laws of dialectics
Engels, in Anti-D ilhring, stated tw o dialectical law s, that o f the negation 
o f the negation and that o f the transform ation o f quantity into quality. (In 
the posth u m ou sly  published Dialectics o f Nature he added a third and 
m ore gen eral law , w hich 1 shall ignore.) Som e o f the illustrations he cites 
for these la w sa re  quite extravagan tly  silly , but this d o es not m ean that it is 
im possib le to m ake sense o f the law s them selves, as has often been 
argued  b y  analytically-m inded read ers.' T rue, in order to m ake them 
ap p ear p lausible one has to reduce them  from  " la w s "  to som ething like 
"n o t infrequent patterns o f c h a n g e ". A lso , one m ust try to m ake these 
patterns the object o f explicit defin ition , rather than h avin g  them 
em bedded in and obscured by a w elter o f heterogeneous "ex a m p le s" . 
The defin itions proposed  below  draw  on a m ore hom ogeneous subset of 
exam p les, w ith  no pretension to cover all the cases cited by Engels.

A  paradigm  case o f the negation o f the negation is the transition from 
capitalism  to com m unism , cited by Engels as w ell as by M arx 2 It instanti
ates the pattern -  further d iscu ssed  in 2.4 2 -  o f an undifferentiated unity, 
fo llow ed by differentiation and splitting (first negation) and then the 
establishm ent o f a h igher, differentiated u nity (second negation). One 
m ight equally  w ell have used the lan gu age o f thesis, antithesis and 
syn th esis, although M arx avoids this term inology and in fact scorns those 
w h o  tend to search for such triads e v eryw h ere .’  Tentatively, I suggest 
that the characteristic feature o f this process is the presence o f three 
successive stages - /», q and r -  such that (i) they are pairw ise incom patible 
w ith on e another, (ii) the step  from  y  d irectly to r is im possible and (iii) the 
step from  q back to p  is im possible. The pattern could also be illustrated by 
som e instances o f b elief form ation, beginn in g w ith dogm atic belief, p ass
ing through doubt and arrivin g  finally at a m ore reflective belief.4 It is 
clearly a com m on, but far from  universal pattern o f change. It is restricted 
in tw o different w a y s . First, the pattern is not found in the processes 
them selves, only in certain descriptions o f them . A  given  process m ay

1 For a total dismissal. see tvr instance Acton. "Dialectical materialism’*.
1 Capital l .p .  763
1 M an to Engels 8. i . i 86A; Mane to Engels 11.3.1870.
'  Tocqueville. Democracy in America, pp  186-7 h** • gnod analysis of this process "deep 

conviction lies at the two ends, with doubt in the middle".
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exhibit the pattern under one description, but not underanother. Secondly, 
the pattern does not ap p ear to fit all processes equally w ell -  som e pro
cesses do not ap p ear to exhibit it u nder an y  interesting description .1

To refer to a process a s  an instance o f the negation o f the negation, then, 
is only to d raw  attention to the fact that it can be interestingly described in a 
characterization w ith these features It is em phatically not to suggest that 
there exists a specifically dialectical form o f negation that, unlike the stan
dard logical negation, d o es not cancel w h en  iterated. I should add , h o w 
ever, that in one context M arx em ploys the phrase in a w ay  that app ears to 
su ggest the latter, m ore am bitious idea. In his m athem atical m anuscripts 
he tried to m ake sen se  o f the operation o f differentiation as an instance o f 
the negation o f the negation. He notes first that if, in the function y  =  ax, w e 
let x  increase to * , and y  correspondingly to y , *= a x t,  the difference 
y , -  y =  a(jr, -  jr) reduces to 0 =  o w hen  again  w e let x, approach x. He 
then add s that:

T o  firs t  p o s it  d if fe re n t ia t io n  a n d  th e n  a g a in  to  s u p p r e s s  it, le a d s , th e n , l i te r a lly  to 

nothing. T h e  w h o le  d if f ic u lty  o f  u n d e r s t a n d in g  th e  o p e r a t io n  o f  d if fe re n t ia t io n  -  a s  

w it h  th e  negation of the negation q u ite  g e n e r a  lly  -  l ie s  p r e c is e ly  in  s e e in g  h o w  it d if fe r s  
fro m  th is  s im p le  p r o c e d u r e  a n d  th e r e fo re  le a d s  to  rea l r e s u lt s .2

The idea is not taken u p  in the later developm ent o f the argum ent. Let me 
m ention as an aside  that M arx 's treatm ent o f the calculus, w hile not in an y 
w ay  original, is at least m ore cautious and coherent than an yth in g  offered 
by Engels. The latter, in som e o f the m ost reckless pages o f Anli-D uhrm g, 
referred to the m ysterious fraction 0/0 as proof o f the pow er o f the dialectic 
to get som ething from n oth ing.3 He took the differential calculus to prove 
the reality o f contradictions, w hereas M arx tried to bring out the rational 
form  o f ih ecalcu lu s in w hich it can d isp en se  with them. He recognized that 
the differentials dx and dy  h ave  m eaning on ly  in a context, not in them 
selves; that the notion o f a lim it w as  central in dem ystifyin g the infinitesi
m als; that the '"infinitely sm all" quantities should really be called " in d e fi
nitely sm all"; and that the rational form  that d 'A lem bert gave  to the 
calculus w as preferable to its m ystical expression in N ew ton or Leibniz.

From  the exam ples g iven  b y  Engels, it w ould appear that the trans
form ation o f quantity  into quality covers two cases, one being a special 
instance o f the other. First, the water-into-ice exam ple suggests the 
notion o f a discontinuous functional link betw een the independent variable

1 For instance, there do not appear to be processes in inorganic or organic (non-human) 
nature that can be Interestingly described in this way. If not, ihis has some relevance for 
the issue whether there can be a "dialectics of nature”

* Mathemaltsche Manuskriptf, p. 5 1 .
5 Anti-Puhnng, p . 1 18
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and the depen den t one. Secondly , the am u sin g  m ilitary exam ple that
E n gels takes from  N apoleon , that w h ereas tw o  M am elukes are superior in
com bat to three Frenchm en, iooo  Frenchm en w ill beat 1500 M am elukes,
su ggests the m ore general notion o f a non-linear functional relation. The
notion o f econom ies o f scale is a m ore fam iliar illustration, also em ployed
by M arx in on e o f his few  references to this id ea .' It requires no lengthy
argum ent to see  that there are indeed m any natural and social processes
w ith the properties of discontinuity and non-linearity, nor to understand
that not all processes have these features.2 Yet to rem ind u so f them  m ay be
a usefu l task, since it is so m uch easier to study the w orld  using linear or at
least continuous m odels, and since it is tem pting to believe that features
which are privileged at the level o f m odel-building are so in reality as well.

Let m e briefly  com m ent on a m ore general argum ent often advanced in
this connection: although direct references to the law s o f dialectics are
infrequent in M arx 's w ork , he is kn ow n  to have read the m anuscript of
Anti-D ühring a n d  w ou ld  su rely  h ave  protested had he d isagreed . I believe
this v iew  to be m isguided. M arx w as  constitutionally incapable o f arriv in g
at his conclusions w ithout d eep , prolonged and independent stu d y  -
a lw ays seeking out original sources and d evelo p in g  his ow n  v iew s on ly
w hen  he had thoroughly assim ilated them . In a letter to Engels he points
out w ith som e pride that "w h a te v e r  shortcom ings [m y w ritingsl m ay have,
they h ave  the ad van tage o f form ing an artistic w hole, w hich can on ly  be
achieved through m y m ethod o f n ever letting them into print before they
lie wholly before m e " .3 T h is is indeed a good description o f his published
w ork, and a good explanation  o f w h y  m any of his m anuscripts rem ained
unpublished. It is an attitude w h o lly  foreign to second-hand acceptance of
ideas. H e had the best of personal reasons for taking a friendly interest in
E n ge ls 's  w ork an d  occasionally referring to it, but this does not w arrant the
conclusion that h e fu lly en dorsed  it. it is a fallacy to think that lack of active
disagreem ent im plies active acceptance.4 M ore tentatively, I find it hard to
believe that M arx w ould  have com e to accept the law’s o f dialectics had he
1 Capital /. p. 309. Here (as well «s in the letter to Engel» ot 22.b. 1 W>?| he alto refers to what 

he thought to be an analogical phenomenon in organic chemistry, citing three chemists, 
one of whom he singled out as especially important. In the second edition ot Capital I only 
the other two are retained, while in the third edition Engels had to explain that Marx had 
overestimated their importance as well As also shown by his comments on Fraas and 
Trtmaux, cited in 2.1 below. Mars had poor lodgment with respect lothe natural science*

1 For an extensive discussion, see Ceorgescu-Rocgen. The Entropy Law and the Economic 
Process.

1 Marx to Engels 31.7 1865.
1 Alexander Zinoviev argues that this fallacy' is at the core of the regimes that claim to 

embody Marx'* teaching*, or rather what they fallaciously conclude to be hi* teachings, 
among them the laws of dialectic*. For an exposition ot his slews, sec my "Negation active 
et negation passive".
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put his m ind to them . H e w as in variab ly  critical o f all attem pts, from  
Proudhon to Lassalle , to ap p ly  the H egelian m ode o f reasoning in a 
m echanical w ay . R eferring to L assalle 's  ph ilosophy o f law , he says that 
"th e  dialectical m ethod is incorrectly app lied . H egel n ever referred to the 
subsum ption  o f a m ass o f  'cases' under a general principle as d ia lectics".1 
Yet E n gels 's  attem pt to form ulate law s of dialectics is precisely that -  the 
subsum ption o f m iscellaneous cases u n d er general principles.

1.5.3. The theory of contradictions
In Capital l M arx observes that J. 5 . Mill, w hile capable of contradicting 
h im self trivially, yet " fe e ls  at sea in the H egelian contradiction, the source 
o f all d ia lectic".2 A m on g analytical ph ilosophers, the H egelian contradic
tion h as rather been thought to be a source o f  con fusion .’  In this they are 
no doubt largely  right. Yet I shall argu e that there is a sense in w hich one 
m ay, m ean ingfu lly , speak  o f "rea l contradictions" and that a pow erfu l 
m ethodology m ay be constructed on that basis First, how ever, I w ant to 
elim inate the unacceptable sense in w hich one som etim es speaks o f con
tradictions in reality, im plyin g  that a statem ent and its negation can both 
be true at the sam e time and in the sam e respect. H egel certainly app ears 
to have believed that this state could obtain -  indeed, that it had to obtain 
if chan ge an d  m otion w ere  to be possib le at a ll.1 M odern logicians, with 
som e exceptions, have d ism issed  the idea as rid iculous.5 There are few  
p assages in M arx that lend them selves to this reading, none o f them very 
im portant.* T hey belong to the sam e residue from  H egel's Lo^tc that w as 
d iscu ssed  and d ism issed  above.

Unlike som e later M arxists, M arx did not use the term "con trad iction " 
to denote ev ery  form of conflict, struggle or opposition. This fact has been 
obscured by a frequent m istranslation, w hereby not only "W id ersp ru ch " 
but also  "G e g e n sa tz "  are rendered into English (and French) by "c o n 
trad iction ".7 A s a student o f H egel, M arx w as extrem ely unlikely to use 
these term s interchangeably, and there are in fact clear differences in the

1 Mar* to Engels 9.12.1861.
2 Capital /, p. 596.
’ See for instance Popper. "What is dialectic?"
4 Hegel. The Science of Logic, vol. II, p. 67.
* An ambitious attempt to defend the possibility of contradictory states of affairs is Rourky 

and Meyer, "Dialectical logic, classical logic and the consistency of the world". |ohan- 
ason, "Der Minimalkul". showed that in some weak logical systems contradictions can 
be contained, so that the admission of one contradictory statement does not commit us to 
the acceptance of all contradictory statements, as in the standard logical calculi.

4 For an example see Grundritse, p 401.
7 For examples, see Marx and Engels, Collected VJotks, vol. 5, pp. 51, 431; vol. 10, p. 589, vol. 

14, p. 143; Capital III. pp 396. 440.
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w ay  he u ses them . M ost im portantly, h e n ever to m y kn ow ledge refers to 
a struggle betw een tw o c lasses a s  a “ contradiction", only as an "o p p o s i
t io n " .1 I do not claim  that M arx u ses "co n trad ictio n " in one, unified, 
sen se, but he certainly d o es not em ploy the term to refer indiscrim inately 
to the broad range o f phenom ena covered , for instance, in M ao 's essay  
"O n  contradiction".

Is it possib le, then, to defin e a sen se  in w hich the notion o f real con
tradictions rem ains firm ly tied to the logical concept, w ithout com m itting 
u s to accept the truth o f contradictory statem ents? H aving explained in 
som e detail e lsew h ere  how  this can be accom plished. I shall on ly  briefly 
indicate it h ere .2 Follow ing the Phenomenology of Spirit, as w ell as the 
w ritin gs o f Jean -P au ! Sartre, 1 d istinguish  betw een psychological and 
social contradictions. The form er obtain in m ental states that are con
tradictory in their content, that is w h en  one individual sim ultaneously 
entertains beliefs and desires from  w hich a contradiction can be logically 
d erived . The latter -  w hich form  m y sole topic here -  obtain w hen several 
in d ividuals sim ultaneously entertain beliefs about each other w hich  are 
such that, although an y  one o f them m ay w ell be true, it is logically 
im possib le that they all be. A n  im portant special case arises w hen  a 
particular description that m ay be true of any agent, for pu rely  logical 
reasons cannot be true o f all. If the in d ividuals havin g these m utually 
invalidating beliefs about each other all act as if they w ere true, their 
actions will com e to grief through the m echanism  o f unintended conse
quences sketched in 1 .3 .2 . In condensed  jargon, counter finality is the 
em bodim ent o f the fallacy o f com position.

The structures o f this variety  d iscussed  by  M arx overlap  with his u ses of 
the term "co n trad ictio n ", although neither set is included in the other. 1 
first set out the tw o central u ses o f the term "con trad iction " that refer to 
the fallacy o f com position and, in one case, to counterfinality. They are 
central both by virtue o f their theoretical im portance in M arxism , and by 
the fact that they occur in the title or the subtitle o f a chapter, su ggestin g  
that M arx did not use them  w ithout som e specific idea in m ind.

In Capital / there is a subsection (w hich becam e a chapter in the English 
translation) called "T h e  contradiction in the general form ula o f cap ita l". It

1 Mar* does occasionally, however, reler to the relation between capilal and labour as a 
"co n trad ic tio n ", contrary to what I wrote in Logic and Society. p. 90, note 1. See lo» instance 
Zur Kritik(i86t-6}L pp. 2014. 2056. This, however, is not a reference to the class struggle, 
but a statement of the fact that capital tends both to employ as little labour as possible <tu 
reduce the wage bill) and as much labour as possible (to increase surplus-value)

1 Foe a fuller slaloment, see Logic and Sorirty, cns. 4 and 5, as well as my 'Negation active et 
négation passive".
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appears, M arx argued, that "capital m ust have its origin both in circul
ation and yet not in circulation".* On the on e hand, how  "can  surplus- 
valu e originate an yw h ere else than in circulation, which is the sum  total 
o f  all the m utual relations of com m odity-ow ners, as far as they are 
determ ined by their com m odities"?2 On the other hand, it can be show n 
that the assum ption  that surplus-value arises in circulation involves the 
fallacy o f com position. M arx quotes Destutt de Tracy to the effect that 
"in d u stria l capitalists m ake profits because 'they all sell for m ore than it 
has cost to produce. A nd to w hom  do they sell? In the first instance to one 
a n o th e r '" , and then go es on to com m ent that: "T h e  capitalist class as a 
w hole, in  an y  country, cannot overreach th em selves."3 A n y  com m odity- 
ow n er m ay profit at the expense o f others, but the exchange as a w hole 
m ust be constant-sum . The w ay  out of this dilem m a is g iven  by the 
deduction, m entioned earlier, o f the buying and selling o f labour-pow er 
as the condition o f possibility of surp lus-value, show ing that the con
tradiction w as an apparent one only. H ence the structure o f the argum ent 
is this. Surplus-value m ust originate in circulation, since the assum ption 
that it does not is absurd. Yet the assum ption  that it does arise in circul
ation can be m ade to look plausible only by com m itting the fallacy of 
com position, generalizing the local possibility o f cheating to the self
contradictory theory o f a circular and universal cheating. The argum ent is 
very  elaborately staged for the purpose o f springing labour-pow er a s  a 
surprise on the stunned reader, but it is not really  a substantial piece o f 
reasoning. W hatever interest it has I find in the logical contrast between 
w hat an y  com m odity-ow ner can do and what all can do.

A  central chapter in Capital III is titled "Exposition  of the internal con
tradictions o f the la w ", the law  being that o f the tendency o f the rate of 
profit to fall. The phrasing is unfortunate, and unfortunately appropriate, 
as w ill be seen  in 3 .4 .2 , but M arx su rely  intended it to convey a contradic
tion in the w orld , not in his theory The contradiction involved in the fall 
of the rate o f profit is a very nebulous one. but there is at least one passage 
that com es close to su ggestin g  the m echanism  o f counterfm ality:

No capitalist ever voluntarily introduces a new method of production, no matter 
how much more productive it may be, and how much it may increase the rate of 
surplus-value, so long as it reduces the ratr of profit. Yet every' new such method 
of production cheapens the commodities Hence, the capitalist sells them origin
ally above their prices of production, or, perhaps, above their value. He pockets 
the difference betw een their costs of production and the market prices of the same 1

1 Capital I, p 166
1 Ibid . p. 165 ' Ihd  , p. 16).
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commodities produced at higher costs of production. He can do this, because the 
average labour-time required socially for the production of these latter 
comnvxlities is higher than the labour-time required for the new methods of 
production. His method of production stands above the social average. But 
competition makes it general and subject to the general law. There follows a fall in 
the rate of profit -  perhaps first in this sphere of production, and eventually it 
achieves a balance with the rest -  which is, therefore, wholly independent of the 
will of the capitalist.1

A s John Roem er rem arks, in h is com m ent on this passage, it is not clear 
w hether the last sentence should  be taker to assert that the new  rate of 
profit falls below  the original one, or m erely below  the transitory rate.2 A s 
observed  in 1 .3 .2 . on ly  in the form er case w ou ld  there be counterfinality .3 
The context su ggests that this is the correct interpretation, since M arx in 
this chapter is concerned w ith exp lain ing  the steady d ow nw ard  trend in 
the rate o f profit, not w ith exp lain ing w h y  it m ight rise less than 
anticipated. If this read in g  is accepted, the passage  states an argum ent for 
the contradictory character o f  capitalist behaviour. A ctions taken by the 
in dividual capitalists for the pu rpose o f increasing the rate of profit have 
the aggregate  result o f bringing about a fall in the rate. A n y  capitalist 
m ight succeed in his en deavour, w ere  he the on ly  one to try, but w hen  all 
try they all fail. O nce again  the contradiction turns upon the local-global 
opposition. In 3 .4 .2  I explain  w h y  the theory o f the falling rate o f profit is 
form ally defective, yet this does not m ake the general structure o f the 
argum ent less im portant.

I shall adduce som e further instances in M arx o f an alyses that have the 
sam e logical structure, although he does not use the term "con trad iction " 
in exp ou n d in g  them . In addition to the proto-Keynesian  p assages from  
the Grundrisse a lread y  cited in 1 .3 .2 , the fo llow in g m ay be cited as an 
especially  striking statem ent:

Actually, the relation of one capitalist to the workers of another capitalist is none of 
our concern here. It only shows every capitalist's illusion, but alters nothing in the 
relation of capital in general to labour. Every capitalist knows this about his 
worker, that he does not relate to him as producer to consumer, and he therefore 
wishes to restrict his consumption, i.e his ability to exchange, his wage, as much 
as possible. Of course he would like the workers of other capitalists to be the great
est consumers possible of his own commodity. But the relation of every capitalist to 
his own workers is the relation as such of capital and lalvur. the essential relation. But 
this is just how the illusion arises- true for the individual capitalist as distinct from 
all the others -  that apart from his workers the whole remaining working class 1

1 Capita/ tit. pp. .164-5. : Rvemer, Anahit* .* 1  Foundation*, p. 109.
1 See note 1. p. 24 above.



confronts him as consumer and participant in exchange, as money-spender and not 
as worker.1

N ote the im portant idea that certain illusions about the capitalist 
econom y arise naturally out of its m ode o f operation, a theme further 
d iscu ssed  in 2 .3 .2  and again in 8 .2 .3 .

C on sider also  a passage from  the Theories of Surplus-Value in which 
M arx effectively  brings together contradictions within and betw een the 
capitalist nations:

Production and consumption are in their nature inseparable. From this it follows 
that since in the system of capitalist production they are in fact separated, their 
unity is restored through their opposition -  that if A must produce for B, B must 
consume for A. just as we find with every individual capitalist that he favours 
prodigality on the part of those who are co-partners with him in his revenue, so 
the older Mercantile system as a whole depends on the idea that a nation must be 
frugal as regards itself, but must produce luxuries for foreign nations to enjoy *

Let me finally consider som e cases o f M arx using the term "contrad iction" 
in sen ses that differ from  that d iscu ssed  here. The most central is the 
"contradiction  betw een the productive forces and the relations o f produc
tio n ", d iscussed  at som e length in 5 . 1 .3 .  Both in the Grundrisse and in 
Capital 111 M arx su ggests that this contradiction is the sam e as that under
lying the falling rate o f profit, but I cannot see how  this can he defen ded . 
The contradiction betw een the productive forces and the relations of 
production rests on a contrast betw een the actual rate o f developm ent of 
the forces and the counterfact ual rate that w ould h ave  obtained u nder a 
different set o f relations, w h ereas the fall in the rate o f profit com es about 
because o f the difference betw een the intended and the actual result of 
capitalist behaviour. T h e tw o  "co n trad ictio n s" might coexist an d  be 
causally related, but they are conceptually  distinct. I return to this m atter 
in 3 .4 .2 .

The phrase that becam e a central elem ent in the M arxism  of the Second 
International, the "contradiction  betw een social production and private 
ap p ro p riation ", is used several tim es by Engels, but to m y know ledge 
o n ly  once by M arx, in the 18 6 1-6 3  Critique:

As capitalism develops into a universal social [tower, the contradiction between it 
and the private [tower of the individual capitalist over these social conditions of 
production becomes increasingly acute and implies the dissolution of the rela
tionship between the two since it also implies that the material conditions of 1 2
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production will develop into universal and hence communal and social conditions 
of production.1

This contradiction, h o w ever, is a m erely verbal one, like that b etw een  a 
tall w ife  and a short husband . The contrast is striking, but irrelevant -  
since it provides no reason  w h y  the contradiction could not go on indefi* 
nitely. The notion o f a social contradiction h as the theoretical function of 
iden tifyin g cau ses o f instability and change, not o f locating sym m etry 
violations.

M an y  other occurrences could be cited, som e quite insightful, others 
rather extravagant, but little w ou ld  be achieved by d o in g  so , since they do 
not appear to fall into a n y  pattern. M arx w as apt to use the term "'con
tradiction" w h en ever h e cam e across a feature o f capitalism  that struck 
him  as counterintuitive, p erverse or som ehow  herald ing its doom . M ost 
o f them  do not bear a great theoretical w eigh t, hence I have concentrated 
on the m ore prom inent, system atic or notorious uses. 1 have tried to 
establish (i) that there is a pattern o f argum ent that occurs frequently in 
M arx and that m ay w ell be referred to as "a  theory of social contradic
tio n s", an d  (ii) that M arx h im self occasionally, but far from  invariab ly, 
u ses  the term "co n trad ictio n " w h en  en gaged  in such argum ent. I have 
not m ade the stronger claim  (iii) that M arx explicitly entertained the 
theory o f social contradictions, but I w o u ld  assert (iv) that this w a y  of 
thinking w as so  m uch part o f his intellectual background and atm osphere 
that he had  no need to spell it out in an y system atic m anner. The general 
idea that unintended consequences arise w hen  agents entertain beliefs 
about each  other that exem plify  the fallacy of com position is an extrem ely 
pow erfu l one. In m y opin ion , it is M arx 's  central contribution to the 
m ethodology o f social science, especially  w h en  considered together w ith  
his theory o f en dogen ous belief form ation. W hether w e refer to this 
m ethod by the term s "d ia lectics" and "so cia l contradictions" is, by 
com parison , a secondary m atter.

1 Zur Kritik ( 1861-6)), pp 1672-3. Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, p.
548 note 2. cites as other instances Capital III. pp  266, 440. Of these the first is ambiguous.
while the second has "GegensaU”. not "Widerspruch'', in the original
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The first part o f this book deals w ith problem s that today are studied by 
philosophers and econom ists. The second part is m ore closely related to 
history, sociology and political science. The distinction is largely  one of 
convenience, yet sufficiently robust to provide a usefu l w ay  o f organizing 
the subject-m atter. It can be stated rather starkly as fo llow s. In this first 
part I d iscu ss M arx 's an a lysis  and indictm ent o f capitalism  as an econom ic 
system , and the ideal o f com m unist society w hich is constantly present in 
the background. In the second part, social change and collective action 
form the focus o f attention, m ainly but not exclu sively  w ith a v iew  to 
und erstandin g M arx 's theory of the transition from capitalism  to com 
m unism . To be sure, these dyn am ic problem s are also treated in the first 
part, notably in the d iscu ssion  o f capitalist crises (3.4), but they take 
second place to an  equilibrium  an alysis o f capitalism  and a norm ative 
assessm ent o f w hat it d o es to hum an beings.

V ery  broadly speak in g, both the second and the fourth chapters deal 
w ith  norm ative issu es. In chapter 2 1 try to bring out the com plex structure 
o f w hat M arx called alienation in capitalism  and of the closely  related 
phenom ena o f fetishism  and reification. I argue that M arx 's d iscussion o f 
alienation o n ly  m akes sen se  against the background o f a norm ative v iew  
o f w h at constitutes the good life for m an. Specifically, this is a life of 
all-sided creative activity, o f w hich  econom ic production is one, but by no 
m eans the only, form . A lth ough , for the m ost part, this ideal has to be 
reconstructed from M arx 's exten sive d iscussion o f its perversion  under 
capitalist conditions, the vision  w hich  em erges is nevertheless fairly 
d e a r . It a lso  contains som e U topian elem ents, notably the assum ption 
that an yo n e not o n ly  can but actually w ill do everyth ing.

In chapter 4 1 consider som e issues o f distributive justice. Exploitation is 
seen  a s  a  m ain flaw  o f capitalism , because it vio lates the principle. 'T o  
each according to his con tribution ." A lthough  1 do  believe -  contrary to 
several recent w riters -  that M arx d id  condem n capitalism  on the grounds 
o f d istributive in justice, I also believe that this w as less im portant in his 
e y es  than the lack o f self-realization stem m ing from alienation. Yet w hen 
w e turn to com m unism , issu es o f distribution also arise if w e  adm it that
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self-realization m ay be a scarce good , because it m ay  require scarce m ater
ial goods. Even assu m in g  that anyone could actually do everyth in g , it does 
not fo llow  that everyone w ould  be able to do so . In this context 1 d iscu ss the 
principle 'T o  each according to his n e e d s" a s  a principle o f com m unist 
justice.

The third chapter is exclu sively  analytical, w ith the pu rpose o f setting 
out M arx 's theory o f equilibrium  and disequilibrium  under capitalism . 
This in vo lves a critical exam ination o f the labour theory of value, an 
equally critical d iscussion  o f M arx 's theories o f capitalist crises and a 
som ew h at m ore positive evaluation o f his v iew s on accum ulation and 
technical change. This chapter m ay p rove d isappointin g to som e readers, 
for tw o reasons. First, since the gist o f w hat I have to say  is largely 
negative, the reader w h o  w an ts to find out w hat is w orth w hile preserv
ing in M arx w ill not find m uch here that speaks to him . Secon d ly , the 
d iscussion  in this chapter is som ew hat m ore technical than elsew here, 
because o f the quantitative nature o f the subject-m atter. To the objections 
to w hich these problem s m ight g ive  rise, I have an an sw er, or rather two. 
M arx's econom ic theory is so  closely  linked to the other parts o f h is w ork 
that a good u n d erstan d in g  o f w hat is w orth  preservin g  p resu p p oses som e 
acquaintance w ith  it. To sort out w hat is usefu l from  w hat is useless in 
M arx's v iew s on exploitation, fetishism  or the contradictions o f cap i
talism . w e m ust understand w h y  the labour theory o f valu e or the falling 
rate o f profit lead us in the w ron g  direction. A lso , it is im possible to do 
justice to econom ic problem s w ithout a m inim um  of form al apparatus 
M arx w ent w ron g, largely  because he believed he could d iscu ss verbally  
problem s that can on ly  be handled by quantitative techniques which 
a llow  us to sort out the net effect o f the m any opposed  tendencies at w ork. 
To understand his m istakes w e m ust first o f all avoid  repeating them.
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2 . Philosophical anthropology

2 .1. Man and nature
2 .1 .1 .  Philosophical materialism
2. i .2. The transformation of nature by man
2. i .3. Geographical determinism

2.2. Human nature
2.2 .1. The problem
2.2.2. Men and animals
2.2.3. N««ds
2.2.4. Capacities and the development of needs
2.2.5. Spiritual alienation 
2.2-6. Reification
2.2.7. The good life for man

2.3. Social relations
2 .3 .1. A theory of relations
2.3.2. Fetishism
2.3.3. Social alienation

2.4. Philosophy of history
2.4 .1. The background
2.4.2. The texts
2.4.3. Discussion

The present w ork  is largely about M arx as a social scientist, understood 
against a background o f norm ative and anthropological presuppositions. 
These are set out in this chapter. The epistem ological status o f these 
background theories is quite varied . Som e o f them arc largely em pirical, 
and belong to the borderland betw een social anthropology, psychology 
and evolutionary b iology. O thers are more in the nature o f conceptual 
an alysis, the u nravellin g o f w h at it m eans to act and interact. Still others 
ap p ear to be speculative ph ilosop h y of a kind that is now  discredited. 
A n d  finally, som e belong to the Aristotelian tradition within m oral ph ilo
sophy w hich  tries to derive statem ents about the good life for m an from 
an an alysis  o f hum an nature. It w ill appear in each particular case how  
M arx m ay have intended his v iew s to be understood and in which sense, 
if an y, they can be accepted as true.

M en interact w ith nature (2 .1)  and w ith  on e another (2.3). They do this 
on the basis o f n eeds and capacities that constitute hum an nature (2.2).
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T hey do so , m oreover, w ithin the fram ew ork o f w orld history (2.4) These 
propositions have served  to organize the present chapter. From  a 
different perspective, one m ay distinguish  betw een three sets o f issues. 
First, there is the pathology o f hum an nature and society under cap i
talism . T h is in vo lves a num ber o f different phenom ena that I have tried to 
d istin guish  as carefu lly  as is a llow ed  by the texts. Spiritual alienation
(2.2.5) arises w hen  hum an needs are undeveloped or unfulfilled, social 
alienation (2 .3.3) w hen  the products o f m en 's joint activities take on an 
independent existence and escape from  the control o f their m akers. The 
them e o f unnatural in dependence also  underlies the theory o f reification
(2.2.6) , conceived  as a theory o f how  n eeds and capacities com e to acquire 
a one-sided  and even com pulsive character. Fetishism  (2.3.2), finally, is 
the cognitive process w h ereb y  relational properties o f objects «ire falsely 
seen  as adherent w ithin  them  in the m anner o f natural properties.

N ext I o ffer a d iscussion  of M arx 's conception o f the good life for m an, 
as it w ou ld  be realized in com m unism  (2.2.7). Creation and community are 
tw o key w ord s. The essence o f man is to create for the sake o f others, to 
externalize o n e 's  creative pow ers in the service o f hum anity. I d iscu ss the 
psycho logical basis o f this ideal, as w ell as som e em pirical and logical 
difficulties associated w ith  it.

F inally , there is the question o f how  to get from here to there (2.4). In 
M arx 's ph ilosop h y o f history -  distinct from , although closely related to 
the em pirical theories d iscu ssed  in chapter 5 -  capitalism  w as the in
d ispensable  stepping-stone to com m unism . L ike H egel, he saw  alien 
ation as a n ecessary  stage in the developm ent o f the p o w ers of m ankind. 
Like him , m oreover, he explained  it teleologically, in term s of this neces
sity. Just as "H u m an  an atom y contains a key to the anatom y o f the ap e  ”, 1 
com m unism  p ro vid es the key  to the understanding o f capitalism  (and 
capitalism  to the und erstandin g o f pre-capitalist m odes o f production). 
This teleological stance is c losely  related to the propensity  for functional 
explanation , d iscussed  in 1.4 .

The im portance o f these background presuppositions in M arx can 
hardly be stressed  too m uch. A lthough  only a sm all part o f his written 
w ork d ea ls  w ith them , they gave  him the essential m otivation for a life
tim e of h ard sh ip  and struggle. There are no s ig n s that he ever w avered  in 
his total com m itm ent to the ideal o f com m unism  and his firm belief that it 
w ou ld  in evitab ly com e about. In addition to m otivation, these beliefs also 
provided  a p ow erfu l source o f bias in his thought. H is theory o f hum an

1 Grurtdrisst. p. 10s.
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nature rests on the assum ption that w hat is desirable is also possible; his 
ph ilosophy o f h istory on the idea that what is desirable and possible is 
inevitable. To w ish  for the sam e passionate en ergy w ithout the distor
tions produced by passion  is probably to ask for too much.

2.1. Man and nature

This is a topic on w hich  not m uch o f interest can be said, even  though 
m uch has been claim ed for it. M arx 's v iew s in this respect are either 
ram bling an d  incoherent, or inherently trivial. A  few  interesting observa
tions can nevertheless be extracted from  his w ritings. In 2 . 1 . 1  I first con
sider M arx 's philosophical m aterialism , that is, h is theory of the physical 
w orld and its relation to hum an consciousness. In 2 .1 .2  1 d iscuss his 
rather extravagant v iew s o f the extent to w hich nature has been trans
form ed by m an. In 2 . 1 .3  I conclude w ith  som e com m ents on how  M arx 
saw  m an as constrained by nature, w ith a v iew  to discerning possible 
elem ents o f geographical determ inism  in his thought.

2 .1.1. P h ilosoph ical m aterialism
O n this topic little m ore needs to be said than that M arx had no coherent 
m aterialist v iew , and that had he had one, it w ould have borne no inter
esting relation to historical m aterialism . C learly . M arx w as a m aterialist in 
the sense o f believing that the external w orld  had an existence in depen 
dent of, and prior to, the existence o f m an ,1 even  though som e passages 
su ggest a different v ie w .1 2 3 1 do not know  of an y passage w here M arx 
argu es for a m aterialist theory o f consciousness, in an y one o f the possible 
versions o f such a theory. These include epiphenom enalism , that is the 
v iew  that m ind is ontologically  independent of, but causally  dependent 
on , m atter, and the identity theory which states that m ind is m atter under 
a d ifferent description. W hen M arx occasionally asserts the prim acy of 
being over con sciousness,5 it is unclear w hether h e refers to the fact o f 
consciousness or to its content, and also w hat form the priority would 
take. I sim ply  do not believe that an y  coherent doctrine can be extracted 
from  M arx 's rem arks on m aterialism  in The Holy Family or from  his d iscu s
sion o f w hat he variou sly  calls realism , naturalism  and hum anism  in the

1 The German Ideology, p. 40. Kubrn, Marxism and Materialism, pp. 718 lists other passages to 
the same effect.

2 E g. Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 305.
3 The German Ideology, p 37.
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Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, despite energetic attem pts to show  
the con trary .1

O n independent gro u n d s, h ow ever, som eone might com e up w ith a 
defence o f philosophical m aterialism , and argu e that it bears som e inter
esting relation to historical m aterialism . H e might say , for instance, that 
M arx 's theory o f h istory is m aterialist, since it g ives explanatory prim acy 
to matter. This w ill not do , h ow ever, since there is no sense in w hich 
M arx 's theory o f h istory accords a privilege to the material as opposed  to 
the m ental. He in vokes "sp ir itu a l'' productive forces, such  as science and 
lan gu age on a par w ith  technology, and affirm s their im portance for the 
process o f social change. A s G . A . C oh en  has argued, the relevant anto
nym  for "m aterial" is "so c ia l" , not "m e n ta l" .2 If the productive forces en 
Noe are said to be m aterial, it is in opposition  to the social relations o f pro
duction, not in contrast to the products and activities o f the mind.

N or will it do to say  that the relation betw een mind and m atter is an al
ogou s to that betw een  the econom ic basis and the political and ideological 
superstructure T rue, the relation in both cases m ight be one o f exp lan a
tory prim acy of the material o ver the non-m aterial, yet the m echanism s 
u nd erlyin g  the prim acy in the tw o cases w ould  be so different that 
nothing but confusion could result from assim ilating them  to one 
another. Recall here the discussion in 1.4 .4  and 1 .4 .5  o f C o h en 's  account 
o f the relation betw een base and superstructure Even if on e does not 
accept his v iew  that the prim acy o f the base is in all cases a m atter o f fun c
tional explanation of the superstructure in term s o f its im pact on the base,
1 w ou ld  not den y that this is true in som e cases. A n attem pt to transfer this 
to the m in d-m atter relation w ould  inevitably be a form o f interactionism  -  
a doctrine that cannot in the m ost liberal sen se  of the term be called 
m aterialist. In an y case, even  w ere  it possib le to establish a fuller an alogy 
betw een philosophical and historical m aterialism , the valid ity  (or 
invalidity) o f the one w ou ld  not be an argum ent for (or against) the other. 
O nly if one could argu e for som e deductive connection could the philo
sophical variety serve as a  basis for the historical one, o r  -  less p lausibly -  
the other w a y  around. But I do not kn ow  o f an y theory that takes even  the 
sm allest step  tow ard s the establishm ent of such a deductive link.

2.1.2. The transformation of nature by man
M arx had rather extrem e and exaggerated  v iew s on the extent to w hich 
nature in his time had becom e hum anized as a result o f hum an labour. In

1 Ruben, Marxism anil Materialism; Wood. Karl Man. part IV.
* Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory of History, p. 47 and ch. IV.



The German Ideology he criticizes the contem plative and sen su ou s m ateri
alism  o f Feuerbach in these terms:

He does not see that the sensuous world around him is not a thing given direct 
from all eternity, remaining ever the same, but the product of industry and of the 
state of society . . .  Even the objects of the simplest "sensuous certainty" are only 
given him through social development, industry and commercial intercourse. 
The cherry-tree, like almost all fruit trees, was, as is well known, only a few 
centuries ago transplanted by commerce into our zone, and therefore only by this 
action of a definite society in a definite age has it become "sensuous certainty" for 
Feuerbach . . .  For that matter, nature, the nature that preceded human history, is 
not by any means the nature in which Feuerbach lives, it is nature which today no 
longer exists anywhere (except perhaps on a few Australian coral islands of recent 
origin) and which, therefore, does not exist for Feuerbach either.1

A nd w h at about the m illions o f so lar system s existing outside the reach of 
m an?1 2 * M arx 's em ph asis on the extent to w hich nature is transform ed by 
m an is both exaggerated  and pointless. Yet w e Find him  retaining the 
sam e outlook som e fifteen years later, in the 18 6 1-3  Critique:

Except for raw produce, the materials of labour have always undergone an earlier 
labour process. What looks like the materials of labour, i.e. like raw material, in 
one branch of industry, appears as a product in another. In the form in which they 
are now used and reproduced by men, the vast majority of the objects thought of 
as the products of nature (such as plants and animals), are the result of a process of 
transformation that has taken place under human supervision and as the conse
quence of human labour over many generations, in the course of ivhich both their 
form and substance have been modified 1

In 1868 he praises the G erm an agriculturalist Fraas for  p roving "that 
clim ate and flora changed in historic tim es. H e is a D arw inist before 
D arw in and m akes even  the species arise in historic tim es."4 This v iew  of 
nature a s  being m ediated by labour through and through w as deeply  
entrenched in M arx. It is part o f his theory o f  the good society that m an 
shou ld  everyw h ere  " s e e  h im self in a w orld  that he has created ", with 
nature being an en dless m irrpr reflecting him self. This, h ow ever, p resu p 
poses that society is organized  rationally so that the various activities of 
m en d o  not interfere w ith each other and w ith nature in a destructive 
w ay . In the sam e letter to Engels M arx praises Fraas for h avin g  half- 
perceived this fact:

1 Ihr Germon ideology, pp. 39-40.
* Papaioannou. LX• M an  ef du Marxàmc. p. 70.
1 Zur Krittk<tH6l-6]), p 50
4 Mam to EnfeiS 25 3.1868 Sec also Lucas, "Marx und Engels' Auseinandersetzung mil 

Darwin", especiallj' p. 438. note 1.
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H e  m a in t a in s  th a t  a s  a  r e s u lt  o f  c u lt iv a t io n  -  in  p r o p o r t io n  to  its  d e g r e e  -  th e  

" d a m p n e s s ”  s o  v e r y  m u c h  b e lo v e d  b y  th e  p e a s a n t s  is  lo s t  ( h e n c e  p la n t s ,  to o , e m i

g r a t e  fr o m  S o u t h  to  N o r th )  a n d  e v e n t u a l ly  th e  fo r m a t io n  o f  s t e p p e s  b e g in . T h e  first 

e f fe c t  o f  c u lt iv a t io n  is  u s e fu l  b u t 19 e v e n t u a l ly  d e v a s t a t in g  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  d e fo r e s t a 

t io n  e t c . . .  T h e  s u m  to ta l i s  th a t  c u lt iv a t io n  -  w h e n  it p r o g r e s s e s  n a tu r a lly  a n d  is  n o t 

c o n s c io u s ly  c o n tr o lle d  (a s  a  b o u r g e o is ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  h e  d o e s  n o t a r r iv e  at th is )  -  le a v e s  

d e s e r t s  b e h in d  it, P e r s ia , M e s o p o t a m ia , e tc  ,  G r e e c e  H e r e  a g a in  a n o t h e r  u n c o n 

s c io u s  s o c ia lis t  te n d e n c y *

In C apita llll there isa  sim ilar reference to the fact that in agriculture based 
on private ow n ersh ip , "explo itation  and squandering o f the vitality o f the 
s o il . . .  takes the place o f conscious rational cultivation o f the soil as eternal 
com m unal property , an inalienable condition for the existence and repro
duction o f a chain o f successive generations o f the hum an race ' . 1 There is 
an interestingcontrast to be m ade here betw een  M arx 'sth eo ry  o f perpetual 
progress o f the productive forces and the m ore gloom y v iew  of the per
petual destruction o f nature. There might even  appear to be a conflict 
betw een the tw o ideas, since cultivated soil should  itself be seen  as a pro
ductive force. There is no need, h o w ever, to ascribe to M arx the v iew  that 
each com ponent o f the productive forces progresses throughout history, 
since it is com patible w ith the texts and sufficient for his p u rp o ses to take 
him as stating that on the w hole these forces tend to increase. There 
rem ains a special problem  for pre-capitalist societies. Since M arx had little 
faith in their technological dynam ism  ( 5 .1 . 1 ) ,  w h ile  certainly believing in 
their ability to d estro y  the environm ent by thoughtless and unplanned 
exploitation, the net effect on the productive forces m ight w ell be negative.
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2.1.3. Geographical determinism
M arx w as no geographical determ inist in the sense in w hich, say , Karl 
W ittfogel w as o n e .2 Yet there arc som e strands o f this v iew  in his thought. 
C o n sid er first M arx 's v iew  o f w hat W ittfogel w as  to call "h yd rau lic  
so c ie ty":

C lim a t e  a n d  te r r ito r ia l  c o n d it io n s , e s p e c ia l ly  th e  v a s t  tra c ts  o f  d e s e i t  e x t e n d in g  
fro m  th e  S a h a r a  th r o u g h  A r a b ia , P e r s ia , In d ia  a n d  T a r t a r y ,  to  th e  m o s t  e le v a t e d  

A s ia t ic  h ig h la n d s ,  c o n s t itu te d  a r t if ic ia l ir r ig a t io n  b y  c a n a ls  a n d  w a t e r w o r k s  th e  

b a s is  o f  O r ie n ta l  a g r i c u l t u r e . .  T h is  p r im e  n e c e s s ity  o f a n  e c o n o m ic a l a n d  c o m m o n  
u s e  o f  w a t e r ,  w h ic h ,  in  th e  O c c id e n t , d r o v e  p r iv a te  e n t e r p r is e  to  v o lu n t a r y  a s s o c i 

a t io n , a s  in  F la n d e r s  a n d  I t a ly , n e c e s s ita t e d  in  th e  O r ie n t  w h e r e  c iv il iz a t io n  w a s  to o

* Capital III, p. 8 1a ; cp. ibid.. p. 620 and Capital I, p p . 239, 265.
* W ittfogel, "D ie  natürlichen Ur&achen der W irtschaftsgeschichte” : see  a lso  h is  Orientai 

Despotism
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low and the territorial extent too vast to call into life voluntary association, the 
interference of the centralizing power of government.'

A lth ou gh  less prone to geographical determ inism  than the letter from  
E n gels on w hich  M arx 's article w as  b ased ,1 2 * the argum ent is am biguous. 
To exp lain  the difference betw een East and W est, M arx invokes both the 
difference in the level o f productive forces ("c iv ilization "5) and different 
geographical conditions. To understand the relative im portance o f these 
tw o  exp lanatory factors, w e m ust go  to an im portant text from  Capital /:

Capitalist production once assumed, then, all other circumstances remaining the 
same, and given the length of the working-day, the quantity of surplus-labour 
will vary with the physical conditions of labour, especially with the fertility of the 
soil But it by no means follows from this that the most fruitful soil is the most 
fitted for the growth of the capitalist mode of production. This mode is based on 
the domination of man over Nature. Where Nature is too lavish, she "keeps him 
In hand, like a child in leading strings". She does not impose on him any necessity 
to develop himself It is not the tropics with their luxuriant vegetation, but tlw 
temperate zone, that is the mother-country of capital. It is not the mere fertility of 
the soil, but the differentiation of the soil, the variety of its natural products, the 
changes of the seasons, which form the physical basis for the social division of 
labour, and which, by exchange in the natural surroundings, spur man on to the 
multiplication of his wants, his capabilities, his means and modes of labour 4

The developm en t o f hum anity, therefore, w as in a sense an accident of 
geo grap h y. If there had been no interm ediate zone betw een the luxuriant 
tropics and the regions o f extrem e h a rsh n e ss/  the need and the possi
bility for developm ent w ould  not have com e together. This is not to say , 
h o w ever, that the developm ent, once initiated, continued to be shaped 
by geo grap h y . O nce the self-reinforcing process o f expanding needs and 
productive p o w ers had been set u p  (2.2.4), geo grap h y  p lays no further 
role than that o f constrain ing the technical changes that are possible at 
an y  g iven  stage. A ccording to M arx, the econom ic structure is then 
explained  by its tendency to d evelo p  the productive forces as m uch as is 
possib le within these and other constraints. A pplied  to hydraulic society', 
this m eans that g iven  a vast territory and an initially lo w  level of the 
productive forces, centralized govern m en t rather than voluntary associ
ation w as  optim al for the further developm ent o f these forces, although

1 New York Daily Tribune 25.6.1853.
2 Engels ro Marx 6 6 1853
5 Marx tended to use the word “civilization” to denote Ihe development of the productive 

forces, see for instance the Gmndnut. pp. 308, 584ft.
* Capital I. pp. 513-14.
* Marx (ibid ) quotes N. Forster to the effect that “A soil incapable of produce by labour is 

quite as bad as a soil that produces plentifully without any labour.”
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the reverse m ight be true at a later stage o f their developm ent. M arx's 
v iew  that the developm en t o f civilization depen ded  on the existence o f 
this narrow  geographical ridge m ay be open  to criticism ,1 but not on 
the gro u n d s that it is incom patible w ith  historical m aterialism .

In his published w ritin gs M arx held a w ell-balanced v iew  concerning 
the im portance o f geographical conditions. In private he could be more 
reckless T h e fo llow in g extracts from  his correspondence w ith  Engels 
sh o w  that he w as  easily  m isled by passion  and prejudice into attaching 
excessive sign ificance to geograph y. T h ey  concern a book by P. 
Trém aux, w hich  today is rem em bered exclusively  because o f the 
u n d eserved  praise w hich M arx bestow ed on it:1

In its historical and political applications, the book is much more important and 
copious than Darwin. For certain questions such as nationality, etc. a natural 
basis is found only in this work. For example, the author corrects the Pole 
Duchinski, whose findings in regard to the geological differences between 
Russia and the West Slavs he generally confirms, that, contrary to the Pole’s 
belief, the Russians are not only no Slavs, but, rather, Tartars etc. hut also that 
on the existing soil formation of Russia the Slavs became Tartarizcd and Mcn- 
golized, just as he (he has been in Africa for a long time) proves that the 
common Negro type is only a degeneration of a much higher one. "Outside 
the grand laws of nature, man's plans «ire mere calamities; this is shown by the 
efforts of the Czars to make Muscovites out of the Polish people. The same 
nature, the same abilities, will be reborn on the same so il..

C learly , M arx em braced T rém au x's v iew s because they allow ed him to 
g ive  his R ussiophobia a seem in gly  scientific foundation in geographical 
determ in ism .4 Earlier references to the Russian  character had been 
straigh tforw ard ly  racist,s w h ereas the appeal to geo logy  prom ised a 
m ore m aterialist explanation . In his reply Engels brushed Trém aux 
aside  a s  rid iculous,6 but M arx, unconvinced, then cam e up with the 
fo llow in g argum ent:

Trémaux's basic idea regarding the influence of the soil (although he naturally 
does not evaluate the historic modifications of this influence, and in these 
historic modifications I include also the chemical changes of the topsoil

1 North. Structure and Change itt Economic History, p. 87, objects that "This argument ignores 
the fundamental dilemma of growing population pressure and the common property 
resource problem." L>n his view: "It is more likely that man found rich areas where there 
was an abundance of wild grain that could be harvested with a sickle and then began to 
defend these areas against intruders."

; See Conry, L Introduction du Danvmismeen France ou XIXe Siècle, p. 220 
1 Marx to Engels 7.8.1866.
4 For Marx's Russiophobia. see Papaioannou, Dr M an el du AUrt/sw. pp. 461H.
5 See for instance his remarks on Russia in The Secret Diplomatic History of the li^hieenth 

Century and his letter to Engels of 24 6  1805.
4 Engels to Marx 2.10.1866
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through agriculture, etc., and in addition the varied influence that is caused by the 
various methods of production of such things as coal beds, etc.) is, in my view, an 
idea that only has to be expressed in order to cam for ever a citizen's right in 
science, and this apart from Trémaux's method of presentation.1

A fter E n gels 's  further, devastatin g rep ly ,1 2 * M arx d id  not return to the 
topic.

2 .2 . H um an nature 

2 .2 .1 .  T h e  prob lem
The an alysis o f hum an nature can take three form s, all o f them found in 
M arx. First, one can ask  about the features that are com m on to all m en, 
barring retardation, m ental illness or sen ility .1 Som e o f these will be the 
features w hich distinguish  m en from anim als (2.2.2), others will be 
com m on to m en and (at least som e) anim als. N ext, one m ay inquire into 
the ran ge o f features that can be developed  b y  m en, even  if they have not 
been observed  in an y  actual society. A nd  finally one m ay ask w hich o f the 
features within that range ou$ht to be developed . M arx 's an sw er to the 
second question m ust largely  be reconstructed from  w hat he says about 
the third, fo llow ing the principle that "O u g h t im plies c a n ". It falls outside 
the scope o f a  theory o f hum an nature toaskfiou» the desirable features are 
to be d evelo p ed , but it m ight fo llow  from  the theory that som e are such 
that they can on ly  arise a s  by-products, in the sense that deliberate 
attem pts to bring them  about m ight be self-defeating.4

H um an nature, according to M arx, can be described and evaluated in 
term s o f n eed s (2 .2 .3 )anc* capacities. The developm ent of hum anity takes 
place by an interaction betw een n eeds and capacities (2.2.4), a s capacities 
are developed  so  as to satisfy  n eeds and then in turn g ive rise to new 
needs. T h is process can be blocked at an early  stage, so  that both needs 
and capacities rem ain u n d evelop ed , as in the 'lu x u ria n t vegetatio n " o f 
the tropics. The process can also  be channelled  so  that, although never 
blocked, the developm en t becom es one-sided or otherw ise undesirable. 
O r it can occur in a desirable w ay , either tow ard som e steady state or

1 Marx to Engels 3.10.1866.
1 Engels to Marx 5.10.1866.
,  Marx never to my knowledge discussed these or other fatalities that may befall men, such 

as disease or aendent, nor does he refer to the implications of man's mortality. Vet the 
limited and unknown span of human life has profound consequences for human nature, 
as has also the constant possibility of debilitations of various kinds An implicit reference 
to man's mortality, however, underlies the view that even in communism the economiz
ation of time will remain of paramount importance.

4 For the idea of such states that are essentially by-products, see my Sm r Crgprs. ch. It.
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indefin itely. O bserve that the norm ative assessm ent o f n eeds and 
capacities turns upon several d ifferent issu es. Som e n eeds and capacities 
m ay rem ain u n d evelop ed . O thers m ay d evelo p , but rem ain unsatisfied 
or not exercised . Still others m ay d eve lo p  and be satisfied , respectively 
exercised, but in a w ay  that is not integrated w ith the personality as a 
w h ole. T h e first tw o problem s I refer to as spiritual alienation (2 .2 .5), 
further su bdivided  into an objective and a subjective variety. The third I 
refer to as reification (2.2.6). O n the background o f this stu d y o f the 
pathology o f hum an nature, 1 finally try to reconstruct the positive side of 
the coin , that is M arx 's v iew  0/ w hat constitutes the good life for m an
(2.2.7).

2 .2 .2 . M en and an im als
M arx d istin gu ish es m en from  other an im als on the basis o f (i) self- 
consciousness, (ii) intentionality, (iii) language, (iv) tool-using, (v) tool
m aking and (vi) cooperation. These are, o f course, strongly  interrelated, 
but sufficiently different to be d iscussed  separately. M oreover, in a critical 
confrontation they do not all su rv ive  equally  w ell. A s one w riter puts it, 
"w e  h ave  seen  in the last few  decades a steady erosion  o f the putative 
hallm arks o f m a n " .1

C o n sid er first self-consciousness. In the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts M arx w rites that:

The animal is immediately one with its life activity. It does not distinguish itself 
from it. It is its life activity Man makes his life activity itself the object of his will and 
of his consciousness. He has conscious life activity. It is not a determination with 
which he directly merges. Conscious life activity distinguishes man immediately 
from animal life activity.2

In The German Ideology w e find a sim ilar form ulation: "W h ere  there exists a 
relationship, it exists form e: the anim al does not 'relate' itself to anything, 
it does not ' relate' itself af all. For the anim al its relation to others does not 
exist as a relation .'0  In Ihe passage  im m ediately fo llow in g the first text, 
M arx go es on to speculate about the origin or conditions o f self- 
con sciousness.4 O ne suggestion  is that it is linked to production, that man 
becom es aw are  o f h im self by seein g  him self "in  a w orld that he has

1 Beck, Animal Tool Behavior, p nfl.
1 Economic, and Phiknoptncal Manuscripts, p. 276 
5 The German Ideology, p  44
* I say "origin or condition" since it is not clear whether Marx here is proposing a causal 

theory of the emergence of self consciousness or a transcendental argument about the 
conditions of its possibility



cre a te d ".1 A n oth er is that m an 's aw aren ess o f him self is related to his 
aw aren ess o f h im self as a "sp ec ies-b e in g ", a m ore obscure idea, and 
probably false. It could be true that m an is aw are  o f h im self through his 
aw aren ess that other people are aw are  of him , but this does not seem  to 
be w h at M arx had in m ind. Rather he ap p ears to be say in g  that m an 's 
consciousness o f h im self is related to his aw aren ess o f h im self as a 
m em ber o f hum anity -  not a p lausib le notion for the early  hom inids- In 
an y case, the u se  o f self-consciousness as a d istin guish in g criterion 
app ears p lausib le enough, although w e should add that the m atter is 
em pirical rather than conceptual. It is not too hard to think o f circum 
stances that m ight lead us to im pute self-consciousness to an im als.1

In a fam ous passage  from  Capital I m an 's capacity for intentional p lan
ning is em phasized  as a distinctive trait:

A spider conducts operations that resemble those of a weaver, and a bee puts to 
shame many an architect in the construction of her cells. But what distinguishes 
the worst architect from the best of bees is this, that the architect raises his 
structure in imagination before he erects it in reality.3

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts a sim ilar contrast is draw n 
betw een the stereotyped constructions carried out by an im als and the 
general capacity for free construction found in m an.4 1 argu e below , with 
respect to tools, that these opposition s ap p ear to be artificial. A nim als 
h ave  the ability to construct accord ing to (or otherw ise relate to) " im a g e s"  
o f w hat is spatia lly  and tem porally rem ote. T h ey  also have the ability to 
invent creative solutions to novel problem s.

C o n sid er next language. Im m ediately before the rem arks in The German 
Ideology quoted ab ove, M arx w rites that:

language is as old as consciousness, language is practical, irai consciousness that 
exists for other men as well, and only therefore does it also exist for me; language, 
like consciousness, only arises from the need, the necessity, of intercourse with 
other men.5

Since M arx go es on to talk about the capacity to relate to o n e 's  ow n  
relation, he m ust m ean by "co n sc io u sn ess" here self-aw areness, rather 
than aw aren ess generally . A s  the passage links language to self- 
consciousness an d  argu es that the latter is found only in m an, this w ould 
also seem  to hold for language. A  sim ilar v iew  is stated in the Comments 0/1 
Wagner som e th irty-five y ears later:

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 277.
2 Dennett, Brainstorms, pp 27jff. 3 Capital /, p. 178,
4 Economkjind Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 277.
* The German Ideology, p 44.
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Men do not in any way begin by "finding themselves in a theoretical relationship 
to the things of the external world". Like every animal, they begin by eating, 
drinking, etc. that is, not by "finding themselves”  in a relationship (in tinem 
Verhàlhtis zu stehcn) but by behaving actively (s*c#i aktiv zu uerhalten), gaining 
possession of certain things in the external world by their actions, thus satisfying 
their needs. (They thus begin by production.) By repetition of Ihis process, the 
property that those things have of "satisfying their needs" is impressed on their 
brain; men, like animals, also learn to distinguish "theoretically" the external 
things which, above all others, serve to satisfy their needs At a certain point in 
their evolution, after the multiplication and development of their needs and of the 
activities to assuage them, men will baptize with the aid of words the whole 
category of these things that experience has enabled them to distinguish from the 
rest of Ihe external world.1

C om pared  to the earlier p assages, tw o differences stand out. M arx now  
im putes to an im als certain cognitive, even  theoretical capacities A lso  the 
origin of lan gu age is found specifically  in the production process, rather 
than in social interaction It d evelo p s by the n eeds-caparities interaction 
further d iscu ssed  in 2 .2 .4 . H ence one is left w ith the im pression that w hat 
d istin gu ish es m en from  other an im als is the ability to stabilize cognition 
through language.

M arx had  a "technological conception o f h isto ry". Did he also have a 
technological conception o f hum an nature? If so, w hat relation does it 
bear to historical m aterialism ? I shall first d iscu ss the v iew  that men 
uniqu ely  em ploy  tools to satisfy  their needs, and then the idea that w hat 
characterizes them  is the production rather than the use o f tools.

In The German Ideology w e read;

Men can be distinguished from animals by consciousness, by religion or anything 
else you like. They themselves begin to distinguish themselves from animals as 
soon as they become to produce their means of subsistence, a step which is condi
tioned by their physical organization . . .  What they are, therefore, coincides with 
their production, both with what they produce and with haw they produce.1 2

I shall understand this a s  an assertion that m en distinguish  them selves 
from  anim als by producing w ith tools. This is to go  beyond w hat is 
u n am b igu ou sly  stated or im plied by the text, but it is a possible and to m y 
m ind p lausible reading. In a n y  case the idea is sufficiently close to other 
v iew s that M arx certainly did hold to merit d iscussion.

T o  evaluate this v iew  I d raw  on Benjam in Beck 's Animal Tool Behavior. 
He argu es that the use o f tools is not unique to m an, nor a necessary 
condition for cognitive capacities It is not unique to m an, since an im als

1 Comments on Wagner, pp. 563-3
2 The Get man Ideology, p. 31; cp  also Captai I. p 179.
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even  from  low er taxa engage in w hat can only be called tool use, as w hen 
crabs use stin gin g anem ones for o ffen sive or d efen sive purposes. Som e 
anim als also  en gage in tool use requiring in ten tio n ally , such  as carrying 
tools to a point invisible from the point o f tool selection and even  bringing 
spares M oreover, it ap p ears that at least occasionally such tool use 
em erges by insight rather than by trial and error N or is tool use necessary 
for cognition, since insight an d  intentionality m ay also be d isp layed  in 
non-tool behaviour am on g anim als. G u lls droppin g shells to break them 
and get access to the edible interior do not use tools, but still "b eh aved  
ad aptively  w ith regard to spatially  and tem porally displaced dropping 
sites, and thus can be inferred to have had im ages o f  such  fe a tu re s".1 The 
Japan ese  m o n key.Im o, upon receiving a m ixture o f sand and wheat, 
threw  it on the w ater so  that the sand could sink and sh e could recover the 
grain -  a behaviour that d isp lays intentionality and insight, yet docs not 
require tools.1 2 * These exam ples confirm  m y earlier assertion that M arx 
erred in Capital I  w hen he denied to an im als the capacity to w ork accord
ing to a m ental plan. They also invalidate w hat m ight look like a 
prom ising idea -  that tools are required for intentional w ork, be it in the 
sense that on ly  tool-users can w ork intentionally or in the sen se  that 
intentional w ork a lw a y s  in volves tools. (The view  that tool behaviour 
preceded cognition in evolution rem ains possible, but speculative.) I am 
not say in g  that M arx entertained this idea, but it is certainly close to view's 
that he d id  hold.

In Capital 1 M arx tw ice refers to Franklin 's characterization o f m an as a 
"too l-m akin g an im al", once ironically ' and once ap p ro vin g ly .4 Q uite 
indepen den tly  o f the im portance o f technology for social change, it is 
easy  to see w h y  tool-m aking m ight be considered im portant for the 
developm en t o f hum an nature, and in particular for the consciousness of 
time. The m anufacture o f a tool sets u p  a link betw een the present and the 
future, since it typ ically  in volves foregoing som e consum ption during the 
construction period in order to consum e m ore at a later date. It is. in fact, a 
paradigm atic instance o f the pattern "o n e  step  backw ard, tw o steps 
fo rw a rd " that is characteristic o f intentional b eh aviour.5 A lso, one might 
argue that the use o f a m anufactured tool creates a link betw een the 
present an d  the past, since it in volves dead labour acting jointly w ith

1 Berk, Animat Tact Behavior, p. 206.
* Wilson, Sodobtalc^y. p  171.
4 Capital I, p. 326: this view 1$ “characteristic ol Yankeedom” .
4 Capital /, p. 179. The text is ambiguous, since Marx does not distinguish between tool

using and tool-making See also Zur Kritik (1861-6)). p. 87.
4 Cp. my Ulysses ami the Sirens, ch. I.
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liv in g  labour T h e use o f a  tool to m ake a tool -  culm inating in "th e  
production o f m achines by m achines ’1 -  b rings together the past, the 
present and the future in on e synthesizin g m ovem ent.

C o n sid er three claim s that could be m ade in this connection. First, is 
tool-m aking a specifically  hum an activity? M arx ap p ears to m ake this 
claim , but the eviden ce is against him . A n im als en gage  in a variety o f 
tool-m aking behaviours, as am ply docum ented by Beck. T rue, there 
are no docum ented instances o f an anim al u sin g  a tool to m ake a tool, 
but in the first place such cases m ight yet be found , and in the second 
place their im possibility is on ly  part o f M arx 's claim  N ext, is tool

m aking a cau se  or condition for the con sciousness o f the future? So  far 
as 1 kn o w , M arx does not m ake this claim , but it is c losely  related to 
other claim s that he does m ake. It is refuted by the instances cited 
above. L astly , is tool-m aking a cause or condition for the consciousness 
o f the past? M arx does not m ake this claim . In on e context he argues 
that the o n ly  occasion w e have to bring the origin o f m anufactured 
objects to m ind is w h en  they present som e im perfection that rem inds 
u s o f their m akers.2 H e also  argu es that lack o f aw aren ess o f the past 
m ay have d isastro u s consequences if the product o f m en 's activity 
takes on an independent or even  hostile form in which they do not 
recognize their ow n  labour: this is further d iscu ssed  in 2 3 3. H ence the 
tem poral d im ension  o f production creates the possibility that m en can 
be en slaved  by their o w n  products, so  that liberation w ill require the 
con sciousness o f the past activity a s  their ow n . But the production 
process by itself d o es not bring about this aw aren ess.

Finally , con sider cooperation. M arx som etim es argued that intra- 
species and inter-species cooperation n ever occurs am ong anim als. 
Intra-species cooperation is denied in this passage  from the Economic 
and Philosophical Manuscripts:

Animals arc unable to combine the different attributes of their species, and 
unable to contribute anything to the common advantage and comfort of the 
species It is otherwise with men, amongst whom the most dissimilar talents 
and forms of activity are of use to one another. *

A gain st this w e m ay set a surprisin g passage from  the Theories of 
Surplus-Value, to the effect that "th e  interests of the species in the 
hum an kingdom , as in the anim al and plant k in gdom s, a lw a y s  assert

: t. pp ja*-?.
* h* t„ pp. 1 8 a - j
* Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. p. 320
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them selves at the cost o f the interest o f in d iv id u a ls" .1 The two passages 
do not form ally contradict on e another, but the underlying spirit is 
different.

For a denial o f inter-species cooperation w e can go  to the Grundnssr.

The fact that this need on the part of one can be satisfied by the product of the 
other, and vice versa, and that the one is capable of producing the object of 
the need of the other, and that each confronts the other as owner of the object of 
the other's need, this proves that each of them reached beyond his own particular 
need etc. as a human being, and that they relate to one another as human beings; 
that their common species-being is acknowledged by all. It does not happen 
elsewhere -  that elephants produce for tigers, or animals for other animals.2

The contrast is som ew hat strange, o p p o sin g  intra-species cooperation in 
m an to the lack o f inter-species cooperation am ong anim als. M oreover, 
this alleged lack is fictitious, as sh o w n  by betw een-species altruism , sy m 
biosis etc.3 M ore im portantly, M arx is a lso  w ron g  in den yin g  intra-species 
cooperation, as show n  m assively  by recent socio-biological literature.4 It 
w ould  be pointless to blam e M arx for not anticipating m odern biological 
theory, or for in du lg in g  in speculation in w ork not intended for publica
tion. Yet w e m ay question w hether, on his ow n  prem ises, the suggested  
contrasts are valid . O ne reason for thinking that they are not is that what 
M arx describes here as characteristically hum an is o n ly  the w orking o f the 
invisible han d , not a conscious and deliberate effort of cooperation. The 
latter is un iquely hu m an ,5 the form er not. In fact, M arx h im self w rote to 
E n gels that:

Darwin recognizes among beasts and plants his English society with its division of 
labour, competition and opening-up of new markets, 'inventions', and the Mal
thusian 'struggle for existence'. It is Hobbes's helium omnium contra omnes. and one 
is reminded of Hegel's Phenomenology, where civil society is desenbed as a 
'spiritual animal kingdom', while in Darwin the animal kingdom figures as civil 
society*

The proper contrast, therefore, w ould  seem  to be betw een the conscious 
cooperative behaviour o f w hich  m en are capable, and the m utual benefits 
that arise as unintended consequences o f selfish  behaviour (or "se lfish  
g e n es")  am o n g m en as well as anim als.

• Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. 2, p. 118. The lull passage is cited and discussed in 2.4.2
below.
Grundrtsse, p. 243.
Trivers. "The evolution of reciprocal altruism".
For a synthesis, see Axelrod and Hamilton, "The evolution of cooperation*'.
Moore, Marx on the Choice betu'een Socialism and Communism, p. 15.
Marx to Engels 18.6.1862. cp. Capital I. p. 356.
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To conclude, the m ost robust o f the features that M arx cites as charac
teristic of m an are his aw aren ess o f h im self and his use of langu age. Inten
t io n a lly , production, tool-using and tool-m aking are also found am ong 
anim als, as is cooperation o f the unconscious variety described by M arx. 
The fact that self-consciousness and language are cognitiv e  capacities does 
not constitute an  objection to historical m aterialism . There is no reason 
w h y  the featu res that d istinguish  m an from  other an im als should also  be 
the features that exp lain  the developm en t o f man throughout history. 
C o n verse ly , the im portance o f technology in historical m aterialism  creates 
no presum ption that it should be equally  central in a theory o f how  m en 
differ from  other anim als. The uniquely hum an cognitive capacities 

exp lain  w h y  the tool-m aking and tool-using abilities that man shares with 
other an im als w ere, in his case, capable o f m uch greater developm ent -  
g iven  the need and the proper environm ental conditions.

2 .2 .3 . N eeds
The concept o f hum an n eeds is fundam ental in M arx 's theory o f hum an 
nature The good  society, for M arx, is one in w hich  p eo p leare  rich in needs 
and rich in need satisfaction C o n verse ly , capitalism  is defective both 
because people have few  n eeds and because the n eeds they do have are not 
satisfied . T h e latter set o f issues is d iscu ssed  in 2 .2 .5 ; here I w’ant on ly  to 
con sider M arx 's conceptual an a lysis  o f the different kinds o f need. I g ive 
notice here that 1 shall on ly  be considering n eeds that, if they exist, are 
sub jectively  perceived , excluding such needs as the need for vitam in C.

N eed s have objects, if the latter are taken in a gen eral sen se, so  that 1 m ay 
have a need for books but not for a n y  particular book. I shall refer to the 
attitude one has to a specific book as a desire, corresponding to M arx 's 
observation that each need "fo rm s the basis o f a d e s ire " .1 A n y  need, if 
satisfied , is satisfied by the fulfillm ent o f a desire , but th econ verse need not 
hold There m ay be desires that do not derive  from a n y  general need -  
desires that are directed tow ards specific objects that d o  not adm it of 
substitution. A lso , a specific desire m ay derive  from m ore than one general 
n eed . T h u s the desire for specific clothes m ight not derive from the need for 
clothing, but from  som e other need such as the need for prestige and recog
nition. This w ould  be the case if the substitute for the clothes w as a w atch 
from  w hich I could derive  the sam e prestige, rather than som e other 
clothes.2

1 The G erm an Ideology, p 256.
1 Cp. the theory of charocIrrrsfNs developed by Lancaster, "A  new approach lu consumer 

theory".
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A  typology of needs in M arx, draw in g largely upon A gn es H oller,’ 
includes the fo llow ing. Physical needs are needs for physical or biological 
necessities.1 2 Even  at subsistence, such needs can be satisfied by m any 
objects w ith corresponding desires, as rem arked in 1 .2 .2 .  W hich o f the 
objects is then in  fact chosen to satisfy the need will depend on preferen
ces, w hich in turn will often depend on cultural elem ents. Necessary needs 
are needs that in them selves contain w hat M arx called a "historical and 
moral e lem en t".3 4 * T h ey  correspond to the conventional and accepted stan 
dard o f liv in g  o f a particular g ro u p  o f people at a particular time and place. 
M arx believed that in capitalism  the value o f the labour-pow er o f the 
w orker is uniquely defined by his necessary n eed s.1 This is w rong, how 
ever, since the necessary  needs can be realized by m any different desires, 
the satisfaction o f w hich  need not all em body the sam e labour value. Thisw
also holds if w e  add the constraint o f a given m onetary w age, since 
com m odity bundles that add u p  to the sam e am ount o f m oney need not 
have the sam e total labour content (3.2 .2) Luxury needs m ay be defined 
either as needs for objects that form no part o f the conventional standard 
o f living o f the w orkers, or as needs for objects too expensive to be 
brought by the w orkers.3 N orm ally these tw o definitions coincide.

Social needs can, according to Heller, m ean four different things in M arx. 
O f these I shall retain tw o, and then add a third m eaning that, even if not 
explicitly present in M arx, can help u s understand som e o f his more 
cryptic utterances. First, social n eeds are sim ply n eeds that h ave  a social 
origin, that is are socially rather than biologically caused. Secondly, they 
are needs that, a s  a m atter o f fact or as a m atter o f logic, can only be 
satisfied com m unally, such  as the need for education (if 1 cannot afford a 
private teacher) or the need for association with others. To these 1 add, 
thirdly, the needs w hose objects essentially  in volve a reference to other 
people. T h ey  are social in content rather than in origin .6 The needs that 
can only be com m unally satisfied overlap  with this group, as show n by 
the need for association, but are not included in it, as show n  by the need 
for education. N or do they include it. as show n  b y  the follow ing 
exam ples. C on sider first the need for positional goods, that is the need for 
relative excellence, to have m ore or to be better than other peo p le .7 N ext.

1 H eller, The Theory of Needs in Marx.
2 Marx refers N> these as natural needs (Gtpital I. p. 171). an expression that may easily be 

misunderstood.
3 Capitolina. 171. * Ihd ; see also 1.1 1 above.
3 Heller. TV Theory of Needs in Marx, pp  35ft, also Capital II, p. 403.
4 See Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory of History, pp. 94-5. 103; also my Sour Çmprs. ch. I.3
7 Hirsch, Social Limits to Growth.
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consider the need to be like other people, or to differ from  other 
people, that is conform ism  and anti-conform ism .1 A n d  finally one m ay 
cite the need to im press other people, for exam ple by conspicuous 
consum ption. H ere objects are consum ed not because o f the direct 
satisfaction they g ive , but for the satisfaction one gets from seeing that 
other peop le are im p ressed .2 A n im portant feature o f needs that are 
social in this third sense is that they m ay  be individually or collectively 
se lf-defeatin g .3 The need for positional good s is collectively self- 

defeating, in that it m ay be w orse  for all if all are m otivated by it than if 
none are .4 The need to im press others often is in d ividually  self- 
defeating, since, notoriously, nothing is so  u n im pressive a s  the 
attem pt to im press.5

N eed s are interrelated. Not all n eeds can exist sim ultaneously, and 
not all existing n eeds can be satisfied sim ultaneously. This ho lds for 
an y g iven  in d ividual, a s  w ell as for a group  o f in d ividuals w hose needs 
constrain on e another m utually. C o n sid er first a single person. M arx 
argues in The German Ideology -  the m ain source for u nderstanding his 
theory o f needs -  that com m unism  "w ill m ake possible the norm al 
satisfaction o f all n eed s, i.e . a satisfaction w hich  is limited on ly  by the 
n eeds th em se lves".6 O ne such lim itation is that the scarcity o f time 
m ay m ake it im possible to satisfy  all one s needs. M arx notes in the 
Grundrisse that society is like an individual in that " its  enjoym ent and 
its activity depen d s on econom ization o f t im e".7 A nother limitation is 
that som e n eeds m ight override others, as w hen  m y need to eat a lot is 
restrained by m y need to keep slim . These are reasons w h y  the satis
faction o f som e n eeds might prevent the satisfaction o f others. In 2 .2 .6  
I d iscu ss the idea that som e needs m ight take on a com pulsive charac
ter that blocks other n eed s from even  em erging.

C o n sid er next the relation betw een the n eeds of several persons. 
A ccording to M arx.

All em an cip ation  carried through h itherto  has been based . . .  on  restricted 
productive forces. T h e production w hich these productive forces could provide 
w as insufficient for th e  w h ole  of society and m ade developm ent possible only 
if som e persons satisfied  their need s at the exp ense o f  others, and therefore 
som e -  the m inority -  obtained th e  m onopoly o f d evelop m en t.8

1 Sour Grapes, <h l . j .
1 See for instance Vcbten, The Theory of the Leisure Oats and Bourdieu, la  Distinct tort
* For this distinction see Parfit, "Prudence, morality and the Prisoner's Dilemma".
1 Haavelmn. "Some observations on welfare and economic growth"
s Sour Crapes, ch II.5. 6 The German Urology, pp *55-6 7 Grundrisse. pp 171-3.
• The German Ideology, pp 431-1
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It is im plicit here that in the fully d evelo p ed  com m unist society there will 
be no such incom patibility o f n eeds satisfaction If w e  d isregard  the 
U topian idea of com m unist abundance, M arx offers no argum ent for this 
v iew . O ne o r tw o m ay, h o w ever, be suggested . First, w hile m an will 
becom e "rich  in n e e d s", som e n eeds will also disappear:

C om m u nist organization has a tw ofold effect on the desires produced in the 
individual by  the present-day relations; som e o f these d esires -  nam ely desires 
w hich exist under all relations, and only chan ge their form  and direction under 
different social relations -  a re  m erely altered  by the com m unist social system , for 
they  are given th e  opportu nity  to develop  norm ally; but o th ers  -  nam ely those 
originating solely in a particu lar society , under particular cond itions o f Iproduc- 
tion] and intercou rse -  are totally deprived o f  their cond itions o f ex isten ce .1

The latter gro u p , presu m ab ly , w ould  include the "in h u m an , sophis
ticated, unnatural and im agin ary ap p etites", "d ep raved  fan cies" and 
"m o rb id  crav in g s" w hich  M arx refers to in the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts.2 M oreover, they w ou ld  include the inherently lim itless need 
for m oney for its o w n  sake, a s  w ell as the in d ividually  or collectively 
self-defeatin g n eeds referred to above. The d isappearance o f the latter is 
especially  im portant, since their presence im plies that full need satisfac
tion is inherently  im possible.

A  second argum ent is that u nder com m unism  spiritual n eeds -  the 
need for productive and creative activity -  w ill assu m e greater im portance 
than the need for m aterial goods. To this it m ay be objected that such 
n eeds m ay also be quite difficult to satisfy . First, not all in d ividuals m ay 
have the talents required to satisfy  them  (2.2.7); secondly, even spiritual 
n eeds m ay require for their satisfaction a great deal by w a y  o f m aterial 

goods (4.3-3)-

2.2 .4 . C apacities and the developm en t o f  needs
M arx often  refers to the self-expanding process o f needs creation, 
w hereby the satisfaction o f one need g ives  rise to another. A  m ediating 
elem ent in this process is the developm ent o f new  hum an capacities, by 
w hich  M arx ap p ears to m ean m an 's cognitive, creative and productive 
pow ers. In The German Ideology M arx, after stating that production is the 
"First historical a c t" , go es on to say  that "th e  satisfaction o f the first need, 
the action o f satisfy in g  and the instrum ent o f satisfaction which has been 
acquired, leads to n ew  needs; and this creation o f new  n eeds is the first

* tbid. . p. 256
2 Economic and Philosophical Manuscript*, p 307.
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(s/c) historical act" .1 In Capital I he m akes it clear, in a passage cited earlier, 
that there is a threshold effect operating, but that beyond the threshold 
m an is sp u rred  on to "th e  m ultiplication o f his w ants, his capabilities, his 
m eans and m odes o f la b o u r".7 In the passage from  the Comments on 
Wagner, also cited above, the em ergence o f language is seen  a s  part o f 
" th e  m ultiplication and developm en t o f . . .  needs and of the activities to 
assu age th e m ".1 2 3

These statem ents are quite general, and w e are not told exactly how  the 
satisfaction o f existing needs generates n ew  ones In M arx 's w ork there 
appear to be tw o . quite different, suggestion s. First, there is the idea that 
the exercise o f a capacity m ay  itself becom e a need. In the Economic and 
Philosophical Manuscripts M arx observes that "W h en  com m unist artisans 
associate w ith on e another, theory, propaganda etc. is their first end. But 
at the sam e tim e, as a result o f this association, they acquire a new  need - 
the need for society -  and w hat ap p ears  a s  a m eans becom es an  e n d ."4 
Sim ilarly, in com m unism  "w o rk  is not on ly  a m eans to life, but itself has 
becom e the prim e need o f l i fe " .5 A n im portant feature of this process is 
that the new  n eed s d evelo p  in the very  sam e in d ividuals w hose capacities 
had developed  as a response to earlier needs.

O ther p assages su ggest a d ifferent m echanism , em ph asiz in g  the 
developm en t o f hum anity rather than o f individual m en. C on sider first 
an im portant statem ent from  the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts:

T h e real, active o rien tation  o f  m an to h im self as  a sp ecies-being  (i.e . as  a hum an 
being), is only  possib le  if he really brin gs out all h is sftrctrs-powers -  som ething 
w hich in turn is on ly  possib le  throu gh the coop erative action o f all m ankind, only 
as the result of h is to r y -a n d  treats th ese  pow ers as o b jects: and th is, to begin with, 
is again only  possible in the form  o f estrangem ent *

In the 18 6 1-3  Critique this expansion  o f hum an pow ers is explicitly linked 
to the expansion  o f needs:

It is im plicit in the law s govern ing  hum an d evelop m ent that no so o n er has o n e  set 
of need s been  satisfied  than other n eed s are set free  or created. H ence as capital 
exten d s labour tim e beyond th e  lim its required to satisfy  the natural needs o f the 
w orker, it in ten sifies th e  process o f  the division o f social labour -  o f labou r in 
society as a w hole. It in creases th e  diversity  o f  production and expand s the 
horizon of social n eed s as well as the m eans of satisfying th em . It thereby co n 
tributes to the grow th  of m an 's productive pow ers and cau ses capacities to be

1 The German Ideology, p. 42.
2 Capital I. p. 514. The full passage was quoted in a . i . j .
1 C m w n ll on Wagner, p. 363 * Economic and Philosophical Manuscript*, p. 31 ).
5 Critique t*f the Gotha Program, f> 21
6 Economic and Philosophical Manu!vnpt*. p. yyy.



2 . 2 .  H u m a n  n a t u r e  73

activated in new  d irections But ju st as  su rp lu s labour tim e is the precondition of 
free tim e, th e  exp an sion  o f the horizon o f  n eed s and the m eans o f satisfying them  
is likew ise d ep en d en t on shackling the w orker to the b a sk  necessities of life .1

H e ir  it is d e a r  that the persons w h ose  n eeds are expanded are not the 
sam e as those w h ose  capacities are developed . The ever-w idening circle 
o f n eeds w ithin  the exp lo iting class corresponds to an increase in the 
productive p o w ers o f the exploited class. Even within the latter, the 
m ultiplication o f capacities is not found w ithin each individual w orker. 
"T h e  on e-sidedn ess and deficiencies o f the detail labourer becom e perfec
tions w hen  he is part o f the collective lab o u rer."2 O r again , " in  order to 
m ake the collective labourer, and through him capital, rich in social 
productive p o w er, each labourer m ust be m ade poor in individual 
productive p o w e r" .3 The sam e process "tu rn s the w orker into an in

sensible being lacking all n e e d s" ,4 in contrast to the som etim es unnatural 
m ultiplication o f n eed s in the capitalist. The latter perform s the world- 
historical m ission o f creating civilization, al the expense o f the w orkers 
w hose deprivation m akes it possible. U ltim ately both sides o f the process 
com e together in the "d evelo p m en t o f the rich individuality w hich is as 
all-sided in its production as in its c o n su m p tio n ",' but this unification is 
m ade possib le on ly  by a long history' o f separation. To use C o h en 's phrase 
again , the history o f m ankind before com m unism  is the developm ent of 
M an, not o f m en.

Leavin g  asid e  for later d iscussion  (2.4) the strong teleological strand in 
this argum ent, I w ant to stress here that the developm ent o f productive 
forces is on ly  part o f the general developm ent o f m an 's "sp ecies- 
p o w e rs". The capacity for artistic creation, for instance, is equally im por
tant as part o f these p o w ers. The com m unist society in which m en s 
capacities are fu lly  developed  and exercised is not one in w hich all 
in d ividuals are en gaged  in prom oting the grow th o f the productive 
forces, even  though the latter m ay be expected to flourish at an 
unprecedented rate. Yet, although the "sp ecies-p o w ers" form the more 
general and teleologically m ore im portant category, the productive 
pow ers are privileged , since they generate the free time needed for the 
developm ent and exercise o f species-pow ers generally. Their increase is 
both a com ponent o f the developm ent o f the species-pow ers, an d  a 
condition for the developm en t o f the other com ponents. Hence historical 
m aterialism , w hich  is largely  about the grow th  o f the productive forces,

1 Zur KHhkitS6t-6)K p. 175. 2 Capital I, p. >49 1 JW .,p. )6i.
1 Fcontmuc and Phil,vtopkical Manuscripts, p 308.
'  GrundrtffC, p. >25.
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has a som ew hat different focus than M arx 's philosophical anthropology, 
w hich  em phasized  the developm ent o f m an 's creative pow ers gen era lly .1

2 .2 .5 . S p ir itu a l a lienation
The alienation generated by capitalism  is a constant them e in M arx's 
w ork , from  the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts to the m ature 
econom ic w ritin gs 2 The notion, h o w ever, has several stran ds or 
elem ents, not all o f w hich are equally prom inent in M arx 's w ritin gs from 
all periods. I shall not g ive  m uch em ph asis to the developm ent o f M arx 's 
th inking on this point, since there d o es not seem  to me to be an y case to be 
m ade for a sh arp  contrast or break in his v iew s.

Follow ing John  Plam enatz and A llen  W ood,1 I shall d istinguish  
betw een tw o m ain concepts o f alienation in M arx. First there is w hat one 
m ay refer to as lack o f self-actualization (W ood) or spiritual alienation 
(Plam enatz). This is the topic of the present section. Secondly, there is the 
pow er that the products o f m an m ay acquire o ver their creators. T h is is 
d iscussed  in 2 .3 .3 .

Spiritual alienation m ay be seen  either as a lack o f a sense o f m eaning, 
or as a sen se  o f a lack o f m ean ing.4 Both M arx and his com m entators are 
am biguous on this crucial point. In the Economic and Philosophical M anu
scripts M arx asks;

W hat, th en , con stitu tes the alienation o f labour? First, the fact that labour is 
external to the w orker, i .e . it d oes not belon g  to  his intrinsic nature, that in his 
w ork, th erefore , he d oes not affirm  h im self but d enies h im self, d oes not feel 
co n ten t but u nhap p y, d oes not develop  freely h is physical and m ental en ergy  but 
m ortifies his body and  ruins his m ind. T h e w orker therefore only feels him self 
outside h is w ork, and in his w ork feels outside h im self H e feels at hom e w hen he 
is not w orking, and w h en  he is w orking he does not feel at h o m e.’

Is the central fact that the w orker "feels outside h im se lf ' in his w-ork. or 
that "h e  does not feel at h o m e"? The presence o f a negative feeling, or 
o n ly  the absence o f a positive one? In his d iscussion  o f this form  of 
alienation, A llen  W ood is sim ilarly am biguous, referring both to "a  lack o f 
a sen se  o f m e a n in g '" ,*  and to "th e  experience o f o n e 's  se lf and life as

1 For a further discussion of this difference, see Cohen, "Reconsidering historical materi
alism ".

* In the present chapter and again in ch 8 many tests on alienation from the later writings 
are cited. Some of them could have appeared verbatim in the early manuscript*, e g the 
eloquent passage in Results of the Immediate Prates* of Production, p. 990, cited in 8 a. 1 
below.

* Plamenatx, Kart Marx's Philosophy of Man, p. 141; Wood. Karl Marx. p. 50
* For a similar distinction, see Cohen, "Bourgeois and proletarians", p 118
* Iconomkand Philosophical Manuscripts, p 274. 6 Wood. Karl Marx, p 8
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e m p ty " .1 T h e failure to m ake this distinction is a case o f a quite general 
tendency to con fu se external and internal negation .2 In the present con
text. the failure is especially  fatal, since the link betw een  alienation and 
collective action undertaken  to overcom e it depen ds on w hich o f the 
readings is chosen.

A lthough W ood 's d iscussion  is am b iguou s betw een the tw o readings, 
he o p ts on the w hole for the objective notion o f spiritual alienation, 
according to w hich " it  is a m atter o f w hether m y life in fact actualizes the 
potentialities w hich  are objectively present in m y hum an e sse n c e ",1 and 
thus not " a  m atter o f w hether m y conscious desires are  satisfied or how  I 
think about m yse lf or m y life " .4 Vet he then goes on to argue, incon
sistently, that alienation thus defined can be a lever for social change:

G enerally  sp eak in g , the d egree o f  system atic, socially caused  alienation in a 
society  will be proportional to  the gap w hich  exists in that society- betw een the 
hum an potentialities contained  virtually  in society 's  productive pow ers and the 
actualization o f these potentialities b y  the society 's  m em bers. Thus th e  possib ili
ties for alienation  in crease along  w ith the productive pow ers of society. For as 
th ese  pow ers expand, th ere  is m ore and m ore room  for a d iscrepancy betw een 
w hat hum an life is and w hat it m ight be. There i$ more and more pressure on soctal 
arrangements to  allow  for th e  lives o f individual hum an beings to share in the 
w ealth o f  hum an capacities w hich belon g  to  social lab o u r.'

The passage  provokes tw o, related, com m ents First, the argum ent paral
lels one m ade in 5 . 1 .3  below , w ith  respect to the developm ent of the 
productive forces. W ood argues that alienation is m easured by the gap  
betw een actual and potential self-realization, the latter being defined in 
term s o f the level of developm ent o f the productive forces. S im ilarly, the 
contradiction betw een the productive forces and the relations o f produc
tion is m easured by the gap  betw een the actual rate o f change o f the 
productive forces and the potential rate o f change that -  at the given level 
o f developm ent o f  Ihe forces -  could obtain under different relations. It is 
a question , in on e case, o f the suboptim al or inhum an u se  o f the produc
tive forces, in the other o f their suboptim al developm ent. In 5 . 1 .3  I argue 
that M arx tended to confuse these tw o flaw s o f capitalism  w ith one 
another, but they are clearly distinct phenom ena.

Secon d ly , the passage raises a problem  that w e shall meet repeatedly in 
this w ork . W e m ay be able to single out som e feature o f capitalism  by 
virtue o f w hich it ought to be abolished, and to offer an argum ent that a

1 Ibid , p. 9.
1 Cp my "Négation active et negation passive" for an analysis of this distinction, and the

consequences of ignoring it.
3 Wood. Kart Marx, pp 33-4. 4 /M  . p. 2). 1 Ibtd.. p. 45. Italics added.



society is possib le in w hich  that feature is not found. Yet this offers no 
an sw er to the questions o f how  the abolition is to occur, and w h at causal 
role the feature will h ave  in the abolition if it occurs. If w e condem n 
capitalism  by virtue o f a purely  objective alienation, there is no reason to 
expect it to set up a "p ressu re  on social a rran gem en ts ''. W e m ay, perhaps, 
be able to argu e that capitalism  will be overthrow n  when alienation (in this 
spiritual, objective sense) becom es sufficiently acute, but this is not to say 
that it w ill be abolished because o f  the acute alienation. We m ight even  be 
able to argue for a law like correlation betw een  alienation and the abolition 
o f capitalism , in the sense that the process leading to abolition inevitably 
also aggravates alienation, but this w ould be a case o f causal con
com itance, not o f  causal production. Or finally on e m ight be prepared to 
argu e  that objectively existing alienation at som e point com es to be felt 
sub jectively, thereby provid in g the m otivation to abolish the system  that 
generates it .1 W hat one cannot argu e is that the m ere objective need for 
change, assessed  on a certain v iew  o f w h at is objectively good for hum an 
beings, w ill in itself bring about that change. W e shall see in later chapters 
that sim ilar problem s arise if one argu es that capitalism  will be abolished 
because it is based  on exploitation, or because it generates a contradiction 
betw een the productive forces and the relations o f production. In 2.4 
below  I su ggest that M arx entertained a speculative ph ilosophy o f history 
that authorized him  to  neglect this d ifficu lty, or at least to g ive  it less 
attention than it required. The problem  is also d iscussed in the con
cluding chapter.

There are, then, tw o  different w a y s  o f looking at alienation.2 O ne 
im plies that as alienation g ro w s, people subject to it becom e increasingly 
u n h ap p y , discontent and prone to revolt. The other is com patible w ith 
alienation grow in g w orse w ithout an y grow in g feeling of discontent. If 
for exam ple the actual n eeds rem ain constant, the grow th  in the objective 
possibilities for the fulfilm ent o f n eeds does not bring about an increase of 
m isery. Increasing alienation could even  go  together w ith decreasing 
m isery, if the n eeds dim inish as the possibility o f n eeds satisfaction in
crease. H ence alienation m ay be found in the non-satisfaction o f actual

1 C. A. Cohen points out to me that Ihe objective alienation might also acquire subjective 
force in some more complex or indirect way Speculatively, the capitalists might perceive 
that the workers are objectively alienated, and fearing (possibly without good reason) 
that they might come to recognize this, take measures that bnng about a state of subjective 
frustration in the workers

1 For an analogy, cp. the two ways of looking at suffering in Buddhism, exemplified by Kolm. 
I r  Bonheur-lihertt (who takes suffering to he a subjective psychological state) and Collins, 
Selfless Permits (who takes suffering to be a theoretical construct that depends on the whole 
of Buddhist theory for its explication)
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needs, o r  in the non-satisfaction o f non-actual, satisfiable needs. In the 
first sen se  alienation m ay cau se collective action, in the second it could 
rather be an obstacle to it.

It is not clear w hich  o f these conceptions is the more central in M arx. 
The Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts em phasize the alienation o f 
m an from  his species-being, an Aristotelian ideal the deviation from  
w hich app ears to be a pu rely  objective phenom enon. In The Holy Family1 
and later in The Results o f the Immediate Process o f Production7 M arx d raw s a 
contrast betw een the capitalist w h o  fin d s satisfaction in his state o f a lien 
ation, an d  the w orker w h o  feels indignation in it and experiences it as a 
form  o f enslavem ent. T h is points to a subjective conception o f alienation, 
at least as far as the w ork ers are concerned. Sim ilarly, the Grundrisse 
praises capitalism  fo r creating rich n eeds w hich  it cannot satisfy .3 In this 
w ork M arx also  su ggests an im portant contrast betw een the pre-capitalist 
m odes o f production, in  w hich  m en felt relatively content within a sm all 
circle o f n eeds, and the capitalist m ode that m ultiplies needs beyond the 
creation o f m ean s o f satisfy in g  th em .1 There is m uch that the w orkers 
w ant to d o  and to h ave; and they believe it w ou ld  be possible for them to 
do an d  to h ave  w hat they w ant if o n ly  society w ere so organized that the 
productive forces could be rationally utilized. H ence they feel frustrated 
and u n h ap p y, that is alienated in the subjective, spiritual sense o f the 
term.

In pre-capitalist society m en w ere not objectively alienated, since even  
w ith a reorganization o f the production it w ould  not have been possib le to 
satisfy  n eeds m uch w ider than those actually satisfied * Rather they su f
fered from  w hat I h ave  elsew h ere  proposed to call "ad ap tive  preferen 

c e s " , that is  adaptation  o f w ants to w h at is possible ‘  This distinction 
su ggests the fo llow in g table:

Adaptive preferences
Actual needs 
small

Satisfied needs 
small

Sat nh*ble needs 
small

Subjective spiritual
alienation

large small large

Objective spiritual 
alienation

small small Urge

Utopian preferences large small small

Communism Urge large large

1 The Holy family, p >6.
1 Results of the Immediate Process of Production, p. 990.
* Grundrisse, pp. 283, 325.409 4 Ibid., pp. 162,488.
5 As taras 1 know. Marx never employs the term "alienation” with respect to pre-capitalist 

societies. Nor do I know of any passage where he explicitly affirms that alienation only 
exists under capitalism. • Cp my Sour Graprs, ch III.

C.c



G iven  the constraints that actual n eeds cannot be sm aller than satisfied 
needs and the latter not larger than the satisfiable o n es, these cases ex 
haust all possibilities. Utopian preferences m ay lead to prem ature revolu
tions, w h ile  objective alienation m ay block feasible revolutions. By con
trast, adaptive preferences and subjective alienation are in a sense more 
adequate to the situation. (Even  in pre-capitalist society there m ay have 
been a gap  betw een the actual and the satisfiable needs, since the adapt
ation o f preferences to w h at is possible often tends to overshoot the 
m ark .1 To the extent that this occurs, adaptive preferences are not 
adequate.)

78 2. Philosophical anthropology

2.2.6 . Reification
1 use this as a technical term for the tendency of n eeds and capacities to 
becom e fixed, isolated and independent w ithin  the individual, instead of 
being integrated w ith the personality as a w hole The corresponding 
G erm an term w ould  be "V erse lb stàn d ig u n g", but there does not appear 
to be an y English  equivalent. M arx often u ses the G erm an equivalents of 
"re ifica tio n ", such  as "V erd in g lich u n g ", "V ersach lich u n g" and 
"V e rk n d c h e ru n g 'V  but m ainly to refer to social alienation (2 .3 .3). The use 
o f the term "re ificatio n " to denote the com partm entalization of individual 
psych o logy  w as first, as far a s  I kn ow , introduced by L u kacs .3 1 shall first 
d iscu ss the reification of needs, that is the process w h ereb y  they take on a 
one-sided, com p u lsive  character. I shall then go  on to d iscuss the reifica
tion o f capacities, includ ing language.

A  need -  or the desire corresponding to it -  is reified if " it  assu m es an 
abstract, isolated character, if it confronts m e as an alien pow er, if, there
fore, the satisfaction o f the individual app ears as the one-sided satisfac
tion o f a single p a ss io n " .4 W hether this happens

d ep en d s not on con sciou sn ess, but on being; not on  th ou ght, but on life, it 
d ep en d s on th e  ind ivid ual's em pirical developm ent and m anifestation  o f life, 
w hich in turn d ep en d s on the con d ition s obtain ing in the w orld, it the circum 
stances in w hich  th e  individual lives allow  him  only the one-sided  developm ent of 
one quality at the exp en se  ot all the rest, if they  give him  th e  m aterial and tim e to 
develop  only  that one quality , then th is  individual ach iev es only a on e-sid ed , 
crippled d ev elo p m en t.'

’ Veyne. U  Pam el le Cirque. p 315: Sour Grapes. pp. 118-19.
2 Sec especially the discussion ol "Revenue and its sources" in Capital III and in vol 3 ot the 

Throne* of Surplus-Value.
* "Die Verdinglichung und das Bewusstsein des Proletariats", pp. 263ft
* The German Ideology, p 262. * Ibid
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In particular, n eeds in capitalism  are all n eeds for consum ption, tor passive 
en joym ent, w h ereas the need to develop  and exercise o n e 's  capacities is 
stifled. T h is d iagn osis is also an indictm ent. It does not presuppose the 
strong thesis that in the good society w ork itself should becom e a need, but 
requires only that the good life for m an is one o f active creation -  w ithin or 
outside w ork ing hours -  rather than o f passive  consum ption. G iven  this 
ideal (and its feasibility), M arx can criticize capitalism  as a one-sided "c o n 
sum er eco n o m y":

every person speculates on creating a new need in another, so as to drive him to 
fresh sacrifice, to place him in a new dependence and to seduce him into a new 
mode of enjoyment and therefore economic ruin. Each tries to establish over the 
other an alien power, so as thereby to find satisfaction of his own selfish need. The 
increase in the quantity of objects is therefore accompanied by an extension of the 
realm of thealien powers to which man is subjected, and every new product repre
sen tsa new potentiality of mutual swindlingand mutual plundering Man becomes 
poorer as man, his need for money becomes ever greater if he wants to master the 
hostile power.1

In other w ords, the one-sided craving for material consum ption breeds an 
obsessional need for m oney. This is the "tru e  n e e d " and the "o n ly  n eed " 
developed  by the econom ic system  2 "A ll passion and all activity m ust be 
subm erged in a v a ric e ."3 M arx notes, h ow ever, that the abstract greed  for 
m oney a sa n  end in itself tends to underm ine the system  that g ives rise toit. 
A varice interferes w ith  the effective dem and for goods, so  that "a  con
troversy  now  arises in the field o f political eco n o m y"4 betw een those w ho 
recom m end thrift and those w h o  advocate luxury.

A n  am biguity should be m entioned before I proceed. A lthough M arx in 
his early  w ritings em phasized the need for m oney in the consumer, w ho 
cam e to substitute exchange-value for use-value as the object o f his desire, 
he later found it m ainly in the producer, for  w hom  the production of 
su rp lu s-va lu e  rather than use-value becam e the dom inant end. The 
abstract need for m oney w as first linked to the hoarding o f incom e, later to 
the reinvestm ent o f profits. The m iser's thirst for m oney that h e never 
sp en d s on consum ption is on ly  a psychological quirk, w hile the capitalist's 
need to reinvest fo llow s from h is role as the "fun ction ary o f c a p ita l" .' In 
M arx 's later phrase, "th at w hich in the m iser is a m ere idiosyncracy, is, in 
the capitalist, the effect o f  the social m echanism , o f w hich he is but one of 
the w h e e ls " .6 I have d iscussed  this questionable form ulation in 1 .2 . 1  
above. H ere 1 w ant on ly  to g ive  notice that m y present concern is w ith the

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p 306.
s Ibtd.. p. yrj. 1 Ibid., p 509. * Ibid * Capua! Ill, p. 264 * Casuist I, p. 392.
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repercussions o f capitalism  on the individual as consum er, as discussed 
in the early  m anuscripts.

In the p assages quoted above tw o  m ain them es appear In capitalism  
n eeds are one-sided, being directed tow ards passive  consum ption rather 
than active creation. A lso , they take on a ccm pulsiir character, w hen 
appearin g a s  alien pow ers to the in dividual w h o  has them. O r rather, 
m etaphorically speakin g, the needs have him , rather than the other w a y  
around. The tw o them es are not only logically but em pirically distinct, 
since people can w allow  non-com pulsively  in m aterial w ealth. If w e ask 
w hat M arx m eant by com pulsion  or, in his language, needs and desires 
that "con fron t m e as an alien p o w e r", som e an sw ers m ight be the 
follow ing. There m ay be desires d erived  from  no need, that is desires that 
are directed tow ards specific objects and not tow ards objects as m ean s of 
satisfy in g a need It is characteristic o f desires derived from  n eeds that 
they a llow  o f substitutes, so  that u nder different circum stances the need 
w ould be satisfied by desires directed tow ards different objects. By 
contrast, a reified or com pulsive desire m ight be one that has no rationale, 
but is arbitrarily attached to an object that serves no purpose. Fetishism , 
in the Freudian  rather than the M arxist sen se , could be an exam ple. A lso , 
com pulsive n eeds could be identified b y  their insatiable character, or by 
not being subject to d im in ishing m arginal utility. If m y need is n ever 
satisfied , not even  approxim ately, I m ay have tc engage in the sam e 
behaviour o ver and o ver again , com p ulsively . The m ain exam ple in M arx 
is the lim itless thirst for m oney: "th e  desire after hoarding is in its very  
nature in sa tiab le ".1 O n one occasion he also  refers to the "lim itless w aste, 
w hich logically attem pts to raise consum ption to an im aginary 
boun dlessn ess, by gu lp in g  dow n salad s o f pearls e tc ." .1 2 Sim ilarly, the 
need for positional go od s or the need to im press others m ight, because of 
their self-defeating character, ap p ear as com pulsive. Lastly , com pulsion 
m ay be understood in term s o f the rigid character traits that often ap p ear 
as a result o f o verly  successfu l attem pts to curb im p u lsiven ess.'

T h e reification o f capacities im plies, m ainly, a one-sided developm ent 
o f som e abilities at the exp en se  o f others. The earlier stage o f capitalism , 
based on m anufacture and d ivision  o f labour, tended system atically  to 
cripple the w orker and to develop  som e capacities to the point of 
h ypertrop h y, w h ereas others atrophied. T h is system  "co n verts  the 
labourer into a crippled m onstrosity, b y  forcing his dexterity at the

1 Ibul.. p. »3J. * Crundtii« .  p. 270.
2 Cp. Ainsi»*. "A  behavioral economic approach to the dclencr mechanism” .
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exp en se o f a w orld  o f productive cap ab ilitie s".1 In a later stage capitalism , 
now  based on m achinofacture, is com pelled

under penalty of dpaih, to replace the detail-worker of today, crippled by life-long 
repetition of one and the same trivial operation, and thus reduced to the mere 
fragment of man, by the fully developed individual, fit for a variety of labours, 
ready to face any change of production, and to whom the different social functions 
he performs are but so many modes of giving free scope to his own natural and 
acquired powers.2

It is  clear from  the context that M arx believed  this w as already taking place 
w ithin  capitalism , since the need for the m any-sided w orker is explained 
by the incessant technical change it had set in m otion. This an alysis is not 
so m uch U topian as d ow n righ t silly, as is the belief evinced by M arx that 
the factory system  w as already at his time bringing about the unity o f 
w ork an d  education3 and o f w o rk  and fam ily life4 that w ould obtain under 

com m unism . T h ese  v ie w s  cannot h ave  d erived  from  observation or from  
sociological theorizing. Rather they exp ress a speculative H egelian 
assum ption  that capitalism  m ust create the conditions for its ow n  aboli
tion not o n ly  en gros, but also en détail.

In The German Ideology M arx argued  that the very  idea o f an "o ccu p a
tion " corresponds to a reified conception o f m an:

with a communist organization of society, there disappears the subordination of 
the artist to local and national narrowness, which arises entirely from the division 
of labour, and also the subordination of the individual to some definite art, 
making him exclusively a painter, sculptor etc.; the very name aptly expresses the 
narrowness of his professional development and his dependence on the division 
of labour. In a communist society there are no painters but only people who 
engage in painting among other activities.'

M arx 's theory o f lan gu age  can also be seen  in this perspective. Language 
is a specifically  hum an capacity, w hich  is developed  as w ell as distorted 
by the su ccessive  class societies. At a superficial level, M arx 's critique of 
the abstract lan gu age o f the philosophers app ears quite sim ilar to that of 
the later W ittgenstein. "T h e  philosophers have only to d isso lve  their 
language into the ord in ary  lan gu age from  which it is abstracted, in order 
to recognize it as the distorted language o f the actual w o rld ."* A nd 
further on : "L a n g u a g e , o f course, becom es a phrase as soon as it acquires 
an independent e x isten ce ."7 Stirner. for exam ple, is criticized for 
substituting etym ology for argum ent, and verbal sim ilarities for real con

* CapitalI, p. 360. * Ibid , pp 487-8. y lbul.,p .484. * 489.
* ThfGtrman Urology, p. >94.
k Ibid . p  4 4 7  ' Ibid.
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n ection s.1 But there is a crucial difference M arx w anted above al I to criticize 
the ord in ary  lan gu age o f capitalist society, not o n ly  to expose the philoso
p h er's  lan gu age a s  ord in ary lan gu age isolated from context:

For the bourgeois it isal) the easier to proveon the basis of this language the identity 
of commercial and individual, oreven universal, human relations, as this language 
is itself a product of the bourgeoisie, and therefore both in actuality and in language 
the relations of buying and selling have been made the basis of all others.*

M arx cites the sim ilarity betw een Eigenlum  (property in the sen se  o f p o s
session) and Eigenschaft (property in the sen se  o f feature or quality). It is no 
accident that these w ord s h ave  a com m on root, but the connection is h is
torical and transient, not essential. At a certain stage in their developm ent 
m en com e to think o f in dividual relations in com m ercial terms. At the sam e 
stage they tend to believe in the essential sim ilarity o f phenom ena denoted 
by sim ilar term s. A s a  consequence they w ro n g ly  conclude that individual 
qualities and re latio n sareessen tia lly  linked to property andcom m erce. A n 
exam ple, w hich  M arx m ay w ell have had  in m ind even  though h e d o es not 
cite it, could be H ege l's  v iew  that private property is an essential condition 
for in d iv id u ality .1 * 3 4

The basic reification o f lan gu age is the process that creates nouns out of 
verbs: "th e  original ro otso f all w o rd s  are verbs” .4 W hen verb sare  congealed 
into n ou n s, w e  com e to speak of painters, and not on ly  o f people w ho, 
am on g oth er things, also paint. T h is linguistic reification corresponds to 
the actual reification o f m an 's capacities, so  that language is no m ore than 
faithful to reality w h en  it refers to the reified activity by a reified verb  such 
as a noun. (I note parenthetically that in Rom ance as w ell as Germ anic 
lan gu ages the very  w o rd  for thing [ "c a u sa " , "S a c h e " , 'D in g "] originally 
m eant process o r deliberation. T h e w ord  " th in g "  itself is a reified process?5)

2.2.7. The good life for man
M arx advocated  com m unism , because he believed it w ou ld  in im portant 
w ays be a better society than an y  capitalist society could be. Yet notall o f the 
ad van tages o f com m unism  w ere  eq u ally  central in his argum ent for it. N o 

doubt he believed that com m unism  w ou ld  be better at d evelo p in g  the 
productive forces (5 .2 .3), and superior from  the point of v iew  o f distribu-

1 Ibid., pp. 229-30, pp. 275-6. A full discussion is In Erckenbrechl, Marx'* malenalhfifthe
Spraihfhrorie. |. j.

* The German Ideology, p. 231 > Hegel, The Philof*tpky of Right, p 1 j6.
4 The German ideology, p 276 ll is difficult to reconcile this with the theory of the origin 

of language found in the "Comments on  Wagner", quoted in 2.2.2.
* I am indebted to Restas Papatoannou and Rodney Needham for this observation
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live justice (4.3). Vet I believe these argum ents in terms o f efficiency and 
justice w ere  secondary to him . True, such considerations m ay m otivate 
people living in capitalism  to overthrow  that system , and provide -  if 
valid -  perfectly good  reasons for doing so. But M arx him self condem ned 
capitalism  m ainly because it frustrated hum an developm ent and self- 
actualization. Correia live ly , he saw  com m unism  as a society in which 
men could becom e fully hum an, that is fu lly realize their potential as 
all-around creators. The problem  o f efficiency w ould  be solved as a b y 
product, since on e o f the w ays in w hich  people will realize their potential 
is through scientific and technical w o rk  that will raise productivity far 
beyond an yth in g  seen before It is less obvious how  the problem  o f d is
tributive justice is to be so lved , or dissolved .

The tw o p assages that m ost strik ingly bring out M arx's vision  o f com 
m unism  are, in m y opinion, the follow ing:

Communism differs from all previous movements in that il overturns the basis of 
all earlier relations of production and intercourse, and for the first time con
sciously treats all naturally evolved premises as the creation of hitherto existing 
men, strips them of their natural character and subjugates them to the power of 
the united individuals . .  The reality which communism creates is precisely the 
true basis for rendering it impossible that anything should exist independently of 
individuals, insofar as reality is nevertheless only a product of the preceding 
intercourse of individuals.1

In fact, however, when the limited bourgeois form is stripped away, what is 
wealth other than the universality of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, 
productive forces etc. created through universal exchange? The full development 
of human mastery over the forces of nature, those of so-called nature as well as of 
humanity's own nature? The absolute working-out of [the human heing'sj 
creative potentialities with no presupposition other than the previous historic 
development, which makes this totality of development, i.e. the development of 
all human powers as such the end in itself, not as measured on a predetermined 
yardstick? Where he does not reproduce himself in one specificity, but produces 
his totality? Strives not to remain something he has become, but is in the absolute 
movement of becoming?3

The first passage  states that in com m unism  there will be no social alien
ation (2 .3.3) nor an y  reification o f the needs and capacities o f the indi
vidual. N o  sub-individual or supra-individual entities will be allow ed to 
assu m e an independent existence, contrary to w hat occurs in capitalism , 
w h ere  the in dividual is “ caught in the m iddle" ( 1 .3 )  betw een these two 
extrem es. The second passage identifies com m unist individuality and

1 The Cemym Ideabgy, p. 81. 2 Crtinim v, p 488.



creativity. It argu es not o n ly  that u n d er com m unism  there w ill be no 
spiritual alienation, that is no gap betw een actual and potential self- 
actualization, but also that the potential itself is boundless.

In connection w ith  these v iew s , I w an t to raise som e questions. W hy 
did M arx place so m uch em phasis on creation, as opposed  to the more 
passive  form s o f en joym ent? D id M arx really believe that each and any 
in dividual could  ach ieve self-actualization through creative w ork  at a 
h igh level o f excellence? If so , w as  he right? Is this form  o f self- 
actualization com patible w ith the idea o f havin g a broad range of 
activities? I postpone to 4 .3 .3  the further question w hether all in d ivid
uals can ach ieve self-realization in this w ay , even  assu m in g that any 

in d ividual can.
C o n sid er first the vexed  issu e w hether M arx believed that in com 

m unism  m an w ou ld  realize h im self in w ork or outside o f it. The texts 
are am biguous and a llow  o f no definite an sw er. Three suggestions can 
be d istin guished  in M arx. A ccord in g to the first, w ork will becom e "th e  
prim e need o f l i f e " ,1 as it w as  p erh ap s to the skilled artisan  that 
W illiam M orris held u p  as the socialist id eal.1 2 The Economic and Philo
sophical Manuscripts and the contem porary Comments on fames M ill also 
exp ress this view '.3 A ccording to the second, w ork  will becom e su p er
fluous in com m unism . The production process w ill be largely  auto
m ated, w ith  m en relating to it in a m ore indirect or general w ay:

Labour no longer appears so much to be included within the production pro
cess, rather, the human being comes to relate more as watchman and regulator 
to the production process itself . . .  No longer does the worker insert a 
modified natural thing as middle link between the object and himself: rather, 
he inserts the process of nature, transformed into an industrial process, as a 
means between himself and inorganic nature, mastering it. He steps to the side 
of the production process instead of being Its chief actor. In this transforma
tion. it is neither the direct human labour he himself performs, nor the time 
during which he works, but rather the appropriation of his own general pro
ductive power, his understanding of nature and his mastery over it by virtue of 
his presence as a social body -  it is, in a word, the development of the social 
individual which appears as the great foundation-stone of production and of 
wealth.4
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1 Critique of the Col lui Program, p . 2 1.
2 Cp. Thompson. WiZ/wm Morris. pp 64iff; cp also pp 751ft for ihe relation between Marx 

and Morris
* Emmwrir and Philosophical Manuscripts, pp i<)6tf. Comments 0*1 fames MiII, pp. 127-8 (partly 

quoted below).
4 Crumb use, p. 705.
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Finally, there is the v iew  that m an w ill realize him self outside w ork, 
w hich rem ains an indispensable task to be reduced and hum anized as 
m uch as possible:

(The| realm of freedom actually begins only where labour which is determined by 
necessity and mundane considerations ceases; thus in the very nature of things it 
lies beyond the sphere of actual material production. Just as the savage must 
wrestle with Nature to satisfy his wants, to maintain and reproduce life, so must 
civilized man, and he must do so in all social formations and under all possible 
modes of production. With his development this realm of physical necessity 
expands as a result of his wants, but. at the same time, the forces of production 
which satisfy these wants also increase. Freedom in this field can only consist in 
socialized man, the associated producers, rationally regulating their interchange 
with Nature, bringing it under their common control, instead of being ruled by it 
as by the blind forces of Nature; and achieving this with the least expenditure of 
energy and under conditions most favourable to, and worthy of, their human 
nature. But it nonetheless remains a realm of necessity. Beyond it begins that 
development of human energy which is an end in itself, the true realm of 
freedom, which, however, can blossom forth only with this realm of necessity as 
its basis. The shortening of the working-day is its basic prerequisite 1

A  reasonable syn th esis could be the fo llow ing. In com m unism , all in
d iv idu als w ill realize them selves by creative activities o f one form or 
another. Som e will d o  so  in the process o f material production, by using 
and d evelop in g  their scientific and technical skills. O thers w ill do so 
outside production, by en gagin g  in artistic pursu its or pure science. Som e 
dru d gery  for at least som e in d ividuals will, h ow ever, inevitably rem ain. 
The problem  is further d iscu ssed  in chapter 9.

I now  turn to the priority o f creation o ver consum ption, o f activity over 
passiv ity . I shall consider various argum ents for this v iew , som e o f them 
derived  directly from  M arx, others m ore conjectural. First, there is the 
idea classically expressed  by Leibniz: “ je  trouve que l'inquiétude est 
essentielle à la félicité d es c réatu res".2 Not tranquillity and contentm ent, 
but the overcom ing o f obstacles m akes for happiness. This is a source of 
satisfaction em inently  found in creative work:

It seems quite far from [Adam] Smith's mind that the individual, 'in his normal 
state of health, strength, activity, skill, facility’ , also needs a normal portion of 
work and of the suspension of tranquillity. Certainly, labour obtains its measure 
from the outside, through the aim to be attained and the nbstarles to be overcome 
in attaining it But Smith has no inkling whatsoever that this overcoming of obstacles 
is in itself a liberating activity. . .  (Labour) becomes attractive work, the individual's 
self-realization, which in no way means that it becomes mere fun. mere amuse
ment, as Fourier, with grisctte-like naivete, conceives it. Really free working, e g.

1 Capital III. p 810 1 txnbni*, Mouveaux Essais, p 175.
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composing, is al the same lime precisely the most damned seriousness, the most 
intense exertion.1

T h e tw o p h rases I h ave  italicized m ay be understood as say in g  that fru s 
tration is an in d ispen sab le  part o f h appin ess. Indeed , one could w ell 
speak o f optimal frustration2 as the am ount of tension that, w hen released , 
g ives the greatest net satisfaction. In this sen se , h ow ever, p assive  con
sum ption m ay also bring h ap pin ess, not perhaps by eating a m eal, but 
su re ly  b y  reading a novel. O ne reason w h y novels are m ore satisfactory 
than d ayd ream s is precisely that w e  d o  not kn ow  beforehand how  they 
will turn out, so  that there takes place a build-up and then a release of 
tension 3 If the release from  tension is m ade into a m ain criterion for 
h appin ess, w e  m ust reject both the societies that generate too much 
frustration -  that is frustration that is n ever resolved or resolved  too late -  
and the societies in w hich  there is too little frustration because n eed s are 
so m odest that they are im m ediately satisfiable. These, for M arx, cor
respond to the capitalist and the pre-capitalist societies respectively . In 
the latter w e h ave  "satisfaction  from  a lim ited standpoint; w hile the 
[form er] g ives  no satisfactio n ".4 A ll this m akes good utilitarian sense.

Yet w e m ust be allow ed  to doubt w hether this reading corresponds to 
M arx 's intentions, since it places (som e form s of) consum ption on a par 
w ith active creation. To argu e for com m unism  in term s o f pleasurable 
m ental states is foreign to h is basic asp irations for that society. A n 
additional argum ent against the utilitarian v iew  is provided  by Ronald 
D w o rk in .5 C o n sid er the great artist or scientist w h o  throughout his life is 
d esp erately  u n h ap p y , because on the one hand he cannot help doing 
w hat he does, w h ile  on the other hand he su ffers from  not attaining the 
stan dards he sets for him self. It is precisely because o f his great pow er 
and insight that he is capable, far more than others, o f seeing how  far his 
w o rk  falls short o f that ideal. H is w ork  m ay rem ain as a lasting ach ieve
m ent o f hum anity, but his life m ay h ave  been one o f subjective m isery . It 
is im plicit in M arx 's psych ology  that he did not believe such cases w ould  
arise in com m unism , but had he recognized the possibility m y conjecture 
is that he w ou ld  have counted them  as lives o f self-realization.

A n other argum ent for the priority of creation d erives from  H egel. To 
know' w h o  and w h at he is, m an m ust externalize him self in w ord o r w ork 
so  that his inner nature can becom e accessible to others and take its place

1 Gw rut ritst, p  6a i 2 Cp. my Sour Gropes, p i)8 .
5 See Ainslie, "Beyond microeconomics".
4 Grundrtsse, p. 488.
5 Dworkin, "What is equality7 Part 1” , pp. a n ,  aaa.
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in the com m on w orld . A  life o f pure consum ption w ould  be a life w ithout 
substance, at best the life o f the aesthete, the "beau tifu l so u l"  w h o  is 
afraid  that an y  attem pt to externalize his nature m ight betray its ineffable 
essen ce .1 C reative  w ork allow s for the kind o f existcnce-for-others that is 
n ecessary  for individuation . This in itself does not bring us to com m un 
ism . In capitalism  one can also observe the process o f intense com petition 
am ong artists or scientists w h o  try to gain  recognition by their fellow  
w o rk ers.1 In com m unism , h o w ever, creation and production is also 
undertaken  for the sake o f others, that is, the pu rpose o f the creative 
process is to bring forth products that can be en joyed  by others. H ence 
there is no opposition  betw een in d ividuality  and com m unity, as in cap i
talism , but a full com plem entarity:

Let us suppose that we had carried out production as human beings. Each of us 
would havem two ways affirmed himself and the other person, (t) In m y production I 
would have objectified my individuality, its specific character, and therefore 
enjoyed not only an individual manifestation of my life during the activity, but also 
when looking at the object I would have the individual pleasure of knowing my 
personality to be obfective. visible to the senses and hence a power beyond all doubt. (2) 
In your enjoyment or use of my product I would have the direct enjoyment both of 
being conscious of having satisfied a human need by my work, that is. of having 
objectified man's essential nature, and of having thus created an object corres
ponding to another man’s essential nature . . .  Our products would be so many 
mirrors in which we saw reflected our essential nature.'

There is, h o w ever, the germ  o f an  internal inconsistency in this argum ent; 
at least it does not add  u p  to a reason for preferring creation o ver con
sum ption . If creation is to be valued m ainly because it is creation for others, 
then in a sen se  it is parasitic on consum ption and cannot avoid  being 
contam inated by the low  valu e attached to the latter. To put the m atter 
starkly: in a society entirely m ade up o f active, creative individuals 
nobody w ou ld  be bothered to read, w atch or otherw ise en joy  w h at others 
are producing, except to learn from  them  A s  one w riter is su pposed  to 
have said: " I f  I w an t to read a  book, I w rite on e m y se lf."  I do not w ant to 
carry  this argum ent too far, but neither do I con sider it a m ere fancy. In ail 
social m ovem en ts em phasizing  altruism  and action for the sake o f others 
there lurks the difficulty that other-regarding behaviour is logically 
im possib le u n less there are  som e in d ividuals w h o  at least som e o f the 
time act in a self-interested m anner. "D o  not act for you r o w n  sake, but for 
that o f the co m m u n ity" is a self-defeating instruction w hen issued to 
everyb o d y , as sh o w n  perhaps in som e o f the excesses o f the C hinese

1 Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit. pp. 399ft; cp. also p. 1R7.
2 Ibid., pp. 237ft. 3 Comments on fame* Mitt, pp 227-8
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Cultural R evolution. Sim ilarly. M arx 's em phasis on creation and produc
tion m ay in the final an alysis be difficult to reconcile w ith his em ph asis on 
com m unity.

U nder capitalism , the self-actualization o f m an occurs at the exp en se  o f 
that o f in d ividual m en. The collective labourer ach ieves perfection at the 
expense o f the cripp ling  o f the individual w orker. In com m unism  self- 
actualization of m en is  the suprem e value, and no such sacrifices can be 
tolerated. "A b o v e  all w e  m ust avo id  postulating society ' again  a s  an 
abstraction vis-à-üis the in dividual Yet M arx clearly believed that 
through the self-actualization o f the in d ividuals u nder com m unism  there 
w ould  also  occur an unprecedented  flow ering o f hum anity. M oreover, he 
seem ed to take it for granted that under com m unism  there could be no 
conflict or trade-off betw een  these tw o  goals. I want to question this v ie w .

The objection assu m es, as w ill be further explained  below , that talents 
are unequ ally  distributed. N ot an yon e can ach ieve an yth in g he sets his 
mind to, not even  u n d er the m ost favourable conditions. It is not quite 
clear w hat w as  M arx 's v iew  on this problem . In The German Ideology w e 
find him  argu in g  again st Stirn er's m isunderstanding o f Fourier and other 
"o rgan izers o f lab o u r". It "w a s  not their v iew , as Stim er im agines, that 
each should d o  the w ork  o f a R aphael, but that an yon e in w hom  there is a 
potential R aphael shou ld  be able to d eve lo p  h im self w ithout h indrance".* 
A nd M arx go es on to argu e  for h im self that "w h eth er an individual like 
R aphael succeeds in d evelo p in g  his talents d ep en d s w h olly  on dem and, 
w hich  in turn d ep en d s on the division  o f labour and the conditions o f 
hum an culture resulting from  i t " .5 This is most p lausibly, perhaps, read 
a s  a recognition that talents are unequ ally  distributed; but this is not the 
o n ly  w a y  to u nd erstand  the passage. In the Grundrisse M arx su ggests both 
that w ork in production w ill becom e increasingly intellectual and 
scientific, and that this, by reducing the necessary labour tim e, w ill allow  
the "artistic , scientific etc. developm en t o f the in d iv id u als in the time set 
fre e " .4 A gain  it is  not clear w h eth er this is predicated of m an or o f m en, 
but here the m ost p lausible reading is that M arx thought it to be true of 
each and ev ery  in d ividual. This is a lso  the v iew  that fits best vvith the 
corpus a s  a w h ole, w hich never to m y kn ow ledge refers to differences in 
natural talents.

If M arx, thus understood, is right, there is no conflict betw een the 
self-actualization o f m an and that o f m en But if he is w rong, as app ears 1

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts. p *99. 2 The German f&ofogv, p. 193.
3 Ibid
4 Ciundruse, p 706
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o verw h elm in gly  probable, the fo llow in g difficulty arises. If only those 
engage in creative and intellectual w ork  w h o  are certain ex ante to 
succeed, then few er will d o  so than are required for the social o p tim u m .1 
If no potential R aphael is to be blocked, then m any w h o  w ron gly  believe 
them selves to be potential R aphaels will be frustrated. This is not the 
frustration o f the successful creative artist w h o  despairs over the flaw s 
that perh aps on ly  he is able to perceive in his w ork , but the m uch m ore 
w id espread  frustration o f those w ho fail because their w ork is all too 
visib ly flaw ed . If M arx d id  not conceive o f artistic or scientific w ork as a 
gam ble in w hich  the chances o f su ccess are h ighly uncertain, it m ay have 
been because he considered on ly  those w h o  actually succeeded. H e w rote 
that "M ilton  produced Paradise Lost for the sam e reason that a silk worm  
produces silk. It w as an  activity o f his n atu re ."2 Yet this presum ably w as 
not true o f M ilton at all stages in his developm ent. With som e exceptions 
-  M ozart com es to the m ind -  artists and scientists initially en gage  in an 
uphill stru ggle  or, to change the m etaphor, go  against the grain The 
satisfaction o f finding w hich w a y  the grain  go es does not com e to all, and 
m ay com e late in life if it com es.

Let m e u se  this exam ple to introduce another objection: I w ould  like to 
question M arx 's v iew  that in a com m unist society n eeds and capacities 
w ill n ever becom e one-sided. If M ilton w rote Paradise Lost as a silk worm  
sp in s silk , in som e sen se  he could not have done otherw ise. Su re ly  he 
could not have taken time off in the afternoon to be a fisherm an or in the 
even in g to be a critical critic.1 M arx thought that u nder com m unism  
creative w ork , w h ile  rem ain ing "d am n ed  se rio u s", w ould not com e to 
dom inate the individual. A  com m unist Milton w'ould not be a w riter, only 
a  person w h o  am on g other activities also w rites -  a h igh ly  im plausible 
v iew . The sam e holds for the successfu l, but m iserable, artist or scientist 
en visaged  above. The fact that such a person w ould  pursue a career that 
brought him nothing hut m isery can hardly be understood otherw ise 
than as a sign  that his need to create is alm ost com pulsive. M arx does not 
ap p ear to h ave  considered  this possibility. H is m odel for com m unist m an 
is not, in fact, so  m uch R aphael or M ilton as Leonardo da Vinci -  an 
individual capable o f excelling in m any arts and crafts, turning from one 
to another as his fancy takes him. It is an attractive idea, but som ew hat 1

1 “We probably would have few novelists, actors, or scientists if all potential aspirants to 
these careers took action based on a normatively justified probability of success We also 
might have few new products, new medical procedures, new political movements, or new 
scientific theories” (Nisbett and Ross. Human Inference, p 271).

1 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. 1. p. 401.
1 Cp. The German Ideology, p. 47.
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unreal. The problem  is not quite that M arx believed that " le  m alh eur vient 
d e  l'étroitesse d e  l'existence, non d e  son m anque de p ro fo n d e u r".1 Rather 
it is that M arx d id  not believe there w as  an y  trade-off betw een breadth 
and depth, no m ore than betw een  the self-actualization o f m an an d  that 
o f m en .1

The above com m ents have been concerned m ainly w ith prob lem s re
lated to the second ot the tw o  p assages quoted at the beginning o f this 
subsection. I w ant to add  a few  w ord s about a problem  raised by the first. 
This passage  h as a n egative em p h asis rather than a positive: com m unism  
is the state o f affairs in w hich  no product o f the activity o f in d ividuals can 
assu m e an independent existence. In 2 . 3 . 3 1 return to the m ost im portant 
im plication o f this v iew , the idea that the product o f m en 's joint activities 
w ill be u n d er their joint control and not be allow ed  to dom inate them. 
H ere I w ant to m ake a few  rem arks about the im plications for individual 
psychology.

Is it really  possib le for the individual to be at all tim es unfettered by his 
ow n  past behaviour, as distinct from  the constraints that m ay have been 
set u p  by that behaviour? W hen acting, one often sets in m otion a process 
in the external w orld  that at a later tim e m ay constrain o n e 's  behaviour, 
but one often also estab lishes a habit or d isposition  to act that w ay . M arx 
seem s to be com m itted to the v iew  that a fu lly  hum an life should  not in 
a n y  w a y  be constrained b y  habits or, m ore generally , by character traits 
resu ltin g from  p ast beh aviour. T h is extrem e, som ew hat Sartrian, v iew  is 
im plausible both because it seem s im possible to en visage a creature 
totally w ithout habits, and because the attem pt to do aw ay  w ith  habits 
m ay, to the extent it succeeds, be harm ful rather than beneficial.3

The in volun tary  em ergence o f habits should be distinguished from  the 
deliberate process o f character p lanning that h as been advocated b y  m any 
ph ilosophers, psych o lo g ists and econom ists.4 It is not clear that M arx 
ought to h ave  been equally  hostile to such m ethods for self-control, for if 
o n e 's  earlier self tries to limit or shape a later self, this is not a process 
go in g  on "b eh in d  the b ack" o f the person , but a conscious and (let us 
assum e) rational activity. In the o n ly  place w here M arx touches upon this 
problem , he nevertheless ap p ears to be rather sceptical about the idea.

1 Papaioannou. CV Marx ft du Maritime, p. 110.
2 A caw  might be made for a more plausible version of Mart's view Ex ante anyone is free to 

develop himself in whatever direction he want*, but once the choice is made a change to a 
different profession is difficult or impossible. This "putty day" model of human mal
leability was suggested lu me by Dagfinn Fetlesdal.

3 Rocty, "Akrasia and self-deception", argues that although these phenomena largely stem 
from the existence of habits, the latter are nevertheless essential to the coherence of a life.

* For surveys, nee my Ufytaet and the Sirtns, eh. II and Sour Craprs, eh. II.
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True, this m ain ly holds w ith respect to the political an alogy , that " in  a 
dem ocracy in d iv id u als on ly  exercise their sovereign ty  for a m om ent and 
then at once relinquish  their au th ority” . 1 He notes that this view  has "b een  
put fo rw ard  both by revolutionaries and reactionaries", and d ism isses it as 
an "id ea listic  conception o f the sta te ". From  M arx's argum ent against this 
conception it ap p ears probable that he w ould  also have dism issed  the need 
for an in dividual tobind him self: "W h eth er or not tom orrow  the self-w ill of 
an in dividual w ill feel o ppressed  b y  the law  he has helped to m ake, 
d ep en d s on w hether new  circum stances have arisen and w h eth er his in
terests h ave  ch a n g e d ."  This, h ow ever, is to ignore a third reason w h y  the 
in dividual m ight feel oppressed  by a law  he has helped to m ake: he m ay be 
tem pted, through caprice*’ or w eak n ess o f w ill, to perform  the action that 
the law  w as  design ed  to exclude. M arxd id  not believe either that w eakn ess 
o f w ill m ight be a general predicam ent o f hum an life, or that strategies for 
self-control m ight be n ecessary  to cope w ith it. T o  the belief in the transpar- 
en cyo fso cia lre la tio n su n d erco m m u n ism - he added faith in theau ton om y 
o f in dividual hum an beings -  an autonom y so unconditional that it would 
not even  have to protect itself against backsliding.

To conclude, it ap p ears that th eco reo f M arx 's indictm ent o f capitalism  is 
not so m uch h is norm ative v iew  o f hum an nature as his theory o f the range 
of possibilities that are open to m an. The Utopian character of his v iew s is 
due to his reluctance to adm it that even  u nder com m unism  som e hard 
choices m ight have to be m ade, and that conflicts betw een values might 
persist. Since the cutting ed ge o f a norm ative theory on ly  ap p ears w hen 
such conflicts arise, it is hard to assess his view  that seif-actualization is the 
su prem e hum an good . Sum m ing up, I believe the main w eakn esses o f his 
theory are the fo llow ing, (i) H e ignores the conflict betw een the self- 
actualization o f m an and o f m en that could arise because the frustration of 
unsuccessfu l in d iv id u als is an inevitable by-product o f a system  that 
a llo w s a full developm en t o f hum an talents, (ii) H e sim ilarly ignores the 
conflict that m ight arise betw een  the objective self-realization of the indi
v idu al and the subjective feeling of happiness, (iii) He also  neglects the 
conflict betw een the all-sided developm ent of the individual and the o n e 
sided devotion  to one activity characteristic o f very* creative persons, (iv) 
Lastly he overlooks both the problem  o f excessive im pu lsiven ess, and the 
d an ger that th edevices people invent tocope w ith it m ight lead toexcessi ve

1 The German Ideology, p For himstflf, Mar* thought that in a democracy the representa
tives should be removable and revocable at all times (7 .} 1 ).

2 For a discussion of a law designed to protect the individuals against their own caprice, see 
Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Pmhmphy of Law. pp 10OB.

3 Cp Cohen. “Karl Mar* and the withering away of social science”
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rigid ity  o f character. The com m unist in dividual w ou ld  appear to have 
neither id nor su perego .

M arx 's psychological theory, then, is largely based on w ishful 
thinking. It w as  on ly  by d en yin g  or ignoring im portant features o f hum an 
nature that he w a s  ab le to set u p  the stark contrast betw een individual 
fulfilm ent in class societies and in com m unism . This is not to sav  that oneW
could not defend som e m ore sober versio n s o f his claim s. The em phasis 
on homo faber can be retained even  if on e d iscards the m ore extravagant 
notions about hum an m alleability and om ni-com petence. The critique o f 
consum er society rem ains valid and im portant in m any respects. A uton
om y, creativity and com m unity are all valu es that com m and the highest 
respect. O ther things being equal, each o f them  ought to be prom oted as 
m uch as possible. W hen other th ings are not equal, w e  m ust look 
e lsew h ere  for guidance

2.3. Social relations

In this section I d iscu ss M arx 's theory o f social relations: their real 
nature and their d istorted appearan ce in capitalist society, in 2 .3 .1  I first 
set out, w ith  little reference to M arx, a general theory o f social relations. 
T h is will a lso  prove usefu l for the an alysis of exploitation and class in later 
chapters. In 2 .3 .2  I turn to M arx 's theory o f fetishism , that is the v iew  that 
under capitalism  the social relations betw een  m en appear as natural 
properties o f objects, l m . 3 . 3 1  finally su rv ey  w hat, fo llow in g Plam enatz, 1 
call "so c ia l a lien atio n " -  the fact that the products o f hum an activity m ay 
take on an independent and even  hostile form  vis-à-vis their creators.

2.3. x. A theory of relations1
Leibniz w rote that "re la tio n s either are relations o f com parison or of 
con n ectio n ".2 A n other frequently in voked  distinction is that betw een 
external and internal re lation s.1 ! shall argu e that it is useful to d istin guish  
betw een  the tw o distinctions, although they are also closely re lated . Both 
turn out to be help fu l for the und erstandin g o f M arx 's social theory.

Som e statem ents by M arx are relevant in this connection. O ne -  quoted 
in 2 .2 .2  ab o ve -  ap p ears in the Marginal Noies on Wagner, w h ere  M arx 
m akes a distinction betw een " to  stand in a relation sh ip" and " t o  relate

1 The following draws heavily on my Logic and Society. pp. aoff. with a simplification sug
gested by G. A. Cohen,

2 Ceibnir. Opuscules ft Fragments In/dits. p 355.
3 I should give notice that my definition of external and internal relations has nothing in 

common with those of Otlnumn. Alienation, and Gould, Marr's Social Ontology.



active ly " A n oth er, m ore explicit, is found in the Economicarul Philosophi
cal Manuscripts:

The antithesis (G^enso/z) between lack of property and properly, so long as it is not 
comprehended as the antithesis of labour and capital, still remains an indifferent 
antithesis, not grasped in its active conned ion, in its internal relation, not yet grasped 
as a contradiction (Widersprtich).1

The relation betw een property  and the lack o f it, in other w ord s, is a m ere 
quantitative d ifference -  a relation o f com parison, not o f a real connec
tion. It is on ly  w h en  they are described a s  capital and labour that the 
m utual dependence becom es clear.2

A s  prelim inary parad igm s for external and internal relations w e m ay 
take the fo llow ing statem ents:

(1)  A  h as m ore m oney than B
(2) A  exploits B.

H ere the first statem ent is predicated on the basis o f a com parison 
betw een A  and B, w h o  need not interact in an y  w ay . The second state
m ent, by contrast, points to a direct, causal link betw een A  and B. We 
m ight w an t, therefore, to propose the follow ing

Tentative definition: 'Rah' exp resses an external relation if and only if 
there exist predicates F t . . .  F„ and G , . . .  Gm such that 'Rab' can be 
in ferred from  a truth function o f ‘F f i ‘ . . .  ‘F j ï  and 'G ,h\ 'G,!»' 
. . .  • G J f .

O n this definition statem ent (1 ) exp resses an external relation, since it can 
be inferred from the statem ents 'A  has 10  d o lla rs 'an d  'B  has 5 dollars'. On 
the other hand w e m ay d efy  an yon e to com e u p  w ith a sim ilar reduction 
o f the relational statem ent (2) to statem ents o n ly  ascribing m onadic pred i
cates to the relata.3

This account, h o w ever, proves unsatisfactory. Let us com pare (1) with
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1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, pp. 293-4.
3 To avoid misunderstanding: ihe muiual dependence is causal, nut conceptual. Man; often 

refers to what, following Hegel, he calls "Reftemonsbcstimmungen" (eg . The German 
tdcology. p 440 and Capital I. p  57). These correspond to what is also called "polar 
concepts”, illustrated by the opposition between true and false coins-a purely conceptual 
dependence with no real connections being presupposed.

3 The point of insisting on a truth-functional reduction can be seen from an example that will 
also occupy us in chs 4 and S below It is shown rhpre that the predicates "being an 
exploiter” and "being exploited" can be defined independently of any relation of exploit
ation. Heme, following a suggestion by Leibniz [Opuscules ft Fragments Inédits, p 287). we 
might try- to define that relation in terms of these predicates, by reducing "A exploits B" to 
"A is an exploiter and by that very lact (ro ipso) B is exploited". The connective "eo ipso" is 
not. however, a truth-functional one. hence the relation of exploitation is not shown to be 
an external relation

Cc
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(3) A  is taller than B.
A ccording to the tentative defin ition , both (1)  and (3) are external rela
tions. The reducing predicates, h ow ever, d iffer im portantly in their log
ical form . The predicate "h a v in g  n d o lla rs", unlike the predicate "b e in g  n 
centim etres ta ll" , is relational!}/ defined. If w e  spell out w hat it m ean s to 
p o ssess a certain am ount o f m oney, w e  cannot avo id  m aking a reference 
to o th er people. This, perhaps, is m ade even clearer by the follow ing:

(4) A  has m ore p o w er than B
(5) A  has p o w er over B.

H ere (5) is an internal relation betw een  A  and B, w h ereas (4) w ould  be an 
external relation accord ing to the tentative defin ition. Yet an y  attem pt to 
defin e w hat it m eans to have p o w er m ust in volve a reference to other 
people. In one sim ple conceptualization o f pow er, m y am ount o f all
round p o w er is defined as the num ber o f people over whom I have control, 
so  that the relational character o f pow er app ears explicitly. In another, 
m ore com plex characterization m y pow er d ep en d s on m y control over 
resources in w hich  other people have an interest -  also a relationally 
defined p ro p erty .' S im ilarly, the possession  o f m oney m ust also , if sp e l
led out, in vo lve  a  reference to other peop le w h o  are prepared  to accept m y 
m oney a s  paym ent for goods. W ittgenstein rem arks som ew h ere  that it is 
im possib le to m ake sen se  o f the statem ent "It  is five o 'clock on the su n ” , 
and it w ould  also  be nonsensical to say  that Robinson C ru soe on his island 
could be rich by the m ere possession  o f gold  coins.

In statem ents (r)an d  (4) the person  B w ill frequently be on e o f those by 
virtue o f w hom  w e  ascribe w ealth  or p o w er to A . This m eans that w’e 
cannot first describe A  and B in term s of m onadic predicates and on ly  later 
relate them  to one another, since they are a lread y  connected to each other 
through the predicates. This su ggests the:

Revised definition: Rab' exp resses an external relation if it does so 
according to the tentative defin ition, and in addition no F, has a 
h idden relational structure w ith  a bound variable am ong w hose 
va lu es is b, an d  no G, h as a hidden relational structure w ith a bound 
variable am on g w h ose  valu es is a.

The m ore general conclusion is that in the an a lysis  o f society on e cannot -  
except for such trivial cases as (3) -  begin by describing isolated in d iv id 
uals and then go  on to defin e the (com parative) relations betw een them , 1

1 For the first definition, see Kemeny. Sndl and Thompson. Introduction to Finite Math- 
émanes, p ^ 4 ; for the second, Coleman, The Mathematics of Collectav Action.
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since an (interactional) relation m ust be present from the o u tset.1 In the 
stu d y  o f society, relations are prior to predicates. A n  em piricist 
m ethodology o f social science is one that rests on the opposite priority. 
This is not the occasion to go  m ore d eep ly  into this issue.

The contrast betw een external and internal relations, then, is 
exem plified  b y  (3) as against (2). Yet the difference betw een (1) and (2) 
also rem ains im portant, for reasons explained in 6 .1 .3 .  If A  exploits B, it 
m eans that these tw o in d ividuals actually interact with one another. If A  
has m ore m oney than B, it need not m ean m ore than that A  and B are part 
o f a netw ork o f potentially interacting individuals: B w ould be prepared 
to accept A 's  m oney as paym ent w ere  they to m eet, which they might 
n ever actually do. 1 shall, therefore, bring out the distinction betw een (1) 
and (2) by the term s relations of comparison and relations of interaction. A n y  
relation o f interaction is also an internal relation, but as just explained the 
con verse  need not hold.

2.3.2. Fetishism
By this M arx m eans that the social relations o f men com e to appear as 
the (natural) properties o f objects. The locus classicus for this v iew  is in 
Capital I :

A commodity, therefore, is a mysterious thing, simply because in it the social 
character of men's labour appears to them as an objective character stamped upon 
the product of that labour, because the relation of the producers to the sum total of 
their own labour is presented to them as a social relation, existing not between 
themselves, but between the products of their labour. . .  (The) existence of things 
qua commodities, and the value-relation between the products of labour which 
stamps them as commodities, have absolutely no connexion with their physical 
properties and with the material relations arising therefrom . . .  It is a definite 
social relation between men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a 
relation between things. In order. . .  to find an analogy, we must have recourse to 
the mist-enveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the productions 
of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed with life, and enter
ing into relations both with one another and with the human race. So it is in the 
world of commodities with the products of men's hands. This I call Fetishism 
which attaches itself to the products of labour, so soon as they arc produced as 
commodities, and which is therefore inseparable from the production of 
commodities.1

1 T h is  i s  a  p u r e ly  m e th o d o lo g ic a l  s ta te m e n t , w h ic h  d o e s  n o t p r e ju d g e  a n y  s u b sta n t ia l 
is s u e s . A lth o u g h  It s h o w s ,  i f  c o rre c t , th a t  s ta te m e n t  <4) in  th e  text c a n n o t b e  a  p r im it iv e  
s ta te m e n t , it d o e s  n o t c r e a te  a n y  p r e s u m p t io n  th a t  th e  p r o p e r  re d u c tio n  m u st  b e  in  te rm s  
o f  (5 ). S im ila r ly  fo r  th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  ( 1 )  a n d  (2): th e  fo r m e r  p r e s u p p o s e s  yyne kind o f  
in te ra c t io n a l re la t io n , o t  w h ic h  th e  la tte r  is  o n e  in s ta n c e , b u l n o t n e c e s s a r i ly  th e  re le v a n t  
o n e  fo r  th i*  re d u c tio n .

2 Capital I. p . 72
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This passage d o es not quite support the definition g iven  above, since it 
d efin es fetishism  a s  the m etam orphosis o f relations betw een m en into 
relations betw een things, not into properties o f th ings. O ther texts, h o w 
ever, assert the latter. O ne refers to the "fetish ism  which m etam orphoses 
the social, econom ic character im pressed  on th ings in the process of 
production into a natural character stem m ing from  the m aterial nature o f 
those th in g s " .1 O r again , "th e  participants in capitalist production live  in 
a bew itched  w orld  and their o w n  relationships ap p ear to them  as 
properties o f th in g s" .2 In other places M arx refers to fetishism  as the 
process w h ereb y  the social relations betw een m en are turned into 
properties o f things and into relations betw een  th in gs.3 H e also asserts 
that Bailey " is  a fetishist in that he conceives value, though not a s  a 
property  o f the in d ividual object (considered in isolation), but as a relation 
of objects to one another, w h ile  it is on ly  a representation in objects, an 
objective exp ressio n , o f a relation betw een m e n ".4 The difference 
b etw een  the tw o  defin itions is not im portant. The central fact u nd erlyin g  
both is that the relation betw een objects is one o f com parison, based upon 
w h at ap p ears to be their m onadic predicates. The fetishism  thesis can in 
fact be stated a s  fo llow s: relations o f interaction betw een  m en appear as 
relations o f com parison  betw een objects. Even m ore sharp ly: they appear 
as external relations, since the properties by w hich  the objects are 
com pared  do not appear to h ave  a relational com ponent (i.e. to em body a 
reference to the relations betw een m en), but to inhere in the objects as 
natural qualities. The m ost general and parsim onious w ay  of stating the 
thesis is that in commodity-producing societies there is a tendency to overlook the 
implicitly relational character of certain monadic predicates. W hether or not 
these m onadic predicates are then m ade the basis for a further 
com parison , conceived o f as an external relation, is less essential.

A lth o u gh  com m odity fetishism  is the best-know n variety  o f fetishism , 
because o f its prom inent place in M arx 's  best-know n w ork , it is by no 
m ean s the on ly  or even  the m ost im portant case. The fo llow in g categories 
are all subject to fetishism : com m odities, m oney, industrial capital and 
interest-bearing capital. The fetishism  o f com m odities is, as w e have 
seen , the belief that com m odities have value in the sam e sense as they have 
w eigh t or colour. O n e m ay w ell ask w h o  ever held this absurd belief.* 
M arx w as  aw are  that the "m ystification  is still a very  sim ple one in the 
case o f a com m odity. E verybod y u nd erstands m ore or less clearly that the

1 Capital II, p. 225. 1 Theories cf Surplus-Value, vot. 3, p 514. * Ibid . pp. 150.1)7.
4 Ibid , p. 147.
5 As doe* Cohen, Karl Marx's Theory of History, p. 137, note I.
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relations o f com m odities as exchange-va lu es are really the relations of 
peop le  to the productive activities o f one a n o th e r ."1 The real m ystery 
appears o n ly  w ith  m oney, as w e shall see. First, h ow ever, w e should note 
that although M arx w as correct in say in g  that com m odities have ex
chan ge valu e on ly  by virtue o f their relations to persons and the relations 
betw een person s, h e erred w hen locating these relations in the process o f 
production. In the im aginary case o f a fu lly  autom ated econom y, or in the 
case o f rare objects found by accident, th ings m ay  have exchange value 
although not produced b y  a social process o f production. T hey h ave  value 
because they are valu ed , that is because o f their capacity to satisfy hum an 
w ants. A n d  this in fact holds u n iversally . True, in m ost cases the cost o f 
production also is a determ inant o f value, but this does not hold uni
versally . I d iscuss these m atters further in 3 .2 .3 .

M on ey fetishism  is the next step  in the hierarchy:

The semblance of simplicity [found in commodity fetishism] disappears in more 
advanced relations of production. All the illusions of the Monetary system arise 
from the failure to perceive that money |or gold1], though a physical object with 
distinct properties, represents a social relation of production.1

In fact, " th e  riddle presented b y  m oney is but the riddle presented by 
com m odities; o n ly  n o w  it strikes u s in its m ost glaring fo rm ".4 G laring, 
and therefore b linding: the m onetary illusion is m uch harder to see 
through than the com m odity illusion. A s v iv id ly  described b y  Eli H ecks- 
cher, m ercantilist policy and theory w ere  driven  to absurdities because of 
the confusion  o f m oney w ith real w ealth .5 The psychological roots o f this 
confusion are at least partly to be found in the role o f m oney as interest- 
bearing capital, further d iscu ssed  below . Partly the illusion m ay also be 
connected w ith  the tendency for m oney to becom e the object o f com pul
sive  hoarding, as if if w ere  an end in itself (2.2.6). I add  a note on the 
com plex, an d  on ly  m oderately  interesting, issu e of the relation betw een 
m oney fetish ism  and the reification o f lan gu age *

1 A Contribution to the Cntique of Political Economy, p . 2 2 .

1 In  h is  p e r s o n a l  c o p y  o f  th e  b o o k  M a r *  s u b s t itu te d  " C o l d ”  fo r  ' G e ld ' '.
* A Contribution to the Critique of Po/itical Economy, p . 22.
4 Capital /, p . 9 3 .
* H e c k s r h e r ,  Mercantilism, v o l . II , p . 202 a n d  passim
4 T h e re  is  a  lo n g  tra d it io n  f o r  c o m p a r in g  m o n e y  a n d  la n g u a g e . B o th  a r e  u s e fu l  s y m b o ls  fo r, 

r e s p e c t iv e ly ,  n o n - m o n e ta r y  a n d  n u n - lin g u is t ic  re a lity . B o th , m o re o v e r , m a y  in d u c e  e r ro rs  

i f  th e  s y m b o l is  in v e s te d  w ith  s o m e  o f  th e  q u a l it ie s  o f  th e  re a l th in g , o r  v ic e  v e r s a .  M a rx , 
h o w e v e r ,  e x p l ic it ly  r e je c ts  th e  a n a lo g y  b e tw e e n  m o n e y  a n d  la n g u a g e  [Grundrtsse. p p  
1 6 2 - 3 ) ,  b e c a u s e  h e  e x a m in e d  th e  re la t io n  o f  la n g u a g e  to  th o u g h t  ra th e r  th a n  th a t o f  
la n g u a g e  to  th e  w o r ld . E ls e w h e r e ,  in  a  p a s s a g e  o n  fe t is h is m , h e  n o te s  th a t th is  “ p a r a d o x  of 
re a lity  is  a ls o  r e f le c te d  in  p a r a d o x e s  o l  v u lg a r  s p e e c h "  ( Theories of Surplus-Value, v d .  3 , p  
13 7 ) .  c o m in g  d o s e  to  s u g g e s t in g  a  c o n n e c t io n  b e tw e e n  fe t is h is m  a n d  th e  re if ic a t io n  o f
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A dam  Sm ith, the "L u th e r  o f political e c o n o m y"' denounced the m er
cantilist fetishism  o f m oney. Y et, M arx argu es, " A s  soon as the m odem  
econom ists, w h o  sneer at the illusions o f the M onetary System , deal w ith 
the m ore com plex econom ic categories, such  a s  capital, they d isp lay  the 
sam e illu s io n s ."2 To say , for instance, that "in stru m en ts o f labour are 
fixed cap ita l" is to g ive  a scholastic definition that '.b rin gs to com pletion 
the fetishism  peculiar to bourgeois Political E con om y".* That capital is a 
relation rather than a thing is incom prehensible to the econom ist: since he 
"o n ly  kn ow s tangible things and ideas, relations do not exist for h im ".* 

C apital fetishism , in G . A . C o h en 's  phrase, occurs w hen  "cap ita l's  
p o w er to p ro d u c e . . .  ap p ears to be a faculty inherent in it, not one it o w es 
to the labour p ro c e ss" .5 This ho lds w ith  respect to both the production of 
u se-values and the production o f su rp lu s-va lu e  or profit.

With respect to the production o f use-valu es, M arx argues that because 
the extra productive pow er o f bringing m any w orkers together "co sts  
capital nothing, and because . . .  the labourer h im self does not d eve lo p  it 
before his labour belongs to capital, it ap p ears as a pow er w ith w hich  
capital is en d ow ed  by n ature".*  To wham does it appear in this w ay?  
M ainly to the w orkers, as argued  in chapters 4 and 8 below.

The other form  o f capital fetishism  takes shape as an illusion that con
stant and variable capital are equally  productive o f profit, w hereas in 
reality o n ly  the variable capital generates a su rp lu s Since profit accrues 
equally to constant and variable capital, it app ears to be created equally  by 
both. A p p ears to w hom ? T o  the capitalist, certainly, since to him all the 
factors o f production "contribute equally  to the form ation o f the cost- 
p r ic e " .7 M arx no doubt w as  correct in im puting this view  to the capitalist, 
but w ron g  in th inking that the v iew  is incorrect. The prem ise that on ly  
living labour contributes to the su rp lu s is untenable (3.2 .3). In another

la n g u a g e . O lh e r  p a s s a g e s  (e x t e n s iv e ly  c ite d  in  E rc k e n b re c h t , M a r x »  maierialtstisthe Spra- 
di théorie I .5 )  p o in t  in  th e  s a m e  d ire c t io n , m a n y  o f  th e m  s u g g e s t in g  th a t th e  p r ic e  is  th e  
" m o n e y - n a m e "  o f  th e  c o m m o d ity . S o m e  q u e s t io n s  m a y  b e  ra is e d . I s  th e re  a  lin k  b e tw e e n  
th e  t e n d e n c y  o l  fe t is h is m  to  tu rn  r e la t io n s  in to  m o n a d ic  p re d ic a te s  a n d  th e  ten d en cy* o f  
re if ic a t io n  to  tu rn  v e r b s  ( t h e  b e a r e r  o f  re la t io n s )  in to  n o u n s ?  I s  l in g u is t ic  re if ic a t io n  a  c a u s a l  
e x p r e s s io n  o f  th e  e c o n o m ic  fe t is h is m , o r  d o e s  it  r a th e r  te n d  to  s ta b il ire  it? In  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  
a s s u m in g  th a t w e  w a n t  to  e x p la in  l in g u is t ic  re if ic a t io n  in  te rm s  o f  fe t is h ism , s h o u ld  w e  
in v o k e  c a u s a l  o r  fu n c t io n a l  e x p la n a t io n ?  I a m  n ot at a ll c e r ta in  th a t  th e s e  a r e  is s u e s  w o r th  
lo o k in g  in to , b u t  th e n  a g a in  th e y  m ig h t  be .

1 Economk  and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 2 9 0  T h e  p a s s a g e  is  c ite d  in  fu l l  in  8 .3 .2 .
2 A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, p .  22.
* Capital II, p  2 2 5 . 4 Zur Knhk (1861-é}). p  i ) > .
5 C o h e n . Karl Marx's Theory of Hislory,p, 1 1 7 .  In  th e  fo l lo w in g  I d r a w  e x t e n s iv e ly  o n  C o h e n 's

a n a ly s is
•  Capital I. p . 3 3 3 .

Capital 111. p . 3 5 ;  c p  a l s o  Grvndriaaa, p. 7 5 9  a n d  C o h e n , Karl Marx's Theory uf History, p . 1 2 3 .



2 . y  S o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s
99

passage  M arx argu es, puzzlingly, that the non-proportionality o f profit 
and su rp lu s-va lu e  in the different sp h eres o f production "com pletely  
conceals the true nature and origin not on ly  from the capitalist, w ho has a 
special interest in deceiving h im self on that score, but also from  the 
lab o u rer".’ The puzzle is w h y  M arx here links fetishism  to self-deception. 
A s  further argued  in 8 .2 .3 , *l >s a cognitive illusion, not a m otivationally 
based process.

‘ T h e  relations o f capital assu m e their most externalized and most 
fetish-like form in interest-bearing cap ita l."2 If m oney can m ultiply and 
fructify itself independently  o f the production process, it is indeed 
tem pting to conclude that it is, m ysteriously, productive In reality it is 
productive o n ly  w h en  and because it is invested and put to productive 
use, but for the financial capitalist this m ay not be visible. H e m ay even 
conclude, ab su rd ly , that m oney capital w ould  yield  an interest "e v e n  if all 
capitalists on ly  loaned their capital, and none used it p ro d u ctive ly ".’  
A gain  1 refer to chapter 8 for further d iscussion.

M arx 's theory o f fetishism  is an im portant contribution to psychological 
econom ics, although to som e extent vitiated by its dependence on the 
labour theory o f value. It is also som ew hat exaggerated , in the sense that 
not all the claim s m ade are equally plausible. Econom ic agents do not 
invest com m odities and instrum ents of production with the full panoply 
o f m ysterious p o w ers that M arx describes in such detail. M oney is indeed 
a m ysterious entity, but only in part for the reasons brought out by M arx 
In addition the opacity o f m oney arises from  the ever-m ore fictitious and 
intangible form s that it tends to assum e. O ne m ay know  a priori that the 
properties o f m oney derive  from social relations betw een m en, and yet 
rem ain m ystified because one is unable to show  how  they derive from  
them. Yet the history o f econom ic doctrine and policy sh ow s that m oney 
fetishism  has indeed existed in the form  M arx described it. It m ay also be 
argued  that the neoclassical notion o f "aggregate  cap ital" as a factor of 
production also em bodies a kind of fetishism , as show n in the "capital 
co n tro versy".4

1 Capital III, p  16 8  2 Capital 111. p  3 9 1 .
’  C o h e n . Karl Marx's Theory of History, p . 1 1 8 .
4 F u r th is  c o n t r o v e r s y ,  s e e  H a rc o u r t , Some Camlndge Controversies. and B lis s , Capital Theory 

and the Distribution of Income. T h e  v a r io u s  fa l la c ie s  of a g g r e g a t io n  that fo rm e d  th e  o b je c t  o f  
th e  c a p ita l  c o n t r o v e r s y  a r c  re la te d  to  fe t is h ism  a s  fo l lo w s : s ta te m e n ts  th at a r e  t ru e  a t  m in t  
b y  v ir tu e  o f  re la t io n s  th a t o b ta in  b e tw e e n  th e  d is a g g r e g a t e d  e n t it ie s  a r e  ta k e n  to  b e  tru e  o f  
th e  a g g r e g a t e  e n t it ie s  a s  su c h
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2.3.3. Social alienation
Perhaps the m ost central sin gle  them e in M arx 's  thinking, from  the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts to Capital, is the idea that u nder 
capitalism  the products o f men gain  an independent existence and com e 
into opposition  to their m akers. R eligion , the State and Capital are the 
three m ain exam ples o f this process. The general logic of the "su b jec t- 
object in versio n " is d iscu ssed  in 8 .2 .1 . H ere I shall only focus on the 
alienation that takes place in the econom ic sphere. This in volves several 
aspects, since m en "p ro d u c e "  social relations no less than material 
objects an d , am ong the latter, instrum ents o f production no less than 
objects o f consum ption . The alienation from  social relations is closely 
linked to the supra-intentional and dialectical processes d iscu ssed  in 1 .3 .2  
and 1 .5 .3 , w h ile  the alienation from  the m ean s o f consum ption is related 
to spiritual alienation as defined in 2 .2 .5 . The alienation from  the m eans 
o f production is the central problem  of the m ature econom ic w ritin gs.

In The German Ideology M arx introduced a quite general notion o f alien
ation, in volv in g  m en 's  alienation from  social institutions and other 
aggregate phenom ena:

This fixation of social activity, this consolidation of what we ourselves produce 
into a material power above us, growing out of our control, thwarting our expec
tations, bringing to naught our calculations, is one of the chief factors in historical 
development up till row . The social power, i.e. the multiplied productive force, 
which arises through the cooperation of different individuals as it is caused by the 
division of labour, appears to these individuals, since their cooperation is rot 
voluntary but has come about naturally, not of their own united power, but as an 
alien power existing outside them, of the origin and goal of which they axe 
ignorant, which they are no longer able to control, which on the contrary passes 
through a peculiar series of phases and stages independent of the will and the 
action of man, nay even being the prime governor of these.1

M arx here argu es that m en are alienated (" to  u se  a term w hich  w ill be 
com prehensib le to the p h ilo so p h ers"1) from the aggregate result o f their 
activities w h en  (i) they do not realize that these aggregates are the result 
o f their o w n  activities and (ii) they are unable to control or to change the 
outcom e. H e also  ad d s, m ore obscurely, that they are alienated because 
they ignore the goal o f these aggregates -  a notion that im m ediately 
invites the question: goal for w h om ? I postpone this issue to 2.4. It should 
be em phasized  that even  w h en  (i) does not obtain, (ii) m ay be true. M en 
m ay w ell kn o w  that their ow n  social environm ent is the product o f their 
ow n  behaviour, and yet be unable to control it. This can happen if they

1 The German Ideology, p p  « 7 - 8 ,  a l s o  p . 2 4 5 .
2 Ibid . p. «8.
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know  that but not how  their actions generate the aggregate features that 
they deplore. This is not a trivial insight. W hen farm ers stop b lam ing the 
w eather or the govern m en t for the price fluctuations o f their products, 
and realize that they are caught in a w eb  o f their ow n  m akin g,1 they have 
taken a large step  forw ard  even  if they can neither specify  exactly what 
they are d o in g  w ron g , n o  r a fortiori take step s to rem edy the situation. In 
other cases the agen ts m ay even  understand the causal m echanism  and 
yet be unable to d o  an yth in g about it, because it is in the private interest of 
no one to do so  and they are unable to act in concert (6.2).

In the Grundrisse, conditions (i) and (ii) are not invariably assum ed to go 

together. Individual agen ts m ay acquire inform ation about the econom ic 
system  that helps them  to im prove their in dividual position and even  to 
anticipate the outcom e; yet the latter is not in an y real sen se  u nder their 
control:

Since . . .  the autonomiration of the world market (in which the activity of each 
individual is included) increases with the development of monetary relations 
(exchange value) and vice versa, since the general bond and all-round interdepen
dence in production and consumption increase together with the independence 
and indifference of the consumers and producers to one another; since this con
tradiction leads to crises etc. hence, together with the development of this alien
ation, and on the same basis, efforts arc made to overcome it: institutions emerge 
whereby each individual can acquire information about the activity of all others 
and attempt to adjust his own accordingly, e g. lists of current prices, rates of 
exchange, interconnections between those active in commerce through the mails, 
telegraphs etc. . . .  (This means that, although the total supply and demand are 
independent of the actions of each individual, everyone attempts lo inform 
himself about them, and this knowledge then reacts back in practice on the total 
supply and demand. Although, on the given standpoint, alienation is not over 
come by these means, nevertheless relations and connections are introduced 
thereby which include the possibility of suspending the old standpoint.)2

T w o  lesson s can be d raw n  from  this rem arkably su ggestive passage. 
First, there m ay be social alienation w ithout fetishism . The opacity of 
social relations and their "tran su bstan tiation " into natural properties o f 
things m ay  lead to the production o f collectively undesirable con se
quences, but the latter can also arise w hen social relations are perfectly 
transparent. The problem  then is not one o f inform ation but o f coordi
nation. Secon d ly , the alienation d iscussed  here arises from interaction 
w ithin classes, not from  struggle betw een classes. Problem s o f collective 
action, in fact, arise w ithin  the w ork in g  class a s  w ell a s  w ithin the class of 
capitalists (6.2).

1 For lh«* " c o b w e b -'  a* *  paradigm of c o u n ic r f in a h ty . see my ItyraitÀ  Sfirn-fv, pp i j iM 
3 Gruttdnffc, pp. 160-1
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Yet the w ork in g  class is a lso  subject to alienation in a m ore specific 
sense that d o es not ap p ly  to the capitalist class T h is is  related to the role 
o f the w orker as producer o f  m eans o f consum ption and production. C o n 
sider first an early  statem ent from  the Economic and Philosophical 
M anuscripts:.

the worker is related to the product of his labour as to an alien object. |On| this 
premise it is clear that the more the worker spends him self the more powerful 
becomes the alien world of objects which he creates over and against himself, the 
poorer he himsell -  his inner world - becomes, the less belongs to him as his own. 
It is the same in religion. The more man puts into God, the less he retains in 
himself. The worker puts his life into the object; but now his life no longer belongs 
to him, but to the object Hence the greater this activity, the more the worker lacks 
objects. Whatever the product of his labour is, he is not . Therefore, the greater this 
product, the less he is himself. The alienation of the worker in his products means 
not only that his labour becomes an object, an external existence, but Dial it exists 
outside him. independently, as something alien to him, and that it becomes a 
power on its own confronting him It means that the life w hich he has conferred 
on the object confronts him as something hostile and alien.1

C on sidered  a s  an argum ent this is a series o f non sequilurs,  culm inating a 
few  pages later in the deduction o f the capitalist and o f private property 
from  the fact o f alienated labour.1 It m akes m ore sense as a m ere descrip
tion o f the w o rk er's  p light, but even  as such it rem ains vague. We can get 
it better in focus b y  d istin gu ish in g  betw een tw o classes o f objects from 
which the w orker is alienated: consum ption  go od s and instrum ents of 
production. The distinction is briefly m ade once in the early m anuscripts: 
"th e  w orker is robbed o f the objects m ost necessary not on ly  for his life 
but for his w o rk ". ’  The em ph asis ap p ears to be on the m eans o f co n su m p 
tion, w ith the m eans o f production add ed  as an afterthought. In a text 
w ritten som e fifteen years later the em ph asis is reversed : " A ll  the objec
tive elem ents required by labour for its realization appear to him  as 
alienated, as stan d in g  on the sam e sid e  as the capitalist, the m eans o f 
subsistence no less than the m eans o f p ro d u ctio n ."4 It is the alienation 
from the m eans o f production that is by far the m ore im portant them e in 
these later econom ic w ritings.

The w o rk er's  alienation from  the objects o f consum ption he has created 
is c losely  linked to his spiritual alienation. The production o f objects of

f Economic and Pfrilosofthicat Manuscripts, p. 272,
2 Ibid r pp 2 7 ^  Mène here performs a quite extraordinary sleight of hand using the 

(dubious) logico-dialeetK’al deduction of private property from alienated labour to argue 
that the latter is also theowse of the former. Cp. also 1.5.1 above 

' Lcommk and Phih&OphKol Manuscripts, p. 272.
1 Zur KnUkit86 i-b)K p. 119.



2 . S o c i a l  r e l a t i o n s 103

consum ption go es together with the creation o f a need for them  -  a  need 
that is often  frustrated in the capitalist m ode o f production. This is a fairly 
transparent connection. It is less obviou s w h y  the w orker should  be 
frustrated by the alienation from the m eans of production, since he can 
hard ly  be said  to need  them  in the sam e sense. This form o f alienation is in 
fact le ss  superfic ially  ev iden t, but also m ore profound in its im plications. 
The alienation from  the m eans o f production is the crucial structural fact 
that underlies the alienation from  the m eans o f consum ption, since it 
d ep rives the w orker o f his claim  on the w hole net product. A lso , the 
d isp ossession  from  the m eans o f production excludes the w orker from 
full control o f the w ork process and prevents him , therefore, from  fully 
exercising h is creative capacities. Let m e elaborate on these statem ents.

In the capitalist process of production, living labour is dom inated by 
dead  labour, the w o rk er by the m eans o f production w ith  w hich he pro
du ces and w hich are them selves the product o f past labour. This dom i
nation h as a rather com plex structure. Three aspects at least can be d is
tinguished, and w ill be brought out by citing at som e length three 
p assages from  the Grundrisse. First, the w orker is dom inated by constant 
capital because he is m ade into a m ere ap p en d ix  o f the m achine:

The appropriation of living labour by objectified labour -  of the power or activity 
which creates value by existing for-itself -  which lies in the concept of capital, is 
posited, in production resting on machinery, as the character of the production 
process itself, including its material element and its material motion The produc
tion process has ceased to be a labour process in the sense of a process dominated 
by labour as Its governing unity. Labour appears, rather, merely as a conscious 
organ, scattered among the individual living workers at numerous points of the 
mechanical system; subsumed under the total process of machinery itself. '

This is related to the spiritual alienation o f  the w orker w h o  is subjectively 
or objectively  im poverished by w hat M arx calls "h is  real subsum ption 
u nder capita]".* In early  capitalism  the w orker is on ly  form ally subsum ed 
u n d er capital, that is dom inated by capital on ly  in the sen se  o f being 
exploited  b y  capital. T h is is in one sense the fundam ental form  o f capi
talist dom ination, since it is w hat m akes the real subsum ption possible. 
W hat go es on "a t  the point o f exch an ge" betw een labour and capital 
determ ines w hat go es on "a t  the point o f produ ction " (4 .1.5 ). Yet subjec
tively or phenom enologically  the lo ss o f control o ver the production pro
cess w h ereb y  the w o rk er is turned from  a producer into a m ere instru- 
mentum vocale m ay  be as intolerable as the fact of being exploited. The 1

1 Crundriiur, p. 693.
3 Cp. especially the Results of the Immediate Proms of Production,



pow er o f decision  in w ork  provided an -  adm ittedly lim ited -  m eans of 
self-realization, the loss o f w hich  left the w orker poorer in n eeds or in 
n eeds satisfaction.

The second aspect of the dom ination is quantitative rather than qualita- 
tive. T o  state it, 1 m ust briefly  anticipate the discussion  in chapter 3 o f 
M arx 's econom ic theory. A  central notion o f M arxist econom ics is the 
organic com position  o f capital, or the ratio o f the value o f constant capital 
to that o f variable capital: c /v . A ssu m in g  that labour-pow er w ith a valu e v 
produces a su rp lu s-va lu e  s, w e  m ay also define the valu e com position of 
capital as c / (v  4 s). U nlike the first ratio, this is determ ined so lely  by 
technology. It exp resses the ratio o f dead labour to living labour in the 
production process, w hereas the organic com position o f capital exp resses 
the ratio o f dead  labour to the valu e o f the labour-pow er used in the 
production. In the fo llow ing passage  M arx m ust be taken to argu e that an 
increase in the valu e com position o f capital takes place pan passu with 
increased qualitative dom ination o f capital over labour:

The fact that in the development of the productive powers ol labour the objective 
conditions of labour, objectified labour, must grow relative to living labour -  this 
is actually a tautological statement, for what else does growing productive power 
of labour mean than that less immediate labour is required to create a greater 
product, and that therefore social wealth expresses itself more and more in the 
conditions of labour created by labour itself? -  this fact appears from the 
standpoint of capital not in such a way that one of the moments of social activity -  
objective labour -  becomes the ever more powerful body of the other moment, of 
subjective living labour, but rather . . .  that the objective conditions of labour 
assume an ever more colossal independence represented by its very extent, oppo
site living labour, and that social wealth confronts labour in more powerful 
portions as an alien or dominant power.1

M arx also  believed that the rise in the organic com position o f capital w as 
brought about by a rise in the valu e com position .2 H e argu ed , m oreover, 
for a link betw een an increasing organic com position o f capital and a fall 
in the rate o f profit (3.4.2). H ence there em erges a connection betw een 
tw o m ajor flaw s o f capitalism  -  the spiritual alienation created by the real 
subsum ption  o f labour u nder capital and the econom ic crises due the 
falling rate o f profit. Increased alienation or im poverishm ent o f the 
w orker w h o  is reduced to an ap p en d age  to his ow n  product go es together 
w ith a rising valu e com position o f capital, hence w ith  a rising organic 
com position , hence w ith  a fall in the rate o f profit. The rise of capital at the 
exp en se  o f the w orker is detrim ental to the w orker -  but also  to capital

104 2- Philosophical anthropology

Grundnsis, p 831. 2 Capital III. p  a n
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since in the last an alysis all profit com es from living labour. This vision is 
adm irably "d ia lectica l", but unfortunately logically incoherent. There 
m ay  be increased qualitative dom ination w ithout a rise in the value com 
position if the m ach in esaresu ffic ien tly  devaluated  b y  technical progress. 
There m ay be a rise in the valu e com position w ithout a rise in the organic 
com position, if the valu e o f the labour-pow er is sufficiently devaluated 
through falling real w ages or increased productivity. A nd  there m ay be a 
rise in the organic com position w ithout a fall in the rate o f profit if (for 
instance) there is a rise in the rate o f exploitation. These m atters are 
further d iscu ssed  in 3.4 .2.

T h ird ly , the dom ination o f dead  labour over living labour m ay be 
linked to the phenom enon o f exploitation, another m ajor flaw  of capi
talism. It is in fact on ly  by virtue o f the capitalist's possession  o f the m eans 
o f production that he can exploit the w orkers w ithout the use o f force or 
violence, beyond that necessary to protect private property in general. 
Or, m ore correctly: he can exploit them  because they believe that his 
possession  is legitim ate, w hich  they do because o f their alienation from 
the m eans o f production. T h is alienation m ay be taken to m ean that the 
w orkers unth inkingly accept the currently used m eans o f production as 
being the property  o f the current generation o f capitalists, ignoring that 
they are also  the product of past labour. Or, m ore p lau sib ly ,1 although 
aw are  that the m eans o f production are the product o f  past w orkers, they 
accept the present capitalist possession  as legitim ate because the earlier 
generation o f w orkers produced them w ith the help  o f m eans o f produc
tion held to be the legitim ate possession  o f the earlier generation o f capi
talists. O n this v iew , alienation and exploitation reinforce each other in a 
steady-state process that h as been w ell described by M ario Nuti:

Attention is focussed not on past labour but on the present value of the embodi
ment of past labour, and its current productiveness can be taken to provide a 
justification for the attribution of the surplus of current output over the wage bill 
to those who have appropriated the embodiment ot past labour, thereby pro
viding the current basis of future appropriation.1 2

A s 1 understand it, alienation from  the m eans o f production is not consti
tuted by the w ork ers feeling o ppressed  in the know ledge that they are 
unjustly dom inated by the products o f their ow n  labour. It is rather that 
w h ile  kn o w in g  them selves to be dom inated by the products o f their past

1 1 o w e  th is  a m e n d m e n t  to  C o h e n ’ s  " R e p l y "  to  m y  " M a r x is m , fu n c t io n a lism  a n d  g a m e  

t h e o r y " .
2 N u t i .  " C a p it a l is m ,  s o c ia lis m  a n d  s te a d y  g r o w t h " ,  p . 5 7
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labour,’ they do not see  that the possession  o f these products by the 
capitalist is illegitim ate. H ence they also accept the appropriation by the 
capitalist o f part o f the current net product as legitim ate. True, there m ay 
be grum blin g at the lack o f satisfaction o f satisfiable needs, but this is a far 
cry  from  rejecting the current state of affairs a s  fundam entally unjust 
T h u s, if I am  right in m y an alysis, even  subjective spiritual alienation m ay 
not be m uch o f a  lever for change in the presence o f alienation from  the 
m eans o f production.

T h e em ph asis on the injustice o f alienation m ay prove controversial. 1 

postpon e to 4 .3 the presentation o f m y reasons for thinking that M arx had 
a theory o f justice, but on e central piece o f eviden ce w ill be given here, 
since it fits in w ith the argum ent o f the last paragraph. In the Grundrisse 
w e find the fo llow in g passage:

The recognition by labour of the products as its own, and the judgment that its 
separation from the conditions of its realization is improper (ungehorig) -  forcibly 
imposed -  is an enormous awareness (enonnes Beumsstsem), itself the product of 
the mode of production resting on capital, and as much the knell to its doom as, 
with the slave's awareness that he cannot be the property of another, with his con
sciousness of himself as a person, the existence of slavery becomes a merely 
artificial vegetative existence and ceases to be able to prevail as the basis of pro
duction.1 2

N o w  one m ay argue that the w ord  "u n g c h b rig "  is am biguous, and need 
not be taken in the sen se  o f "u n ju s t" . A lso , the passage w ou ld  ap p ear to 
be quite atyp ical, alm ost unique in its insistence on the cognitive con di
tions for revolution. Both o f these objections evaporate in the face of the 
rem arkable fact that in the 18 6 1-3  Critique, written a few  years after the 
Grundrisse, M arx repeats the sam e passage alm ost verbatim , w ith one 
m ain exception. This is that the separation  from  the m eans o f production 
that in the Grundrisse w a s  referred to a s  "u n g e h o rig " , in the later m anu
script is called "e in  U n rech t".* lf M arx had not believed in the in justice o f 
capitalist property  he w ould  hard ly, w hen singling out this passage  for 
excerption, have sharp ened  the "im p ro p o rn ess" o f alienation into " in ju s 
tice". A n d  had it not been representative of his thinking, it w ould  hardly 
have been singled ou t in the first place.

I conclude that the alienation o f the w orkers from the m eans o f produ c
tion has the consequence o f m aking exploitation appear as legitim ate.

1 Whote p a s t  la b o u r ?  In  r e a lit y .  of c o u r s e .  th e  w o r k e r s  u s e  m e a n s  o l p ro d u c t io n  in  th e  
p r o d u c t io n  of w h ic h  th e y  h a v e  n o t b e e n  in v o lv e d  t h e m s e lv e s ,  h e n c e  th e ir  c la im  to  th e  
w h o le  m t  p r o d u c t  c a n n o t  b e  b a s e d  o n  h is to r ic a l  c o n s id e r a t io n s  R a th e r  it m u s t  b e  b a s e d  
o n  th e  la c k  of e n t it le m e n t  o f  th e  c a p ita lis t ,  a s  a r g u e d  in  4 3  a.

2 Gruttdrnse, p  4 6 $ 5 Zur Knlik(t8t>i-6)), p  j j #7.
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W ere one to sum  u p  M arx 's an alysis and critique of capitalism  in one 
sentence, I d o  not believe on e could d o  better than to say  that alienation 
prevents the workers from perceiving the injustice o f exploitation. This captures 
both the norm ative v iew  that exploitation is unjust, and an explanatory 
claim  about the appearan ce o f justice. It is instructive to com pare capital 
fetishism  w ith capital as alienated labour. A lthough  both rest on illu
sion s, the nature o f the illusory beliefs d iffers. Capital fetishism , like 
fetishism  in general, is an illusory perception of how  the econom y 
w orks. Capital as alienated labour is possible because the w orkers have 
an u nfoun ded  belief about the entitlem ent o f the capitalist to the m eans 
of production. The first is an illusion about causality, the second an 
illusion about m orality. Both illusions are natural, alm ost com pelling, 
w ith in  the fram ew ork o f a capitalist econom y.

2.4. P h ilo so p h y  o f  h istory

M arx had a theory o f h istory, o f the successive m odes of production 
based on class dom ination. T h is is the topic o f chapter 5 below . H ere I 
w ant to consider his non-em pirical ph ilosophy o f history. This is the 
v iew  that before the rise of m odes o f production based on class d ivision , 
society existed  in a form o f undifferentiated unity, and that after the 
dem ise o f class society there w ill again  be unity, but now  in a differenti
ated form  that a llo w s full scope for the developm ent o f the individual. 
True, this v ie w  need not be based on a priori assum ptions. O ne might 
w ell argue on em pirical g ro u n d s that the advent o f a com m unist society 
is h igh ly  probable, g iven  certain trends in capitalism . M y contention, 
h o w ever, is that M arx believed in the necessity o f this developm ent on 
non-em pirical, specu lative grou n d s. M any o f the texts I shall cite are 
open  to different interpretations, but in m y opinion their cum ulative 
im pact leaves little doubt that M arx w as  indeed guided by a teleological 
v iew  o f h istory.

I shall first and very  briefly sketch the historical background o f the 
problem , w ith em phasis on the ph ilosophies o f h istory proposed by 
Leibniz and H egel (2 .4 .1) . 1 then d iscu ss in their chronological order the 
central p assages in M arx, especially  in the early  m anuscripts, the 
political journalism  and the m ature econom ic w ritings (2.4.2). I en d  by 
d raw in g som e distinctions that su ggest them selves on the basis o f these 
texts, and b y  offering som e conclusions on the im portance o f M arx 's 
ph ilosophy o f h istory for his explanatory and political pu rposes (2.4.3).
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2 .4 .1 .  T h e backgroun d
M arx w a s , o f course, steeped  in H egel, but also  in Leib n iz .1 If I draw  
attention to Leibniz it is not, h o w ever, because o f his direct influence on 
M arx, but because o f his key role as an influence on H egel. Leibniz's 
ph ilosop h y o f h istory w as part o f his general theodicy, his v iew  that the 
actual w orld  is the best o f all possible w o rld s.5 Logically speak in g, there is 
no reason w h y  the best o f all possible w orlds should  also  contain the best 
o f all possib le societies; or the best of all possible tem poral sequences for 
the u n iverse  a s  a w h ole  the best o f all possible h istones o l hum anity. The 
general logic o f the theodicy is that the o ver all optim um  m ay require 
suboptim ality in the parts, either as a necessary m eans to the optim um  or 
as an inevitable by-product o f it. Leibniz held the first o f these two 
versions o f the theodicy, M alebranche the second. O n either version  it 
could be the case that the optim ality o f the universe as a w h ole  requires 
suboptim ality in the sm all corner w h ere  hum an history u nfolds itself. Yet 
Leibniz ap p aren tly  also  believed that the course of all hum an history w as 
the best o f all possible cou rses, and this is in an y  case how  h e w as  g e n 
erally  understood.

Leibniz m ade a distinction betw een tw o w ays in w hich an optim al 
developm en t m ay require suboptim al intervals. The first w as later and 
indepen den tly  developed  by Tocqueville1 * 3 * and Schum peter:1 a system  
that at an y g iven  m om ent exp lo its its possibilities m axim ally, m ay over 
time perform  less w ell than a system  that does so  at no g iven  m om ent. 
The patent system  is an  instructive exam ple: b y  restricting the diffusion o f 
kn ow led ge, it en su res that there w ill be m ore know ledge to d iffu se .'T h e  
second is w hat Leibniz referred to a s  "recu ler pou r m ieux sau ter": it m ay 
be n ecessary  at som e point to take one step  backw ards in order to be able 
later on to take tw o  step s forw ards.* A n  instance o f this pattern is in vest
m ent -  con su m ing less now  in order to be able to consum e m ore later on. 
N o w  the crucial point is that both o f these optim izing m ethods requires 
an intentional agent. The first requires the ability to say  N o  to favourable 
opportunities in the present in order to be able to say  Y e s  to even  more 
favourab le  on es later on , the second an ability to say  Y e s  to unfavourable 
options now  in order to be able to say  Yes to very  favourable ones in the

1 F o r  d e ta i ls ,  s e c  m y  " M a r x  e t  L e ib n iz " .

J T h e  fo l lo w in g  d r a w s  h e a v i ly  o n  m y  Leibniz et fa Format Km de /'Esprit Capitaliste, c tv  V I a n d
passim

3 T o c q u e v ille , D em ocracy in Amenca. p . 224.
* S c h u m p e t e r .  Capitatum. Socialism and D em ocracy, p . 8 3 .
* R o b in s o n , The Anumulation of Capital. p . 87.
8 R e fe r e n c e s  in  Leibniz et la Formation de l'Esprit Capitaliste, p p .  a j j f f ,
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future. In both cases the suboptim a! action on ly  m akes sense in v iew  o f 
the future ga in s that it m akes possible. But to act in the light o f the 
future is to act in tentionally .1 In Leib n iz 's philosophy this m ade per
fectly good sen se , since on his v iew  the course o f hum an history w as 
decided by G o d  w hen  he chose the actual w orld am ong the m any 
possible w orlds. G od  is the intentional agent w hose goal -  to create the 
best o f all possib le w orld s -  m akes sen se  o f the local and tem porary 
defects o f the un iverse.

For Leibniz, then, history had  a goal and a creator. These tw o, of 
course, go  together. H egel, d isastrou sly , retained the idea that history 
had a goal, yet did not in voke a n y  intentional agent w hose actions w ere 
gu id ed  by that g o a l/  H ege l's  ph ilosophy o f history is a secular theodicy, 
w hich is to say  that it is n onsense. H is Lectures on the Philosophy of History 
and (to a m uch sm aller extent) the Phenomenology of Spirit rest on disem 
bodied  intentions, actions in  search o f an actor, verbs that are attached 
to no subject. H is idea o f "th e  ruse o f reaso n " is related to M andeville 's 
"p riva te  vices, public b en efits" and A dam  Sm ith 's "in visib le  h a n d ", but 
unlike them he thought that the consequences w hich are unintended by 
the actors nevertheless have a m eaning or a pu rpose. In his notes on the 
neo-Confucian philosophers, Leibniz observed  that if they believe in an 
orderly  u n iverse , they m ust also believe in a d ivin e creator. " I  strongly 
doubt w h eth er they h ave  the vain  subtlety of adm itting sagacity w ithout 
adm itting also a s a g e ." 1 2 3 T h is, h ow ever, is exactly w hat H egel d id . and I 
shall argue that M arx to som e extent took o ver this pattern o f thought. 
T hey rem ained im prisoned in a h alfw ay  house, betw een a fu lly  religious 
and a fu lly  secular v iew  of history.

2 .4 .1. T h e texts
M arx had a fairly consistent teleological attitude tow ards history, but 
w ith  som e variations o ver tim e. It is occasionally present in the Economic 
and Philosophical Manuscripts, strongly  rejected in The German Ideology, 
and then again  quite prom inent in the w ritings from  the 1850s and the 
1860s. I have no explanation for the stark contrast betw een The German 
Ideology and the other w orks, except possib ly  in the influence of Engels. 
A lthough capable of w ild flights o f fancy', F.ngels m ay have had a more 
sober attitude tow ard s history' than d id  M arx, corresponding to his

1 Sccm y Ufysvsflm/i/H'S/rrns. rh. I.i.
2 I r e fu s e , th a t is , to  la k e  " S p i r i t "  a n d  " R e a s o n "  a s  a g e n t s  in  a  n o n -m e ta p h o r ic a l s e n s e . F o r  a 

c r it ic a l d is c u s s io n ,  s e e  G r é g o ir e .  Cludes Ikgttieiines.
3 Bodemann, Die Leibniz-Hanitvhriften. p. 105
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better judgm en t concerning specific historical ev en ts .1 This, how ever, 
rem ains som ew hat specu lative.1 2 *

In the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts M arx asks: "W hat in the 
evolution o f m ankind is the m eaning {Sinn) o f this reduction o f the greater 
part o f m ankind to abstract lab o u r? ''’  H e d o es not im m ediately provide an 
an sw er, but returns to the question later:

The real, active orientation of man to himself as a species-being. . .  is only possible 
if he really brings out all his sprues-pourrs -  something which in turn is only 
possible through the cooperative action of all mankind, only as the result of 
history -  and treats these powers as objects: and this, to begin with, is again only 
possible in the form of alienation.4

O therw ise the em p h asis in these m anuscripts is on Ihe suffering involved  
in alienation, not on its broader historical m eaning. In The German Ideology 
an y such m ean in g is d ism issed  out o f hand:

History is nothing but the succession of the separate generations, each of which 
uses »he materials, the capital funds, the productive forces handed down to it by 
all the preceding generations, and thus, on the one hand, continues the tradi
tional activity in completely changed circumstances, and, on the other, modifies 
the old circumstances with a completely changed activity. This can he specula
tively distorted so that later history is made the goal of earlier history, i.e. the goal 
ascribed to the discovery of America is lo furfher the eruption of the French 
Revolution.5

O ther p assages are equally  explicit, including an  am using refutation of 
S tim er 's  tendency to see  every  positive event, like the invention o f the 
railroad, as the rem oval o f its ab sen ce/

In 18 5 2 -3  M arx w rote four n ew sp ap er articles in w hich w e find various 
assertion s that lend them selves to a teleological reading. The most 
explicit, and the least im portant, is the conclusion o f a d iscussion  o f the 
Russian  attitude to T u rkey: "D o e s  R ussia act on her ow n  free im pulse, or 
is sh e  but the unconscious and reluctant slave  o f the m odern fatum. R evo 
lution? I believe the la tte r ." ’  The passage  is too rhetorical to carry m uch 
w eight. A n other m ay be too brief. In exp lain ing  that the English  b ou r
geoisie w ou ld  rather avoid  a forcible collision w ith the aristocracy. M arx 
argu es that "h istorical necessity and the Tories press them o n w ard s " . 8 1 

attach m ore im portance to an article w here M arx argu es that

1 Anderson, Uncages of Hu Absolutist $late, p 23, nolo 12
? The conjecture is supported by the fact that in one of Engels's contribution* to The Holy 

Family (p. 93) then? is a similar anli-leleological statement.
1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 241. 4 Ibid., p 353.
* The German Ideology, p. 50 .
4 Ibid , pp yjiff 7 Netv )iork Daily Trdmtttq b 4 Ibid 23 6.1852.



2.4  ■ Philosophy of history 1 1 1

the alternative rise and fall of wages, and the continual conflicts between masters 
and men resulting therefrom are, in the present organization of industry, the 
indispensable means of holding up the spirit of the labouring classes, of 
combining them into one great association against the encroachment of the ruling 
class, and of preventing them from becoming apathetic, thoughtless, more or less 
well-fed instruments of production . . .  Without the great alternative phases of 
dullness, prosperity, over-excitement, crisis and distress, which modem industry 
traverses in periodically recurring cycles, with the up and down of wages result
ing from them, as with the constant warfare between masters and men closely 
corresponding with those variations in wages and profits, the working classes of 
Créât Britain, and of all Europe, would be a heart-broken, a weak-minded, a 
worn-out, unresisting mass, whose self-emancipation would prove as impossible 
as that of the slaves of Ancient Greece and Rome 1

The passage  is characteristic in the tension betw een the tw o w a y s  o f 
looking at the ills o f capitalism : as an instrum ental "m e a n s"  for the 
em ancipation o f the w orker, and as m erely  a necessary condition for it. 
On the form er v iew  the periodical crises can actually be explained b y  their 
favourable im pact on w orking-class com bativity, on the latter no such 
im plication can be d raw n . S im ilarly  am biguous, although leaning m ore 
strongly  to the instrum ental an d  teleological v iew , is the concluding p as
sage from  the article on "T h e  British Rule in In d ia";

England, it is true, in causing a social revolution in Hindostan, was actuated only 
by the vilest interests, and was stupid in her manner ot enforcing them. But that is 
not the question. The question is, can mankind fulfil its destiny without a fun
damental revolution in the social state of Asia? If not, whatever may have been the 
crimes of England she was the unconscious tool of history in bringing about that 
revolution. Then, whatever bitterness the spectacle of the crumbling of an ancient 
world may have for our persona I feelings, we have the right, in point of history, to 
exclaim with Goethe.

Sollte diese Quai uns qualen
Da sie unsre Lust vermehrt.
Hal nicht myriaden Seelen
Timurs Herrschaft aufgezehrt?1

A gain  w e m ight w ant to d ism iss the text as rhetorical, but in the light of 
sim ilar texts not intended for publication, I d o  not find this plausible. 
Before I quote these texts, I w ant to m ake tw o, related com m ents on the 
cited passage. First, it is not clear to me w hether M arx saw  the suffering o f 
India a s  the inevitable by-product o f progress or as the causal condition 
for (or instrum ental m eans to) progress. W hen M arx w rites about English 
capitalism , it is clear that w orking-class suffering is a condition tor p ro 
gress, in tw o w ays . First, as suggested  by the passage on the trade cycle, 

* Ib id  14.7.1853. 3 Ib id . 2 5.6.1853.
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the periodically recurring m isery o f the w orkers is a causally necessary 
condition for revolution. A lso , the exploitation o f the w orkers is a causal 
condition for the creation o f free time and the developm ent o f civilization. 
The passage  on India, h o w ever, could equally  w ell be taken as a com m ent 
on om elette-m aking and egg-breaking.

Secon d ly , it is in fact o n ly  " in  the point of h isto ry" that one can invoke 
G o eth e 's  verse  to justify  the ills o f capitalism . M arx quotes the quatrain  a 
few  y ears later, but then in an ironic vein , directed against the "M an ch es
ter sch o o l" w hich  -  rather im probably -  m ight use it to justify  their 
exploitation o f the w o rk e rs .1 A lth ou gh  M arx can see the capitalist exp lo 
iter as the agent o f progress, this does not m ean that the latter can justify  
h is actions by the sam e argum ent. It is not just that such an argum ent 
w ould  be o bvio u sly  self-servin g  and hypocritical. M ore fundam entally, 
there m ight be m any even ts that one w ould  w elcom e w ere  they to 
happen , yet one m ight not w an t to be the person  by w hose agen cy they 
com e about.*

If w e  search for teleological statem ents in the m ature econom ic 
w ritin gs, w e  find them  clustered m ainly in the 18 6 1-3  Critique, includ ing 
the Theories of Surplus-Value. In the Grundrisse there are m an y passages 
w h ere  M arx argu es that capitalist alienation is a necessary condition for 
com m unism , but in gen eral they do not have instrum ental or teleological 
overton es. A n  im portant exception is the fo llow in g passage, w hich  form s 
the im m ediate continuation o f an argum ent quoted in 2 .3 .3  above:

The emphasis comes to be placed not on the state of being objectified, but on the 
state of being alienated, dispossessed, sold; on the condition that the monstrous 
objective power which social labour itself erected opposite itself as one of its 
moments belongs not to the worker, but to the personified conditions of produc
tion, i.e. to capital. To the extent that, from the standpoint of capital and wage 
labour, the creation of the objective body of activity happens in antithesis to the 
immediate labour capacity -  that this process of objectification in fact appears as a 
process of dispossession from the standpoint of labour or as appropriation of alien 
labour from the standpoint of capital -  to that extent, this twisting and inversion is 
a real [phenomenon], not a merely supposed one existing merely in the imagination of 
the workers and the capitalists. But obviously this process of inversion is a merely 
historical necessity, a necessity for the development of the forces of production 
solely from a specific historic point of departure, or basis, but in no way an absolute 
necessity of production; rather, a vanishing one, and the result and the inherent 
purpose of this process is to suspend this basis itself, together with the form of the 
process.'

1 N e u e O d rr  Z e itu n g , an. 1.1855. 1 Cp. Williams. "A  critique of utilitarianism’*.
* Grumtrisse. pp. 8>i-a, following the text belonging to note 1, p. 104 above.
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H ere the am biguity is definitely resolved  The creation o f com m unism  is 
not o n ly  the " re su lt"  o f capitalist alienation, but also "th e  inherent pur
pose o f the p ro cess".

In the Grundrisse w e also find a clear statem ent of the periodization o f 
history into three stages, w hich correspond to the pattern o f the negation 
o f th e  negation:

Relations of personal dependence (entirely spontaneous at the outset) are the first 
social forms, in which human productive capacity develops only to a slight extent 
and at isolated points. Personal independence founded on ohfeetivedependence is 
the second great form, in which a system of general social metabolism, of uni
versal relations, of all-round need and universal capacities is formed for the first 
time. Free individuality, based on the universal development of individuals and 
on their subordination of their communal, social productivity as their social 
wealth, is the third stage. The second stage creates the conditions for the third.1

A s is clear from  the context, the pre-capitalist m odes o f production belong 
to the first stage. In the Theories of Surplus-Value a som ew hat different 
periodization is presented, w ith all class societies incorporated in the 
second stage:

The original unity between the worker and the conditions of production 
(abstracting from slavery, where the labourer himself belongs to the objective 
conditions) has two main forms: the Asiatic communal system (primitive com
munism) and small-scale agriculture based on the family (and linked with domes
tic industry) in one form or another. Both are embryonic forms and both are 
equally unfitted to develop labour as social labour and the productive power of 
social labour Hence the necessity for the separation, for the rupture, for the 
antithesis of labour and property (by which property in the conditions of produc
tion is to be understood). The most extreme form of this rupture, and the one in 
which the productive forces of social labour are also most powerfully developed, 
is capital. The original unity can be re-established only on the material founda
tions which capital creates and by means of the revolutions which, in the process 
of this creation, the working class and the whole society undergo.2

Like W eber and D urkheim , M arx thus saw  the progress of h istory u p  to 
the present a s  on e o f constant differentiation. U nlike them, he did not see 
this a s  an irreversible process, but predicted that there w ould occur a final 
stage of integration or loss o f differentiation. T hus, for instance:

Capitalist production completely tears asunder the old bond of union which held 
together agriculture and manufacture in their infancy. But at the same time it 
creates the material conditions fora higher synthesis in the future, viz. the union

'  Crundrisse. p 158.
2 Theories o f  S u rp lu s -V a lu e . vol. 3, pp. 422-3.



of agriculture and industry on the basis of the more perfected forms they have 
acquired during their temporary separation.1

In this integrated society m en w ou ld  not, h ow ever, be absorbed w ithout 
rem ainder in the com m unity, a s  w as  the case in the earliest form s. T hey 
w ould  retain and in fact d evelo p  the individuality  that is fostered b y  class 
society, but w ithout the agonistic and antagonistic character w hich  pre
vails in the "sp iritu al anim al k in gd o m " (2.2.7). The in dividual no less 
than the society w ou ld  be rendered w h ole  again , enriched by the m iddle 
passage  through separation and alienation.

There can be little question that this w as  M arx 's vision  o f w orld history. 
D oes it q u a lify  as a teleological v iew , in w hich  the earlier stages are seen  
as tending irresistib ly tow ards the latter and as being explained by their 
contribution to the latter? O r d id  M arx sim ply state a series o f necessary 
conditions for the su ccessive  stages to em erge? In m y opinion the texts to 
be quoted below  all point tow ards the first interpretation. In the Results of 
the Immediate Process of Production M arx argued  that the capitalist inversion  
of subject into object and vice versa

is the indispensable transition without which wealth as such. i.e. the relentless 
productive forces of social labour, which alone can form the material base of a free 
human society, could not possibly be created by force at the expense of the 
majority. This antagonistic stage cannot be avoided.*

In the 18 6 1-3  Critique M arx again  quotes the verse from  G oethe, 
im m ediately after the rem ark that " I t  is, in fact, on ly  at the greatest w aste 
o f in d ividual developm en t that the developm ent o f general m en is 
secured in those epochs o f h istory w hich  prelude to a socialist constitu
tion o f h u m an ity ."1 2 3 This phrase, w hich  is repeated alm ost verbatim  in 
Capital III/  hard ly  m akes sen se  outside the teleological fram e o f m ind. 
Like the preceding passage, it is m arked by the characteristic u se  of the 
passive, subjectless voice o f the verb . The antagonistic stage "can n ot be 
a v o id e d " -  avo id ed  by w hom ? The developm ent of m ankind " is  secu red " 
-  secured b y  w hom ?

C o n sid er finally tw o m ore p assages from  the 18 6 1-3  m anuscript:

Surplus labour is the labour of the worker, of the individual, beyond the limits of 
his own needs. It is truly labour for the benefit of society, even though, initially, 
the capitalist collects the proceeds of this surplus labour in the name of society As 
we have pointed out, this surplus labour is, on the one hand, the basis of society's

1 Capital f, p 505.
2 Remits of the Immediate Process of Production, p. 990
* Zur Kritik(i 86 j-6 )). p. y rj  (English in the original).
* Capital III. p. 88.
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free time, and, on the other, it provides the material basis for the entire develop
ment of society and of culture in general By forcing the great mass of society to 
carry out this work which goes beyond its immediate needs, the coercive power of 
capital creates culture: it fulfils an historical and social function 1

[Although] at first the development of the capacities of the human spears takes 
place at the cost of the majority o f human individuals and even classes, in the end 
it breaks through this contradiction and coincides with the development of the 
individual; the higher development of the individual is thus only achieved by a 
historical process during which individuals are sacrificed, for the interests of the 
species, as in the animal and plant kingdoms, always assert themselvesat the cost 
of the interest of individuals, because these interests of the species coincide only 
with the interests of certain individuals, and it is this coincidence which constitutes 
the strength of these privileged individuals.2

The first text is a quite extraord in ary hom age to the capitalist as the 
unconscious agen t o f hum anity and civilization. The second contains a 
blatantly teleological statem ent to the effect that the interests o f the 
species a lw a y s  assert them selves. True, M arx also app ears to suggest a 
m echanism  through w hich  the species interest can assert itself, nam ely 
by coinciding w ith the private interest o f certain individuals. But since 
nothing is said about w h y  this coincidence should enable those private 
interests to get the u pper hand, w e are left w ith an unsubstantiated 
postu late .1

2.4.3. Discussion
I h ave  been concerned to bring out M arx’s  teleological v iew  o f history, 
closely linked to the functional m ode o f explanation d iscussed  in 1.4 . The 
central event in the developm en t o f hum anity -  the rupture occurring 
w ith the em ergence o f class society, culm inating in capitalism  -  w as 
exp lain ed  by its ind ispen sab le  place as a stepping-stone to com m unism . 
O ne could object that M arx 's goal w as  rather to explain  lhat rupture in 
ord in ary causal, or causal-cum -intentional language. H is aim  w as to 
explain  how  in d iv id u als and classes, in trying to prom ote their ow n inter
est, cam e to realize ch an ges thal w ere  no part o f their pu rpose -  nor o f an y 
other pu rpose. T h is objection, h ow ever, m isses the m ark. It is part and 
parcel o f the teleological tradition that all even ts can be explained twice 
over, cau sally  as w ell as teleologically. 'T h e re  are tw o realm s, that of

1 Zur Kritik(i86i -4)f. p. 173.
1 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. 2. p. 118.
* True, Marx may be read as saying here that when the interest of the species asserts itself, it 

does so at the expense of individuals, not that it always asserts itself, but I find this less 
plausible in the light of the passage as a whole In any case the explanatory power of the 
coincidence would still remain mysterious.
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efficient causes and that o f final causes, and each is sufficient to explain 
everyth in g  in detail, as if the other did not e x is t ." ' W hen G od  created the 
u n iverse , he set up the causal chain that w ou ld  best bring about h is goal, 
so that an y  event can be explained  both as the effect o f its predecessor in 
the causal chain  and a s  part o f an optim al chain. It takes som e m ental 
effort to understand how  this v iew  could su rv ive  in a secular v iew  of 
history, yet it certainly did so in H egel and to a large extent in M arx.

M arx 's m ost explicitly teleological statem ent is the postulate that the 
interest o f the species a lw a y s  asserts itself. Humanity w as  for M arx w hat 
Spirit or R eason w as for H egel -  the supra-individual entity w h o se  full 
developm en t is the goal o f h istory, even  though it is not en dow ed w ith 
the qualities o f  an intentional agen t w h o  could act to bring about that goal. 
A ccording to m ethodological in d ividualism , hum anity as su ch  cannot 
act, at least not before the em ergence o f com m unist society that turns it 
into a collective actor. In that society m en w ill in fact be able to control 
their o w n  developm ent, but on e cannot coherently assu m e that the 
developm ent o f hum anity u p  to that stage w ill occur a s  if it had already 
been reached. T h e fact that one possible developm en t h as a s  its end result 
the em ergence o f a collective actor that could have gu ided the process 
tow ards that end had it been present from the beginning is no guarantee 
that h istory will in fact evo lve  in that direction.

Even assu m in g  that the presence o f teleology in M arx is granted, its 
im portance m ight still be questioned. O ne m ight d en y, that is, that 
M arx 's speculative ph ilosop h y o f h istory has consequences for his other 
w ritin gs and activities. Later chapters in this book will refute this v iew , 
and show  that the teleological attitude w as far from inconsequential -  
both as concerns M arx 's explanation o f historical even ts and with respect 
to his o w n  political practice. T h u s his explanation o f the French R evo lu 
tion and his ow n  strategy in the G erm an Revolution o f 1848 w ere  both 
sh ap ed  by his ph ilosop h y o f h istory (7 .2 .1) , as w as  his im plausible belief 
that the subjective and the objective conditions for a com m unist revo lu 
tion w ou ld  com e together in one and the sam e country (5 .2 .3).

A  political theorist w h o  is a lso  a political organizer m ay easily  find 
h im self in a situation w h ere  his theory tells him to pursue or ap p ro ve  a 
course o f action w h ose  im m ediate consequences are undesirable as 
evaluated  b y  the sam e theory M arx, for instance, found him self com 
pelled to " s a y  to the w orkers and the petty bourgeois: it is better to suffer 
in m o d em  bourgeois society, w hich  by its industry creates the material 1

1 Leibniz, "Considérations sur les principes de vie", p. 54a.
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m eans fo r  the foundation o f a n ew  society that will liberate you all, 
than to revert to a bygone form  o f society w hich, on the pretext of 
sav in g  you r classes, thrusts the entire nation back into m edieval 
b arb arism ".' Substitute the peasantry for the petty bourgeoisie, and 
prim itive socialist accum ulation for m odern bourgeois society, and you  
have the classic justification for Stalinism .

Let u s assu m e that o u r political theorist em ploys a straightforw ard 
utilitarian fram ew ork. This im plies, am ong other things, that he does 
not believe that the current generation has rights that constrain the 
intertem poral calculus o f benefits, nor that there is a distinction 
betw een first-person and third-person m orality -  betw een w hat ought 
to be done and w hat on e ought to do. The right thing to do is then 
sim ply w h atever contributes m ost to total happiness over time. The 
question then arises how  on e is to know  w hat action this criterion 
favou rs. If one is very  confident o f the truth o f o n e 's political theory, 
one w ill unhesitatingly accept the sacrifice o f those now  liv in g  for the 
sake o f later generations. This kind o f confidence is strongly  en cou r
aged by a specu lative ph ilosophy o f history, and quite difficult to 
sustain w ithout one. U sually , if a person  acts on his beliefs about the 
future course o f history, his actions will take account o f the uncertainty 
su rroun din g those beliefs. This w ill inspire caution, a preference for 
reversible choices and a greater reluctance to im pose certain suffering 
for the sake o f uncertain benefits. But if the belief is held in the m ode 
o f total certainty, there will be nothing to restrain one from  taking 
drastic action. This holds even  m ore strongly  if the philosophy of 
history go es together w ith a form  o f functional explanation that can 
ju stify  the notion o f "ob jective  com plicity".* From  Stalin to the Red 
G u ard s this outlook h as led to a d isregard  for in d ividuals that go es far 
beyond the denial o f methodological individualism .

The m ain objection, therefore, to speculative theories o f history rest
ing on the notion o f "recu ler pou r m ieux sau ter" is practical, not theo
retical Their intellectual shortcom ings, though serious w h en  m easured 
by intellectual standards, are o f little im port com pared to the political 1

1 Neue RJiamsdif Z c itu n 22.1.1849.
2 Tsou, "Bark from the brink", p. 63. argues that "functional analysis can be placed in the 

service of radicalism as well as conservatism". In China, for instance, the "misuse o f  

functional analy sis as a political weapon conlnbuted to the loss ol a generation of educated 
youth, scientists, engineers, physicians, humanists, social scientists, writers, artists and 
other specialists".



disasters they can inspire. We should retain the respect for the individual 
that is at the core o f M arx 's theory o f com m unism , but not the philosophy 
o f h istory that a llo w s on e to regard pre-com m unist in d ividuals as so 
m any sheep  for the slaughter.

118  2. Philosophical anthropology
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3 .1 . Methodology
3 .1 . 1 .  "M odels" in Marx
3.1.2 . Essence and appearance

3.2. The labour theory of value
3.2 .1. Basic notions
3.2.2. Derivation of prices and the rate of profit
3.2.3. Two transcendental arguments

3.3. Accumulation and technical change
3 .3 .1. Simple and extended reproduction
3.3.2. Technical change

3.4. Theories of capitalist crises
3.4 .1. Desiderata for a Marxist theory of crises
3.4.2. The theory of the falling rate of profit
3.4.3. Theories of insufficient demand

In this chapter I set out the m ain tenets o f M arx's an alysis o f capitalism  as 
an econom ic system . This an a lysis  rests on tw o m ain pillars: the labour 
theory o f  valu e and the theory o f the falling rale o f profit. Both have 
conclusively  been show n to be invalid . Yet their centrality in Marx -  and 
in later M arxist w o rk  -  w arrants and indeed requires the attention given 
to them here M oreover, the fram ew ork o f M arx 's econom ic theory could 
perhaps be used to d eve lo p  m ore robust propositions than he w as able to 
advan ce him self. I shall provide, therefore, a fairly exhaustive, although 
com pact, d iscussion  o f M arx 's econom ic theories. I shall first in 3 .1  touch 
upon som e problem s o f m ethod. In 3 .2  I define the basic notions o f the 
theory, an d  d iscu ss M arx 's  attem pt to explain  prices and profit in term s of 
labour value. In 3 . 3 1 consider w hat in m y v iew  rem ains the m ost valuable 
part o f M arx 's econom ics, his theory o f accum ulation and technical 
change. In 3.4  I conclude w ith a su rvey  of the m ain theories of crises 
proposed  b y  M arx. With a very  few’ exceptions nothing I shall have to say  
in this chapter is original. The w ork  o f O kishio, M orishim a, von W eiz
sàcker, Sam u elson , Steedm an and Roem er over the last decades has 
clarified the issu es to a point w here little is left to be added beyond som e 
exegetical com m ents.

For m any readers. M arxist econom ics will be more o r less syn on ym ou s

Cc
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w ith  the labour theory o f value. That theory does indeed have a central 
place in the fo llow in g exposition , not on ly  in 3 .2  w here it is form ally 
stated and d iscu ssed , but in other sections a s  w ell. I argu e that the theory 
is u se less at best, harm ful and m isleading at its not infrequent w orst. 
Specifically , the labour theory o f valu e is incapable o f exp lain ing the 
form ation o f equilibrium  prices an d  the equilibrium  rate o f profit (3.2 .2). 
N or does the claim  that labour is the source o f exchange valu e and of 
profit su rv ive  a critical exam ination (3 .2 .3). Labour valu es a s  conceived by 
M arx con fu se the an alysis o f balanced grow th ( 3 .3 1 ) ,  an d  are m isleading 
as a tool for the theory o f resource allocation and technical choice (3 .3 .2). 
In add ition , adherence to the labour theory o f value led M arx to adopt an 
invalid exp lanation  o f capital fetishism  (2.3.2). O n the other hand, labour 
valu es have a place in the theory o f exploitation ( 4 1 ) ,  although even  in 
this role they are open to serious objections.

3 .x . M ethodology

M any o f the d iscu ssion s in chapter 1 ap p ly  im m ediately to M arx 's 
econom ic theory, such as the an a lysis  o f rational-choice theory ( 1 .2 . 1 )  and 
the com m ents on the m ethodology o f unintended consequences ( 1 .3 .2 ) . 
Som e additional problem s also  arise , h o w ever, that are m ore specifically 
related to his econom ic w ritin gs. In 3 . 1 . 1  I first consider the ap p ro p ria
teness o f talking about M arx 's econom ic “ m o d els", in the m odern sense 
o f that term . U nder this heading I a lso  d iscuss M arx 's use o f “ tendency 
la w s"  to exp lain  econom ic relations. In 3 . 1 .2  I com m ent on  M arx 's 
attem pt to a p p ly  the H egelian distinction betw een essence and ap p ear
ance to econom ic life, notably to the relation betw een  valu es and prices. I 
argue that w h ile  this particular application fails, others hold out m ore 
prom ise. T h is d iscu ssion  is c losely  related to the an a lysis  o f fetishism
(2.3 .2) an d  o f ideo logy  (notably 8 .2.3).

3 . 1 . 1 .  “ M o d e ls "  in M arx
M arx had an econom ic theory, but it is no* clear w h eth er he also m inted it 
out in econom ic m o d els .1 This in vo lves the u se  o f deliberately sim plify
ing, quantitative assu m ption s -  ach ieving precision at the expense o f 
realism . Som e o f the -  interrelated -  advan tages o f m odels are the 
fo llow ing, (i) They m ake it possib le to assess the consistency o f a theory 
and to derive testable im plications from  it. A s  long as a theory is offered

1 For perceptive comments on the relation between theory and models In Marxism, see 
Roemer. Analytical Tounàlatèom, pp. iff and especially A Central Theory, pp 152-}.
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m erely in  verbal term s, it is im possible to determ ine the net equilibrium  
effect o f all the relations in volved , (ii) They allow  econom ies o f exposition. 
If, for instance, w e  w ant to provide a counterexam ple to som e proposi
tion, it does not m atter if it is very  abstract or starkly im plausible a s  long as 
it satisfies the antecedents o f the proposition, (iii) M odels enable u s to 
p lay  the d evil's  advocate. W hen it is difficult to a rn ve  at exact estim ates of 
an em pirical relation, one can tip the scales against oneself by assum ing 
the h ypoth esis that is least favourable to w hat one w ants to prove, (iv) 
Finally, m odels are indispensable in that they allow  us to talk o f one thing 
at a time. True, there is the d an ger that one m ay believe that a general- 
equilibrium  theory can be constructed by add ing together conclusions 
derived  from  partial-equilibrium  or ceteris paribus m odels. Vet science has 
to begin som ew here, and as long as one is aw are  o f the lim itations o f such 
local studies they are an invaluable tool for the advan ce o f know ledge.

M arx w as w ell aw are  o f  these ad van tages, although his H egelian 
training som etim es led him astray. H is attem pts to provide algebraic or 
arithm etic proofs o f h is m ain assertions show  that he recognized the 
p o w er of m athem atics in this respect,1 even though today his efforts 
appear extrem ely clum sy. Unlike H egel, he did not relegate m athem atics 
to the platitudinous level o f the "u n d erstan d in g ", as opposed to 
"re a s o n " . N or did he join E n gels in the attem pt to m ake m athem atics into 
a m ysteriously  "d ia lectica l" d iscip line (1.5 .2 ). M arx w as also aw are  o f the 
need to tackle problem s one at a time, to reduce com plex econom ic 
system s to m ore m anageable proportions. In a letter to Engels he states 
that in his planned discussion o f "cap ital in g en era l" h e w ill assum e that

the wage of labour is set at its minimum. The movements of wages and the rise 
and fall of this minimum itself belong to the analysis of wage labour. Moreover I 
assume that landed property =  0, i.e. land as a particular economic relation does 
not yet concern us. Only by this procedure does one avoid the necessity of 
bringing everything to bear upon everything/

In a contem porary passage  from  the Grundrisse he also states (som ew hat 
am biguously) that "A ll o f Ihese fixed suppositions them selves become 
fluid in fhe further course o f developm ent. But only by holding them  fast 
at the beginning is their developm en t possible w ithout confounding 
everyth in g  " 3

H is actual practice also conform s to this principle. T hus in Capital !  he 
assum es that prices are directly proportional to labour values, g iving 
notice that this is on ly  a tem porary sim plification that will be abandoned

1 Co Smolinski. "Kart Marx and mathematical economics".
* Marx to Engels 2 .4 .1858 J Grurutmsf, p. 817.
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later, a s  in deed  it is in Capital III.* In Capital II he notes that in the an alysis 
o f sim ple reproduction on e m ust d isregard  foreign trade: it "c a n  only 
confuse w ithout contributing an y  new  elem ent o f the problem  o r o f its 
so lu tio n ".1 2 * In Capital I he sim ilarly argu es that " In  order to exam ine the 
object o f our investigation  in its integrity, free from  all d isturbing 
su b sid iary  circum stances, w e m ust treat the w hole w orld  as one nation, 
and assu m e that capitalist production is everyw h ere  established an d  has 
p ossessed  itself o f every  branch o f in d u stry ."*  A  sim ilar abstraction 
u nderlies the vast project from  1858, o f w hich  the Grundnsse w as  to form 
only  on e o f six  parts. H ere the purely  econom ic categories o f capital, land 
and labour w ere  to be treated before the state. The latter w as  to be 
d iscu ssed  first in its internal and then in its external aspects, and only 
thereafter w ou ld  the w h ole  edifice be crow n ed  by an an alysis  o f the w’orld 
m arket.4 This m ethod o f su ccessive  approxim ations is in no w a y  rem ark
able in itself, but sh o w s that M arx d id  not fall into the trap o f prem ature 
totalization w hich  from  Lukacs onw ard  has p lagued  W estern M arxism .5 *

M arx also  appreciated the ad van tage o f m odels in m ounting his attack 
on capitalism . H e w anted to show  that the flaw s o f capitalism  w ere 
inherent in the system , not im perfections that could be rem oved by 
m inor, reform ist change. In the 18 6 1-3  Critique he g ives notice that he 
shall not take account o f tem porary d epression s in the valu e o f labour- 
pow er, or o f the use o f w om en  and children in production. 'T h u s  w e give 
capital a fair chance, by assu m in g  the non-existence o f its m ost horrible 
asp ects."*  In the G rundnsse  he argu es that one "m u st a lw a y s  presuppose 
here that the w ag e  paid is economically just, i.e . that it is determ ined by the 
general law s o f econom ics. The contradictions have to follow  from  the 
general relations them selves, and not from  fraud by in dividual cap i
ta lis ts ."7 M arx is lean in g  over backw ards to m ake his indictm ent o f capi
talism  as general and pow erfu l as possible. The sam e m otivation, I be
lieve, underlies h is tendency to assu m e com petitive conditions, and to 
d isregard  m onopolistic and m onopsonistic practices.

Still I d o  not b elieve that M arx had rid him self com pletely o f the 
H egelian outlook that is w ell sum m arized in a passage from  the Philosophy 
of Right: "A ll e lse , apart from  this actuality established through the

1 Capital I, pp 166, 216. * Capital II, p. 470. * Capital I, p. 581.
4 Foi a full discussion of Marx's successive plans tor his major work, see Rubel, "Plan et

méthode de I' 'Economie"'.
* Lukacs. "Die Verdinglichung und das Bewusstsein des Proletariats", part 111; rp. also

Sartre, "Question de méthode"
‘  7.ur Kritik(i86i-)l, p 41; "fair chance" in English in the original.
7 C m n d r i f i f ,  p. 426; see also Capital I, p 314
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w ork in g  o f the concept itself, is ephem eral existence, external contin
gen cy. opin ion , unsubstantial appearance, falsity, illusion and so fo rth ." ’ 
O n this view , the aspects o f reality that are not captured by our theory are 
ipso facto not w orth  considering. In M arx 's w ork  this attitude com es to the 
surface w h en  he den ies the possibility o f determ ining a "n a tu ra l" rate of 
interest:

If we inquire further as to why the limits of a mean rate of interest cannot be de
duced from general laws, w e find the answer lies simply in the nature of interest. 
It is merely a part of the average profit. The same capital appears in two roles -  as 
loanable capital in the lender's hand and as industrial or commercial capital in the 
hands of the functioning capitalist But it functions just once, and produces profit 
just once. In the production process itself, the nature of capital as loanable capital 
plays no role. How the two parties who have claim to it divide the profit is in itself 
just as purely empirical a matter belonging to the realm of accident as the distribu
tion of percentage shares of a common profit in a business partnership/

M arx here m akes the very  sam e error that J. Pen has criticized in connec
tion w ith  the last-m entioned problem , that o f d ivid ing the benefits from 
cooperation. Pen observes that if a situation such as bilateral m onopoly is 
indeterm inate according to one particular m odel, this d o es not m ean that 
the situation is indeterm inate in i t s e l f Indeed, the last notion is devoid  of 
sen se , at least outside quantum  m echanics. In the social sciences w e 
n ever encounter phenom ena that are accidental in an absolute sense, 
on ly  theory-relative accidents.

M arx referred to the law  o f the falling rate o f profit as a "ten d en cy  law '". 
A s  pointed out by M ark B laug, this can to som e extent be defended as a 
claim  that the law  is valid  on ly  u nder the sim plify in g assum ptions o f a 
m odel.4 Let m e distinguish  betw een three cases here. First, it is quite 
reasonable to d isregard  counter-tendencies that are totally exogenous to 
the m ain tendency. This m ight w ell be the case, for instance, w ith foreign 
trade, w hich  can legitim ately be d isregarded in order to bring out the in
ternal dynam ic o f capitalism  as a self-contained system . (On the other 
han d , o f course, such "sa fe ty -v a lv e s" could m ake a great deal of 
difference if w e  are concerned w ith  predicting the course o f actual econ
om ies.) Secon d ly , but m ore questionably, on e m ight disregard counter
tendencies that are causally  generated by the m ain tendency. The capi
talists, observing the fall in the rate o f profit, m ight take m easures that

1 Hegel. Philosophy o f Right. $  i.
2 Capital III, p. 364. See also Panico, "Marx s analysis at rhe relationship between the rate of 

interest and the rate of profit", who arrives at a similar conclusion.
* Pen, The Wage Rate under Collective Bargaining, pp. 91 ff.
4 Blaug. The Methodology of Economics, pp. 668 and A Methodological Appraisal of Marxian 

Economics, pp. 418.
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partly or com pletely offset it. The open ing o f foreign m arkets m ight in fact 
be m otivated by such considerations. In this case w e  can still refer to a 
main tendency because o f its causal prim acy, but this does not prove that 
it is also the m ain tendency in the sen se  o f being quantitatively dom inant. 
It m ight w ell generate counter-tendencies that com pletely annul it. In that 
case w e m ight still w ant to stu d y the m ain tendency in isolation, precisely 
to bring out that it w ill not be a llo w ed  to rem ain in isolation. H egel's 
an a lysis  in the Philosophy of Right o f the internal contradictions of cap i
talism  h as exactly this hypothetical structure.1

Thirdly, and less justifiably, on e m ight d isregard  the counter-tenden
cies that are causally correlated w ith the m ain tendency, because they 
stem  from  the sam e causes. This is w h at M arx proposed to do: "W e have 
thus seen  in a general w a y  that the sam e in fluences which produce a 
tendency in the rate o f profit to fall, also call forth counter-effects, which 
ham per, retard, and partly para lyse this fa ll ." 1 In particular, this ho lds for 
the rise in the rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e  and the fall in the valu e o f the elem ents 
o f constant capital: these have the sam e cause as the "m a in "  tendency o f 
the rate o f profit to fall, n am ely technical progress. U nder this circum 
stance the o n ly  interesting question concerns the net effect produced by 
that com m on cause, w hile the splitting u p  into a m ain tendency and a 
countertendency becom es quite artificial.7 In M arx this procedure is re
lated to his general teleological outlook. The tendency of capitalism  to 
d estroy itself w as for him a  tangible fact, g iven  prior to the an alysis o f the 
specific  m echanism  w hereby it com es about.

3.1.2. Essence and appearance
M arx frequently referred to a distinction betw een "W eserT  and "E rs- 
c h e in u n g ", essence and appearance, in econom ic life. I shall not go 
d eep ly  into the dark ly  H egelian  origin  o f these notions, except to suggest 
that in his best-know n application o f them M arx m ay have m isu n 
derstood H egel quite radically.

The appearance, that w hich ap p ears, a llo w s for tw o different anto
n ym s. First, it m ay be contrasted w ith w hat is h idden, and accessible on ly  
by the m ediation o f thought. In this sense one m ay say that behind the

1 In the Philosophy of Right (§§ 244M) I leg«»I explain* the existence ol the state by pointing 10 
the social contradictions (1.5.3) t*14* would arise in its absence 

3 Capital III. p. 239.
7 The same ambiguity surrounds the proposal by Guy Bois that the decline ol feudalism can. 

be explained by the "tendency of the rate of feudal levy to fall** (Crise du Féodalisme, pp 
203-4, 354-5)- The use of the word "tendency” presumably implies that there were also 
countertendencies; if so, one would want to know what was their causal relationship 
(correlation or causation) and what was the net effect o f  the various forces.
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appearance o f a table is the atom ic structure that form s its essence. This, 
broadly sp eak in g, is h o w  M arx conceived o f the relation betw een labour 
valu es and prices. The form er are of a different and m ore fundam ental 
ontological order than the latter, w hich , h ow ever, are the only ones that 
ap p ear to the econom ic agents. Prices are on the surface o f things, in the 
double sen se  o f being im m ediately observable and o f being explicable in 
term s o f a deeper and m ore fundam ental structure. Secondly, one m ay 
focus on the local character o f the appearance -  since w hat app ears a lw ays 
app ears to a person occu pying  a particular standpoint and observing the 
phenom ena from  a particular perspective. H ence an y  g iven  appearance 
m ay be contrasted w ith the global network o f appearances that is not tied to 
any particular standpoint. A s far a s  1 understand H egel's  theory of 
essence and appearance, the second interpretation is the correct one. It 
says that the essen ce is the totality o f interrelated appearances, not som ething 
that is "b e h in d " them  and of a different ontological o rd er.’ A n  exam ple is 
the relation o f partial-equilibrium  to general-equilibrium  an alysis in 
econom ics

In 3 .2  I argue that labour valu es are not in an y w ay  prior to prices. 
H ence M arx 's theory should be dism issed because it is incorrect, not 
because it rests on a faulty understanding o f H egel. Yet because this 
understanding w as  an im portant part o f his m otivation for insisting on 
the prim acy o f labour values, an extended quotation o f his v iew s m ay be 
in order:

It is then only an accident if the surplus-value, and thus the profit, actually 
produced in any particular sphere of production, coincides with the profit con
tained in the selling price of a commodity. As a rule, surplus-value and profit, and 
not their rates alone, are then different magnitudes At a given degree of exploit
ation, the mass of surplus-value produced in a particular sphere of production is 
then more important for the aggregate average profit of social capital, and thus for 
the capitalist class in general, than for the individual capitalist in any specific 
branch of production. It is of importance to the latter only in so far as the quantity 
of surplus-value produced in his branch helps to regulate the average profit. But 
this is a process which occurs behind his back, one he does not see. nor under
stand, and which indeed does not interest him . . .

The fact that this intrinsic connection is here revealed for the firs! time; that up 
to the present time political economy . . .  cither forcibly abstracted itself from the 
distinctions between surplus-value and profit, and their rates, so it could retain 
value determination as a basis, or else abandoned this value determination and 
with it all vestiges of a scientific approach, in order to cling to the differences that 
strike the eye in this phenomenon -  this confusion of the theorists best illustrates 1

1 I owe this understanding of Hegel to lectures by Jean Hyppoliteat the Collège de France in
1966.
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the utter incapacity of the practical capitalist, blinded by competition as he is, and 
incapable of penetrating its phenomena, to recognize the inner essence and inner 
structure of this process behind its outer appearance.1

W hatever e lse  it is, this contrast b etw een  the inner and the outer is bad 
H egelian ism ,2 and not the better for being bad H egelianism . Yet the refer
ence to the b linding effects o f com petition su ggests the second -  m ore 
authentic an d  intrinsically m ore interesting -  reading o f the distinction. 
T h e appearan ce, one m ight say  in l.eibnizian term s, reflects the essence 
from  its point o f v iew , w hich  m ay w ell be a distorted or one-sided one.

M arx em p loys the distinction in this second sen se  in Capital I, w hen  he 
com es to the an alysis o f w ages H e took great pride in his distinction 
betw een  labour an d  labour-pow er,3 and strongly  objected to the expres
sion "v a lu e  o f lab o u r". In the latter phrase,

the idea of value is not only completely obliterated, but actually reversed. It is an 
expression as imaginary as the value of the earth. These imaginary expressions 
arise, however, from the relations of production themselves. They are categories 
for the phenomenal form of essential relations That in their appearance things 
often represent themselves in inverted form is pretty well known in every science 
except Political Economy.4

A few  pages later this is spelled out in a sociologically m ore interesting 
w ay :

The wage form thus extinguishes every trace of the division of the working-day 
info necessary labour and surplus-labour, into paid and unpaid labour. All labour 
appears as paid labour. In the corvée, the labour of the worker for himself, and his 
compulsory labour for his lord, differ in space and time in the clearest possible 
way. In slave-labour, even that part of the working-day in which the slave is only 
replacing the value of his own means of existence, in which, therefore, in fact he 
works for himself alone, appears as labour for his master. All the slave s labour 
appears as unpaid labour. In wage-labour, on the contrary, even surplus-labour, 
or unpaid labour, appears as paid. There the property relation conceals the 
labour of the slave for himself; here the money relation conceals the unrequited 
labour of the wage labourer.*

We are dealing here w ith a generalized form  o f fetishism , that is structur
ally  induced illusions about how  the econom y w orks. O ne m ight be 
tem pted to conclude that the proper place for the essen ce-app earan ce 
distinction is not in econom ic theory proper, but in the socio logy of

' Capital III, pip, 167-8
2 Cp. Hegel. The Phenomenology of Spirit, passim A vigorous criticism of s similar fallacy in 

Chinese thought is given by Levenson, Con/ucun China and its Modern Fate. vol. I. ch. iv.
1 See Engels, Prrfarr to the 1891 edition of IVage Labour and Capital.
4 Capital7,  p . 5 > 7 . 5 Hud., pp  339- 4»-
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econom ic thought, and this is indeed to som e extent the case. H ence the 
problem  is a lso  d iscu ssed , in 8 .2 .3 , as a sub-variety o f ideological 
thinking. Yet to insist on this labelling w ou ld  be to m iss the im portant 
point that econom ic theory should  also  aim  at exp lain ing the form ation of 
econom ic beliefs. The sociology o f kn ow ledge m ay be helpful in 
exp lain ing the beliefs o f the econom ic agen ts, hence also their actions, 
and hence in fact the aggregate structure that generates the beliefs in the 
first place. The -  system atically  distorted -  beliefs about the structure (i) 
are to be explained  by the structure and (ii) enter into the explanation o f its 
persistence. I subm it that this is a central and valuable insight o f M arx 's 
econom ic theory, perhaps derived  from  and at least com patible w ith the 
H egelian  v iew  that the essence is upheld  by the very  appearan ce it 
generates. H ence, I believe, the centrality o f the term “ critique'' in the title 
or subtitle o f M arx 's m ajor econom ic w orks. To explain  the econom y, one 
m ust also explain  how  the econom ic agents -  and, fo llow ing them , the 
political econom ists -  arrive at incorrect beliefs about h o w  it w orks.

3.2. The labour theory of value

A s a prelim inary to the exposition  o f the labour theory o f value, and to the 
later parts o f this chapter, I first in 3 .1  set out the basic notions o f M arxian 
econom ics. I then go  on to con sider several interpretations o f -  and 
possib le argum ents for -  the labour theory o f value. The theory h as been 
understood a s  explain ing: first, relative prices and the rate o f profit in 
equilibrium ; secondly, the condition o f possibility o f exchange value and 
profit; and lastly, the rational allocation o f good s in a  planned econom y. 
O f these, the first tw o form  the object o f 3 .2 .2  and 3 .2 .3  respectively, 
w hile the third is postponed to 3 .3 .2 .

3.2.1. Basic notions'
M arx conceived o f the econom y as d ivided  into tw o or three sectors. The 
best-know n m odel in vo lves a capital go o d s sector and a consum ption 
good s sector, w hile another splits the latter into one sector producing 
necessities for the w ork ers and o n e  producing luxury good s for the cap i
talists. M odern treatm ents use the m ore general n-sector approach , and I 
shall m ostly use the sam e procedure, except w h en  a two-sector m odel is 
better suited for illustrative p u rp o ses To describe the sectors and their 
interrelations, w e  m ust know  the productive technology and the real 1

1 I shall not give reference* for these definition*. The reader ran find the source* by looking 
at the inde* to the edition* of Captai I and Captai III in Marr-EugW* Wtrke.
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w age , from w hich  -  g iven  the institutional assum ptions o f profit 
m axim ization and perfect com petition -  labour values, equilibrium  
prices and the equilibrium  rate o f profit can be d erived . I postpon e to 
3 .2 .2  the deduction  o f prices and the profit rate, w hile the derivation  of 
labour valu es w ill be g iven  here.

I assu m e, then, that the econ om y is d iv id ed  into n sectors, each of 
w hich  produces a sin gle  hom ogeneous g o o d .1 I also rely on the tw ip  
assu m ption s o f constant returns to scale and fixed coefficients o f produ c
tion, im p ly in g  that factor input per unit o f product is independent both 
o f the scale o f production an d  o f factor prices. These assum ptions are 
u sually  im puted to M arx on insufficient textual evidence. I have argued 
elsew h ere  that in his verbal d iscu ssion s M arx recognized the obviou s 
facts that there is often a choice betw een labour-saving and labour-using 
techniques, and that production at a large scale is m ore efficient.2 Y et in 
his num erical m odels M arx retained the tw o  assum ptions, and I shall do 
the sam e here. It is also difficult to derive robust results in m odels that 
do not rely on these assum ptions. Treatm ents o f M arxist econom ics that 
abandon the assum ption  o f fixed coefficients are availab le,3 as are  also 
d iscu ssion s that a llow  for constant or decreasing returns to scale ,4 but 
none to m y kn ow ledge that adm it increasing returns.

G iven  these prelim inaries, w e  can characterize the technology of 
sector / in the econ om y b y  noting that the production o f one unit o f good 
j  requires a^ units o f labour (assum ed for the present to be hom ogen
eou s, and m easured  in , say , hours o f labour time) and alf units o f good i 
as inputs. The labour value o f on e unit o f good j  is the am ount o f labour 
that is needed to produce it -  needed directly (i.e. a a s  w ell a s  in
d irectly (i.e. the labour valu e o f non-labour inputs). The ap p arrn t 
circularity o f this definition is circum vented by the m ethod o f sim ultan
eo u s equations. Setting x, for the labour value o f one unit o f good j ,  the 
principle that valu e in m ust equal valu e out leads to the fo llow in g 
equations:

1 This involves excluding the case of joint production, of which much has been made in 
recent Marxist work; see Pasinetti (ed ), Essoys on the Theory of loinf Production The main 
use of this notion has been to conceptualize fixed capital, which in depreciated form is 
produced jointly with the main product. As shown b y  Sraffa, Production of Commodities by 
Means of Commodities, p. 95, there are passages in which Mam appears to think of fixed 
capital in this way. but in my opinion they are far too slender to allow us to My that he fully 
adopted this theory, let alone that he drew the full consequences of it. In any case I assume 
throughout that all constant capital is circulating capital, i.e. completely used up in the 
course of the production process, since at the chosen level of abstraction the discussion 
does not require the more complex idea of durable capital 

1 Explaining Tahnual Change, ch. J .
1 Roemer, Analytic*! Foundations, ch. 2 * Ibid,
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xf =  ûq +  a tfxt +  aiJx i  +  . . .  + a ,,xn, w ith/*»  1 ,2 , . . n (1)

G iven  certain conditions on the coefficients,1 this system  allo w s o f an 
econom ically m eaningful solution that defines the labour valu es o f all 
goods. The m ethod o f sim ultaneous equations corresponds to the fact that 
labour valu es are determ ined b y  w hat are currently the most efficient tech
niques o f production, and not by the techniques that as a m atter o f his
torical fact w ere  u sed  in producing the m eans o f production alf. "W hat 
determ ines valu e is not the am ount o f labour time incorporated in pro
ducts, but rather the am ount o f labour time n ecessary  at a n y  given 
m o m en t."J The fact that thecurren tly  used m ean so f production w ere pro
duced by labour in the past m ay or m ay not be relevant for the purpose o f 
norm ative an alysis (4.3.2), but is su rely  irrelevant for the analytical task of 
estim ating current labour va lu es.3

I shou ld  add , h o w ever, that the sim ultaneous m ethod is equivalent to a 
procedure that regards current value as the sum  o f an infinite series of 
labour in puts in the past. T o a  void com plex m atrixalgebra, 1 shall sh o w  this 
fo ra  sim ple one-sector m odel in w hich  com  and labourare used to produce 
c o m . Specifically , w e a ssu  m ed that a u nits o f seed com  a nd b u ni ts o f Inbou r 
are  needed to produce one unit o f corn. Setting 1  for the u nknow n  labour 
valu e o f one unit o f co m , w e im m ediately have

ax +  b = *x  (2)

w hich g iv e s  *  =  !*/( 1 -  a). We can also, h ow ever, reach the sam e result by 
an other route. Let us ask , n am ely, h o w  m uch direct labour and seed  com  
w as needed to produce the seed com  itself, assu m in g that the sam e tech
nique w as  em p loyed . The an sw er em erges by m ultiplying each o f the 
in puts in equ ation  (2) b y  the proportionality factor a. g iv in g  aJ units o f com  
and ab units o f labour. W e then ask the sam e question about the seed  com  
a \  and get the an sw er that it w as produced by the help o f aJ corn and a’b 
labour. C on tin u ing in this w ay , w e  can determ ine the labour value o f one 
unit o f  com  as the sum  of all labour in puts in the (infinite) past: 
x  =  b +  flfr +  <i,f7+ . . .  =  b/(i - a ) .  This m ight ap p ear to be a historical 
determ ination o f valu e, but o f cou rse the w hole operation takes place in 
logical, not historical tim e, hence it cannot be taken literallyasan  argum ent 
for the causal im portance o f the past in determ ining current values. 1 shall 
m ake use o f this construction in the discussion o f econom ic planning

The assum ption  that labour is hom ogeneous clearly m ust be justified,

1 llnd., p. yb. 1 Crundmse. p. 135.
3 Cp. my “Note on hysteresis in the social sciences".
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as M arx w ell kn ew . In one w ell-kn ow n  passage  he exp resses h im self in a 
w ay  that ap p ears to su ggest that skilled labour can be reduced to unskil
led labour by com paring the w age  rates.1 T h is, h o w ever, w as  not his 
position. R ather he argued  that skilled labour be conceived as unskilled 
labour plus an am ount o f invisible or hum an capital, that is skill, which is 
produced in m uch the sam e w ay  as a n y  other com m odity:

In order to modify the human organism, so that it may acquire skill and handiness 
in a given branch of industry, and become labour-power of a special kind, a 
special education or training is requisite, and this, on its part, costs an equivalent 
in commodities of a greater or less amount. This amount varies according to the 
more or less complicated character of the labour-power. The expenses of this 
education (excessively small in the case of ordinary labour-power) enter pro tanto 
into the total value spent in its production.1

This, h o w ever, rem ains am biguous, as observed  by Bob R ow th orn .5 The 
passage  m ay  be taken to say  that the valu e o f the labour-pow er o f the 
skilled w orker be construed as the sum  o f the value o f his m eans o f 
subsistence and the valu e exp en ded  in his education. The second 
com ponent o f the sum  is further defin ed  as the valu e o f the m eans of 
subsistence o f the educational w ork ers plus the valu e o f the educational 
m eans o f production. T h e reduction to unskilled labour takes place by 
com paring these “ in clusive v a lu e s" . This construction, h ow ever, su ffers 
from  the defect that a chan ge in the real w ag e  m ay influence the reduction 
rate and hence the labour va lu es o f all com m odities, not on ly  the valu e of 
labour-pow er. If w e  regard it a s  desirable that the labour valu e o f 
com m odities oth er than labour-pow er reflect nothing but technical condi
tions o f production, and in  particular that they be independent o f the 
class stru ggle  as part-determ inant o f the real w age , this counts d ecisively  
again st the proposed  m ethod. A n d  su re ly  it w as  M arx 's intention that 
labour valu es o f com m odities should be definable in term s o f labour 
expenditure o n ly , and not be sen sitive  to ch an ges in the rew ard o f labour.

A nother w ay  o f read in g  the passage  w as  su ggested  by H ilferd ing and 
further elaborated b y  R ow thorn . It in vo lves looking at the valu e created 
in the educational sector, rather than the valu e o f the constant and the 
variable capital em ployed  in it. This a llo w s us to determ ine the reduction 
rates in depen den tly  o f the w ag e  level, and -  as show n by Row thorn -  also 
perm its a m ore fruitful d iscu ssion  o f the im portance o f education in a 
capitalist econom y.

Yet this construction d o es not so lve the problem  o f heterogeneous

1 Capital I, p 44 2 IM  . p 17a, cp alv> p. 19ft
* R o w t h o r n ,  " S k i l le d  la b o u r  in  th e  M a r x is t  * y * t e m '\
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labour. T w o  im portant, unresolved  and probably unresolvable d iffi
culties rem ain. First, there is the issu e o f non-producible sk ills .1 These 
include natural talents a s  w ell as sk ills w h ose  acquisition at som e point 
becom es irreversib ly  blocked, notably verbal skills that are acquired in the 
fam ily at an early  age. This leads to truly heterogeneous labour, w hich 
cannot be circum vented in the w ay  just described. A t tim es M arx app ears 
to have believed that the problem  could be neglected, because of a ten
dency o f all labour to becom e unskilled lab o u r/ but this is flatly contradic
ted b y  other p assages that su ggest that all labour will becom e highly 
specialized and scientifically trained.3

Seco n d ly , Ian Steedm an has d raw n  attention to a different source of 
heterogeneity  in labour.4 Different form s o f labour m ay -  quite in d epen 
den tly  o f the level o f skill -  vary  according to the unpleasantness o f the 
w ork to be perform ed. In a com petitive labour m arket this w ill g ive  rise to 
w ag e  d ifferentials that lead to serious problem s for the labour theory of 
value. Steedm an has sh o w n  that g iven  such w age differences, central 
claim s o f M arx 's theory can be upheld  on ly  if the different form s o f con
crete labour are aggregated  via the relative w age rates o f those different 
kinds o f labour.5 O n the other hand the spirit o f the latter solution is quite 
contrary to the intentions behind the labour theory o f value. Su rely  M arx 
w ould  not h ave  adm itted that the labour content of com m odities could 
depen d on the subjective d isutility derived  from  certain form s of w ork , 
an y m ore than it could depen d on the outcom e of the class struggle

I conclude that the presence o f gen u in ely  and irreducibly heterogen
eous labour is a m ajor stum bling-block for M arxist econom ics. If taken 
seriously , it prevents the labour theory o f valu e from even  getting off the 
groun d , since the basic concepts cannot be defined. In 3 .2 .2  I go on to 
argue that even  if w e  d isregard  these difficulties, so  that the concept of 
labour va lu e  can be defin ed , the theory o f  labour value fails because there 
is no use to which the concept can be put. In the next chapter I d iscuss the 
difficulties that heterogeneous labour poses for the theory o f exploitation.

A ssu m in g , henceforw ard , that there is only on e form o f w orker and 
on ly  one form  o f w o rk  (i.e. that there are no differences in skill and no 
differences in the u npleasantn ess o f w ork), w e  can define the value of

1 This difficulty is emphasized by Blaug, "Another look at the reduction problem in Marx".
and bv Roemer, A General Theory, ch. 6.

* E.g Capital l, p. 198 3 E g. Grundmte. p p  705-6.
1 Steedman, "Heterogeneous lahour, money wages and Marx's theory".
'  For instance, this aggregation is required if we want to retain Marx's view that with zero 

profits or equal organic compositions ot capital, prices are proportional to values.
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labour-power as v ~  btx t +  btx2 +  . . .  +  b je ^  w h ere  b, is the am ount of 
com m odity i that enters into the daily consum ption o f the w orker. If the 
w orker w o rk s h hours a d ay , the surplus-value generated  is h -  v. This is 
the d ifference b etw een  the valu e created b y  the w orker and the valu e of 
his consum ption. Increasing the su rp lu s-valu e by increasing h g ives rise 
to absolute surplus-value, w h ereas an  increase that occurs by a low ering o f v  
creates relative surplus-inilue. The latter m ay in turn occur by a chan ge in 
the valu e o f com m odities, or by a chan ge in the real w age, or both . In 4 .1.4  
I d iscu ss in som e detail these determ inants of the rate o f surplus-w lue (h/v), 
a lso  referred to as the rate o f exploitation. In the present chapter 1 shall 
consider the valu e of labour-pow er as given 

Capital con sists o f factors o f production bought by a capitalist and 
operated for the pu rpose o f "va lo rizatio n " or profit-m aking. Variable capi
tal is the labour-pow er em ployed , w h ereas constant capital is m ade u p  of 
non-hum an factors o f production. I shall assu m e, a s  I did im plicitly in 
equation (1)  above, that the constant capital is com pletely used u p  in the 
process o f production. This does not seriously  affect the con clu sion s.1 
H ence the va lu e  of the output in a g iven  sector m ay be decom posed into 
three elem ents. First, there is the valu e of the constant capital -  that is the 
valu e of the m eans o f production -  em ployed in the sector; secondly, the 
valu e o f the variable capital, that is the valu e o f the labour-pow er; and 
thirdly the su rp lu s-valu e created in the sector. T h is value decom position 
is u sually  written C, +  V} +  5 , for secto r/. A  sim ilar decom position m ay be 
m ade for the in dividual unit of good ;  or for an in dividual firm in sector /. 
The organic composition of capital in sector j  is the ratio C j V f. T h is is not a 

pu rely  technical notion, since it d ep en d s not on ly  on the num ber of 
w orkers em p loyed  relative to the capital, but also on the value o f their 
labour-pow er. A  pu rely  technical notion o f capital intensity w ould  be 
g iven  by the ratio C,/(V, +  S,), w hich w e m ight call the value composition of 
capital. M arx, h o w ever, does not use this concept. Instead he refers to the 
technical composition of capital as the ratio o f the "m a ss  o f the m eans o f 
produ ction " em ployed  to the am ount o f labour em ployed . T his, h o w 
ever, is an ill-defined notion, since M arx does not tell us how  to m easure 
the "m a s s "  o f m eans of production. Perhaps the phrase is best u n d er
stood to refer to the set o f coefficients (a^, a l(t. . . ,  aH,) rather than to a ratio 
o f an y kind.

1 For a full treatment of the more general case, see Roemer. Arwlyltcai Foundations, ch. 2.
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3 .2 .2 . D erivation  o f prices and the rate o f profit1
1 n ow  consider w hat use, if an y, these concepts might be put to ! first 
state w hat has som e claim  to be called the fundamental equation o f Marxist 
economics. Fo llow ing M arx, w e  defin e the rate of profit as the ratio o f 
su rp lu s-va lu e  to the total capital em ployed : r - S / [ C  +  V). For the time 
being w e leave it unspecified  w hether these m agnitudes refer to a given 
sector, or to the econom y as a w h ole. W e then divide both num erator and 
denom inator by V,  obtaining the fundam ental equation:

r SfV
=  C / V + 1 3

In w ord s, the rate o f profit equals the rate o f exploitation divided by the 
organic com position o f capital increased by 1 . The tw o central theories of 
M arxist econom ics m ay both be d iscussed  in term s of this relationship. 
The labour theory o f valu e deals w ith  the problem s that arise w hen  the 
fundam ental equation is d isaggregated , so  that w e com pare the rates of 
profit o f different sectors o f the econom y. The theory o f the falling rate o f 
profit looks at the dynam ic aspect o f the equation by stu dyin g  the trends 
in the rate o f exploitation and the organic com position o f capital, and their 
im plication for the rate o f profit.

H ere, the equation w ill be u sed  to g ive  a reductio ad absurdutn proof that 
equilibrium  prices cannot be proportional to labour valu es in the general 
case. A ssu m e, nam ely, that this proportionality obtained. A  capitalist in 
sec to r; w ould  then realize the profit g iven  by the fundam ental equation, 
w ith all m agnitudes defined w ith respect to that sector. H aving paid the 
constant and the variable capital w ith am ounts C, and V, he w ould  be left 
w ith Sf and the rate o f profit defined by the fundam ental equation. N ow  
M arx assu m ed the rate o f exploitation to be the sam e in all sectors, an 
assum ption  that fo llow s im m ediately w hen  w e  assum e that all w orkers 
receive the sam e real w ag e  and w ork the sam e num ber o f hours. Hence 
different organic com positions o f capital w ill g ive  different rates o f profit 
in different sectors. Since there undeniably are differences in organic 
com position across the sectors, w e  m ay conclude that there will be a 
plurality o f rates o f profit in the econom y. This, h ow ever, vio lates the 
equilibrium  condition that the rate o f profit m ust be the sam e in all 
sectors. A s  noted earlier, w hen  M arx in Capital l assum ed the propor
tionality o f va lu es and prices, he w ell knew  that this w as a sim plification 
to be abandoned later.

1 For more elaborate versions o( the following, see Monshim*, M a n ’s Economies, ch. 7; 
Steed nun. Marx after Sraffa. ch». 3 »nd 4; Roemer, Analytnal Ti>ntul4f*»n>. ch. 1. The textual 
evidence is found mainly in chs. IX and X ot Captai Hi



W hen M arx in Capital 111 attem pted a m ore sophisticated derivation of 
prices from  va lu es, he proceeded in tw o steps. First, he derived  the 
average rate o f profit from  the fundam ental equation, w ith all m agnitudes 
defined w ith respect to the econom y as a w hole. There is no justification 
for this procedure, an d  it does in fact g ive  the w ro n g  result. The fu n d a
m ental equation holds o n ly  w hen  valu es and prices coincide because the 
organic com position is the sam e in all sectors, or w hen  there is no su rp lu s 
value. N ext, M arx in a num erical exam ple in Capital III derived  the prices 
by m ultip ly ing the va lu es o f the in puts by ( i  +  r), that is by u sin g  the 
average  rate o f profit a s  a  m ark-up on v a lu e s .1 T h is, h ow ever, can on ly  he 
called a how ler, since the va lu es are u n kn ow n  m agn itudes and hidden to 
the capitalist; hence they cannot enter into his calculations. To confuse 
valu e and profits is to com m it the dialectical sin o f m ixing essen ce and 
appearance. The equilibrium  condition m ust be that the capitalists in all 
sectors calculate the sam e rate o f profit on the price costs o f the factors of 
production, not on their costs in value term s. The m athem atical curiosity, 
reported by M orish im a, that M arx 's incorrect procedure con verges to
w ard s the correct result w hen iterated, has no exegetical or substantive 
sign ificance.2

The correct procedure u ses sim ultaneous equations. Let us w rite p, for 
the unit price o f com m odity y and take com m odity î as a num éraire, so  
that p, «  i .  Let u s w rite, m oreover, b\ for b jh ,  so  that b ’ is the am ount of 

com m odity / that the w orker receives in return for one h o u r's w ork. We 
can then derive  the rate o f profit, r, and the relative prices from  the 
fo llow in g equations:
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K , (K + W  + *  «V*. *  . •. *  a*j\) (i + ' ) mP r i m .......M (4)

H ere the first parenthesis w ithin  the large left-hand parenthesis g ives  the 
m onetary w age  for on e h o u r's  w ork , as the cost o f  the com m odities that 
the w orker receives in return for this w ork . The large parenthesis a s  a 
w h ole  g iv e s  the total outlays for the capitalist per unit of good produced. 
These form  the basis on which the profit is calculated. The equilibrium  
condition is that outlays p lus the average rate o f profit on them m ust 
equal sellin g  price. It is easy  to sh o w  by m ean s o f an exam ple that this 
g iv e s  a different result from the procedure proposed by M arx.3

1 Capital III, p p  153ft. 3 Mortshima, Marx's Fxonomics. pp. 60,77.
3 In a two-sector example, w e  set *«, - 1« * „ - o .  -  1, i „  ■ t,

a tl -  o, b, -  o, b, *  I Following Marx'* method, we first find the value* by the equa
tion* corresponding to (1) above, i.e. 1 ♦ r ,/a  »  r , and 1 r,/4  • xt. Thi* gives x, ■ 2
andXj »  ). We then assume that both processes are operated at a scale that givesone unit of
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I n ow  turn to som e m ore fundam ental issues o f interpretation. I shall 
d istin guish  betw een  four d ifferent interpretations 0/ the labour theory o f 
value, considered  as a theory o f price form ation:

1 .  The local identity interpretation. Prices are proportional to values.
2. The global identity interpretation, (a) The sum  ofall prices equals the sum  

o f all va lu es, (b) The totality o f su rp lu s-valu e equals the totality o f 
profit.

3 . The H egelian  interpretation, (a) V alues can be determ ined in depen 
d en tly  o f prices, but (b) prices cannot be determ ined independently of 
values.

4. The Ricardian interpretation. Prices are independent o f thecom position 
o f final dem and.

A ll o f these h ave  som e textual support in M arx. A s  m entioned earlier, the 
local identity thesis w as asserted in Capital l  as a convenient sim plification 
only, and little time need be spent on it, except to say  that it is valid  only 
w ith  the sam e organic com position o f capital in all sectors or w ith zero 
su rp lu s-valu e ("sim p le  com m odity production"). The tw o varieties o f the 
global interpretation m ay be dism issed  as confused or triv ial,1 various 
attem pts to sh o w  the contrary n otw ithstand ing.J

N o th in gq u iteassp ecificasstatem en ts(3a)an d  (3b) is found in M arx, but 
in the later M arxist tradition they are certainly taken as fundam ental. 
M arx 's incorrect derivation o f prices from valu es could -  if correct -  have 
show n  that prices can be derived  from  va lu es, but not that they can o n ly  be 
reached via this route. Later M arxists have offered a deduction o f prices 
from  valu es that is form ally correct, but o f no avail in proving (3b).3 The

output of each commodity. Hence the total amount of value created in this economy is a. 
The total value of the variable capital is equal to the value of t unit of the consumption 
commodity (good a). o r  1. Hence the surplus equals 1, and the average rate of profit is 
r  ■ 1/(1 +  (| +  l)i)  ■ 0.4. The price of one unit o f  good 1 is the value of the 
inputs ( f x i  +  i x a )  multiplied by 1.4, or a.s. That of one unit of good 2 
similarly equals (1 *  {  *  1 *  2) *  1 4 “  i -4 Using commodity i as numéraire we find 
p, »  approximately 0.67. The correct procedure starts from the equations corresponding 
to (4): lp j y r k ]  (i +  r ) - i  and I f t / j  +  ll ( ! ♦ / ) - f t ,  from which we 
derive approximately r «  0.59 and p, =  0.65.

1 Steedman, Man after Sra/fa. p. 61.
1 E g. Monshima, Marxs Economics, ch. 7 or Lipietz, "The so-called 'transformation prob

lem' revisited". Morishima's result is obtained under quite restrictive assumptions that do 
not seem to have any interesting relation to what Marx wrote or how the world is Lipietz 
arrives at his result by taking the rate of exploitation rather than the real wage or the 
monetary wage as given -  an approach that completely neglects the need for micro- 
foundations.

* Thus Sweezy, The Theory o f Capitalist Development, pp 1 i6ff first derives values from the 
technical coefficients and thereafter uses the price-value ratios as unknowns in an equa
tion system in which the values appear as their coefficients. This is a mere sleight o f  hand, 
with no substantive implications.
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correct procedure set out above sh o w s irrefutably that one can derive 
prices directly from  the technological coefficients, hence the second part 
o f the H egelian interpretation is false.

W hat about the first half (3a)? G iven  the assum ption  o f fixed co
efficients o f production, the valu es can indeed be determ ined in d epen 
den tly  o f prices, a s  in equation (1) above. The assum ption , h o w ever, is a 
very  du biou s one, and in fact not consistently held by M arx. O nce one 
adm its a choice o f techniques, it m ust be m ade by com paring the costs at 
the ru lin g prices, hence prices and technology m ust be determ ined sim u l
taneously, both o f them  prior to the labour v a lu e s .1 H ence there are tw o 
theoretical p ressures that m ay h ave  led M arx and later M arxists to re ly  on 
the assum ption  o f fixed coefficients. First, it em ph asizes the role o f struc
tural constraints, as opposed  to the m ore subjective entrepreneurial 
choice ( 1 .2 . 1) . A lso , it a llo w s one to assert at least one half, albeit by far the 
least interesting one, o f the H egelian  interpretation. It is indeed hard to 
see w hat is proved  by sh o w in g  that valu es do not depend on prices, w hen  
there is nothing that d ep en d s on values.

The fo llow in g statem ent m ay, perhaps, be seen  as a statem ent o f the 
Ricardian interpretation o f the labour theory o f value:

The law of value dominates price movements with reductions or increases in 
required labour time making prices of production fall or rise. It is in this sense that 
Ricardo (who doubtlessly realized that his prices of production deviated from the 
value of commodities) says that "the inquiry to which I wish to draw the reader’s 
attention relates to the effect of the variations in the relative value of commodities, 
and not in their absolute value".2

1 b elieve that M arx intended to say  not on ly  w hat he actually states in the 
first sentence, that chan ges in labour valu es are a sufficient condition for 
price chan ges, but that they are a necessary condition a s  w ell. A  standard , 
if vu lgar, objection m ust be met here: is it not obvious that prices w ill rise 
for a good in great dem and and fall if the dem an d falls? This com pletely 
m isses the point. M arx, fo llow in g Ricardo, d istinguished betw een short
term and long-term  (or equilibrium ) prices. If dem an d shifts so that con
su m ers w ant m ore o f a good at the ruling prices than is produced, the 
price will go  u p  and so will the rate o f profit in the sector producing it. 
Attracted by the h igher rate o f profit, other capitalists w ill start p ro d u c
tion o f the sam e good, the capita! in flow  continuing until once again  the 
profit rate equals that o f other sectors The labour theory o f valu e, in this

' A related and more powerful argument for th t same conclusion is offered by Roemer, A
General T h e o ry , ch. 5.

2 Capital III, p. 179
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Ricardian interpretation, states that with the m arket once again  in equilib
rium , the price o f the good w ill be the sam e as before the dem and shift.

Even  with this objection rebutted, h o w ever, the Ricardian v iew  fails, 
since dem and also enters the system  at another point, through w orking- 
class co n su m p tio n .'In  the equations (4) from  w hich the rate o f profit and 
the prices w ere d erived , the consum ption  coefficients h[ ap p ear a s  co
efficients o f the u nknow n  price variables. H ence a shift in dem and will 
affect the solution o f the system , contrary to the Ricardian v iew . That view , 
in fact, is valid  on ly  on the assum ption  -  contrary to M arx 's general pro
c e d u re -th a t  the w orkers are /wid a m onetary w age  rather than produced by 
consum ption com m odities. If in equations (4) the first parenthesis within 
the large left-hand paren th esisisrep laced  w ithan  exogen ou sly  g iven  w age 
rate, w. the com position o f final dem and cannot influence equilibrium  
prices. This holds even  w hen there is a choice o f techniques: w hen  labour is 
the o n ly  scarce (i.e. non-producible) good, the choice o f input com bina
tions is independent o f d em an d .1 2 3 (We m ay note, h ow ever, that w hen  there 
are several scarce factors, e .g . land and labour, dem and will affect prices. )'

A s  noted in 1 . 1 .2 ,  M arx gen era lly  took the w orkers'con sum ption  bundle 
rather than the m onetary w ag e  as g iven , although he occasionally recog
nized that th is w as d eep ly  m isleading as a characterization o f the capitalist 
m ode o f production. T h is enabled him  to speak o f the value o f labour- 
pow er, a phrase that w ould  be devoid  o f m eaning if the w orkers could 
spend a g iven  w age  on m any different bundles that, even  if they d o a d d  up 
to the sam e price, need not add  u p to the sam e valu e (since prices in general 
are not proportional to values). O n the other han d , this procedure also 
prevented  him from  securing a firm foundation tor the labour theory of 
valu e in the Ricardian interpretation.

In sum m ary, the M arxist v iew  m ay be contrasted with the standard or 
non-M arxist v iew  w ith the h e lp o fa  diagram  (fig 1) , w h erearro w s indicate 
exp lan ato ryp rim acyan d  tw o-w ay arrow s explanatory sim ultaneity. It will 
be appreciated that in the correct deduction o f the prices and the rate of 
profit, valu es have no role w hatsoever. T h ey  appear as a m ere appendix, 
and are about as u seless as that organ. This confirm s a rem ark m ade in
3 .2 .1 .  even  assu m in g  (contrary to fact) that the n otion of labour value is w ell 
defin ed , there is no pu rpose it can serve.

1 Hence rhe price* are no» affected by change* In demand stemming from a change in 
capitaliii consumption This, however, is insufficient as support for the Ricardian 
interpretation.

1  For thu* "non-substitution theorem", see for example von Weizsâcker. Strady-Slate Capital 
Tftettry. p. i t .

3 Ibid., p. 1 * .
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3 .2 .3 . T w o  transcendental argum ents
To "e x p la in " prices and profit can m ean several distinct th ings. First, the 
explanation  m ay in volve  a form al m odel that perm its determ ination o f the 
exact num erical m agnitudes o f these variables. We have seen that labour 
va lu es p lay  no role in this explanation. Secondly , h o w ever, it m ay add ress 
the m ore fundam ental question o f how  prices and profits are at all possible. 
A s  noted by Robert N o z ick ,1 this is a "K a n tian -typ e" question u sually  
referred to as a transcendental argum ent. It starts from  the factually given , 
and w ork s backw ards to deduce the conditions o f its possibility. If the 
labour theory o f valu e is u seless in determ ining the quantitative m ag
n itu des, does it fare better in an sw erin g  this qualitative question?

1 N o z ic k , Anarchy. Stale and Utopia, p p .  2 6 1 - 2 .
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In the o p en in g  chapters o f Capital I, M arx offers tw o argum ents o f 
this gen eral form . The first begins w ith the fact o f exchange, and d e
duces labour as a condition of possibility:

Let us take two commodities, e g. com and iron The proportions in which 
they are exchangeable, whatever those proportions may be. can always be 
represented by an equation in which a given quantity of corn is equated to 
some quantity of iron; e g. 1 quarter corn = 1  cwt iron. What does this equa
tion tell us? It tells us that in two different things -  in 1 quarter of com and x 
cwt of iron, there exists in equal quantities something common to both. The 
two things must therefore be equal to a third, which in itself is neither the one 
nor the other. Each of them, so far as it is exchange value, must therefore be 
reducible to this third . . .  This common "something" cannot be either a geo
metrical, a chemical, or any other natural property of commodities. Such 
properties claim our attention only in so far as they affect the utility of those 
commodities, make them use-values. But the exchange of commodities is evi
dently an act characterized by a total abstraction from use-value. Then one 
use-value is just as good as another, provided only it be present in sufficient 
quantity . . .  As use-values, commodities are, above all, of different qualities, 
but as exchange values they are merely different quantities and consequently 
do not contain an atom of use-value. If, then, wc leave out of consideration the 
use-value of commodities, they have only one property left, that of being 
products of labour.1

This fam ous passage can be broken dow n in tw o steps, (i) For ex 
change to be possible, the goods exchanged m ust have som e com m on 
elem ent, (ii) T h is com m on elem ent can only be the property o f being 
products o f hum an labour. The first statem ent is quite am biguous. In 
the beginn in g o f the passage  M arx refers to a com m on elem ent that 
m ust “ exist in“  each o f the com m odities, but tow ards the end he says 
o n ly  that they m ust h ave  a “ com m on p ro p erty", w hich could w ell be 
re la tio n al^  defin ed . The property o f being m ade by labour is, in fact, a 
relational one, as is the property o f satisfy in g  hum an needs. Taken in 
this latter, broader sen se, the first statem ent ap p ears to be true. If 
definite proportions o f tw o go od s regularly  exchange against one 
another, this m ust be due to som e -  possib ly  relational -  feature that 
they both p o ssess . The second statem ent, by contrast, app ears to be 
false. First, labour is not necessarily a  com ponent o f all goods; 
secondly, there m ay be other com m on features that in fact explain  the 
exchange.

A s  to the first objection, an econom y w orked by h ighly trained m on 
k eys could have w ell-defined relative prices and a w ell-defined rate of

1 Capita l. p. 37.
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profit, w ith  no labour being used . The von N eum ann grow th  m odel can 
in fact be understood in this ligh t.' M ore specifically , im agine a fu lly 
autom atized econom y, w ith a class o f capitalists and a class o f badly paid 
so ld iers m aking up a stan d in g  arm y. H ere go od s w ou ld  be transferred 
betw een  firm s an d  from firm s to consum ers, according to w ell-defined 
notional prices, yet no labour w ould  enter into the production o f goods. 
There w ould  be no exploitation, although there could w ell be social con
flict. O ne m ight object that such an econom y w ou ld  have had to be set up 
b y  hum an labour in the first place, but I d o  not think this w ou ld  invalidate 
m y point -  u n less the phrase "b e in g  products o f lab o u r" is taken in an 
extended historical sen se  that M arx probably did not intend.

C on cern in g the second objection, there are several other candidates for 
the status o f "com m on  feature o f all g o o d s" . In an y actual econom y 
there w ould  be som e "b asic  com m odities”  in Sra ffa 's  sen se, that is 
com m odities that d irectly or indirectly enter into the production o f all 
others. With the exception o f en ergy , h o w ever, these do not q u alify  for 
the status in question , since they are open  to the sam e objection m ade 
ab o ve w ith  respect to labour, nam ely that they are not essential in all 
possib le econom ies, although they are so  in the actual one. M ore cen 
trally, the com m on "so m e th in g " could be the potential for hum an w ant 
satisfaction, or utility or use-value. M arx 's statem ent that "th e  exchange 
o f com m odities is ev id en tly  an act characterized by a total abstraction 
from  u se-va lu e" is hardly com patible w ith  another passage to the effect 
that "th e  labour spen t u pon  the com m odities counts effectively o n ly  in so 
far a s  it is spent in a form  that is usefu l for o th e rs" .3 H ere M arx him self 
ap p ears to g ive  a reason  for sin glin g out utility a s  the com m on feature o f 
all goods.

O ne m ight argue, h o w ever, that M arx 's  position is not refuted if one 
takes the m odified v iew  that w h at good s have in com m on w hen  they 
exchange is the com plex property o f being useful products o f hum an 
labour, since labour then rem ains part o f the transcendental condition, 
even if not all o f it. The question , h o w ever, is w hether good s w ith  these 
tw o properties exchan ge by virtue o f havin g both. The argum ent m ade in 
the first objection ab o ve sh o w s that go od s that only possess utility (in the 
m ore gen eral sen se  that also  includes u sefu ln ess for productive pu rposes 
that ultim ately are directed to w ant satisfaction), w ithout being products 1

1 This is well brought out in the exposition ol this model in Kemcny, Snell and Thompson.
Introduction to Finite Mathematics, pp 4>4ft In their chicken-egg example no labour
appear* as input, and yet relative prices and the rale of profit (l.e. tnr rate of growth) are
well defined. 3 Capital l, p. 85.
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of hum an labour, nevertheless can exchange in definite proportions. 
True, in addition to being u sefu l, the good s m ust also be scarce, but they 
can be this by virtue o f other th ings than being the product o f hum an 
labour. The scarcity o f non-hum an natural resources m ay be the cause o f 
the scarcity o f goods. H ence it app ears reasonable to say  that w hen 
goods in fact p o ssess the property  o f being usefu l products o f hum an 
labour, they exchange b y  virtue o f being usefu l and scarce. The form er 
com plex property is a sufficient condition for the latter, but not a neces
sary one.

A n oth er transcendental argum ent w as briefly d iscussed  in 1 . 5 . 1 .  It 
concerns the deduction o f su rp lu s-valu e and exploitation as a condition 
o f possibility o f profits. M orishim a has proved as a "fun dam en tal 
theorem " o f M arxist econom ics that positive profits are possible if and 
on ly  if there is a positive rate o f exploitation .' This equivalence, h o w 
ever, does not sh o w  that exploitation is a condition for the possibility o f 
profit, no m ore than correlation in general can show  the presence of 
causation. In fact, sim ilar "fu n d am en tal theorem s" can be proved w ith 
respect to steel or an y  other basic com m odity.2 The central fact under
lying these theorem s is that profit, interest and econom ic grow th  are 
possib le o n ly  because m an can tap external sources o f raw  material and 
en ergy. It fo llow s from  the second law  o f therm odynam ics that an 
econom y based exclu sively  upon recycling w ou ld  have a negative 
grow th  rate .5 True, for an y  g iven  state o f the econom y w e can im agine a 
level o f w ork ers' consum ption that leaves no room  for profits; but then, 
for a n y  g iven  level o f w ork ers' consum ption, w e can im agine a state of 
the econom y, and in particular of the technology, that allow s for a 
positive rate o f profit.4 O bviously and tautologically, profits are possible 
on ly  because w orkers d o  not consum e the w h ole  net product, w hich in 
som e circum stances am ounts to their being exploited. T his, how ever, 
does not prove that the w orkers have a m ysterious capacity to create ex 
nüiilo. To sum m arize, m an 's ability to tap the environm ent m akes 
possib le a su rp lu s o ver and above an y  g iven  consum ption level. 
W hether this su rp lu s should  be u sed  for m ore w orkers' consum ption, 
for capitalist consum ption  or for investm ent is a further question that 
bears no relation to the issu e o f "th e  ultim ate source o f p ro fits".

1 Morishima. Marx's Economes, ch. 5; generalized in his “Mar* in the light of modern 
economic theory", further generalized in Roemer, Anafytkai Foundations, ch. a .4.

2 Roemer. A General Theory, Appendix to ch. 7.
1 Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Lou* and the Economic Process
* True, this may be limited by E -  Me1 and other constraints, but I assume that the economy 

is operating well within these limits.
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The issues d iscussed  above are com patible w ith the assum ption  o f a 
static, u nchan gin g econom y. True, there is a su rp lu s, but nothing w as 
said to exclude this being entirely devoted to capitalist consum ption. I 
now  turn to som e dynam ic issu es. I shall first d iscuss the concept of 
extended reproduction, or balanced quantitative grow th on a constant 
technical basis (3 .3 .1 ) . I then go on to con sider the causes, the nature and 
the con sequ ences o f technical change u nder capitalism  (3 .3 .2 ), a d iscu s
sion that is continued in 3.4 .2.

3 .3 . 1 .  S im p le  and extended reproduction
The notion o f equilibrium  is at the heart o f econom ic theory a s  usually 
con ceived .' In 3 .2 .2  it w as  sh o w n  how  to derive  equilibrium  prices from  
the equilibrium  conditions (i) that the rate o f profit be the sam e in all 
sectors and (ii) that in an y  g iven  sector the sum  o f expenditures and profit 
equal incom e. This, h o w ever, leaves the relative size o f the sectors u n 
determ ined, hence a separate argum ent is needed to establish the p h ysi
cal equilibrium , as distinct from  the price equilibrium . In Capntal // M arx, 
fo llow ing Q u esn ay , pioneered in the investigation o f physical equilib
rium . H e d istin guished  betw een sim ple reproduction, in w hich no net 
investm ent takes place, and extended reproduction in w hich  part o f the 
su rp lu s is reinvested  on a constant technical basis. W hile this volum e is 
certainly one o f the m ost boring w orks ever w ritten by a m ajor author, 
these an a lyses of physical equilibrium  w ere  strikingly original, even  if 
technically flaw ed.

To d iscu ss physical reproduction w e u se  M arx 's two-sector m odel. 
Sector I is the capital go o d s sector, w hile sector II produces consum ption 
goods for w orkers and capitalists alike. The valu e decom position o f the 
output o f the sectors is C, +  V, +  S , and C , +  Vt +  S ,. Since w e assum e 
that the constant capital is com pletely used u p  in the production process, 
the output o f sector I m ust in equilibrium  be exactly equal to the constant 
capital em ployed in both sectors; C, +  V, -f S , =  C, +  C ,. A lso , the 
output o f sector It m ust in equilibrium  be exactly sufficient to cover 
w ork ers' consum ption  (corresponding to the variable capital) and cap i
talist consum ption  (w hich corresponds to the su rp lu s since there is no net 
investm ent): C t +  Vt +  St m V, +  Vt +  S , +  S ,. Both o f these reduce to 
the sam e form ula: C , *  V, +  S ,. The physical equilibrium  for sim ple re
production is that the value o f constant capital used in the consum ption 1

1 For * major exception we Nelson and Winter. An evolutionary Theory of Eeonotntc Change

3.3. Accumulation and technical change
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sector equals the valu e added in the capital sector. O f course, this is not a 
sufficient condition for equilibrium  to obtain, since it is form ulated at a 
h igh ly  aggregate level that leaves m uch room  for disequilibrium  at low er 
levels. A lso , sim ilar conditions m ight have been form ulated u sin g  prices 
instead o f va lu es as aggregators.

C o n sid er n ow  w hat hap pen s w h en  part o f the surplus is reinvested. 1 

shall not here repeat the objections stated in 1 .5 . 1  to the dialectical argu 
m ent w hereby M arx deduced the self-expansion  o f value, but sim ply take 
it a s  an assum ption  that som e net investm ent takes place. M arx 's w a y  of 
handling this case is very  stran ge .1 H e first assum es that a certain propor
tion o f the su rp lu s-va lu e  created in sector I is reinvested , and then sim ply 
fidd les w ith  the surplus in  sector II until he finds an am ount that will 
allow  balanced grow th . T hus different proportions o f the su rp lu s are 
reinvested  in the tw o sectors. T h is, in itself, is not objectionable. There is 
n o  m echanism  w h ereb y  capitalists in the tw o  sectors w ould  invest the 
sam e proportion o f the surplus, w hich  is a valu e m agnitude and hence 
u n observab le.2 W hat is objectionable is the lack in M arx o f an y  connection 
b etw een  sav in g  behaviour in  the tw o sectors. The obvious assum ption 
w ou ld  be that o f equal rates o f sav in g  out o f profits, but this w ould  necessi
tate a flight from  the pure w orld  o f values. W hen w e turn to dynam ic 
considerations to find the "balanced p ath " o f a grow in g econom y, the 
valu e accounting becom es not on ly  superfluous, but a  h indrance to 
understanding.

3 .3 .2 . Techn ical change
We m ay n ow  turn to m ore exciting m atters. M arx believed, paradoxically, 
both that technical chan ge w as the central fact in all w orld history, and 
that it w as  a phenom enon uniqu ely  characterizing capitalism . In 5 . 1 . 1  I 
return to this antinom y, an d  d iscu ss in som e detail w hether it can be 
reso lved . H ere I consider M arx 's theory o f technical change under cap i
talism .3 W hat are the causes o f -  and m otivation for -  technical change in 
this system ? A t w hat rate d o es innovation take place? Is that rate an 
optim al one, or are there obstacles in capitalism  to the full use o f the

’ Capital 11, p. 512.
1 Tsuru, "Keynes versus Mam", p. 185; Bronfenbrenner, "Das Kapital for modem man", 

and (more ambiguously) Blaug, Economic Theory in Retrospect, p. 263 all assume lhal the 
rate of saving out of surplus-value is the same in both sectors. For a correct exposition, see 
Mortshima, Marx's Economics, ch. 11 Tlje error involved is the same as that committed by 
Marx in hi» derivation of prices from values -  that of assuming that labour values have 
behavioural significance for the agents.

* The following draws on ch. 7 of my Explaining Technical Change.



innovative potential? Is there a n y  consistent bias in technical change -  
tow ard s labour-savin g or labour-using innovations?

The m otivation behind innovations -  as distinct from the externa] econ
om ies stem m ing from  them  -  is stated in the chapter on  relative surplus- 
valu e in Capital I. A  capitalist w h o  introduces a new  and superior tech
nique can sell the com m odities

above their individual, but under their social value . . .  This augmentation of 
surplus-value is pocketed by him, whether his commodities belong or not to the 
class of necessary means of subsistence that participate in determining the general 
value of labour-power. Hence, independently of the latter circumstance, there is a 
motive for each individual capitalist to cheapen his commodities, by increasing 
the productiveness of labour.1

A s  noted in 1 .3 .2 ,  M arx took this as an exam ple o f "th e  invisible h an d ", 
creating su rp lu s-va lu e  for the class o f capitalists as a w hole out o f actions 
m otivated b y  in dividual profits. It is indeed true that profit-m axim ization 
m ay have this by-product, but it need not have it.3 To show  this I shall 
m ake use o f a tw o-sector m odel that will a lso  p rove useful in the later 
d iscussion o f the suboptim al character o f capitalism  innovation.

In th is m odel w e set the price o f the capital good equal to 1 by con ven 
tion. The real w age , in units of the consum ption  good , is w. The rate of 
profit is  r, the price o f the consum ption good is p. The conditions for price 
equilibrium  g iven  in equation (4) then take the fo llow in g form :

(An X a ’ X p  +  fl11) ( i  +  r ) » i  I

+  +  r ) - p  J

From  these equations w e  can obtain r as an explicit function of w. In a 
coordinate system  w ith w  m easured alon g the horizontal axis and r along 
the vertical axis, this function w ill h ave  a d o w n w ard -slo p in g  graph . In 
fig. 2 I h ave  draw n  tw o such curves, show n  as straight lines for 
sim p licity .’ T h ey  correspond to tw o different techniques, 1 and n , that is 
tw o sets o f coefficients o f production. At an y  w ag e  rate below  W& tech
nique 1 is the m ost profitable and will be chosen  by an en trepreneur w ho 
w an ts to m axim ize the rate o f profit on capital. At w ages above tech
nique 11 is preferred N o w  o b serve  that the distance OA (respectively 0 8 ) 
can be interpreted as the net product per w orker w hen  technique 1 
(respectively  n) is em ployed : w hen  there is no profit, w ages exhaust the

1 Capttall. p. 317.
1 I am Indebted to Robert van der Veen for drawing my attention to this problem.
1 For the significance of this "straight-line assumption" in the capital controversy, see 

Harcourt. Some C<*ff rpurnury The point made here Hi not affected if this Amplifi
cation is dropped.
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total product. A lso  note for later reference that the labour content o f each 
unit o f product m ust therefore be sm aller w hen  technique n is em ployed, 
since this a llo w s for a larger product per w orker.

f

F ig . 2

C onsider n ow  tw o possibilities, (i) o <  w < w 0 and technique n  is the 
on ly  kn ow n  technique. If technique i  is introduced, capitalists w ill sw itch 
to it im m ediately, since it is associated w ith  a h igher rate of profit (at that 
w age  level). The sw itch, h o w ever, entails a fall in the rate o f surplus- 
value, w hich u nder technique n  w as w B /O w a n d  now  becom es w A /O w . 
(ii) w0<  w <  A  and technique I is the on ly  know n technique. If technique 
it is introduced it w ill be preferred on profit-m axim izing grounds, and 
will also lead to an increase in the rate of surp lus-value. H ence it is show n  
that profit-m otivated innovation can bring about a rise in the rate of 
surp lus-value, but -  contrary to w hat M arx asserted -  need not do so.

I should  add  that this argum ent, w hile valid , needs to be d isam bigu 
ated in an im portant respect. The diagram  dem onstrates the possibility of 
an in verse relationship betw een the rate o f surplus-value and the equilib
rium  rate o f profit. The capitalists, h ow ever, are not m otivated by the 
equilibrium  rate, that is the profit that can be m ade at the new  equilibrium  
prices, but by the profit that can be m ade w ith the new  technique at the
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time it is introduced, at pre-innovation equilibrium  prices. It can be 
sh o w n , h o w ever, that at a constant real w ag e  all innovations that are 
profitable at pre-innovation prices rem ain so at post-innovation prices.' 
H ence the conclusion o f fhe preced ing paragraph shou ld  be restated as 
fo llow s: profit-m otivated innovation m ust bring about a rise in the 
equilibrium  rate of profit, and m ay or m ay not lead to an increase o f the 
rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e . In fact, w e can be m ore specific than this. C ase (ii) 
ab o ve su ggests that the rate o f su rp lu s-valu e rises w ith the rate o f profit 
w h en  the innovation has the property o f reducing the labour content of 
the product, and it h as in fact been sh o w n  that this is the case quite 
gen era lly .2 A s  w e shall see , M arx believed that this property w as the 
socially desirab le criterion on w hich  innovations should be ju d ged ; also 
that it could d eviate  from  the profitability criterion. H ence he cannot also 
insist that the invisible hand w ill en sure  the coincidence o f profitability 
and the creation o f surp lus-value.

I n ow  return to the m otivation behind capitalist innovation. If w e 
assu m e that the capitalist is a consistent profit-m axim izer, he w ill 
innovate m axim ally w ith in  the feasible set to the extent that it is know n to 
him . M arx h as little to say  about the determ inants o f the latter. In par
ticular, h e d o e s  not m ention the vast extension of the set o f econ om ically-  
as distinct from  technically -  profitable inventions that w ere brought 
about by the introduction o f the patent system .3 H e d o es offer, how ever, 
som e com m ents on the m otivation behind capitalist innovation that are 
m ore specific  than the rather general statem ent quoted above. These 
concern , first, the im pact o f technical change on the class struggle, and, 
secon d ly , the suboptim al consequences o f the pro fit-m axim izing 
criterion o f innovation The first problem  is also linked to the issue o f 
"m axim iz in g  vs. satisfic in g" d iscussed  in 1 . 2 . 1 .

A s  further exp lain ed  in 4 .1 .4 , the w age  rate is in part determ ined by the 
c lass con sciou sn ess and com bativity o f the w orkers, w hich in turn is 
in fluenced by such elem ents a s  factory d esign , skill o f the w ork-force and 
m ode o f cooperation in the w ork  process. A ll o f these are in part *

* Okishio. "Technical change and the rate of profil"; see also Roemer, Analytical Founds
tiont. ch. 4.

J Koemer. Analytical Foundations, ch. 4.3.
3 As far as I know Marx's only reference to the patent system occurs in Zur Knlik f » £61-3). p. 

16S2, where he suggests that it may have the effect of delaying rather than accelerating 
technical p rogresseras is in a sense a false dilemma, since the paradox of the patent 
system is that by delaying the diffusion of innovations it ensures that there will be more 
innovations to diffuse. There is no sign that Marx was aware of this trade-off between the 
use and the development of the productive forces (further discussed in 5.1.3).
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determ ined b y  the choice o f technique.1 H ence a rational and far-sighted 
capitalist w ill search for the innovation that has the best net effect on the 
profit rate, taking account o f both the im pact on productivity and on the 
w age rate.2 This idea, that has been m uch d iscu ssed  la te ly ,’  has a precur
sor in Capital l:

But machinery acts not only as a competitor who gets the better of the workman, 
and is constantly on the point of making him superfluous. It is also a power 
mimical to him, and as such capital proclaims it from the roof tops and as such 
makes use of it. It is the most powerful weapon for repressing strikes, those 
periodical revolts of the working class against the autocracy of capital. According 
to Gaskcll, the steam engine was from the very first an antagonist of human 
power, an antagonist that enabled the capitalist to tread under foot the growing 
claims of the workmen, who threatened the newly born factory system with a 
crisis. It would be possible to write quite a history of the inventions made since 
1830 with the sole purpose of supplying capital with weapons against the revolts 
of the working class. At the head of these in importance stands the self-acting 
mule, because it opened up a new epoch in the automatic system.4

Let m e first spell out w h at this m eans in the m axim izing fram ew ork. A s a 
m axim izer, the capitalist w ill n orm ally  innovate to the hilt in all circum 
stances, because as a rule increased technical efficiency leads to higher 
profits. The class struggle argum ent, h o w ever, provides a reason w h y 
these tw o m ight d iverge, hence w h y  the capitalist m ight not go  all the 
w a y  to the “ innovation possibility fro n tie r" .' Or, alternatively, the class 
stru ggle  m ight m ake him  search system atically  for som e kinds of in nova
tion rather than others, perhaps hitting the frontier at a point that is not 
optim al at the pre-innovation w age level. The class struggle, h ow ever, 
could n ever m ake them innovate m ore  than they w ould  otherw ise have 
done.* This, on the other hand, is exactly w hat w e w ould expect to occur

1 For a formal model of the relation between technology and working-class combativity, see 
Roemer, Analytical foundations. pp. 55ft.

2 In addition to rationality and foresight one might have to postulate a measure of solidarity 
with other capitalists to overcome the free-rider problem that could arh* in this 
connection.

•' Sec Bravciman. Lalvr and Monopoly Capital and MargJm. "What do bosses do?" Later 
developments include special issues of Monthly Renew (197b). Cambridge tournai of 
Economics ( 1970) and Politics and Society (1980).

* Capital I. pp. 0 5 - 4 ; *** also TV Poverty of PktlofCphy, p 107 Moene, "Stoke threats and 
the choice of production technique", argues that machinery invites strikes by making it 
more costly for the employer to have capital idling

s For this notion, see Kennedy, "Induced bias in innovation and the theory of distribution". 
I argue inch. 4 of Explaining Technical Change that it isa highlydubkmsconstruct, yet some 
notion of this kind is needed to explain technical change within the neoclassical 
framework. This points to an inherent weakness of that approach.

* This assumes that innovation is costless. If there are costs of researrh and development, 
the expected value ol an innovation could change from negative to positive when the 
impact on the worker» 1$ taken into account. (I owe this point to Aanund Mylland )
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in a satisficing fram ew ork Fo llow in g the observation m ade in 1 .2 . 1  that 
M arx occasionally  su ggested  that "n ecessity  is the m other o f in ven tio n ", 
the quoted p assage  m ight be read as say in g  that the capitalists w ere 
driven  by the w orkers to introduce m achinery that o th erw ise they w ould  
have had no incentive to acquire. T h is v ie w  w ould  have im portant 
political consequences. O n the m axim izing approach , the class struggle 
w ould  tend to be a fetter on the developm en t o f the productive forces, 
w hile on the satisficing v iew  it is part and parcel o f the process o f 
accelerated technical change u n d er capitalism . H ence the latter con cep
tion m akes the w ork ing class m ore instrum ental in creating the technical 
basis for com m unism  than the accepted v iew , according to w h ich  the 
profit m otive is a constant, alm ost com pulsive force that n eeds no sp u r 
from  ad verse  circum stances, such  as recalcitrant w orkers or state regu la
tion. I do not believe, h o w ever, that the texts allow  us to im pute either 
v iew  to M arx w ith  an y certainty.

W hether the capitalist is a m axim izer or a satisficer, h e w ill in all cases 
be profit-oriented. G iven  the choice betw een  tw o techniques he w ill prefer 
the one associated w ith  the h ighest expected profit, quite irrespective of 
h o w  the tw o h ave  been d eveloped . M arx argued  that this choice criterion 
is socially  suboptim al, com pared to the socially desirable criterion of 
choosing the technique that m inim izes the labour time needed to produce 
the output. The latter criterion is socially preferable because it restricts 
"th e  realm  o f n ecessity " and hence increases the "rea lm  o f freedom "
(2.2.7). Yet in capitalism  only  the form er can m otivate the in dividual 
capitalist. In the Grundrisse M arx w as  still con fused  w ith regard  to this 
distinction. H e w rites that by the em ploym ent o f m achinery,

the amount of labour necessary for the production of a given object is indeed 
reduced to a minimum, but only in order to realize a maximum of labour in the 
maximum number of such objects. The first aspect is important, because capital 
here -  quite unintentionally -  reduced human labour expenditure of energy to a 
minimum This will redound to the benefit of emancipated labour, and is the 
condition of its emancipation.1

In the 18 6 1- 3  Critique he cam e to see that this v iew  is not correct. T rue, he 
still argu ed  that technical p ro gress u n d er capitalism  creates free time for 
the developm en t o f civilization, a s  in the texts cited in 2 .4 .2 . Yet in ad d i
tion to argu in g  that this occurs o n ly  as an incidental by-product o f profit- 
m axim ization, he also  claim ed that this led to technical chan ge on a 
sm aller scale than could h ave  been possible:

1 Crundnsif, p 701.
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Here once again we perceive the limits of bourgeois production and discover that 
it is not the ultimate form appropriate to the development of the forces of produc
tion On the contrary, it becomes plain that the two come into conflict at a certain 
point. One aspect o f this conflict takes the form of the recurrent crises, etc. which 
break out when one or the other sector of the working class finds that its tradi
tional occupation has become superfluous. Its outer limit is the surplus time of the 
workers; the absolute surplus time that society gains, is of no concern to them. 
Hence the development of the forces of production is only important to the extent to 
which it increases the workers' surplus labour time, and not because it reduces the 
labour time required for material production in general.1

In Capital I M arx asserts that the capitalist profit com es "n o t from  a 
dim inution o f the labour em p loyed , but o f the labour paid for".*  In a 
footnote add ed  in the second edition he d raw s the conclusion that 
"H en ce  in a com m unistic society there w ou ld  be a very  different scope for 
the em ploym ent o f m achinery than there can be in a bourgeois so c ie ty ."  
N e w  techniques that are superior from  the point o f view' o f labour
m inim izing need not be so  from  the point o f v iew  o f profit-m axim izing.

F o ra  fu ll d iscussion  o f the relation betw een "v ia b le "  or cost-reducing, 
and "p ro g re ss iv e "  or labour-reducing, technical change, the reader is 
referred to the recent w ork  o f John R oem er.’  The central idea can be 

con veyed  in term s o f fig. 2 ab ove. Recall that technique 11 is superior on 
labour-m inim izing criteria, yet technique ! w ill be chosen for w age levels 
below  w0. At these w ag e  levels, the social and the individual criteria for 
choice o f technique g ive  different results.

T o  th is argu m en t, h o w ever, an im portant p roviso  m ust be ad d ed .4 To 
state it, w e  go  back to the argum ent follow ing equation (2) in 3 .2 . 1 ,  w here 
it w as  observed  that the labour valu e o f a n y  com m odity can be expressed 
as the sum  o f an infinite series o f dated labour inputs. This, a s  w as  noted, 
holds w ith  respect to a g iven  technique A ssu m e now  that there exist two 
techniques, both of w hich  can be resolved  into such infinite series. 
A ccording to the sim ple criterion o f labour-m inim ization, only the sum s 
o f the series are relevant for the choice o f technique. U nder som e condi
tions, h o w ever, this d o es not g ive  the socially  desirable outcom e. Rather, 
one m ust also  take into account the tem poral distribution o f the inputs, if 
w e  arc  dealing  w ith  a g ro w in g  econom y. In that case, labour in the distant 
past is m ore scarce than labour in the recent past, hence preference

1 Zur Kritik(t86t-)), pp 1670-1. 2 Capital /, p. 393; see a ls o  Capital III, p. a6i
’  R o e m e r , Analytical Foundations. c h  4.
* The fo l lo w in g  d r a w s  o n  v o n  W e iz s à c k e r , Steady-State Capital T h e o ry , p a rt  11.3 ;  W o llr te lte r .

"Surplus labour, synchronized labour costs and Marx's labour theory ol value" and
R o e m e r , Analytical Foundations, c h . 4 .4 .



shou ld  be g iven  to the technique that em ploys m ore labour in the 
recent past and less in the distant past.

This argu m en t m ay be clarified if reform ulated w ith  respect to the 
current stage o f a steady-state econom y, that is an econom y in ex
tended reproduction on a constant technical basis. Such an econom y

is as it were working at the production of consumption goods for many future 
periods simultaneously. The economy is at the same time engaged in the last 
stage of production of the consumption goods to be available in the coming 
period, in the last but one stage of production for the consumption goods to be 
available one period later and so on That is it synchronizes the production of 
consumption goods for different future periods.1

T aking g  to be the rate o f grow th  o f the system , the author go es on to 
observe that "b ecau se  w e  con sider stead y  state situations an additional 
provision  o f consum ption  good i today im plies that w e p rovid e (1 +  g) 
additional units o f good i tom orrow , ( i+ g ) *  additional units o f  the 
sam e good  the d ay  after tom orrow , and so o n " .2 H ence corresponding 
am ounts o f labour m ust be allocated today to ensure this future pro
vision . If w e  take an to be the direct labour input required w periods in 
the past to produce on e unit o f the good today, w e  m ust allocate a„ 
labour units tod ay  to m ake one unit available n periods in the future 
and a„( 1 +  g )“ labour units to m ake (1 +  g)’  units available at the sam e 
future date. H ence the total am ount o f labour that will have to be 
allocated today to ensure the stead ily  increased su p p ly  o f the good in 
the future is g iven  b y  the infinite series o f labour inputs w ith each term 
w eigh ed  by the com pound grow th  rate. To choose betw een tech
n iques, then , w ill in volve  com paring these com pound su m s o f labour 
inputs, rather than the sim ple su m s. It can then be show n  that if the 
rate o f grow th  equals the rate of profit, the profit-m axim ization 
criterion is equivalent to the m inim ization o f the com pound sum  of 
labour inputs. H ence in this case individual profit-seeking will bring 
about the socially desirable outcom e, the reduction o f hum an 
d ru d gery . Paul Sam uelson  has argu ed  that this sh o w s "th e  norm ative 
inferiority o f M arx 's  iralues p a ra d ig m ".5 To this John  Roem er has 
countered that the objection holds on ly  under conditions o f accum ula
tion. There are circum stances under w hich the tw o criteria d iverge: the 
technique that m axim izes the rate of profit is not necessarily  the one
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1 Von Weizsàcker. Steady Slate Capital Theory, p. %y 1  Ibid .p .  ay  
1 Samuelson. "The normative and positivistic inferiority of M an's naJiws paradigm '. The 

"positivistic inferiority" is related to the problems discussed in 3.2.2.
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chosen  by rational ag en ts .' Yet on e m ust recognize that the objection 
takes som e o f the bite out o f the alleged suboptim aiity of capitalism  with 
respect to the choice o f socially desirable techniques. Exactly how  m uch 
o f M arx 's  argum ent is left rem ains an em pirical issue.

T h is d iscussion  o f the m otivation behind innovation in a capitalist 
econom y has provided  tw o reasons w h y  it m ight proceed less rapidly 
than is desirable and possible. First, an innovation that is cost-reducing 
in term s o f the current w ag e  level m ight not be so  w hen  its im pact on 
w ages is taken into account. Secon d ly , w ith  the im portant proviso  just 
stated, an innovation that reduces the total labour time expended  on the 
product need not be a cost-reducing one. (The tw o m echanism s might 
interact. In fig. 2, if the Firm is currently operating the labour-m inim izing 
technique 11 at w ages ab o ve w„  it m ight em brace technique 1 if this has 
the effect o f  p u sh in g  w ages dow n below  w0.) In addition there is a 
possibility that capitalism  m ight in som e cases lead to too much in n o va
tion b y  neglecting "p ro d u cers ' p re feren ces" about h o w  the w ork should 
be p erform ed .7 Technical efficiency need not coincide w ith social w e l
fare, if the extra utility d erived  from  the increased num ber o f goods 
produced is sm aller than the loss o f utility associated w ith a m ore d is 
agreeable w ay  o f producing them . In 5 . 1 .3  1 return to som e o f these 
questions concerning the non-optim al rate o f technical change under 
capitalism .

From  the rate o f technical chan ge I turn to a d iscussion  o f its direction 
-  w h eth er it is labour-saving, neutral or capital-saving. There can be no 
doubt that M arx believed that innovation h as a pronounced tendency to 
be labour-saving. The question is w h eth er he also provided an exp lan a
tion for this alleged  tendency. In particular, did he seek an explanation 
in rational choice on the part o f capitalists? In the w ake  o f John  H icks's 
theory o f labour-saving innovation, m an y M arxists have argued that 
M arx held a sim ilar theory. O n this v iew , capitalists system atically  seek 
labour-saving innovations as a rational resp o n se to an increase in the 
price o f labou r-pow er.’  I believe there is on ly  on e passage  that su pports 
this u n d erstan d in g  o f M arx:

1 Roemer, "Choice of technique under capitalism, socialism and 'Nirvana' ”. Here he shows 
that the choice of technique when capital is concentrated in a few hands may differ from the 
choice that will be made when it is equally distributed. This even hoids when the individ
uals have the same preferences in boih cases: to work as little as possible, subject to a 
consumption constraint, and to accumulate when they can do so without further work

2 See Pagano. Work and Welfare in Economic Theory tor an exhaustive discussion; also Nove, 
TTte Economics of Feasible Socialism, pp. i99ff.

* Oobb, Political Economy and Capitalism, p. 1*5; Sweety, The Theory of Capitalist Development,
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Between 1848 and 1859, a rise of wages practically insignificant, though ac
companied by falling prices of com, took place in the English agricultural districts 
. . .  This was the result of an unusual exodus of the agricultural surplus-popul
ation caused by the demands of war. the vast extension of railroads, factories, 
mines etc. . . .  What did the farmers do? Did they wait until, in consequence of 
this brilliant remuneration, the agricultural labourers had so increased and multi
plied that their wages must fall again, as prescribed by the dogmatic economic 
brain? They introduced more machinery, and in a moment the labourers were 
redundant again in a proportion satisfactory to the farmers. There was now "more 
capital" laid out in agriculture than before, and in a more productive form. With 
this the demand for labour fell, not only relatively, but absolutely.’

S w eezy , w h o  cites this passage, add s the fo llow ing com m ent:

So far as the individual capitalist is concerned, each takes the wage level for 
granted and attempts to do the best he can for himself. In introducing machinery 
he is therefore merely attempting to economize on his own wage bill. The net 
effect of all the capitalists' behaving in this way, however, is to create unemploy
ment which in turn acts upon the wage level.1

This "in v isib le  h a n d " an alysis, w h ile  com patible w ith  the passage from  
M arx, is m ore precise than an yth in g  found in the latter. M oreover, the 
excerpt from  S w eezy  fails to dem onstrate that the introduction of 
m achinery is the in d iv id u ally  rational respon se to w age rises. There is in 
fact no reason w h y  the rational respon se to a w age increase should be an 
attem pt to econom ize on w ag es .1 It has been proposed that the capitalist 
w ould  have gro u n d s for tilting h is innovative search in a labour-saving 
direction if he believed that w ages w ould  continue to rise in the fu tu re .4 

T his, w hile true, com es up against the objection that he w ould  have no 
rational g ro u n d s for holding this belief. In fact, w ages will rise on ly  if 
other capitalists are less rational than h im self and do not econom ize on 
labour -  but this is an irrational assum ption  to m ake .5

In a n y  case I do not think these w ere  the groun ds on w hich  M arx held 
the labour-saving v iew  o f innovation. First, there are p assages in the 
Grurtdrissr that explicitly repudiate the H icksian v iew . M oreover, both in 
that w ork  and in Capital w e find statem ents that point to a quite different 
explanation . In the Grundrisse M arx quotes Ravenstone to the effect that:

Machinery can seldom be applied with success to abridge the labour of an indi
vidual; more time would be lost in its construction than could be saved by its 
application. It is only really useful when it acts on great masses, when a single

1 Capital I. p 638. i  Sweety, The Theory of Capitalist D evelopm ent, p 88.
* Salter, Productivity ami Technical Change, pp. 43-4.
* Fellner, 'Two propositions in the theory of induced innovations".
5 Cp. also ch 4 of my Explaining Technical Change
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machine can assist the labour of thousands. It is accordingly in the most populous 
countries where there are most idle men that it is always abundant. It is not called 
into action by the scarcity of men. but by the facility with which they are brought 
together.1

A  few  p ages later he asserts this v iew  a s  h is ow n:

The employment of machinery itself historically presupposes -  see above, 
Ravenstone -  superfluous hands. Machinery inserts itself to replace labour only 
where there is an overflow of labour powers . . .  It enters not in order to replace 
labour power where this is lacking, but rather in order to reduce massively avail
able labour power to its necessary measure.2

This argum ent is quite com patible w ith the preponderance o f  labour- 
sav in g  innovations. It excludes on ly  a certain type o f explanation o f this 
tendency, one linking the introduction of labour-saving m achinery to the 
scarcity of labour. M arx 's  ow n  explanation -  if that w ord  is not too strong 
-  is that technical progress is by its very  nature labour-saving. In the 
Grundrisse he goes so  far as to assert that this is a m ere tautology:

The fact that in the development of the productive powers of labour the objective 
conditions of labour, objectified labour, must grow relative to living labour -  this 
is actually a tautological statement, for what else docs growing productive power 
mean than that less immediate labour is required to create a greater product, and 
that therefore social wealth expresses itself more and more in the conditions of 
labour created by labour itself?1

A  som ew hat less obscure statem ent in Capital 111 is too long to be usefu lly  
cited h ere .4 It can be broken d o w n  into the fo llow ing propositions, (i) 
Econom ic grow th  im plies or is syn o n ym o u s with more output per 
w orker, (ii) If m ore is produced per w orker, each workpr m ust be able to 
handle m ore raw  m aterial, (iii) In o rd er to be able to handle m ore raw  
m aterial, the w orker n eeds m ore m achinery (fv) Since constant capital 
m ain ly consists o f raw  m aterial and m achinery, it fo llow s that the am ount 
o f capital per w orker m ust rise -  that is that technical progress is 
inherently  labour-saving. Prem ises (ii) and (iii) m ay appear com pelling, 
but in fact are not. T h ey  em body a narrow  vision o f technical change, that 
excludes am ong others such dram atic capital-saving innovations as 
exp lo sives or the w ireless. M arx 's argum ent for the preponderance of 
labour-saving inventions is invalid , and the conclusion quite possibly 
w ro n g .5

This d iscussion o f technical change has m ainly been concerned with

1 Cru tut rust, p 690, also quolrd  in C a p ita l 1, p. 430.
3 Grundrt*sr, p. 70a 5 IM .. p 8 j i .  * Capitol III, p n 3.
5 Blaug, "Technical change and Marxian economics".
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the intended consequences o f technical change, and on ly  incidentally 
w ith the actual consequences. In particular, the notions o f capital-saving 
and labour-saving innovations have been taken in the ex ante sen se  o f 
m ethods that m odify  the value (or the price) o f the constant capital rela
tive to the num ber o f w orkers w hen it is evaluated in term s o f the pre- 
innovative equilibrium . This is indeed the relevant notion in a discussion 
o f the m otivation behind innovations. In 3 .4 .2  I consider the ex post v iew , 
and d iscu ss w h eth er innovations that are labour-saving at pre-innovation 
va lu es (or prices) rem ain so  in the post-innovative equilibrium .

3.4. T h eo ries o f  cap italist crises

N o  problem  is m ore central to M arxism  than the m echanism  w hereby 
capitalism  d estro ys itself. A t the m ost general level, this com es about by 
the "contradiction  betw een the productive forces and the relations of 
produ ction " (3 .1 .3 ) . Yet in his econom ic w ritings M arx did not devote 
m uch attention to this idea. O r rather, he w ron gly  thought that som e of 
his m ore specific v iew s on capitalist crises instantiated that general 
theory. O f these v iew s , the best-know n and the m ost articulate is the 
theory o f the falling rate o f profit (3.4.2). M ore diffuse are a variety of 
other theories that m ay be loosely collected together as "th eo ries o f 
insufficient d e m a n d " (3 .4 .3). Before I exam ine these theories in detail, I 
state som e o f the features that a M arxist theory o f crises should  exhibit.

3 .4 .1 .  D esiderata for a M arxist theory o f crises
G iven  the gen eral m ethodological rem arks m ade in chapter 1 an d  in 3 .1 ,  
as w ell as the function o f crisis theory in M arx 's political argum ent, the 
capitalist crises should  be sh o w n  to have the fo llow ing features, (i) They 
shou ld  be system-immanent, in the sense o f being generated neither by 
exo gen ou s shocks nor b y  m onopoly o r  other avoidable m alpractices, (ii) 
T h ey  shou ld  h ave  micro-foundations, in the sense that the g lobally  irra
tional outcom e should be sh o w n  to derive  from  the local rationality o f the 
in d ividual ag en ts .1 (iii) T hey should  be irreirrsibie, in the sense o f not 
being am enable to political regulation from  w ith in  the capitalist system , 
(iv) T h ey  should  p rovid e a motivation fo r political action w ith the pu rpose of 
abolish in g capitalism . O nly if these conditions are fulfilled d o  w e obtain a

1 Strictly speaking, this is requiring loo much. Methodological individualism does not 
demand rationality in the motivation of the individuals (1.1). Vet in the present case I 
believe that the demand for micro-foundations amounts to a demand for rational-dioice 
explanation.
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theory o f crises that is satisfactory both from  the point o f v iew  o f econom ic 
theory and from  that o f revolutionary action.

Let m e briefly  indicate h o w  the theories d iscussed here fare in these 
respects. A s  further argued in the next chapter, the contradiction 
betw een  produ ctive forces and relations o f production fails to provide a 
robust m otivation for revolutionary action. A  less-than-optim al rate o f 
technical ch an ge will hardly incite to revolution if that rate is high and 
even  increasing. D em and crises o f various kinds {3 4 3) have prove’d 

em inently am enable to political reform s that do not touch the foundations 
o f the capitalist m ode o f production. The theory of the falling rate of 
profit, being linked to irreversible technical change, is m ore satisfactory in 
this respect. It fails, on the other hand, to provide m icro-foundations, 
since it takes "th e  tendency o f the rate o f profit to fa ll"  as an im m anent 
property  o f the capitalist m ode o f production.

3 .4 .2 . T h e theory o f the fa llin g  rate o f  profit1
Like the classical econom ists before him , M arx believed that the rate of 
profit tended to fall, but he provided  a very  different explanation o f this 
alleged  fact. The d ifference is obviou s from  a look at the table o f contents 
o f Capital 111, com pared to the Principles o f R icardo or M althus. In their 
exposition profit is treated after ground rent, and the fall in the rate of 
profit deduced a s  a consequence o f d im in ishing productivity in agricul
ture. M arx, on the other hand, com pletes the an a lysis  o f the falling rate of 
profit before he com es to groun d  rent. In the Grundrisse he accuses 
R icardo o f fleeing "fro m  econom ics to seek refuge in organic ch e m istry ",1 2 
as if the falling rate o f profit w as  a natural fact rather than a social one. 
M oreover, w h ile  his predecessors saw  technical progress a s  a force 
counteracting the tendency o f the rate o f profit to fall, M arx argued  that 
innovations w ere  the very  vehicle o f that tendency. C arey , he rem arks, 
correctly stated that "th e  rate of profit falls as a result, not of a decrease 
but rather o f an increase o f the productive fo rc e " .1 W e shall see that his 
v iew  w as contrary not o n ly  to intuition, but to truth as well.

In the Grundrisse w e find M arx argu in g  or su ggestin g  that the falling 
rate o f profit w as  an instance o f the contradiction betw een the productive 
forces and the relations o f production. In particular w e find this assertion

1 The law itself and the countertendencies that impede its operation are treated in chs. XIII 
and XIV of Capital HI. Ch. XV treats the law in a more general perspective -  too general, in 
fact, to be very helpful. An analysis of the many pseudo-issues that have confused the 
later debate is van Pariis, "The falhng-rate-d-piofit theory of crises". Roemer, Analytical 
Foundations, ch. 5 has the fullest recent discussion.

2 Grundrisse. p. 754. * Ibid., p. 558.
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in a passage  that is w orth  quoting at som e length. It is quite probably the 
m ost forcefu l statem ent that M arx ever m ade o f his theory -  or v isionary 
im age -  o f the decline and fall o f the capitalist m ode o f production. W hen 
reading the app aren tly  m ore sober statem ents in Capital, it is usefu l to 
have this apocalyptic passage  in m ind:

(The law in the decline in the rale of profit| is in ever)’ respect the most important 
law of modern political economy, and the most essential for understanding the 
most difficult relations. It is the most important law from the historical standpoint. 
It is a law which, despite its simplicity, has never before been grasped and, even 
less, consciously articulated. Since this decline in the rate of profit is identical in 
meaning (i) with the productive power already produced, and the foundation 
formed by it for new production; this simultaneously presupposing an enormous 
development of scientific powers; (2) with the decline of the part of the capital 
already produced which must be exchanged for immediate labour, i.e with the 
decline in the immediate labour required for the reproduction of an immense 
value, expressing itself in a great mass of products, great mass of products with 
low prices, because the total sum of prices is = to the reproduced capital ♦  profit; 
(3) (with) the dimension of capital generally, including the portion which is not 
fixed capital; hence intercourse on a magnificent scale, immense sum of exchange 
operations, large size of the market and all-sidedness of simultaneous labour, 
means of communication etc. presence of the necessary consumption fund to 
undertake this gigantic process (workers' food, housing etc.), hence it i£ evident 
that the material productive power already present, already worked out. existing 
in the form of fixed capital, together with population etc. in short all conditions of 
wealth, that the greatest conditions for the reproduction of wealth, i.e the abun
dant development of the social individual -  that the development of the produc
tive forces brought about by the historical development of capital itself, when it 
reaches a certain point, suspends the self-realization of capital, instead of positing 
it. Beyond a certain point, the development of the powers of production becomes 
a barrier for capital, hence the capital relation a barrier for the development of the 
productive powers of labour. When it has reached this point, capital, i.e. wage 
labour, enters into the same relation towards the development of social wealth 
and of the forces of production as the guild system, serfdom, slavery, and is 
necessarily stripped off as a fetter. . .

The growing incompatibility between the productive development of society 
and its hitherto existing relations of production expresses itself in biller contradic
tions, crises, spasms. The violent destruction of capital not by relationsexternal to 
it, but rather as a condition of its self-preservation, is the most striking form in 
which advice is given it to be gone and to give room to a higher state of social 
production. It is not only the growth of scientific power, but the measure in which 
it is already posited as fixed capital, the scope and width in which it is realized and 
has conquered the totality of production. It is, likewise, Ihe development of the 
population etc. in short, of all moments of production; in that the productive 
power of labour, like the application of machinery, is related to the population; 
whose growth in and for itself already the presupposition as well as the result of 
the growth of the use values to be reproduced and hence also to be consumed.
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Since this decline of profits signifies the same as the decrease of immediate labour 
relative to the size of f he objectified labour which it reproduces and newly posits, 
capital will attempt every means of checking the smallness of the relation of living 
labour to the size of the capital generally, hence also of the surplus value, if 
expressed as profit, relative to the presupposed capital, by reducing the allotment 
made to necessary labour and by still more expanding the quantity of surplus 
labour with regard to the whole labour employed. Hence the highest develop
ment of productive power together with the greatest expansion of existing wealth 
will coincide with depreciation of capital, degradation of the labourer, and a most 
straitened exhaustion of his vital powers. These contradictions lead to explosions, 
cataclysms, crises, in which by momentaneous suspension of labour and 
annihilation of a great portion of capital the latter is violently reduced to the point 
where it can go on . . .  Yet these regularly recurring catastrophes lead to their 
repetition on a higher scale and Anally to its violent overthrow.1

In 2.3.3 I argued  that M arx attem pted to dem onstrate a connection 
betw een  three m ajor flaw s o f capitalism : exploitation, alienation and the 
"so c ia l contradiction" in volved  in the falling rate o f profit. In the passage 
just quoted he also  tries to link the last o f these with the more general 
thesis o f historical m aterialism , that all m odes o f production com e to an 
end because o f a contradiction betw een  the productive forces and the 
relations o f production. C learly , the forging o f such a link w ould be 
h igh ly  desirable. In its absence, historical m aterialism  and the econom ic 
theory o f capitalism  w ould  rem ain separate bodies o f analysis, each of 
them offering an explanation o f the dow nfall o f capitalism  unrelated to 
that proposed  b y  the oth er.1

A  possib le link could  be the fo llow ing. A s  the crises o f capitalism 
becom e increasingly m ore severe , b y  the fall in the rate o f profit which is 
on ly  partly  checked b y  the periodic rem issions, the capitalist m otivation 
to invest w ears off. Profit is the "v ita l flam e" and the "m otive  p o w er" o f 
capitalist production. With less investm ent goes a low er rate o f technical 
chan ge -  the "fetterin g  o f the productive fo rces" involved in the con
tradiction betw een productive forces and relations o f production. Yet this 
v iew  app ears to be inherently m uddled, and Inconsistent w ith other 
p assages from  the Gruruirisse. The m uddle is this. If the rate o f profit falls 
because o f an  increase in the productive p o w ers, then presum ably the fall 
should be halted w hen technical stagnation sets in. It might be possible to 
construct a m odel in w hich  this consequence does not follow , but it is a

1 Ibid , pp 748#
1 ThusKolakowski, Main Currrnt t of Marxism, vol. 1 write» first tKat technical progressiez!» 

to a falling rate of profit (p. 7) and then that capitalism is destroyed because it becomes a
brake on technical progress (p. 301) -  without noting the need to relate these two ten
dencies to one another.
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prim a fa d e  consequence and M arx d o es not tell us how  to avoid  it. The 
textual difficulty is this. In p assages rited in 5 . 1 .3  and 5 .2 .3  M arx states 
that capitalism  will d isap p ear not w hen  and because it becom es incapable 
o f d evelo p in g  the productive forces, but w h en  and because its inherently 
lim ited w ay  o f  d o in g  so is no lon ger required for their further progress. 
The em p h asis here is on the lim its o f capitalism , not on its im potence. The 
lim its are perm anent features o f the capitalist m ode o f production, hut 
assu m e historical im portance on ly  w hen  the m aterial possibility em erges 
o f an o th er m ode o f production not subject to them . H ence capitalism  
creates the conditions for its o w n  destruction, not by curtailing its ow n  
p o w ers, but by enabling the establishm ent o f another, more pow erfu l 
system .

N ote the im portance o f the idea that capitalism  will d isap p ear w hen  and 
because it ceases to be the best system  for d evelop in g  the productive 
forces. It is the exp lan atory claim  o f historical m aterialism  that enters into 
conflict w ith  the exp lan atory claim  o f the theory of the falling rate of 
profit, not the respective predictions o f the theories. It m ight w ell be true 
that capitalism  d isap p ears when it is no longer optim al, and because the 
rate o f profit falls below  the m inim um  level that is acceptable to the 
capitalists. C o n verse ly , but less p lausib ly, the suboptim ality m ight be the 
cau sally  im portant fact and the fall in the rate o f profit m erely a con
com itantly occurring process. The argum ent o f the preceding paragraph 
w as directed again st the idea that the fall in the rate o f profit could bring 
about the fettering o f the productive forces, in w hich case the tw o 
exp lanatory claim s could  be reconciled. O f course, they could also be 
reconciled by assu m in g  that the dow nfall o f capitalism  is causally  o ver
determ ined , so that tw o in d ividually  sufficient forces are at w ork . T his, 
h o w ever, seem s to be an explanation o f last resort.

So  m uch for context -  let m e n ow  turn to the theory itself. I shall first 
state it in in form al, persu asive  term s, and then go  on to point out w h y  this 
is treacherous language that d o es not su rv ive  a more rigorous statem ent. 
The sou rce o f all su rp lu s labour and hence o f profit -  so  the argum ent goes 
-  is living labour. It is in the collective interest o f the capitalist class to keep 
a live  the go ose  that lays the golden  eggs. Yet it is a lso  in the interest of 
each in dividual capitalist to substitute dead labour for liv in g  labour, 
m achinery for w orkers. By u sin g  m ore productive m ethods he can realize 
fo ra  w h ile  supernorm al profits, w hile the fall in the average rate o f profit 
that com es about a s  a result o f his innovation, even  w h en  generalized , is 
too insignificant to deter him  from  introducing it. Yet the aggregate effect 
o f all en trepreneurs in all in dustries behavin g sim ilarly is significant



indeed, lead ing  to the stead y  erosion in the rate o f profit. A s  show n by the 
fundam ental equation o f M arxist econom ics (3 .2 .3), the rising organic 
com position o f capital associated w ith  the introduction o f m achinery 
leads to a fall in the rate o f profit, assu m in g  the rate o f exploitation to be 
constant.

O ne basic flaw  in this argum ent is the assum ption  that living labour is 
the ultim ate source o f profit (3 .2 .3). Y et it is not clear in exactly w hich  w ay  
the fallacy  in this assum ption  enters the argum ent. H ence a m ore specific 
refutation is n eeded . Let us accept for the sake o f sim plification that the 
fundam ental equation is valid , thus d isregard in g  the problem s created by 
the d ivergen ce  o f prices from  valu es. The em phasis here is on the trend in 
the average  organic com position o f capital, not on the sectoral differences 
that m ake prices d eviate  from  va lu e s .' O n this assum ption, three objec
tions w ill be m ade to M arx 's  theory of the falling rate of profit.

First, it turns crucially on the assum ption  that innovations as a rule are 
labour-savin g in the ex ante sen se. A s pointed out above, M arx assum ed 
this m ore or less unth in kin gly , w ithout realizing that an argum ent w as 
needed . M oreover, there does not ap p ear to exist an y argum ent that w e 
could feed  into his theory to ju stify  the assum ption . N o doubt w e  could 
tell a sto ry  in w hich  extended reproduction on a constant technical basis 
com es u p  against a scarcity o f labour-pow er (assum in g that the w orking 
force g ro w s m ore slo w ly  than the rate o f expansion o f the econom y) and 
in w hich  capitalists are therefore m otivated to substitute m achinery for 
labour. I h ave  argu ed , h o w ever, that this H icksian argum ent is invalid . 
M oreover, even  w ere  w e  to accept it, the rate o f grow th  o f the w ork ing 
force, d ivided  b y  the rate o f sav in gs out o f profit, w ould  provide a floor 
below  w h ich  the rate o f profit w ould  not fall, and this m ight w ell be high 
en ough  to en sure  the continuance o f the system .

Secon d ly , even  accepting the preponderance o f labour-saving in ven 
tions in the ex ante sen se , there is no reason w h y  they should in general 
rem ain labour-savin g w h en  evalu ated  in the post-innovation valu es (or 
prices). O ne w ou ld  com m it the fallacy o f com position if, from  the fact that 
a g iven  innovation is labour-saving w hen  all other things are constant, 
one concludes that th is rem ains true w h en  all innovations are considered 
sim ultaneously. Innovation  in  sector A , w hich  produces constant capital 
for sector B, m ight lead to a lo w erin g  o f the valu e o f each physical unit o f
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Yet sectors) differences could be important in non-steady-state growth There might bean 
increase in the organic composition of capital in each sector, and yet the average organic 
composition might fall if the sectors with low organic composition expand sufficiently 
faster than the sectors with high organic composition.
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capital in sector B, even if labour-saving innovations in B lead to an 
increase in the num ber o f such units per w o rk er.1 The net effect o f these 
tw o, opposed  tendencies could go  either w ay . M arx sim ply has no argu 
m ent for the im plicit contention that the pre-m novative trend w ould 
rem ain dom inant. This conclusion is not affected by the additional 
com plication that the (ex ante and expos/) notions o f labour-saving in nova
tions are defin ed  in term s o f the va lu e  com positions o f capital, w hile the 
fundam ental equation is stated in term s o f the organic com position. True, 
the latter m ight rise m ore rap id ly  than the form er if there also takes place a 
fall in the valu e o f labour-pow er, but, first, w e  w ou ld  still be unable to say 
an yth in g a priori about the net effect, an d . secondly, a fall in the va lu e  o f 
labour-pow er w ou ld  go again st the assum ption  o f a constant rate of 
su rp lu s-va lu e.

The third objection is directed against that last assum ption  itself. U nder 
conditions o f technical chan ge that also  affect the industries producing 
consum ption  go o d s for the w orkers, the assum ption  o f a constant rate o f 
su rp lu s-va lu e  im plies a rise in the real w age. C learly , the m ore labour- 
sav in g  are the in ven tion s, the less is the aggregate dem and for labour and 
the sm aller w ill be the rise in the real w ag e  -  and the larger the rise in the 
rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e . H ence on gro u n d s o f internal consistency it is hard 
to assert both strongly  labour-saving innovations and a constant rate of 
exploitation. M arx d id  not in fact assert the latter, but offered an obscure 
argum ent to sh o w  that the increasing rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e  could never 
offset the "m a in "  tendency o f the rate o f profit to fall. O nce again  th is is a 
quite arb itrary contention. Recall also the fact that if the real w ag e  is 
constant, the average  rate o f profit can never fall as a result o f ex ante 
profitable in ven tio n s.* In this case the fall in the rate o f profit a s  the result 
o f technical chan ge is an  im possib ility, in  the general case it is m erely a 
non-necessity. M arx, o f course, w anted it to be a necessary process rooted 
in the nature o f capitalist relations o f production.

T o  conclude, w e  cannot assert that there is a tendency for the den om i
nator in the fundam ental equation to increase o ver tim e, nor, w ere  this to 
h ap p en , that it w ou ld  not be offset b y  a rise in the num erator. If w e  w ant 
to specu late about w h at led M arx into this m ultiply confused  argum ent, 
w e  m ight in voke w ish fu l thinking, an uncertain grasp  o f m athem atics or, 
m ore fun dam en tally , a confusion  betw een  the quantitative and the quali
tative asp ects o f the dom ination of capital o ver labour, the objective spirit 1 2

1 Clearly. this is only a crude way of stating the point, chosen for heuristic purposes only.
Capital using innovations typically imply different machinery, not more of the same.

2 See references in note 1, p. 146 above.
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o ver the subjective spirit (2 .3 .3). A lso , the dialectical twist o f having 
capital d evelo p  by a process that elim inates the v e ry  source o f progress 
m ust have app ealed  strongly  to M arx. Q uoting Ju ven al, M arx captured 
the political dilem m a of the capitalist class in the phrase "E t propter vitam  
vivend i perdere cau sa s" -  for the sake o f life to sacrifice life 's on ly  en d .1 In 
the theory o f the falling rate o f profit he found a sim ilar predicam ent at the 
econom ic level.

3 .4 .3 . T h eo ries o f insufficient dem and
It is clear from  the long passage from  the Grundrisse cited above, and from 
the prom inent place it h as in Capital III, that M arx believed the fall in the 
rate o f profit to be the central m echanism  in the econom ic breakdow n o f 
capitalism . T h is theory also has the virtue o f being stated in term s suf
ficiently precise to a llow  discussion  an d , in fact, refutation. This is not 
true o f the various other theories o f capitalist crises scattered around in 
his w ritin gs. T h ey  tend to be trivial, or ram bling and repetitive, or 
obscure. T hey m ay  contain isolated phrases that can be used to justify  the 
term "M a rx is t"  as a characterization o f som e subsequently  proposed 
theory, but the en su in g  w ar o f quotations h as tended to distract attention 
from the substantive issu es. I shall briefly  d iscuss three such theories in 
M arx: a d isproportionality  theory, an overproduction theory and an 
underconsum ption  theory. For convenience I h ave  grouped them all to
gether u n d er the h ead in g  o f theories o f insufficient dem and, but they are 
really  quite distinct su ggestion s (I shall not consider the proto-Keynesian 
theory o f  over-savin g  ( 1 .3 .2  and 1.5 .3 ) , since M arx did not intend this as 
an explanation o f the actual crises, on ly  as an an alysis o f w h at w ould  
happen  if the exhortation to the w orkers to save part o f their w ag e  w ere 
taken seriously .) In w h at fo llow s, the term "c r is is "  m ust be understood 
quite broadly, ran ging from  m ere disequilibrium  through cyclical fluc
tuations to the ultim ate breakdow n o f capitalism .

The disproportionality  theory and the overproduction theory are both 
linked to the separation  o f sale and purchase in capitalism . T his, Marx 
says in Capital l, im plies "th e  possib ility, and no m ore than the possibility, 
o f c r ise s " .3 Let m e first focus on the disproportionality crises that stem 
from this separation  In a decentralized econom y there is no guarantee 
that produ cers w ill find a m arket for their products, nor that go o d s in 
dem and w ill be produced in sufficient quantity. There m ay be im balance 
betw een the capital and the consum ption  sectors, that is violation o f the

1 Neue Oder Zeitung. 12.6.1855.
* Capital 1, p. 114. For discussion, see Kenway. "Marx, Keynes and the possibility ol crisis".
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conditions o f sim ple or extended reproduction, and also im balance 
w ithin  the capital sector, due to the uneven  rate o f depreciation o f fixed 
cap ital.' In Capital II this d isproportionality  betw een sectors is alm ost 
m ode into a rule:

(Inasmuch) as only one-sided exchanges are made, a number of mere purchases 
on the one hand, a number of mere sales on the other -  and we have seen that the 
normal exchange of the annual product on the basis of capitalism necessitates 
such one-sided metamorphosis -  the balance can be maintained only on the 
assumption that in amount the value of the one-sided purchases and that of the 
one-sided sales tally The fact that the production of commodities is the general 
form of capitalist production implies the role which money is playing in it not only 
as a medium of circulation, but also as money-capital, and engenders certain 
conditions of normal exchange peculiar to this mode of production and therefore 
of the normal course of reproduction, whether it be on a simple or an extended 
scale -  conditions which change into so many conditions of abnormal develop
ment. into so many possibilities of crises, since -  owing to the spontaneous nature 
of this production-a balance is in itself an accident :

The last p h rase  su ggests the influence o f Sism on di, "th e  patron saint o f all 
those 'exp lan atio n s' that are content to talk about the anarchy o f capitalist 
production, the lack of kn ow ledge o f w hat the other fellow’ does an d  w hat 
b u yers w an t, and so  o n " .*  E lsew h ere M arx m ade it clear, h o w ever, that 
he did not b elieve the equilibrium  to be a m ere accident, a knife-edge 
property a s  it w ere. In Capital I he contrasts the anarchy o f  the division  o f 
labour in society w ith the despotism  o f d ivision  o f labour in the 
w orksh op , but ad d s that the lack o f regulation in the form er is on ly  an 
apparent one:

The different spheres of production . . .  constantly tend to an equilibrium: for, on 
the one hand, while each producer of a commodity is bound to produce a use- 
value, to satisfy a particular social want, and while the extent of these wants 
differs quantitatively, still there exists an inner relation which settles their propor
tions into a regular system, and that system one of spontaneous growth; and, on 
the other hand, the law of the value of the commodities ultimately determines 
how much of the disposable working-time society can spend on each particular 
class of commodities. But this constant tendency to equilibrium, of the various 
spheres of production, is exercised only in the shape of a reaction against the 
constant upsetting of the equilibrium.4

M arx w as  quite fond o f this idea, th.it in capitalism  equilibrium  is attained 
on ly  by the "n egation  o f the n e g a tio n " ' -  by the constant overcom ing of 
deviations from  equilibrium  rather than in the direct w ay  that w ou ld  be 1

1 Capital II. pp 468 -9 2 lbid.t pp. 494-5.
* Schumpeter, History of Economie Analysis, p. 741. 4 Capua! I. pp. >55-6.
4 Crttndnsst. p 137; see also ihtrf.. p 148 and Thivrtesof Surplus Valut. vol 2, p 500.
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possib le in a planned econom y. In retrospect w e can say  that the 
attainm ent o f equilibrium  by out-of*equilibrium  trading is a m uch m ore 
com plex process than M arx and the classical econom ists believed, and 
that the dynam ic process o f m utual ad justm en ts m ay well fail to bring 
about an equ ilibriu m .1 M arx, in this case, credited capitalism  with m ore 
collective rationality than it d o es in fact possess. G enerally, he seem s to 
have vacillated am on g the v iew s that in capitalism  disequilibrium  is a 
m ere possib ility, that it obtains a s  a rule and that it tends to be elim inated 
by m arket ad justm ents. N o w h ere  does he com e close to suggestin g that it 
could be self-reinforcing.

In the Theories of Surplus-Value M arx d iscusses at som e length the 
possibility o f a "gen era l g lu t" in all m arkets. W hile thedisproportionality  
theory did not go  beyond the idea o f local overproduction, the general 
glut in volves sim ultaneous overproduction  in all sectors o f the econom y. 
O ne m ight think that the assertion  o f general overproduction in volves the 
fallacy o f com position , but M arx effectively d isarm s this objection by 
pointing out that it is valid  on ly  under conditions o f barter, unm ediated 
by m oney:

Let us examine this fantasy more closely: It is admitted that there can be 
overproduction in each particular industry. The only circumstance which could 
prevent overproduction in all industries simultaneously is, according to the 
assertions made, the fact that commodity exchanges against commodity -  i.e. 
recourse is taken to the supposed conditions of barter. But this loop-hole is 
blocked by the very fact that trade under capitalist conditions is not barter, and 
therefore the seller of a commodity is not necessarily at the same time the buyer of 
another. This whole subterfuge then rests on abstracting from money and from the 
fact that we are not concerned here with the exchange of products, but with the 
circulation of commodities, an essential part of which is the separation of 
purchase and sale.1

E lsew h ere in the sam e m anuscripts the role o f m oney is m ore specifically 
explained in term s o f w hat K eyn es w as  to call liquidity preference:

At a given moment, the supply of all commodities may be greater than the 
demand for all commodities, since the demand for the general commodity, money, 
exchange-value, is greater than the demand for all particular commodities, in 
other words the motive to turn the commodity into money, to realize its ex
change-value, prevails over the motive to transform the commodity again into 
use-value.3 1

'  fW.. p. 505.
1 On this issue, see Weintraub. Micrvfoututatwm. 
1 Tfovries of Surf4us-Value, vol. a. pp. 532-3.
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These observation s, w hile true and potentially im portant, d o  not lead us 
beyond the "p ossib ility  o f  c r ise s". O nce again , there is no hint at a d y n a 
mic m echanism  b y  w hich the crisis, once set in m otion, could becom e 
self-rein forcing In this crucial respect the theory o f the falling rate o f 
profit, w h atever its oth er flaw s, is m ore satisfactory.

O verproduction  is not syn o n ym o u s w ith  underconsum ption, since the 
latter term refers exclu sively  to lack o f effective dem and for consumption 
goods. C rises o f underconsum ption  m ust also be d istinguished from  the 
(hypothetical) crises that could arise from  over-savin g. In Capital II M arx 
explicitly d istin gu ish es betw een  these tw o "contradictions o f cap ita lism ":

Contradiction in the capitalist mode of production: the labourers as buyers of 
commodities are important for the market. But as sellers of their own commodity -  
labour-power -  capitalist society tends to keep them down to the minimum price. 
Further contradiction- the periods in which capitalist production exerts all its 
forces regularly turn out to be periods of over-production, because production 
potentials can never be utilized to such an extent that more value may not only be 
produced but also be realized; but the sale of commodities, the realization of 
commodity-capital and thus of surplus-value, is limited not by the consumer 
requirements of society in general, but by the consumer requirements of a society 
in which the vast majority are always poor and must always remain poor 1

In Capital III M arx refers in passing to this "fu rth er contradiction" as "th e  
ultim ate reason fo r  all real c r ise s" .1 If taken literally, this w ou ld  dethrone 
the theory o f the falling rate o f profit from  its place as M arx 's  principal 
theory o f capitalist crises. In the chapter on the "in tern al contradictions of 
the la w "  o f the falling rate o f profit in Capital III there is. h o w ever, a more 
nuanced statem ent o f the relation betw een  these tw o m echanism s;

The creation of this surplus-value makes up the direct process of production, 
which, as we have said, has no other limits but those mentioned above. As soon as 
all the surplus-labour it was possible to squeeze out has been embodied in 
commodities, surplus-value has been produced But this production of surplus- 
value completes but the first act of the capitalist process of production -  the direct 
production process. Capital has absorbed so and so much unpaid labour. With the 
development of the process, which expresses itself in a drop in the rate ot profit, 
the mass of surplus-value thus produced swells to immense dimensions. Now 
comes the second act of the process The entire mass of commodities, i e. the total 
product, including the portion which replaces the constant and vanaMe capital, 
and that representing surplus-value, must be sold. If this is not done, or done only 
in part, or only at prices below the prices of production, the labourer has indeed 
been exploited, but his exploitation is not realized as such for the capitalist, and

1 Capital II, p. 316.
1 Capital III, p For a discussion of this ar»d related lexis, sec Blcaney, Undtrcamumplioti

Jhtoftrs, ch 6.



this can be bound up with a total or partial failure to realize the surplus-value 
pressed out of him, indeed even with the partial or total Joss of capital The 
conditions of direct exploitation, and those of realizing it, are not identical. The)' 
diverge not only in place and time, but also logically. The first are limited only by 
the productive power of society, the latter by the proportional limits of the various 
branches of production and the consumer power of society. But this last-named is 
not determined either by the absolute productive power, or by the absolute con
sumer power, but by the consumer power based on antagonistic conditions of 
distribution, which reduce the consumption of the bulk of society to a minimum 
varying within more or less narrow limits.1

It is, in fact, possib le for a fall in the rate o f profit to go  together with a rise 
in the mass o f su rp lu s-va lu e. The form er constitutes the “ first act" o f the 
breakdow n o f capitalism , w h ile  the underconsum ption crises generated 
by the latter form the “ second act". This sou n ds like an interesting 
scenario, but it suffers from a fatal defect: M arx now here tells us how  the 
limited consum ption pow er can act as a barrier to the realization of 
su rp lu s-va lu e. Note that w e are not dealing here with a general glut 
caused by liquidity preference, nor w ith a sectoral disequilibrium , nor 
w ith  lack o f effective dem and caused by w ork ers' over-saving. A s far as 
w e  can tell, M arx had in mind som ething different from all o f these -  but it 
is im possible to know' w hat. This third variety o f the “ effective d em an d " 
theories is even  m ore nebulous and opaqu e than the first tw o. They at 
least had the virtue o f pointing to a causal m echanism , even if its detailed 
m ode o f operation w as left unspecified . The underconsum ption theory of 
crises is virtually  devoid  o f content, beyond the pre-analytical notion that 
capitalism  creates w ealth  w hich m ust rem ain barren because o f the re
stricted consum ption p o w er o f the w orkers.

1 Capital III, p. 244
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4. Exploitation, freedom and justice

4.1. The nature and causes of exploitation
4 .1 .1 .  Non-market exploitation
4.1.2 . Market exploitation: the canonical case
4 .1.3 . Varieties of market exploitation
4.1.4 . Determinants of the rate of exploitation
4.1.5 . Exploitation, power and counterfactuals

4.2. Freedom, coercion and force
4 .2 .1. Freedom as autonomy
4.2 .2 . Formal freedom  in capitalism
4.2.3. Is wage labour forced labour?

4.3. Is exploitation unjust?
4.3.1. Marx against justice
4.3.2. Is property theft7
4.3.3. Contribution and need

The theory o f exploitation w as  centrally im portant in M arx, and rem ains a 
focus o f intense w ork  today. U nlike m ost o f h is analytical econom ics, it is 
w orth exam ining for itself, nol )usl for its place in the history of thought. 
The im portance o f exploitation in M arxism  is tw ofold . First, the presence 
o f exploitation in a society p ro v id es the outside observer w ith  a ground 
for norm ative criticism . Exploitation is w ron g; exploiters are m orally con- 
dem nable; a  society that tolerates or generates exploitation ought to be 
abolished. Secon d ly , exploitation can provide the exploited w ith  a 
ground for taking in d ividual or collective action against the system , and 
hence enters into the explanation o f su ch  action. W hen constructing a 
m ore elaborate theory o f exploitation, one m ay face the problem  that the 
norm atively  relevant concept is one that does not h ave  m uch explanatory 
significance. W orkers m ay be exploited by shareholders, yet direct their 
action again st the m an agers.1 In the present chapter I am  m ainly con
cerned w ith  the norm ative theory o f exploitation, w h ile  the explanatory 
issue is d iscu ssed  in 6 .1 below .

In 4 .1  I d iscu ss the nature and cau ses o f exploitation, as seen by Marx 
and later M arxist w riters. In particular 1 d raw  heavily  on the recent w ork 
by John Roem er, A  General Theory of Explanation and Class. In 4 .2  I d iscuss

1 Weber. Economy and Society, vol. 1. p. 305.
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w h eth er the w orkers u nder capitalism  are coerced or forced into selling 
their labour-pow er, and if so  w h at relation this bears to their being ex
ploited. This also occasions a m ore general d iscussion  o f M arx's concep
tion o f freedom . In 4 . 3 1 consider the question o f the injustice o f exploita
tion, argu in g  that M arx had a theory o f justice that supported both his 
condem nation o f exploitation and h is conception o f com m unism . M any 
ideas in the latter tw o sections derive from w ork  by C . A . Cohen.

4 .1 .  T h e nature and causes o f exploitation

Being exploited m eans, fun dam en tally , w orking m ore hours than are 
needed to produce the good s on e consum es. This app aren tly  sim ple 
form ulation h ides a num ber o f conceptual problem s that are explored in 
the present section. The m ost fundam ental is posed  b y  the existence of 
heterogeneous labour: if it is im possib le to define the labour content o f 
goods, it is a lso  im possib le to com pare labour expended w ith "lab ou r 
com m an d ed " in the form  o f goods. I postpone discussion  o f this difficulty 
to 4 .1 .5 .  A n oth er central problem  concerns the relation betw een exploita
tion through direct (extra-econom ic) coercion and exploitation in the 
m arket. The form er is the object o f 4 . 1 . 1 ,  the latter o f 4 .1 .2 . Together, 
these m ake u p  the d iscu ssion  o f w hat exploitation 15. In the follow ing 
subsections 1 d iscu ss the causes o f exploitation. In 4 .1 .3  I consider a variety 
of m arkets that m ay g ive  rise to exploitation. In 4 .1.4  1 d iscuss the 
determ inants o f the rate o f exploitation, in the canonical case of exploita
tion through the labour m arket in a capitalist econom y.

4 . 1 . 1 .  N on-m arket exp lo itation
There is a tension in the concept of exploitation, as em ployed both within 
and outside M arxism . O n the one hand there is a suggestion that exploita
tion differs from  (extra-econom ic) coercion. Being exploited is being "taken  
unfair ad van tage o f" ,  a m uch subtler form  o f  su ffering harm  than being 
the object o f physical coercion. We probably w ou ld  not say  that the victim 
o f a protection racket is exploited , and w e certainly w ould not say  this o f 
the victim  o f an  arm ed robbery. O n the other hand it w ould be contrary to 
usage to d en y  that the slave  or the serf is exploited -  even  though feudal 
exploitation m ay not differ m uch from  a protection racket.1 If, a s  seem s to 
be the case, our linguistic intuitions are inconsistent in this w ay , there is a 
choice to be m ade concerning the direction in which one w ants to go.

’  N o r th , Structure amt Change in Economic History, p. 1 3 0 .
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Earlier, I proposed  to define exploitation as extraction o f su rp lu s labour 
through m arket transactions, thus effectively  den yin g  that the slave is 
exp lo ited . 1 1 now  believe this w as  a m istake. At least w ithin  the M arxist 
tradition, and probably also outside it, the case for say in g  that there is 
exploitation outside the m arket is o verw h elm in gly  strong, even  though it 
rem ains difficult to separate it clearly from  robbery and sim ilar 
phenom ena.

Y et this term inological issue is less im portant than the u n d erly in g  su b 
stan tive one. T h ere  are im portant differences betw een extraction o f 
su rp lu s labour through extra-econom ic coercion and exploitation in the 
m arket. I shall first con sider w hat the tw o have in com m on, and then go  
on  to M arx 's theory o f non-m arket exploitation.

The feature com m on to all class societies is that extraction o f su rp lu s 
labour takes place. M arx defines su rp lu s labour gen erally  a s  labour 
beyond w h at is needed to reproduce the labour-pow er o f the w orker:

That portion of the working-day, then, during which this reproduction takes 
place, I call "necessary" labour time, and the labour expended during that time I 
call " « « r s w y "  labour. . .  During the second period of the labour process, that in 
which his labour is no longer necessary labour, the workman, it is true, labours, 
expends labour-power; but his labour being no longer necessary labour, he cre
ates no value for himself. He creates surplus-value which, for the capitalist, has all 
the charms of a creation out of nothing. This portion of tire working-day I name 
surplus labour-time, and to the labour expended during that time, 1 give the name 
of surplus-labour. It is every bit as important, for a correct understanding of 
surplus-value, to conceive of it as a mere congelation of surplus labour-time, as 
nothing but materialised surplus-labour, as it is, fora proper comprehension of 
value, to conceive it as a mere congelation of so many hours of labour, as nothing 
but materialised labour. The essential difference between, for instance, a society 
based on slave-labour, and one based on wage-labour, lies only in the mode in 
which this surplus-labour is in each case extracted from the actual producers.1

Capital has not invented surplus-labour. Wherever a part of society possesses the 
monopoly o f the means of production, the labourer, free or not free, must add to 
the working-time necessary for his own maintenance an extra-working time in 
order to produce the means of subsistence for the owners of the means of produc
tion, whether this proprietor be Ihe Athenian [aristocrat). Etruscan theocrat, civis 
Romanus, Norman baron, American slave-owner, Wallachian Boyard, modem 
landlord or capitalist . 9

I h ave  d iscu ssed  in 2 .5  the w orld-historical im portance o f surplus- 
labour that m akes possib le the advan ce o f civilization b y  creating free 
tim e for a sm all class o f non-producers. 1 insist on the w ord  "p o ss ib le "  in

1 In my "Exploitation, freedom and justice '. } CtpilaJ J. pp. aiS-17 .
* IM  , p. a jj.



the preceding sentence. Som e w riters, such as V . G . Childe, have tried to 
explain the em ergence o i  c lasses and exploitation by the presence o f a 
technology allow in g a su rp lu s. This explanation, h ow ever, is invalid , 
since the producers a lw ays h ave  the option o f w orking less to ach ieve the 
sam e consum ption level, rather than w orking more in order to create a 
surplus. The choice o f the latter rather than the form er m ust be explained 
by the nature o f the social relations, and hence cannot explain them , as 
M arx w ell knew :

IThe] natural conditions or limits of rent, being those of surplus-value in general, 
are plainly clear. The direct producer must (t) possess enough labour-power, and 
(2) the natural conditions of his labour, above all the soil cultivated by him, must 
be productive enough, in a word, the natural productivity of his labour must be 
big enough to give him the possibility of retaining some surplus-labour, over and 
above that required for the satisfaction of his own indispensable needs. It is not 
this possibility which creates the rent, but rather compulsion which turns this 
possibility into reality.1

It is m isleading, therefore, to say  that " a s  long as there is som e su rp lu s, 
class society is p o ssib le " .1 2 Rather, it is the possibility o f a su rp lu s that 
m akes class society possible. The econom y has no su rp lu s .' In 5 .3  I co n 
sider the sequence o f even ts that, according to M arx, led to the actualiz
ation of su rp lu s, a s  distinct from its m ere possibility.

Su rp lu s labour can be extracted by (extra-econom ic) force, or by the 
m arket. The most im portant passage  in w hich Marx explains the need for 
direct force occurs in Capital III:

It is furthermore evident that in all forms in which the direct labourer remains the 
"possessor”  of the means of production and labour conditions necessary for the 
production of his own means of subsistence, the property relationship must 
simultaneously appear as a direct relation of lordship and servitude, so that the 
direct producer is not free; a lack of freedom which may be reduced from serfdom 
with enforced labour to a men; tributary relationship. The direct producer, 
according to our assumption, is to be found here in possession of his own means 
of production, the necessary material labour conditions required for the realiz
ation of his labour and the production of his means of subsistence. Me conducts 
his agricultural activity and the rural home industries connected with it indepen
dently . . .  Under such conditions the surplus-labour for the nominal owner of the 
land can only be extorted from them by other than economic pressure, whatever 
the form may be assumed to be. This differs from slave or plantation economy in 
that the slave works under alien conditions of production and not independently. 
Thus, conditions of personal dependence are requisite, a lack of personal
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freedom, no matter to what extent, and being tied to the soil as its accessory, 
bondage in the true sense of the w ord.1

Unlike the slave, the feudal serf or A siatic peasant o w n s part o f his 
labour-pow er and can d ispose o f it independently  (5 .1.2 ) . Unlike the 
w age labourer, he o w n s the m ean s o f production needed to produce his 
ow n  subsistence. H ence su rp lu s labour can  on ly  be extracted from  him  by 
m aking him  unfree, that is by the lord gain ing possession  o f part o f his 
labou r-pow er.2

R ent in  kind, on the other hand,

presupposes a higher stage ofrivilisation for the direct producer, i.e. a higher 
level of development of his labour and of society in general. And it is distinct from 
the preceding form in that surplus-labour needs no longer be performed in its 
natural lorm, under the direct supervision and compulsion of the landlord and his 
representatives; the direct producer is driven rather by the force of circumstances 
than by direct coercion, through legal enactment rather than the whip, to perform 
it on his own responsibility . . .  In this relation the direct producer more or less 
disposes of his entire labour-time, although, as previously, a part of his labour- 
time, at first practically the entire surplus portion of it. belongs to the landlord 
without compensation, except that the landlord no longer directly receives this 
surplus-labour in its natural form, but rather in the products' natural form in 
which it is realized 5

I take this to state, or to im ply, that there now  exists a m arket in tenancies. 
Since the labourer "m o re  or le ss "  o w n s all o f his labour-pow er, the 
su rp lu s labour can be extracted from  him  only  by virtue o f his lack of 
access to the m eans o f production. This lack o f access constitutes "th e  
force o f c ircu m stan ces", as opposed  to the "d irect coercion " characteristic 
o f labour rent. In 4 .2 .3 1 d iscu ss this contrast in som e detail. H ere I w ant to 
observe that w hat M arx here sa y s  seem s to be contradicted by w hat he 
states in a later section on m oney rent:

the basis of this type of ren t. . .  remains the same as that of rent in kind, which 
constitutes its point of departure. The direct producer as before is still possessor of 
the land, either through inheritance or some other traditional right, and must 
perform for his lord, as owner of his most essential condition of production, 
excess corvée labour, that is unpaid labuur for which no equivalent is returned, in 
the form of a surplus-product transformed into money .4

It is difficult to m ake unam bigu ou s and consistent sen se  o f these two 
passages. The distinction betw een  possession  and o w n ersh ip  is not 
clarified. In the first passage  it is clear that possession  is not an em pty
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phrase, since it is w hat m akes direct com pulsion necessary for the extrac
tion o f su rp lu s labour. The second sim ilarly sh o w s that ow n ersh ip  has a 
substantial m eaning, since it is w hat a llo w s the landlord to extract the 
su rp lu s from  the direct producer. H ence, w h en  a given land is sim ultane
o u sly  p ossessed  by the direct producer and ow ned by the landlord, the 
extraction o f su rp lu s labour app ears to be explained  twice o ver -  once by 
the lan d lord 's use of force and then by his legal rights which obviate the 
need for force 1

W e m ust ask w h at difference it m akes w hether w e say  that the pro
ducer has full o w n ersh ip  o f the land and part-ow nership  o f his labour- 
pow er. or part-ow nership  o f the land and full ow n ersh ip  o f his labour- 
pow er. Labour rent can arise in both cases: in the first because the lord can 
com pel the peasant to w ork part o f his time on the dem esne land, in the 
second because the labour rent is paym ent for the right to w ork on the 
plot that is part-ow ned by the lord. A  difference w ould  arise if land is 
abundant relative to labour, for then, in the second case, com petitive 
b idding by landlords for tenants w ou ld  d rive  rents d o w n , contrary to 
w h at w ould  be o bserved  in the first case. It has in fact been argued that 
w hen  land has been abundant relative to labour, either the class o f non
w o rk in g  lan d ow n ers or the c lass o f free peasants had to d isap pear.1 M arx, 
h o w ever, ignores this issu e , a s  he also neglects to explain  the distinction 
betw een possession  and ow n ersh ip . A s  a result, his account of exploita
tion in non-m arket econom ies rem ains vagu e, except for the case of 
slavery , w hich  does not pose these conceptual difficulties.

4 .1 .2 . M arket exp lo itation : the canonical case
The distinction betw een non-m arket and m arket econom ies is not the 
sam e as that betw een pre-capitalist and capitalist m odes o f production. It 
is an im portant fact about pre-capitalist econom ics that they often con
tained pockets o f m arket exchange that could g ive  rise to exploitation "b y  
the force o f c ircu m stan ces". C apitalism  is, h o w ever, historically the cen
tral form  o f the m arket econom y, characterized by the fact that even 
labour-pow er is a com m odity that is bought and sold on the m arket. In 
the present d iscussion  I shall only consider the form s o f exploitation that 
arise under these conditions. O ther varieties o f m arket exploitation are 
d iscu ssed  in 4 .1 .3 . 1 2

1 The fad that legal rights are effective only when hacked by the force of the state m 
irrelevant here, since I am asking whether the lâttdownrr needs to use force to extrad the 
surplus.

2 Domar, "The causes of slavery and serfdom".
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I shall rely h eavily  on the m odels o f labour-m arket exploitation offered 
by John Roem er. These ap p ear to m e faithful to the central intuitions in 
Capital, w h ile  also sufficiently precise to allow  us to detect and d iscuss 
problem s that could not com e to the surface in M arx’s  ow n  an alysis. In his 
book, Roem er offers one m odel in w hich the agents m inim ize their labour 
time subject to a constraint on consum ption ("a  capitalist subsistence 
eco n o m y") and one in which they m axim ize their reven ue subject to a 
constraint on their labour time ("a  capitalist accum ulation econ om y"). In 
w h at fo llo w s 1 focus m ainly on  the latter, w hich  is closer to actual capi
talist econom ies.

Even the accum ulation m odel, h o w ever, is tew stark, since it has no 

scope for a trade-off betw een labour time and w ealth. In recent w ork 
Roem er has explored  the m ore general case, in w hich agents have a 
su p p ly  function o f labour that d ep en d s on their w ealth. U nder reasonable 
assu m ption s about these su p p ly  functions, the results o f the pure 
accum ulation m odel are  sh o w n  to be robust. U nder non-standard 
assu m ption s -  w h en  the agen ts p erverse ly  w ant to w ork  longer hours the 
richer they are -  the resu lts d o  not hold. Specifically, u n d er the latter 
circum stances poor agents m ay exploit the rich, if the latter w an t to w ork 
m ore than their large stock o f capital allow s them  to do , w h ile  the form er 
d o  not even  w ant to utilize all o f w hat little they have got, and hence hire 
the rich to w ork for th em .' The result is m ainly of conceptual interest, in 
that it sh o w s that from  the ethical point o f v iew  exploitation cannot be a 
fundam ental concept. If the rich w ant to be exploited, the poor ought not 
to take an y  blam e. If there is an yth in g  w ro n g  w ith  the situation, it is to be 
found in the unequal distribution o f w ealth, not in the form s o f exploita
tion that arise in it because o f this peculiar su p p ly  function o f labour. I 
return to the issu e in 4 .3 .2 , but for the tim e being I shall d isregard  this 
com plication.

Im agine a set o f  in d iv id u als all equipped  w ith the sam e am ount o f 
labour-pow er (of the sam e skill), but d ifferently en dow ed w ith other 
factors o f production. In addition to the in d ividuals w e m ust postulate the 
presence of a state that guarantees property rights and enforces contracts. 
There are w ell-defin ed  techniques for producing all goods except labour- 
p o w er w hich  is assu m ed  to be the on ly  non-producible good. Since there 
is a labour m arket,

an agent can engage in three types of economic activity: he can sell his labour 
power, he can hire the labour power of others, or he can work for himself. His 
constraint is that he must be able to lay out the operating costs, in advance, for the

1 Roemer, "Should Marxists he interested in exploitation?"
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activities he chooses to operate, either with his own labour or hired labour, 
funded by the value of his endowments.1

H ere the en d o w m en ts and the labour-pow er are evaluated at the prices 
and w ag e  rate that obtain at equilibrium , calculated in a m anner broadly 
sim ilar to that sketched in 3 .2 .2 . In addition to the capital constraint. 
Roem er assu m es that there is a constraint on the length o f the w orking 
d ay . Finally, the agents are su pposed  to m axim ize their net revenues. 
W ith respect to a g iven  equilibrium , w e can ask three questions w ith 
respect to the agents:

(i) W hat is  the monetary' valu e o f their endow m ents?
(ii) D o they w ork  for th em selves, sell their labour-pow er or buy 

labour-pow er?
(iii) Do they w ork  longer hours than are em bodied in the com m odities 

they can buy w ith  their reven ue?
The First question concerns the wealth o f the econom ic agents, the second 
their class m em bership  an d  the third their exploitation status. Roem er 
p ro ves in im portant theorem s that these are h ighly correlated/ The in
d iv idu als w h o  m ust hire labour-pow er to optim ize are exploiters, those 
w h o  m ust sell their labour-pow er to optim ize are exploited. In the class of 
those w ho can optim ize by w orking for them selves, som e are exploiters, 
som e are exploited , w hile som e belong to a "g re y  a re a " characterized by 
the fact that som e of the com m odity bundles they can buy w ith their re
ven ue em body m ore labour tim e than they w ork , w hile others em body 
less. The existence o f this g rey  area is due to the non-proportionality of 
prices and va lu es (3.2 .2). M oreover, the ordering of in d ividuals in terms 
o f w ealth  correspond in the expected w a y  to ordering in term s o f class or 
in term s o f exploitation status. Som e further features o f the m odel are 
d iscussed  in 6 .1 .

A lthough h igh ly  abstract, R oem er's m odel brings out very w ell som e 
central featu res o f the M arxist theory o f exploitation. Because it is so 
explicit in its assum ption, it also forces u s to consider som e questions that 
otherw ise m ight have escaped our attention. 1 w ant to d iscu ss four 
striking features o f the m odel, (i) Exploitation and class are nrodally 
defined , so that exploitation status and class m em bership cannot be 
established just b y  looking at actual behaviour, (ii) Exploitation appears 
as a property o f in d ividuals or o f w hole econom ies, not prim arily as a rela
tion betw een in d iv iduals, (iii) Exploitation is restricted to a purely  static 
setting, ignoring both the past h istory 'o f the individual en dow m en ts and

1 Roemer, A General Thtory, p 11 y. : Ifad . Theorems 4 3 ,4 .6  and 4.7.
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the future use o f the reven u es derived  from them  (iv) It is also restricted 
to a  fu lly  competitive setting, ignoring w h at form s exploitation takes in 
"th in  m arkets'!.

(i) Both class m em bership  and exploitation are defined m odally. Roem er 
does not say  that som eone is a m em ber o f  the capitalist class sim ply 
because he hires labour. A  capitalist is som eone w h o  must hire labour in 
order to optim ize. A rgu ab ly , he is not "fo rced  by circum stances" to hire 
labour, because, unlike the w orker in m ost circum stances, he is not forced 
to optim ize (4.2.3). Yet if he w an ts to optim ize, he can do so  on ly  by hiring 
labour. I return to the rationale for this definition in 6 1 . 1 .

S im ilarly , Roem er d o es not say  that an agent is exploited sim ply by 
virtue o f the fact that the labour em bodied in the com m odities he b uys is 
less than w hat he exp en d s. He is exploited w hen  the labour content o f 
any com m odity he can buy is less than the labour he expends. T h is d efin i
tion has tw o im plications, one m entioned by Roem er, the other not. He 
stresses that by adopting this m odal defin ition, exploitation status 
becom es independent of consum ption  preferences, w hich he regards as a 
desideratum  of the theory In this he seem s justified, at least if w e  w ant to 
retain the m oral relevance o f exploitation. If an agent could chan ge from 
being exploited  into being an exp lo iter sim ply  as a result o f a change o f 
tastes, som e o f the m oral connotations o f exploitation w ould  be lost. 
A nother consequence o f the definition is that it allow s Roem er to d isre
gard  w h at actually  h ap p en s to the net revenue that is earned, an d  in 
particular to d isregard  the issue o f reinvestm ent vs. consum ption. This is 
further d iscu ssed  in com m ent (iii) below.

(ii) The m odel d efin es exploitation a s  a property, not as a relation. The 
central fact about exploitation is not a face-to-face relation betw een an 
exploiter and an exploited  agent; rather it is the property o f either being 
an exploiter or being exploited. C on sider the fo llow in g exam ple from 
Roem er;

There arc two technologies for making corn; the farm, which requires only direct 
labour, and the factory, which uses lalx>ur plus seed corn as capital. To reproduce 
a worker (which requires one bushel of corn) using the farm requires six days' 
labour, while using the factory technology only three days' labour is needed, plus 
some capital. Suppose that the society in question has exactly enough capital for it 
to reproduce one-half of its members using the factory, and that capital stock is 
distributed in an egalitarian manner among all producers. Suppose producers 
desire only to subsist. Then each producer will work 4) days in each week . .  
(There| are several ways of achieving this result; the simplest is the autarchic
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solution where each producer works up his seed com in the factory in 1J days, 
thereby producing one-half his subsistence requirement, and then travels to the 
farm and produces the other half of his subsistence needs in 3 days' work on the 
farm. Now consider a second arrangement which achieves the same results, but 
with a social division of labour. Two-thirds of the society, whom we will call coali
tion A, will contract tohire the other one-third, coalition B. Each agent in B will work 
up his own stock of seed corn, plus the stock of two agents in A, his employers. 
Thus, a typical agent in B works 41 days a week. He produces 11 bushelsof com, and 
pays as profit to his employers 1 bushels (1 bushel to each of them). Thus, he works 
precisely4ldays and receives his subsistence needs. Each agent in A worksonlyon 
the farm for 4I days, thus producing J bushel of com there; the other i  bushel he 
requires he receives as profits from his employee in B. Thus each agent in A works 
precisely 4) days and receives his subsistence needs.1

U nder the second arrangem ent, as u n d er the first, the net outcom e is that 
no one is exp lo ited . Y et the second arrangem ent m ight easily  g ive  the im 
pression that the agen ts in A  exploit those in B, if w e  o n ly  consider the inter
actions that take place betw een  them . The "m ic ro " approach to exp lo ita
tion is m islead ing in such cases, and in other cases as well. T hus a capitalist 
m ight optim ize by hiring a m em ber o f the petty bourgeoisie, that is som e
one w h o  can optim ize b y  w ork in g  for h im self but also b y  buying o r selling 
labour-pow er. Itm ig h tlo o k asifth e la tterisexp lo ited  b y  the form er, but the 
petty bourgeois m ight in fact be an exploiter him self, in the sen se  o f com 
m anding m ore labour w ith his incom e than he perform s.3 We cannot tell 
w h o  is exploited  and w ho is an exp lo iter sim ply by looking at w ho extracts 
su rp lu s labour from  w h o m . On the other hand, as further argued in 6 .1 , the 
latter relation m ight be central for an  u nderstanding o f the class struggle.

T h e sh ift from  exploitation as a relation betw een individuals to exp lo ita
tion a s  a property  o f in d ividuals in volves a certain dilution o f the M arxist 
notion. A  further dilution takes place w hen w e  consider the problem  of 
multiple price equilibria. T h is issue arises in R oem er's m odel o f exploitation 
through the com m odity m arket in a  subsistence econom y, but presum ably 
it could  also  em erge in the canonical case o f accum ulation w ith a labour 
m arket. In that latter m odel w e observe the existence of a "g re y  area" of 
agen ts created b y  the non-proportionality o f prices to values and by the 
con su m er's choice. In the subsistence m odel there is a given consum ption 
bundle that is consum ed b y  all agen ts, but another indeterm inacy arises 
through the fo llow in g m echanism :

Consider a reproducible solution p for a precapitalist subsistence economy . . .  at 
which producer u exploits producer v  How does it come about that u can exploit v? 
Perhaps it is because u worked harder in the (pre hist on cal) past and built up a

1 Ibid..pp. 234- 5 . 2 lbd., pp. 131- 2.



bigger endowment, so that today he can reap the fruits of his past labour. But 
suppose there is another reproducible solution p for the same economy, at which t* 
exploits u. (That is. the same data of the economy are consistent with at least two 
equilibria p and p.) Then we would be forced to maintain that v  must have worked 
harder in the past, if this is our explanation of the source of exploitation, it is, 
however, impossible that u and i' each worked harder in the past than the other. 
Hence, the exhibiting of such a "reswitching'' phenomenon will show that there 
is no intrinsic property of the producer's behaviour, such as working harder in the 
past, or risk taking, which can be claimed responsible for his ability to exploit 
another.1

This exam ple m ay lead us in on e o f tw o directions. On the one hand w e 
m ight defin e an exploited agent as on e w h o  w orks excess hours al all 
equilibria, not o n ly  at the one that hap pen s to obtain; sim ilarly for the 
exploiters. This creates a new grey area o f agen ts that are neither exploited 
nor exploiters, nam ely those w h o  w ork  m ore than they get at som e 
equilibrium  and less at another. In R oem er's num erical exam ple the new  
grey  area coincides w ith  the set o f all agen ts in the econom y. O n the other 
hand w e m ight w ant to consider exploitation a property o f the econom y 
as a w hole, not just o f in d ividuals. W e m ight say  that there is economy-wide 
exploitation if  an y equilibrium  has som e agen ts that w ork  excess hours, 
even  if there are no agen ts that w ork excess hours at all equilibria. Roem er 
asserts that he h as exam p les o f "w e a k  resw itch in g" in w hich one equilib
rium  has som e agen ts w ork ing excess hours w'hile another has all agen ts 
getting the equivalent o f their labour tim e.1 Even if the form er state is the 
one that h ap p en s to obtain, there is then no e c o n o m y  w id e  exploitation. 
F inally , w e  m ight com bine the tw o  su ggestion s. C ases o f econom y-w ide 
exploitation in w hich  the new  grey  area coincides w ith the set o f all agents 
could m ake sen se  o f R oem er's statem ent (m ade in a different context) that 
"explo itation  [is] a social phenom enon, and the existence o f exploitation 
need not im ply, in principle, the existence o f individual exploiters or 
ex p lo ite d ".3

C learly , this "p o ss ib le -w o rld " account o f exploitation has no exp lan a
tory relevance. N o  agen ts w ould  ever be m otivated to action by a rg u 
m ents about the state that w ould obtain at a different equilibrium .1 It 
does, h o w ever, have som e norm ative significance. A s  further argued in
4 .3 .2 , an exp lo itative arrangem ent m ight be justified if the endow m ent 
structure gen eratin g it has com e about in a "c le a n " w ay. This argum ent, 
h o w ever, is w eaken ed  if luck in tervenes betw een the endow m ent struc
ture and the distribution o f exploitation statuses. The presence o f  on e

1 Ibid., p. 44' 3 Ibid., p. 45,. i  Ibid., p. i>6.
* Contrary to what is argued in Bowtes and Gintis, "The power of capital", pp. a>9 ff.
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price equilibrium  rather than another will in fact be a m atter o f chance, 
w hich does not create an y deserts o r  entitlem ents.

(iii) Accumulation and technical change create difficulties for Roem er's theory 
o f exploitation. A s  indicated, this holds in tw o respects. First, unequal 
endow m ents m ay reflect unequal savin gs in the past. If the latter reflected 
nothing but free choices o f the agents, there m ay be nothing objectionable 
to exploitation generated  by the form er. I postpone discussion o f this 
issue to 4 .3 .2 . Secondly, the use m ade o f the revenues m ay be relevant to 
the moral status o f their distribution. H ere I offer com m ents on this 
second issue.

C on sider first an econom y in sim ple reproduction, in which the capi
talists consum e all profits. Then the fo llow ing tw o m easures o f the rate o f 
exploitation w ill coincide:

s su rp lu s-va lue

valu e o f labour-pow er

valu e o f capitalist consum ption
1 value o f labour-pow er (=* value o f w orkers' consum ption)

In extended reproduction, the first m easure m ay not be a good indicator 
o f exploitation, conceived as a form  o f distributive in justice.1 Part o f the 
surplus is then used for investm ent in future production, and part o f that 
future production will benefit the w orkers. The part o f the future product 
that does not im m ediately benefit the w orkers will in part be consum ed 
b y  the capitalists, but also in part reinvested and then benefit later gen er
ations o f w orkers. M arx w rites in Capital I  that "th e  greater part o f the 
yearly  accruing surplus-product [is] em bezzled, because abstracted w ith 
out return o f an eq u iva len t".1 2 If this is w hat constitutes the moral 
w ron gn ess o f exploitation, the return later o f part o f the surplus w ould 
ap p ear to m ake it less w ron g. The fact that it is not returned to the same 
in d ividuals need not be an objection, since those currently living benefit 
sim ilarly from  investm ents m ade possible by the surplus extracted from  
earlier w orkers. N o r does it count as an objection that the investm ent 
does not bring about an increase in the real w age, on ly  an  increase in the 
num ber o f w orkers earn ing it, since in the absence o f the investm ent 
som e o f these w ork ers w ou ld  have been unem ployed.

1 It may, of course, be a good indicator if we understand exploitation as lack of power over 
investment decisions, as in Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism, vol. 1, p. 333. This 
usa^e is, however, distinctly unusual

2 Capital I, p. 61 f.
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To define a suitable m easure o f exploitation that includes this tem poral 
d im ension, let us set t -  i  today and xt an d  y, for the consum ption m ade 
possible at tim e / in the future for w orkers and capitalists respectively by 
one unit o f labour today. W e then define

y .  +  y .  +  - . . ,+

X ,  +  X,  + . . . +

To sim plify  w e set jr, »  i .  M oreover, w e  set the econom y-w ide organic 
com position  o f capital equal to k an d  the rate o f sav in gs out o f profit equal 
to s. The rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e  equals w hich  is also the am ount o f 
su rp lu s-va lu e  created in the first year. O ut o f this, the capitalists consum e 
e, (1 -  s) =  y , and invest e,s, allocating [k/(k  +  i))e ,s  to constant capital 
and =  (i/(Jr  +  i))e ,s  to variable capital. T h is variable capital creates a 
su rp lu s-va lu e  equal to (e,/(fc+ i))c ,s , out o f w hich  the capitalists con
su m e y , =  { e j { k  +  t)) ( 1  -  s ) f ,s  =  {ets/[k  +  i) ) y , .  This sh o w s that x, and 
y t grow  w ith the sam e factor o f proportionality c,s/(/t +  i)  =  q, so  that w e 
have

x,( i  +<7 + ^  + . . . + )

The ratio betw een  capitalist and w orking-class consum ption at on e point 
o f time also  m easu res the intertem poral rate o f exploitation. C learly , w e  
have e, >  e, «  ey  A lso , in the lim iting case of zero capitalist consum ption, 
there is zero exp lo itation .1 N everth eless the relevant (explanatory) vari
ab le for the class stru ggle  m ight be c, rather than eM. The extraction o f a 
su rp lu s is tangible in the capitalist profit, w hich  could have been used to 
alleviate the fate o f the w orkers here and now . By contrast, the fate o f 
future w orkers m ight count less in the balance. H ence, in addition to the 
"m icro  b ia s "  d iscu ssed  u nder (ii) ab ove, there could be a "m y o p ic  b ias" 
that p reven ts the norm atively relevant concept o f exploitation from  
havin g m otivational force.

A  som ew hat different conclusion fo llo w s if w e  introduce technical p ro 
gress. In that case, the su rp lu s reinvested  m ight actually benefit the 
w orkers in the form  of an increase in the real w age . If initially w orkers live 
by bread alone, reinvestm ent o f the su rp lu s m ay in part go  to caviar for 
the capitalist, but in part also to butter for the w orkers, not o n ly  to bread

1 For a more elaborate version of this argument, see von Weizsàcker. "Modern capital 
theory and the concept of exploitation"

Cc
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for m ore w orkers. This is recognized by M arx in the m anuscript on 
''W a g e s" from  1847:

A main condition for the rise of wages is the growth of the productive capital, and 
its most rapid possible growth. The main condition for the worker to be in a 
passable position is, therefore, to depress his position in relation to the bourgeois 
class more and more, to increase as much as possible the power of his opponent, 
capital. That is, he can only be in a passable position provided he creates and 
reinforces the power which is hostile to him, his own opposite.’

The idea m ay be com pared to the "L an caster m od el" o f capitalism  as a 
dynam ic gam e, in w hich  the w ork ers out o f self-interest d rive  a less hard 
w ag e  bargain than they could have done in order to ensure a sizeable 
capitalist profit, on w hich  d ep en d s reinvestm ent and the future w elfare 
o f the w o rk ers.2 M arx, o f course, had nothing like this in m ind. It is only 
in retrospect that w e can detect the germ  o f strategic thinking. Vet even  if 
M arx did not believe that the w orkers w ould  deliberately ask for less than 
they could get, the passage  su ggests that the anticipation o f future 
benefits m ight m ake them accept getting less than w hat they ask  for. A s  in 
the case o f extended reproduction, the rate o f exploitation under condi
tions o f technical change is sm aller w h en  seen in the dynam ical perspec
tive that appears to be the proper one for norm ative pu rposes.3 Even in 
this case there could be m yopia that w ould  g ive  the exploitation rate 
e, greater m otivational force than norm atively w arranted -  unless 
on e argu es that the norm ative concept itself should incorporate the time 
preferences o f the w ork ers.4

W hen interpreted dynam ically , in the sense o f eJt the rate o f exploita
tion m ay not be very  large, especially  in m odern capitalist econom ies. 
Capitalist consum ption, o ver and above w hat is paid out o f (non- 
exploitative) "w a g e s  o f su perin ten d en ce" is probably a sm allish m ag
nitude com pared to w orking-class consum ption. Yet this does not im ply 
that the injustice o f capitalist exploitation is correspondingly sm all.5 The 
am ount o f in justice created b y  capitalist exploitation is a function not only 
o f aggregate capitalist consum ption, but also o f per capita expenditures. 
Independ en tly  o f the num erical size  o f tire tw o classes, " th e  difference in 
per capita personal incom e rem ains m assive, and it m atters a great deal 
to the self-perception and sense o f d ign ity  o f w orking p e o p le ".6 Yet this

' "W ages", p. 428; see also pp. 4x0. 435.
2 Lancaster, "The dynamic inefficiency of capitalism".
2 Von Weizsâcker, "Modem capital theory and the concept of exploitation".
4 On this issue, see Uiytsesand the Sirens, ch. II 5.
5 In what follows I disregard the issue of capitalist entitlement, discussed in 4.3.2 below.
6 Cohen, "Reply lo tlster". p. 494-
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d o es not affect the m ain point I am  m aking here, since the part o f the 
su rp lu s that is reinvested  does not in the sam e w ay  offend the self-esteem  
o f the w orkers. It m ay offend it in an other w a y , since they are excluded 
from  the investm ent decisions, but to the extent that they benefit from  the 
investm ents it d o es not add to the injustice derived  from  the incom e effect 
o f exploitation.

(iv) The com petitor nature o f R oem er’s  m odel can be defended in several 
w ays . For one thing, it h ighlights the contrast w ith the neoclassical theory 
o f exploitation, accord ing to w hich  exploitation can o n ly  occur in the 
absence o f  perfect com petition .1 In this it captures M arx 's intention to 
sh o w  that the flaw s o f capitalism  are inherent in it, and do not arise 
because o f im perfections such as o ligopolies or cartels ( 3 .1 .1 ) .  For 
another, the c lass-exp lo itatio n -w ealth  theorem s can be proved on ly  with 
respect to a g iven  equilibrium . Since there is no general-equilibrium  
theory applicab le to conditions o f im perfect com petition, w e  ju st cannot 
tell w hat is the optim izing behaviour o f the agents and the valu e o f their 
en dow m en ts in this case.

O n the oth er hand there can be no doubt that im perfections of 
com petition are m assive ly  im portant in actual capitalist econom ies, and 
that the M arxist theory o f exploitation ultim ately w ill have to consider the 
im plications o f this fact. I shall not here p u rsu e  the issue, but indicate 
w h ere  som e further d iscu ssion s are found. In 4 .1.4  I consider collective 
bargain ing as a determ inant o f the rate o f exploitation. In particular, I 
d iscuss a passage  from  Capital III that has been adduced as eviden ce that 
M arx believed the w ag e  bargain  to rest on bilateral m onopoly. In 4 .3 .3  I 
propose a distinction betw een force and coercion in the labour m arket, 
the latter in volv in g  the exercise o f (econom ic) pow er. A n d  in 6 .2 .1  I 
d iscu ss h o w  capitalist d ivide-and-conquer tactics m ay also  affect the rate 
o f exploitation.

4.1.3. Varieties of market exploitation
Exploitation can arise in several m arkets. In an an alysis o f class that also 
app lies to exploitation, W eber w rote that "th e  stru ggle  in w hich  class 
situations are effective h as p ro gressively  shifted from  consum ption credit 
tow ard , first, com petitive struggles in the com m odity m arket and then 
tow ard w ag e  d isp u tes on the labour m ark et".3 Roem er sim ilarly d istin 
gu ish es betw een exploitation arisin g in labour m arkets, com m odity

’  F o r  th e  n e o c la s s ic a l  t h e o r y  s e e  B r o n te n b r e n n e r , Income Distribute Theory, ctv t  
* Weber. Ltonomyand Society, vol. II, pp. 9^0-1.
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m arkets and crédit m arkets, although by the latter he has in m ind credit 
for production rather than for consum ption. 1 shall consider these 
varieties in turn.

In an early  part o f his book Roem er sh o w s the logical possibility of 
exploitation arisin g through the exchange o f com m odities, without 
labour-pow er itself being a com m odity. By virtue o f the unequal distribu
tion o f en dow m en ts, the end result o f the exchange betw een the pro

ducers is that som e w ork m ore than is n ecessary  to produce their su b sis
tence bundle and others less. This im m ediately sh o w s that there is at least 
no logical n ecessity  for exploitation to take place at "'the point o f produc
tio n ", since here it m anifestly takes place on ly  at "th e  point o f ex
c h a n g e " .' In 4 .1 .5  1 argu e that this holds also in the case o f exploitation 
through the labour m arket. This argum ent, h o w ever, m ay not convince 
all readers, w h ereas I believe that R oom er's argum ent is an irrefutable 
objection to the "fu n d am en ta list" v iew  that exploitation must be m edi
ated by dom ination in the labour process.*

Roem er does not claim  that the m odel has im portant applications to 
national econom ies. To understand w h y  it d o es not, w e  m ay begin by 
citing M arx 's  claim  that " I t  is just as pious as it is stupid  to w ish  that 
exchange valu e w ould  not d eve lo p  into capital, nor labour w hich pro
duces exchange into w age  la b o u r."1 * 3 From  the context it is clear that he has 
in m ind not production of com m odities generally , such a s  m ay also occur 
in a slave  econom y, but com m odity production in an econom y of 
in depen den t producers. The statem ent m ay  then be read as asserting the 
inherent instability o f an econom y w ith exploitation w ithout class 
d ivision s. The m arket econom y rem o ves the psychological o r  institu
tional barriers that m ight otherw ise prevent the agents from selling their 
labour-pow er in o rder to optim ize.4

N ational boundaries, h o w ever, form  a m ore im penetrable barrier. 
H ence the m ain application o f the m odel o f exploitation by exchange o f 
(non-labour) com m odities has been to the theory o f international trad e.5 
M arx h im self rem arked that in international trade, "th e  richer country 
exploits the poorer one, even  w h ere  the latter gain s by the exch an ge",*  
and certain ly did not m ean that the rich country does so  by hiring the

1 Roemer, A General Theory, pp. 39-40.
* For this view see Marglin, "What do bosses do?" or Bowles and Gintis, ’The Marxian 

theory of value and heterogeneous labour".
* Grundnsse, p. 249.
4 For a good account of this process, see Polanyi, The Great Transformation M an's own 

account is discussed in 5.3 below.
5 Roemer, A General Theory, Appendix 1.1. * Theories of Surplus-Value, vol >, p 106
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w ork ers o f the poor. The latter form  o f "u n eq u al exch an ge" betw een cou n 
tries developed  m ain ly after h is tim e.’ N or d id  M arx consider the possi
bility o f an international capital m arket that w ould  be the functional 
equivalent to an international labour m arket.1

1 h ave  a lread y  d iscu ssed  exploitation through the labour m arket as the 
canonical form  o f exploitation, yet som e further nuances m ay be added . In 
Roem er-Iike m odels capitalists exploit w orkers by virtue o f their control 
o ver capital go o d s, but this is not the o n ly  source o f capitalist exploitation. 
C apitalists can also exploit w orkers b y  virtue of the isolation and lack of 
organization  o f the latter. C o n sid er the fo llow in g passage from  thechapter 
in C a p ita tio n  "C o o p era tio n ":

The labourer is the owner of his labour-power until he has done bargaining for its 
sale with thecapitaiist;andhecan sell nomore than what he has-i.e. his individual, 
isolated labour-power This state of things is in no way altered by the fact that the 
capitalist, instead of buying the labour-power of one man, buys that of 100, and 
enters into separate contracts with ioo unconnected men instead of with one. He is 
at liberty to set the 100 men to work, without letting them co-operate. He pays them 
the value of 100 independent labour-powers, but he does not pay for the combined 
labour-power of the hundred. Being independent of each other, the labourers are 
isolated persons, who enter into relations with the capitalist, but not with one 
another. This cooperation begins only with the labour process, but they have then 
ceased to belong to themselves. On entering that process, they become incor
porated withcapital As co-opera tors, as members of a working organism, they are 
but special modes of existence of capital. Hence, the productive power developed 
by the labourer when working in co-operation is the productive power of capital. 
This power is developed gratuitously, whenever the workmen are placed under 
given conditions, and it is capital that places them under such conditions. Because 
this power costs capital nothing, and because, on theother hand, the labourer does 
not develop it before his labour belongs to capital, it appears as a power with which 
capital is endowed by Nature -  a productive power that is immanent in capital.5

The salient features o f this situation are the increasing returns to scale, 
in d ividual w ag e  bargain ing and the w ork ers' inability to advan ce their 
o w n  w ag es. To bring ou t m y point a s  clearly a s  possib le, I assu m e -  con
trary to w hat M arx had in mind -  that each w orker is paid  the full valu e o f 
w h at he could produce by w ork in g  w ith his proportional share o f the 
m eans o f production. M ore specifically , w e  m ay im agine that the w orkers 
o w n  their m eans o f production and bring them  to the w ork-place. Since 
they negotiate in d iv idually  w ith  the capitalist, w ithout entering into rela
tions w ith one another, he need  not pay them  m ore than they could get on

1 For an analysis, see Roemer, "Unequal exchange, labour migration and international 
capital flows” .

* Utid. 1 Capital I. pp yyz-y.
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their o w n , and hence is enabled to derive  "p u re  entrepreneurial profits" 
from  em p lo y in g  them .

If the w ork ers w ere  able to act in concert (and to advance their ow n  
w ages), they w ou ld  not h ave  to subject them selves to this exploitation. 
The capitalist h as no physical capital by virtue o f w hich he exploits them, 
on ly  m oney capital to advan ce w ages and h is organizational ability, 
including the ability to prevent the w ork ers from  organizing them selves. 
W hatever the historical im portance of th is form  o f exp lo itation ,1 it differs 
from  the canonical case o f labour-m arket exploitation, in w hich the cap i
talist a lso  o w n s the constant capital w ithout w hich  the w orkers w ou ld  not 
be able to em p lo y  them selves ga in fu lly . In this case, even  an organized 
w ork in g  class w ou ld  do w o rse  w o rk in g  for them selves w ithout access to 
physical capital than w ork ing at a w ag e  for a  capital-ow ner. In the 
absence o f control o ver physical capital, both increasing returns to scale 
and a fu lly  com petitive labour m arket are needed to generate exp lo ita
tion. W ith control o ver capital, neither is necessary.

In m an y traditional societies, exploitation through the credit m arket 
has been  the central form  o f surplus-labour extraction. Roem er has 
sh o w n  that credit m arket exploitation and labour m arket exploitation are 
isom orphic in a precise sen se , thus confirm ing the neoclassical ad age that 
it d o es not m atter w h eth er capital em ploys labour o r labour c a p ita l2 M arx 
m akes essen tially  the sam e statem ent in The Class Struggles in France:

The condition of the French peasants, when the republic had added new burdens 
to their old ones, is comprehensible. It can be seen that their exploitation differs 
only in form from the exploitation of the industrial proletariat The exploiter is the 
same: capital. The individual capitalists exploit the individual peasants through 
mortgages and usury; the capitalist class exploits the peasant class through the state 
taxes.5

The problem  o f exploitation by taxation is d iscu ssed  in 4 .1 .5 .  O ne should 
note that exploitation o f the peasants through m ortgages, w h ile  in one 
sen se  equivalent to the exploitation o f w age  labour, e lsew h ere  in the 
sam e w ork  is called one o f "cap ita l's  secondary m odes o f exp lo ita tio n "/  
presum ably because it is d issociated from  the dynam ic core o f the cap i
talist m ode o f production. "U su re r 's  capital . . .  paralyses the productive 
forces instead o f  d evelo p in g  th e m ."8 In Capital III, M arx extends the term 
"seco n d ary  exp lo itation " to cover credit for consum ption p u rp o ses as

1 For * COntrov*ni«J account, ace Marglin, "What do hoane* do?", further di$ru*«*d in 
5 -3 .2 .

• Roemer, A Central Theory, ch. 5. * The Class Struggles in F rame. p. 122.
* Ibid., p . 57. 5 Capital III, pp. 595-6.
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w ell. In a d iscu ssion  o f the illusion that interest-bearing capital is the 
fundam ental form  o f capital, he w rites that:

It is still more irrelevant and meaningless to drag the lending of houses etc for 
individual use into this discussion That the working-class is also swindled in this 
form, and loan enormous extent, is self-evident; but this is also done by the retail 
dealer, who sells means of subsistence to the worker. This is secondary exploita
tion. which runs parallel to the primary exploitation process taking place in the 
production process itself.1

E lsew h ere in the sam e chapter a d ifferent form ulation is used: "U su re r 's  
capital em p loys the m ethod o f exploitation characteristic o f capital yet 
w ithout the latter's m ode o f production ."* In both form ulations it is clear 
that there can be exploitation that d o es not take place "a t  the point o f 
p rodu ction ", contrary to the fundam entalist view .

M arx also d iscu ssed  credit m arket exploitation in pre-capitalist econ 
om ies. In Capital III he m akes a distinction belw een  tw o form s that 
u su rer's  capital can take in these econom ies:

These two forms are: first, usury by lending money to extravagant members of the 
upper classes, particularly landowners; secondly, usury by lending money to small 
producers who possess their own conditions of labour -  this includes the artisan, 
but mainly the peasant, since particularly under pre-capitalist conditions, in so far 
as they permit of small independent individual producers, the peasant class 
necessarily constitutes the overwhelming majority of them.1

O f these, on ly  the second leads to exploitation in the strict sen se. M arx 
go es on to say  that "th e  indebted slaveholder or feudal lord becom es 
m ore o p p ressive  because he is h im self m ore o p p re sse d ",4 and that "th e  
place o f the old exploiter, w h ose  exploitation w as m ore or less patriarchal 
because it w as  largely  a m eans to political pow er, is taken by a hard 
m oney-m ad p a rv e n u ".5 But, significantly, he does not say  that the 
slaveo w n er or lord  is exploited. H ence the fo llow ing w ell-know n passage 
from  Capital / is som ew h at m isleading:

The class struggles of the ancient world took the form chiefly of a contest between 
debtors and creditors, which in Rome ended in the ruin of plebeian debtors. They 
were displaced by slaves. In the middle ages the contest ended with the ruin of the 
feudal debtors, who lost their political power together with the economic basis on 
which it was established. Nevertheless the money relation of debtor and creditor 
that existed at these two penods reflected only the deeper-lying antagonism 
between the general economic conditions of existence of the classes in question.*’

* IM  - P 5971 Ibid., p. 609 3 Ibid., p. 597.
* Captai I, p.

* Ibtd.. p. 594. 4 JM .. p. 596.



4- i .  Tlte nature and causes of exploitation 185

A lthough  so m ew h at excessive, the claim  that theclass struggle in antiquity 
becam e m anifest in the credit m arket is not im plausib le .1 Since M arx 
elsew h ere  sa y s  that it took place betw een  the rich and the poor,2 or betw een 
large an d  sm all landed  property ,3 w e m ay in fer that he thought these to be 
equivalent partitions o f society. (A class-exp lo itation -w ealth  correspond
ence statem ent.) Presum ably the property  difference is the "d eep er-ly in g  
an tago n ism " that exp lain s both the w ealth  and the class differences. N ote 
that he does not su ggest (and elsew h ere  den ies explicitly4) that the slaves 
took an y part in the class struggle. I return to these issu es in chapter 6 
below . H ere I w ant to argu e that the third sentence o f the quoted passage, 
an d  c o rre c tiv e ly  part o f the final one, are m isleading, g iven  the passage 
from  Capital III w hich  em ph asizes the extravagant consum ption o f the 
u p p er c lasses a s  the cause o f their debts. True, it h as been argued  that in 
econom ies based on personal p o w er relationships the consum ption 
expenditu res o f the u p p er classes m ay  be classified am ong the costs of 
production, to the extent that they vary  w ith the scale o f production and 
not w ith  the size o f the su rp lu s .’  A lso , the argum ent has been m ade that the 
feudal lords w ent into debt because o f m ilitary expenditures that w ere 
closely related to their econom ic situation .6 N either suggestion , how ever, 
is found in M arx.

I need not say  m uch by w a y  o f conclusion. Since capitalism  is the most 
h igh ly  d evelo p ed  m arket econom y, and w agelab o u rth ecen tral institution 
o f capitalism , w e m ay expect that labour m arket exploitation is the most 
im portant form  o f m arket exploitation. The form ally equivalent exp lo ita
tion through the credit m arket is less im portant in capitalism , because it 
does not tend to d eve lo p  the productive forces, but it is the m ost im portant 
form  o f m arket exploitation in pre-capitalist econom ies, interacting with 
non-m arket exploitation in various w ays . Exploitation in the (non-labour) 
com m odity m arket sh o w s the logical possibility o f exploitation w ithout 
class d iv ision s. The m ain application o f the idea is in international trade.

4 .1 .4 . D eterm inants o f the rate o f exploitation
I n ow  turn to a d iscu ssion  announced in 3 .2 .2 , the an alysis o f the rate of 
su rp lu s-valu e u nder capitalism . W hile the discussion  in 4 . 1 .3  w as

1 See Str Croix, The CUhs Struggle in the Ancient Greek World, pp. 161-70 Finley. M itk t in the 
Ancient World, pp. 107ft argues that social conflict in antiquity was about two main issues: 
formal privileges and material gains. Among the latter, debt cancellation and land 
redistribution were the most important

* Preface to the 2nd edition of The Eighteenth Brumaire of iMris Bonaparte, p 359.
1 Marx to Engels 8.3.1855. 4 In the text cited in note 2 above.
* Cp. my "Some conceptual problems in political theory", pp. 26off.
* Cp Brenner. "The agrarian roots of European capitalism".
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concerned w ith the qualitative issue o f h o w  exploitation com es about, I 
now  w an t to con sider the quantitative issue o f w hat determ ines the rate 
o f exploitation, in the canonical case o f labour market exploitation.

Recall that the rate o f exploitation is the ratio (h — v)/v, w h ere  h is the 
num ber o f hours w orked  per d ay  an d  v  the value o f the consum ption 
go od s needed to reproduce the labour-pow er o f the w orker for on e day. 
The latter is in turn determ ined by the real w age  and the labour content 
o f the com m odities that constitute it. H ence the rate o f exploitation is a 
function o f three in depen den t variables. O f these, the labour va lu e  of 
com m odities is not the object o f econom ic bargain ing or political 
struggle, a s  are the other tw o determ inants o f the rate o f su rp lu s-va lu e.

C on sider first the length o f the w ork in g  d ay , w hich is extensively  
d iscu ssed  in one o f the most forcefully brilliant chapters o f Capital l. 
M arx 's  an a lysis  is not strictly econom ic in character, but refers a lso  to the 
c lass stru ggle  and to politics. In M arx 's  w hole corp u s it is probably the 
m ost im portant detailed d iscussion  o f how  econom ic exploitation, 
collective action and political intervention relate to one another. This 
justifies the m arshalling o f num erous, long quotations to bring out the 
logic, to som e extent the illogic, o f M arx 's thought on this issu e . He 
seem s in fact to h ave  hesitated betw een  an explanation o f the shortening 
of the w ork in g  d ay  in term s o f w orking-class interest, capitalist interest 
and the interest o f " so c ie ty " . The discussion below  w ill not exhaust the 
problem , w hich  is taken u p  again  in chapters 6 and 7.

The fo llow ing is probably intended as a m ajor theoretical statem ent:

(Apart] from extremely elastic bonds, the nature of the exchange of commodities 
itself imposes no limit on the working-day, no limit to surplus-labour. The 
capitalist maintains his rights as a purchaser when he tries to make the working- 
day as long as possible, and to make, whenever possible, two working-days out 
of one. On the other hand, the peculiar nature of the commodity sold implies a 
limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the labourer maintains a right as 
seller when he wishes to reduce the working-day to one of definite normal 
duration. There is, therefore, an antinomy, right against right, both equally 
bearing the seal of the law of exchanges Between equal rights force decides. 
Hence It is that in the history of capitalist production, the determination of what 
is a working-day presents itself as the result of a struggle, a struggle between 
collective capital, i.e. the class of capitalists, and collective labour, i.e. the 
working-class.1

This can be read as a statem ent about collective bargain ing, or about

1 Capital I, pp. 2)4-5.
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political struggle w ith the state as the arena A s  M arx m ade clear in Wages, 
Price and Profit, he d id  not believe the English  w orkers obtained a redu c
tion o f the w o rk in g-d ay  b y  "p riva te  settlem ent betw een the w ork ing men 
and the cap ita lists". Rather "g en era l political action " and "leg islative  
in terference" w ere  n ecessary . 1 1 turn in a m om ent to M arx 's am biguous 
v iew  concerning these political even ts. First, h o w ever, I w ant to cite a text 
in w hich M arx exp lain s w h y  in his econom ic capacity the capitalist has 
every  incentive to increase the w ork in g  d ay  as much as possible, although 
in the long run this b eh aviou r m ay  prove to be self-defeating:

Capital that has such good reasons for denying the sufferings of the legions of 
workers that surround if, is in practice moved as much and as little by the sight of 
the coming degradation and final depopulation of the human race, as by the 
probable fall of the earth into the sun. In every stock-|obbing swindle everyone 
knows that some time or of her the crash must come, but every one hopes that it 
may fall on the head of his neighbour, after he himself has caught the shower of 
gold and placed it in safety. Après moi le déluge* is the watchword of every capitalist 
and of every capitalist nation. Hence Capital is reckless of the health or length of 
life of the labourer, unless under compulsion from society. To the out-cry as to the 
physical and mental degradation, the premature death, the torture of over-work, 
it answers: Ought these to trouble us since they increase our profits? But looking 
at things as a whole, all this docs not, indeed, depend on the free will of the 
individual capitalist. Free competition brings out thp inherent laws of capitalist 
production, in the shape of external coercive laws having power over every indi
vidual capitalist.1 2 *

H ere the curbing o f capitalist greed  is exp lain ed  by the com pulsion  of 
" so c ie ty " , not by the stru ggle  o f the w orkers. M arx also refers to "facto ry  
legislation, that first conscious and m ethodical reaction 0/ society against 
the sp o n tan eo u sly  d eve lo p ed  form  o f the process o f production".* In the 
18 6 1-3  Critique he sim ilarly argu es that:

These excesses led to the outbreak of epidemics whose severity threatened the 
existence of capitalist and worker alike. In consequence the state was forced to 
introduce normal [working) days in the factories despite the bitter opposition of 
the capitalist class.4

Still fu rther p assages argu e  that the lim itation o f the length o f the w o rk 
in g d ay  can be exp lain ed  by the collective interest o f the capitalist class, as 
distinct from  that o f its in dividual m em bers. The short-term  greed  o f the

1 Wages, Price and Profit, p 74
2 Capital /, pp. *69-70. Not# the reference to Goethe's verse (2.4.*).
5 Capitall, pp. 480, cp. alsop. 409. 4 Zur KritA (t86i-j), p. 193.
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latter is exp lain ed  in a com parison  w ith  the equally  irrational character o f 
capitalist agriculture:

Capital cares nothing for the length and life of labour-power. All that concerns it is 
simply and solely the maximum of labour-power, that can be rendered fluent in 
the working-day. It attains this end by shortening the extent of the labourer's life, 
as a greedy farmer snatches increased produce from the soil by robbing it of its 
fertility.1

The sam e com parison is a lso  u sed  to sh o w  the need for collective action 
by the capitalist c lass, to restore the forces o f the nation:

[The English Factory ActsJ curb the passion of capital for a limitless draining of 
labour-power, by forcibly limiting the working-day by state regulations, made by 
a state that is ruled by capitalist and landlord. Apart from the working-class 
movement that daily grew more threatening, the limiting of factory labour was 
dictated by the same necessity which spread guano over the English field. The 
same blind eagerness for plunder that in the one case exhausted the soil, had, in 
the other tom up by the roots the living force of the nation. Periodical epidemics 
speak on this point as clearly as the diminishing military standard in Germany 
and Fra nee.J

It is not clear h o w  the crucial second sentence is to be read. It m ay be taken 
as say in g  that both the w ork ers' class struggle and collective capitalist 
interest form ed separate, sufficient conditions for the Factory A cts, which 
w ou ld  be a case  o f causal overdeterm ination. O r M arx m ay h ave  m eant 
that the cau ses w ere  sin g ly  necessary  and jo in tly  sufficient for the Act. It is 
unclear, m oreover, h o w  the "n ecessity" to curb capitalist greed is trans
lated into behaviour. The passage su ggests a form  o f functional exp lan a
tion, in vok in g  the interests o f "cap ita l in g e n era l" .3

It m ight be thought that 1 am  reading too m uch into this passage. M arx 
does not say  in so m any w ord s that the collective interest o f the capitalist 
class exp lain ed  the Factory A cts, although it is natural to understand him 
in this w ay  w h en  he refers to the actions o f a "sta te  that is ruled by 
capitalist and lan d lo rd ". A n im portant passage  from the 18 6 1-3  Critique, 
w hile still not u nam b igu ou s on this point, at least leaves no room  for 
doubt as to the conflict betw een  the collective and the individual interests 
o f the capitalists:

As we know, whether a commodity is sold at a price above or below its value 
depends in practice on the relative power of the buyer and the seller (a power 
which is always determined by economic factors). Similarly, whether or not a

1 Capita/1, p. 265; cp. Capital til, pp. 620, 812. 2 Captai I, p. 259.
’ In Capital I. p. 270. note 2. there is a reference to a petition lor legislative 

enactment by 26 firms in the pottery industry. This, however, occurred in 1863, 
and is irrelevant for the explanation of the Factory Acts.
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worker supplies more than the normal amount of surplus labour will depend on the 
strength of the resistance he is able tooffer to the boundless demandsof capital. The 
history of modern industry teaches us. however, that the boundless demands of 
capital can never be restrained by the isolated efforts of the worker. Instead his 
opposition has to take the form of class struggle and only when this has led to the 
intervention of the state has it become possible to set certain limits to the overall 
length of the working d a y . . .  It may perhaps be thought that justas the slaveowner 
is forced to purchase new negroes, to replace those he has used up every seven 
years, the same would apply to capital, since it is predicated on the uninterrupted 
existence of the working class and must therefore pay for wearing the workersoul 
soquickly. But Capitalist A may be able logrow rich on the policy that this "killing is 
no murder", while Capitalist B. or the generation of Capitalists B. may have to foot 
the bill. For the individual capitalist is in constant rebellion against the general 
interests of the capitalist class as a whole. On the other hand, the history of modem 
industry has shown that a constant over-population is a possibility, even though it 
is composed of a succession of human generations, each of which fades swiftly from 
the scene, as it were untimely plucked.1

Evert d isregard in g  the last sentence, w hich if accepted w ould underm ine 
the "n e c e ss ity "  o f curbing capitalist g reed ,1 the passage offers plenty of 
food for thought. First, note the explicit reference to the relative pow er o f 
the parties a s  an  explanation o f the length o f the w ork ing d ay , and (he 
observation  that on ly  w hen organized can the w ork ers offer an y resistance 
to the capitalists. Secondly, observe that nothing is said about a sim ilar 
organization on the part o f the capitalists to overcom e that resistance. 
T h ird ly , it is even  su ggested  that w ere  the capitalists to organize them 
selves, it w ould  be in their collective interest to join forces w ith the w orking 
class in the stru ggle  for a shorter w ork ing day, rather than to oppose them. 
Fourthly, the passage m akes explicit the im portant distinction betw een the 
in d ividual-co llective and short-term -long-term  oppositions (6 .2 .1). 
C learly , it m ight be easier for the capitalist class to act in its collective short
term interest than to act for the su rvival o f capitalism  as a system , even 
though the form er also is a threat to individual profit-m axim ization. 

Fifth ly, the contrast w ith  the slaveow n er is su re ly  intended to bring out the 
difference betw een in dividual and collective rationality, and to suggest 
that it w ou ld  be a fallacy to conclude that the capitalist class, like the indi
v idu al slaveow n er, w ill a lw ays ensure the reproduction of the labour- 
p o w e ro f the producers. Lastly, the opaqu e reference to state intervention 
m ay be linked to this collective rationality, but need not be so.

O ther p assages su ggest a d ifferent explanation altogether, by inter
preting these even ts in the light o f the theory o f class coalitions further

1 Zm Kritik (1861 -)). p. 162.
2 This idea is also suggested in Wages, Pnce and Profit, p. 72.
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discussed  in 6 .3 .3 . C on sider first the fo llow ing app eal to w ork er- 
capitalist coalitions:

The factory hands, especially since 1838. had made the Ten Hours' Bill their 
economic, as they had made the Charter their political, election-cry. Some of the 
manufacturers, even, who had managed their factories in conformity with the Act 
of 1833, overwhelmed Parliament with memorials on the immoral competition of 
their false brethren whom greater impudence, or more fortunate local circum
stances, enabled to break the law. Moreover, however much the individual 
manufacturer might give the rein to his old lust for gain, the spokesmen and 
political leaders of the manufacturing class ordered a change of front and of 
speech towards the workpeople. They had entered upon the contest for the repeal 
of the Com  Law, and needed the workers to help them to victory. They promised, 
therefore, not only a double-sized loaf of bread, but the enactment of the Ten 
Hours' Bill in the Free-trade millenium.1

Further on M arx in vokes the w o rk er-lan d o w n er alliance:

The time just before the repeal of the Com  Laws threw new light on the condition 
of the agricultural labourers. On the one hand, it was to the interest of the middle- 
class agitators to prove how little the Com Laws protected the actual producers of 
the com. On the other hand the industrial bourgeoisie foamed with sullen rage at 
the denunciations of the factory' system by the landed aristocracy, at the pre
tended sympathy with the woes of the factory operatives, of those utterly corrupt, 
heartless and genteel loafers, and at their "diplomatic zeal" for factory legislation. 
It is an old English proverb that "when thieves fall out, honest men come by their 
ow n", and, in fact, the noisy passionate quarrel between the two fractions of the 
ruling class about the question, which of the two exploited the labourers more 
shamefully, was on each hand the midwife of truth Earl Shaftesbury, then Lord 
Ashley, was commander-in-chief in the aristocratic, philanthropic anti-factory 
campaign.2

C om pare this w ith  Karl P olan yi's curt com m ent: 'T h e  Ten H ours Bill of 
1847, w hich  Karl M arx hailed as the first victory o f socialism , w as the 
w ork o f en lightened reactionaries. The labouring people them selves w ere 
hardly a factor in this great m ovem ent the effect o f w hich  w as, figu ra
tively speak in g, to a llow  them to su rv ive  the M iddle P assag e ."*  These 
en lightened reactionaries w ere  "E van gelica ls  consciously  doing the 
L o rd 's  w ork again st the hosts o f Satan and in d u stria lism ".4 A ccording to 
Polanyi, they en sured  the "self-protection  o f so c ie ty " -  an idea also 
exp ressed  by M arx in p assages quoted above, although quite different 
from the on e stated in the last-quoted text.

H ence w e see  M arx assertin g , or su ggestin g , the fo llow ing v iew s.

1 Capital I. p. a 8 i . 3 Ibid.. p. 675; see also p 494.
* Polanyi. The Great Transformation. p. 166.
4 Perkin, The Origins of Modem English Society, p 563.
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(i) T here is an  im placable conflict o f interest betw een organized capital 
and organized labour over the length of the w orking day. (ii) There is a 
total conflict at the level o f in dividual interests, but a partial coincidence at 
the collective level, since the capitalists do not w ant to kill the goose that 
lays the golden  eg g s an y  m ore than the goose w ants to be slaughtered, 
(iii) There is a conflict o f interest at the collective level, but the capitalists 
tem porarily  set it aside  a s  long as they h ave  an even  stronger conflict of 
interest w ith the landow n ers, (iv) The state is the tool o f the collective 
interest o f the capitalist class, as defin ed  b y  (ii) above, (v) O n the contrary, 
the state represen ts the interest o f "so c ie ty " , a s  o p p o sed  to that o f p ar
ticular c lasses. T h e landow n ers present them selves as the carriers of this 
general interest, but this is on ly  a d isgu ise  for their interest in m aintaining 
the Corn  L aw s, w ith  the help  o f the w orkers.

Prim a facie, these various v iew s contradict one another in a num ber of 

w ays . I am  not say in g  that som e o f the contradictions could not be 
rem oved  b y  a m ore refined  an alysis, but it w ould  be an  abuse o f the 
principle o f charity in textual interpretation to abso lve M arx o f respon si
bility for these con fu sion s. H e seem s to overlook the fact that at this time 
in the history o f capitalism  it w as in the interest o f everybody to limit the 
length o f the w ork ing d a y  -  w ith the exception o f the individual entre
pren eur out to m axim ize his short-term  profits come w hat m ay. The 
lan d o w n ers w ere  disturbed at the possibility o f social unrest, the go vern 
m ent by the prospect o f p lague and depletion o f the vital forces o f the 
nation, the capitalist c lass by the underm ining o f future profits by present 
greed , and the w ork in g  class not only d isturbed, but v itally  threatened in 
ail the w a y s  so w ell described by M arx. Instead o f attacking the analyti
cally  im portant task o f determ inin g w'hich o f these interests actually 
exp lain  the even ts in question (and w hich  could have caused them had 
they not been preem pted by the actually operating ones), he em phasizes 
now  one, now  an other o f these factors, at each occasion appearing to 
think that it m ust operate to the exclusion of, and even  in conflict w ith, 
the others. O ne is struck by adm iration for the brilliant w ay  in w hich  each 
o f these m echanism s is described, and dum bfounded by the apparent 
lack o f concern for consistency.

M arx, incidentally, m isses a possibility that has been raised in recent 
w ork: that regulation w as  in the interest o f the m anufacturers because the 
curtailing o f production enabled them to m ake m onopoly profits ' For the 
reasons m entioned in 3 . 1 . 1 ,  M arx w as not very  interested in m onopoly in

Marvel, "Factory regulation an interpretation of the early English experience".
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the product m arket as a determ inant o f the rate o f exploitation. T o  the 
extent that the effect operates via the price o f consum ption  g o o d s,' such  a 
m onopoly  tends to increase the rate o f exploitation. The effect that 
operates via a reduction o f production -  assu m in g  this to be brought 
about by a shorten in g of the w ork in g  d ay  -  does, h ow ever, tend to bring it 
d o w n .

The intensity o f w ork  m ay also  be seen  as a determ inant o f the rate o f 
exploitation. Even  if the time from  the beginning to the end o f the 
w o rk in g  d ay  is a certain num ber o f hours, these m ay be more or less 
''p o ro u s" , and the effective labour time m ay therefore be sm aller or 
greater as a result. H ence it is in the interest of the capitalist -  other things 
being equal -  to increase the intensity o f labour by filling u p  these p o res in 
the labour process. This can either be conceptualized as a kind of technical 
change (Taylorism  etc.) or as the creation o f absolute surp lus-value. "T h is  
condensation o f a greater m ass o f labour into a g iven  period thencefor
w ard  counts for w h at it really  is, a greater quantity  o f la b o u r."2 M arx 
n ever exp la in s, h o w ever, h o w  m ore and less intensive labour can be 
reduced to a com m on standard o f labour time.

M arx 's d iscu ssion  o f w h at in turn determ ines the intensity o f labour is 
stran gely  incom plete, since he d o es not d iscu ss the collective capacity of 
the w ork in g  class to resist intensification. If the length o f the w orking d ay  
is the object o f c lass struggle , it is hard to see  w h y this should  not also  be 
true o f the intensity o f labour. Perhaps the subtleties o f the pressures 
involved  m ake it difficult to equalize degrees o f intensity across firm s and 
industries, so  that political action by the w ork ing class w ould  be hard to 
undertake, but one m ight at least expect that the w orkers in a g iven  firm  
w ou ld  be able to act in concert. Be this a s  it m ay, M arx recognizes that an 
intensification o f labour m eets w ith the obstacle that the w orker h as an 
incentive to shirk, if h e can get aw ay  w ith  it. O n the one hand the cap i
talist so lves this problem  b y  a system  o f fines, so  that "a  violation o f his 
law s is, if possible, m ore profitable to him  than the keep ing o f th em "3 -  a 
rather im plausible su ggestion . On the other hand it is solved by the 
introduction o f p iece-w ages, " th e  form  o f w ages m ost in harm ony with 
the capitalist m ode of p ro d u ctio n ".4 "S in ce  the quality and intensity of 
the w o rk  are here controlled by the form  of the w ag e  itself, su p erin 
tendence o f labour becom es in great part su p e rflu o u s ."5 This is one of the 
rare contexts in  w hich M arx d iscu sses the enforcem ent costs associated 1

1 Rowthotn, "Marx'# theory ol Wage*', pp 216-17 
3 fW  , p 494 4 Ibtd.. p. 556 5 Ibid , p. 553.

1 CaptiJfl, p 410.
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w ith  vario u s industrial system s H e does not recognize, h ow ever, the 
tension b etw een  the productivity gains from  specialization and the en 
forcem ent costs arising from  specialization .1 O ther things being equal, 
p iece-w ages are superior because they entail sm aller enforcem ent costs; 
but they m ay o n ly  be possib le w ith technologies that are inferior in other 
respects.

Finally, M arx recognized that intensification is lim ited by the sheer 
physical strength o f the w orker, and that this in turn varies in versely  with 
the length o f the w ork ing d ay . The shortening o f the w orking d ay  creates 
an incentive for the capitalist to step  u p  the pace of production -  and it 
also m akes this possib le by creating a reservoir o f strength on which he 
can d raw . M arx argu es, h o w ever, that this reaction will typically tend to 
overshoot:

There cannot be the slightest doubt that the tendency that urges capita], so soon as 
a prolongation of the hours of labour is once for all forbidden, to compensate 
itself, by a systematic heightening of the intensity of labour, and to convert ever}’ 
improvement in machinery into a more perfect means of exhausting the work
man, must soon lead toa state of things in which a reduction of the hours of labour 
will again be inevitable.2

C on sider finally the determ inants o f the valu e o f labour-pow er, that is the 
real w age  and the labour content o f the good s that enter into it. 1 shall 
d iscuss these tw o variables in turn .3 In the short run, the second m ay be 
taken as given , and the first is then determ ined by the balance of forces in 
the class struggle . In the long run, the second falls w ith increasing pro
ductivity, and this in turn in fluences the bargain ing over the real w age.

A n  early  m anuscript on "W a g e s "  is rem arkable because o f its introduc
tion o f the proto-Lancaster m odel, in the passage cited in 4 .1 .2  and several 
other places. A s  w e have ju st seen , the capitalists have a vested interest in 
keep ing a live  and healthy the w orkers on w hom  they d epen d  for their 
profits, an d  sim ilarly the w orkers respect the capitalist profit to the extent 
needed for future w ag e  raises. N ote that these are tem porally defined 
relationships. W hen m axim izing m yopically, the capitalists w ant to 
exploit labour as m uch as possible w hile the w orkers w ant to raise their 
w ages as m uch as possible. In their m ore farsighted m om ents, h ow ever, 
they both pull their p u n ch es.4 Yet these are secondary or peripheral 1

1 North, Structurt unit Change m Lcottomk History, p. 209 and passtm.
1 Capital /, p. 417.
* For a more extensive discussion, see Rowthorn, "Marx's theory of wages".
* I should add, however, that one can find, al most, half of the Lancaster model in

Marx Although that model also has a temporal dilemma for the capitalist class, it has
nothing to do with the need to ensure the physical reproduction of the working class
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elem ents in M arx. The m ain thrust o f h is argum ent, as stated in Wages, 
Price and Profit, is that "th e  capitalist constantly strives to reduce the w age  
level to its physical m inim um , w h ile  the w orker constantly pu sh es in the 
opposite d ire c tio n ".1 A n d  M arx ad d s that "T h e  question resolves itself 
into the p o w e r relations o f the com b atan ts", as in the above-cited passage 
on the length o f the w ork ing day. This refers clearly to a one-shot 
struggle , not to a protracted conflict in which present gain s m ust be 
w eigh ted  again st future ones.*

M arx hesitates betw een  exp lain ing the w age rate as the result o f supply 
and dem an d in com petitive m arkets, and as the outcom e o f bargaining 
betw een collective actors. The texts are confused , perhaps irrem ediably 
so . T en tatively, one m ay d istin guish  betw een  three strands in M arx 's 
thought on this point. First, there is the v iew  o f Capita/ / that "th e  general 
m ovem en ts o f w ag es  are exclu sively  regulated by the expansion  and 
contraction o f the industrial reserve a rm y " ,1 2 3 except to the extent that the 
w orkers succeed in organizing "a  regular co-operation betw een  
em ployed  and u nem ployed  in order to destroy or to w eaken  the ruinous 
effect o f this law  o f capitalist production on their c la ss " .4 M arx o veres
tim ated the likelihood o f success in this en d eavo u r (and underestim ated 
the success o f c losed-shop  policies as a less solidary m eans to the sam e 
end). N ext, there is the v iew  o f Wages. Price and Profit that the w age  
"settlem en t a lw a y s  d ep en d s upon su p p ly  and d e m a n d ",9 m odified by 
collective bargain ing. The latter, h o w ever, can at m ost resist the general 
tendency o f the real w age  to fall; a n y  increase in the w age rate brought 
about by their action can on ly  be a transient o n e /  (The reader should 
recall the argum ent in 3 .4 .2 , that w ith  a constant -  and a fortiori w ith  a 
falling -  real w age , it is logically im possib le for the rate o f profit to fall as 
the result o f ex ante profitable innovations.) Lastly , there is the v iew  that 
G erard  M aarek finds in Capital III -  that M arx considered the w age  con
tract to be the outcom e o f a bilateral m on o p o ly .7 He cites as eviden ce a 
passage  that deals w ith com petition quite gen erally , and that should also 
be applicable to the labour m arket:

The side of competition which happens for the moment to be weaker is also the 
side in which the individual acts independently of, and often directly against, the 
mass of his competitors, and precisely in this manner is the dependence of one

1 Want's. Prier and Profit, p. 74.
2 Cp also my "Marxism, functionalism and game theory" and its sequel. "Further thoughts 

on Marxism, functionalism and game theory".
3 Capital l, p, 637. * Ibid , p. 640 5 Wittes. Price and Profit, p. 74. * Ibtd . p. 78.
7 Maarek, An Introduction to Karl Marx'* Das Kapital. pp 130-1.
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upon the other impressed upon them, while the stronger side always acts more or 
less as a united whole against its antagonist. If the demand for this particular kind 
of commodity is greater than the supply, one buyer outbids another -  within 
certain limits -  and so raises the price of the commodity for all of them above the 
market-value, while on the other hand the sellers unite in try ing to sell at a high 
market price. If, conversely, the supply exceeds the demand, one begins to 
dispose of his goods at a cheaper rate and the others must follow, while the buyers 
unite in their efforts to depress the market-price as much as possible below the 
market-value. The common interest is appreciated by each only so long as he 
gains more by it than without it. And unity of action ceases the moment one or the 
other side becomes the weaker, when each tries to extricate himself on his own as 
advantageously as possible . . .  If one side has the advantage, all belonging to it 
gain. It is as though they exerted their common monopoly. If one side is weaker, 
then one may try on his own hook to become the stronger (for instance who works 
with lower costs of production), or at least to get off as lightly as possible, and in 
such cases each for himself and the devil take the hindmost, although his actions 
affect not only himself, but also his boon companions.1

Like a sim ilar passage  cited in 1 . 2 . 1 ,  this text is  both suggestive and 
tantalizing, because it is so  hard to pin dow n exactly w hat it states. It 
app ears to rest on a confusion  betw een  gain s from cartellization -  "u n ity  
o f action " -  an d  the disequilibrium  gain s that m ay accrue to either buyer 
or seller u n d er com petitive conditions. If, say , buyers "h a v e  the ad van 
ta g e " (i.e. if the price is below  the equilibrium  price), they do indeed gain , 
but they could have gain ed  even  m ore by exerting their com m on m ono
po ly . M oreover, the argum ent that cartels tend to form in good  tim es and 
not in bad is either false or questionable. It is false if M arx thought that in 
good tim es there is no conflict o f interest betw een capitalists, and em 
pirically questionable i f  he thought that the conflict o f interest (created by 
the free-rider problem ) w as  m ore easily  so lved  in good tim es than in bad. 
T h e last issu e  is d iscu ssed  in 6 .2 .2 . In an y case the passage is too general 
to be taken a s  ev id en ce  for the idea o f bilateral m onopoly in the labour 
m arket; and even  accepting the application to the labour m arket, it rather 
states that on e side o f the m arket w ill be organized and the other not.

C on sid er, finally, the determ inants o f the value o f the consum ption 
goods that enter into the real w age . Little need be added to w hat has been 
said in 1 .3 .2  and in chapter 3. The central idea is that a cheapening o f the 
consum ption  goods due to technical progress leads to the production of 
relative su rp lu s-va lu e. This is an externality that cannot m otivate the 
in dividual capitalist to innovate. Rather he innovates to get the tem porary 
super-profits during the period he had a m onopoly on the new  m ethods. 
The fall in the va lu e  o f consum ption good s and hence -  assu m in g  a 

1 Capital III, p 193-4.



constant real w ag e  -  the increase in the rate o f exploitation are general- 
equilibrium  phenom ena, unlike the changes that are due to in dividual or 
collective confrontation betw een  capitalist and w orkers.

Yet the capitalist m ust impose this increase no less than the others, since 
he has to m ake the w orkers accept a fall in their m onetary w age . If 
w orkers w ere  paid in go od s, the steady increase in the productivity of 
labour w ou ld  autom atically bring about a stead y  increase in the rate of 
exploitation. Since, h ow ever, they are paid in m oney, no such au to
m atism  exists. M arx w as  led to ignore this problem  because o f his in
sistence on the notion o f a historically determ ined real w age  that at an y  
time is required for the reproduction o f the labour-pow er. For instance, 
"th e  cheapen ed  com m odity . . .  causes o n ly  a pro tanto fall in the value o f 
labour-pow er, a fall proportional to the extent o f that com m odity 's 
em ploym ent in the reproduction o f la b o u r-p o w er".’ The notion o f fixed 
coefficients o f consum ption  here leads to m echanistic thinking, an d  to a 
neglect o f the class relations that m ediate betw een technical progress and 
the real w age.

Let m e try  to bring together som e stran ds in the discussion. The 
behavioural explanations o f the rate o f su rp lu s-valu e are the follow ing 
(i) Confrontation  betw een the in dividual capitalist and his w orkers, 
notably w ith  respect to the intensification o f labour, (ii) The operation of 
su p p ly  and dem and in the com petitive labour m arket, w ith the industrial 
reserve arm y exerting a d o w n w ard  pressure on w ages (iii) C ollective 
bargain in g  betw een  organized  w ork ers and organized capitalists. <iv) 
Indirect, general-equilibrium  effects o f technical progress that, by 
low erin g  the va lu e  o f the com m odities that enter into the consum ption 
b un dle o f the w ork ers, lead to an  increase in the rate o f exploitation, (v) 
Intervention by the state, on behalf either o f the capitalist class or o f 
" so c ie ty " , (vi) Political alliance form ation, w hich induces the capitalists to 
g iv e  con cession s to the w orkers in order to get their support for m easures 
again st the lan d o w n ers. C learly , th is picture, for all its com plexity, is a 
realistic one. In broad outline it is an im pressive  achievem ent, and w e 
should  not fault M arx too m uch for defects o f detail.

4.1.5. Exploitation, power and counterfactuals
H ere I d iscuss som e thorny conceptual questions that arise in the an alysis 
o f exploitation. W hat is the relation betw een exploitation and pow er? 
W hat is the alternative to being exploited? D oes the characterization o f a 1
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1 Capital I, p . j l j .
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State as exploitative require that there is some feasible state in w hich the 
exploited w ou ld  be better off? C ould one even  define exploitation by the 
presence o f such states? These questions are also pursued in 4 .2 .3 , 4 .3 .3  
and 6 . 1 . 1 .

In non-m arket exploitation pow er is in volved  in an essential and 
obvious w ay . H ence I focus here on the relation betw een pow er and 
m arket exploitation. I d iscu ss three w a y s  in w hich m arket exploitation 
in volves pow er relations: through the pow er o f the state to enforce 
property  rights; through the presence o f  m onopoly pow er; and through 
dom ination in the production p rocess.' In connection w ith the first issu e ! 
also d iscu ss w h eth er the state itself can be an exploiter.

In the traditional form ulation, the pow er o f the state is needed to 
guarantee property  and enforce contracts. This app ears to be 
tautologically true, but G . A . Cohen h as argued that behind this ap p ear
ance there is a substantive problem .1 2 3 A lthough legal control o ver the 
m eans o f production m ust be enforced by the state, there m ay exist 
non-legal or pre-Iegal control that has a sim ilar effect. In principle, there 
could be a capitalist econom y w h ere  the capitalist’s  factory is protected by 
h is private thugs, m uch as the feudal lord ’s  retinue w ou ld  expel an yon e 
w h o  tried to settle on the dem esne. To this it m ay be an sw ered  that in 
capitalism  the state also guarantees the control o f the w orker o ver his ow n 
labour-pow er. The w orker h as no non-labour w ealth w ith which he could 
hire protection. The control m ust be backed by the pow er o f som eone 
e lse , and that can hard ly  be a w ould-be em ployer and his thugs. The state 
is the third party that guarantees the control o f the w orker o ver his 
labour-pow er. A ga in , this is not a conceptual necessity. O ne’s property to 
o n e 's  o w n  labour-pow er could be protected by a libertarian ideology to 
w hich the gan gster-em ployin g  capitalists a lso  subscribed. Such 
coun terexam ples aside, h o w ever, the link betw een m arket exploitation 
and a state that gu aran tees the form al freedom  of the transactions w ould 
ap p ear to be very  close.

C o u ld  the state itself be an exploiter? H itherto ! have tacitly assum ed 
that exploiters a s  vvell a s  exploited are individuals, but could one extend 
the notion so that either or both arc collectivities? In G  E M  de Ste C ro ix 's  
stu d y o f exploitation in classical antiquity, all four possibilities a p p ear:'

-  exploitation o f in d ividuals by in d ividuals (slave and slaveow ner)

1 For a related analysis, see Roemer, "Should Marxists be interested in exploita
tion?"

1 Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory of Halory, ch. VIII (and personal communication).
3 Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Creek World, pp. 305-6.
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-  exploitation o f in d iv id u als by collectivities (state-ow ned slaves and 
exploitation o f peasants through taxation)

-  exploitation o f collectivities by in d iv id u als (a village collectively 
respon sib le for rent)

-  exploitation  o f collectivities by collectivities (a village collectively 
respon sib le for taxes).

We saw  that M arx sim ilarly referred to the taxation o f the French 
peasantry as a form  o f capitalist exploitation.

First, let us note that if the state exploits the citizen, it is not a form  o f 
m arket exploitation, barring the unlikely  case that all nations have free 
em igration and im m igration .1 The state, if it exploits, does so through its 
m onopoly o ver the m eans o f violence. To m ake som e h ead w ay  on this 
issue, let u s  d istin guish  betw een five cases (i) Taxes are used to produce 
public good s that benefit all m em bers o f the population directly, such as 
health and education , social security ,1 2 national defence3 or internal 
peace.4 (ii) Taxes are u sed  to produce public goods that prom ote capital 
accum ulation, such as im proved m eans o f com m unication, basic research 
etc. (iii) T axes are u sed  to m aintain a rep ressive  app aratu s that keeps the 
exploited classes from  organizing them selves, (iv) T axes are siph on ed  off 
to the econom ically dom inant class, provid in g them  w ith  additional re
venue for consum ption pu rposes, (v) Taxes are retained b y  the state 
officials for consum ption  pu rposes. O f these, the first d o es not g ive  rise to 
an y  exp lo iters, nor does the second to the extent that the econom ic 
grow th  is to the benefit of all. (C p. the d iscussion  o f reinvestm ent and 
exploitation in 4 .1 .2 .)  C ase (iv) seem s to h ave  obtained in the Rom an 
w o rld ,5 * * * 9 w h ile  case (v) m ay correspond to the A siatic m ode o f production 
or to the Bonapartist state.

C ase  (iii) is m ore difficult to classify  It in volves extraction o f surplus 
labour in one form  for the pu rpose o f m aking another form  possible and

1 Cp. Hirschman. "Exil, voice and the stale” .
J Some writers (e.g. O'Connor. T h e F is c a l C r is is  o f  th e  S ta te )  argue that welfare expenses

are the modem equivalent of repression, to be explained by their effects on the class
consciousness of the workers. For a critique 0/ this functionalist approach, see my 
"Marxism, functionalism and game theory".

5 Imperialist expansion has -  analogously to the argument mentioned in the preceding
note -  been explained as a way o f  substituting nationalistic sentiments for class
consciousness in the working class More plausibly, wars could be a means for one 
nation to exploit another, by imposing unfavourable terms of trade. This, of course, is 
a different issue than that raised by the question of whether the state is an explotter of 
its own citizens.

* Again, the prevention of crime has been seen as a technique of class rule by many writers, 
for a critical discussion, see "Marxism, functionalism and game theory"

9 Ste Croix, T h e  C la s s  S t r u g g le  in  th e  A n c ie n t  C r e e k  W o rld , ch. VIII and p a ss im
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profitable, but it is not profitable in itself. H ence it does not qualify  as 
exploitation if w e  require that the lo ss o f the exploited equals the gain to 
the exp lo iters, w ith  no d ead w eigh t expenses. T his, h o w ever, is not a 
reasonable constraint to im pose on the an alysis. Even  w ithin the factory 
there are costs o f enforcem ent that reduce the rate o f exploitation below' 
w hat it w o u ld  have been had the w ork ers been perfectly docile and coop
erative. M arx refers to the w ork o f the agen ts en gaged  in such enforce
m ent a s  "n ecessary  but u n p ro d u ctive".1 T h ey  are agents of exploitation 
w h o  need not them selves be exploiters, since they can be quite badly 
paid . H ence the last three cases differ as fo llow s. In case (iii) taxation is a 
precondition fo r the existence o f a class o f exploiters, and g ives  directly 
rise to a class o f agen ts o f exploitation. In case (iv) taxation add s to the 
benefit o f the exploiters. In case (v) it g ives rise to a separate class o f 
exploiters. T h e class status o f the agents o f exploitation and o f the exp lo i
ters created by taxation is further d iscussed  in 6 .1 .2 .

A  second w a y  in w hich  p o w er in terven es in exploitation is by the 
existence o f "th in  m ark ets", that is in the presence o f m onopoly pow er. I 
argue in 4 .2 .3  that in  such cases the exploited are not on ly  driven  "b y  the 
force o f circum stan ces" to sell their labour-pow er, but m ay actually be 
coerced into d o in g  so. M ore frequently, p erh aps, the rate o f exp lo itation -  
as distinct from  the presence o f some degree o f exploitation -  can be 
sh ap ed  in this w ay . C learly , this is a form  of m arket exploitation that is in 
som e w a y s  related to non-m arket exploitation, w hile also differing im por
tantly from  it.

T h ird ly , it has been argued  that p o w er relations enter into exploitation 
via the coercive supervision  an d  d iscipline needed to keep the w’orker 
from  shirking. N o contract can specify  in full detail w hat the w orker is to 
do , hence su pervision  is needed to fill the gap. M oreover, u nless there is 
su pervision , the w orker has an incentive to violate the letter o f the con
tract as w ell as its spirit by arriv in g  late to w ork , taking frequent breaks 
etc. H ence dom ination in the labour process is o f the essen ce o f exp lo ita
tion, w hich  takes place "a t the point o f pro d u ctio n ", not "a t  the point of 
e x c h a n g e ".1

I do not believe these features o f the w age contract m ake it an y  different 
from  an y other contract. Q uality control is a lw ays necessary to ensure 
that the buyer gets w h at he has contracted to get. T rue, in this case the 
com m odity so ld  -  labour-pow er -  is inseparable from the seller, so that 1 * 3

1 T h e o r ie s  o f S u r p lu s - V a lu e , vol. 1, pp. 175. 287. In the C m m l n s t e ,  p. 533, the phrase
is used in a somewhat different sense, to cover the production of public goods.

3 See the references in note 2 ,  p. 181 above.



the b u yer m ust relate to the person of the seller in order to control the 
quality o f w h at he sells This is indeed an im portant fact, w ith far- 
reach ing consequences for the class struggle (6 .1). Yet it is m isleading to 
say  that this control is an exercise o f pow er, if by that w e m ean som ething 
different from  the econom ic p o w er w ielded  by the capitalist by virtue of 
his p o ssession  o f the m eans o f  production. The exercise o f pow er occurs 
w hen  the contract is sign ed , by the capitalist taking advan tage o f the lack 
o f property  o f the w orker. The enforcem ent o f the contract is not then a 
further exercise o f pow’er. "W h at brings the seller into a relationship  o f 
d epen den cy is solely the fact that the b u yer is the o w n er o f the conditions 
o f la b o u r ." 1 N orm ally , the contract is enforced by the w ork er's kn o w 
led ge that he will be fired if he violates it.1 Direct su pervision  m ay also  be 
needed to detect violations that otherw ise could not be im puted to 
specific  w orkers, but this form  o f quality  control could w ell be, an d  often 
is, incorporated into the w ag e  agreem ent itself. It is sim ply  not true that 
"A u th o rity  at the point o f production m ust be used to evince w orker 
b eh aviou r not guaranteed  b y  the w ag e  labour con tract",3 since the use of 
such  au thority  m ay  be a c lause in the contract itself. To avoid  m isu n d er
stan d in g. let m e state again  that this conceptual issue d o es not prejudge 
the causal question o f w h at are the m ainsprings o f social conflict in cap i
talism . It could w ell be that the confrontation in the production process 
has greater m otivational force than the property relations w hich m ake it 
possible.

I n ow  turn to the relation betw een statem ents about exploitation and 
counterfactual statem ents about non-exploitative states o f affairs. I shall 
con sider tw o distinct, partially  related issues. First, w hat are the im pli
cations o f the dictum  "O u gh t im plies can " for the theory o f exploitation? 
M ore specifically , w hat are the feasibility constraints that w e  m ust im pose 
on the counterfactual alternative to exploitation in order to retain the 
m oral connotations of that term ? Secondly , I shall take u p  an issu e  briefly 
m entioned at the beginning o f the chapter: h o w  should w e treat exp lo ita
tion w h en  the labour content o f good s cannot be defin ed  because o f the 
problem  o f heterogen eous labour? C ould  w e -  as su ggested  b y  John  
Roem er -  then define exploitation b y  the presence o f som e state o f affairs in 
w hich the exploited  w ou ld  have been better off?

C o n sid er the fo llow in g, w ell-know n argum ent. The term exploitation

1 R e s u lts  o f  th e  Im m e d ia te  P ro c e ss  o f  P r o d u c t io n , pp. 1025-6; italics by Marx.
1 Ibid . p. 1031.
1 Bowks and Gintis, "The Marxian theory of value and heterogeneous labour",

P «77
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carries connotations o f injustice. To say  that exploitation is unjust is to say 
that it ought to be abolished, w hich  on ly  m akes sense if it can be abol
ished. Historical eviden ce and theoretical argum ent suggest that aboli
tion o f capitalist exploitation w ould  m ake not o n ly  the exploiters, but also 
the exploited, w orse  off, m ain ly because o f incentive problem s (4.3.2). In 
that case w e are condem ned to say  either that a change to a state in which 
all are w orse off could be an im provem ent in distributive justice, or that 
there is nothing m orally w ron g  w ith so-called "exp lo itation ", which 
should  be referred to by som e other term, such as "socia lly  necessary 
in equ ality". N either option is attractive to som eone w ho w ould argue for 
the injustice o f exploitation. It w ould  appear that the exploitation that 
"o u g h t"  to be abolished is not one that "c a n "  be abolished.

Let u s accept, for the sake o f argum ent, that the incentive problem  is as 
serious a s  this objection presu pp oses. 1 still do not believe that it 
succeeds. It rests on a historical notion o f feasibility that is not the relevant 
one in the present context. A bolish ing exploitation w ithout m aking the 
exploited w orse off m ay  not be feasible in the present historical situation, 
but it su re ly  is feasible in a different and m ore relevant sen se, w hich  w e 
m ay refer to as physical feasibility. Since w orkers u nder capitalism  w ork 
hard, en trepreneurs use their m anagerial skills and capital-ow ners rein
vest part o f their profit, w e kn o w  that there are no physical barriers to 
im plem enting the non-exploitative alternative. The proposal is not 
Utopian in the sen se  in w hich  it is U topian to assert that everyb od y could 
be a Raphael or even  a Leonardo (2.2.7). 1 suggest that "O u gh t im plies 
c a n " holds on ly  if " c a n "  is taken in this narrow  sense o f physical (or 
biological) feasibility. If it is taken in the broader sense o f historical possi
bility, the principle can be turned around: that som ething is perceived as 
m orally obligatory m ay contribute to m aking it historically feasible, given 
its physical possibility. Historical feasibility is a  relative and h ighly vo la
tile notion. It should not be absolutized to serve as an argum ent for 
inequalities that m ay be unavoidable today, but need not rem ain so 
indefinitely.

Countcrfactual alternatives are central to John R oem er's "general 
theory o f exp lo itation ", w hich seeks to d isp en se w ith the notion o f labour 
content o f g o o d s.1 A s  explained in 3 .2 .1 ,  the presence o f non-producible 
skills p reven ts us from  sp eak in g  o f the labour content o f com m odities, 
and hence from  com paring the labour tim e expended by an agent and the 
labour time he receives in the form o f com m odities. In this case the

1 Roemer, A  C e n f n r i  T h t v n r , part III, see also hi* "Property relations v*. surplus- 
value in Marxian exploitation".
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"lab o u r theory o f exp lo itation " breaks d o w n , as d o es the labour theory of 
value. There is, h o w ever, a difference betw een  the tw o  theories. From  a 
norm ative point o f view', one could argu e that the am ount o f labour time 
expended  is the on ly  relevant fact, irrespective o f the skill w ith w hich  the 
labour is perform ed. N ob o d y d eserves to be rew arded for his natural 
talen ts,1 w h ereas those w h o  w ork  longer hours d eserve  a greater part of 
the net social product. H ence it is possib le to characterize as unjust a 
situation in w hich  tw o  p erso n s w ork the sam e num ber o f hours, but earn 
different (m onetary) incom es. From  the analytical or explanatory point of 
v iew , no sim ilar sign ificance can be attached to an undifferentiated 
m easure o f labour time. T h is defence o f the labour theory o f exploitation 
breaks d o w n , h o w ever, w hen  w e consider the other source of 
heterogen eous labour, nam ely the different degrees o f disutility o f w ork, 
w hich  d o  indeed ju stify  differential paym ent to persons w ork ing the 
sam e num ber o f hours.

I return to these issu es in 4.3. It is clear, in an y  case, that there are good 
reasons for trying to defin e a concept o f exploitation that does not p resu p 
pose that all labour is hom ogeneous. Roem er pro po ses to do this by 
postulating that a coalition o f agen ts S in the econom y are capitalistically 
exploited if:

(1) If S were to withdraw from the society, endowed with its per capita share of 
society's alienable property (that is, produced and nonproduced goods), 
and with its own labour and skills, then S would he better off (in terms of 
income and leisure) than it is at the present allocation,

(2) If 1 the complementary coalition] S ' were to withdraw under the same condi
tions, then S ' would be worse off (in terms of income and leisure) than it is 
at present;

(3) If S were to withdraw from society with its own endowments (not its per 
capita share), then S ’ would be worse off than at present.3

O n this defin ition, a g ro u p  o f w orkers that lack both capital and skills 
need not be capitalistically exploited , since w ithout skill they might not be 
able to m ake good use o f their per capita share o f the m eans o f produc
tion. T h is is som ew hat su rprisin g . Presum ably a m otivating force behind 
"th e  general th eo ry" w a s  to sh o w  that skilled capitalists exploit unskilled 
w orkers, an idea that cannot be stated w ithin the labour theory o f exp lo i
tation. It now  turns out that the idea, though statable, need not be true

1 This is not the place to defend this stark postulate For a rood discussion of the 
view that distribution ought to be "ambition-sensitive", but not 'endowment- 
sensitive", see Dworkin, "What is equality? ", part 2.

1 Roemer, "Property relations vs. surplvt-value in Marxian exploitation", p. 185. 
corrected for an obvious misprint.
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w ithin the genera] theory. R uem er's w ay  out o f this problem  in volves a 
distinction betw een capitalist exploitation (defined above) and socialist 
exploitation:

Let a coalition withdraw, taking with it its per capita share of all endowments, 
alienable and inalienable. If it can improve the position of its members, and if the 
complementary coalition is worse off under such an arrangement, then it is 
socialistically exploited at the allocation in question.1

In capitalism , there can be socialist exploitation by the skilled as w ell as 
capitalist exploitation b y  the capital o w n ers. In socialism , capitalist exp lo i
tation is elim inated, o n ly  socialist exploitation rem ains, to be elim inated 
under com m unism . I do not think this re-conceptualization o f exploita
tion is very  help fu l. It replaces the ill-defined notion o f labour content by 
another that is hard ly  in better shape, nam ely the idea o f "w ith d raw in g  
w ith o n e 's  per capita share o f so ciety 's  intangible a sse ts" , that is skills. 
Even as a thought experim ent, it rem ains unclear how  the w orkers are to 
take w ith them  their share of the m anagerial skill, w hile leavin g the 
m anagers behind them .1

In addition to this objection, I believe that R oem er's approach is inade
quate in a m ore fundam ental w a y .3 Intuitively, exploitation h as a causal 
as w ell as a m oral aspect. The fact that som e end up as exploiters and 
others as exploited m ust be due to som e interaction betw een them  (or to 
som e netw ork o f interaction through w hich  they are linked to one 
another). N o w  it is gen era lly  true that causal statem ents cannot be 
captured exh au stively  b y  counterfactual statem ents: " A  caused B "  is 
neither a sufficient nor a necessary condition for the truth o f " I f  A  had  not 
occurred, B w ould not have o ccu rred ."4 H ence w e know’ in advance that 
R oem er's attem pt to capture the causal notion o f exploitation by state
m ents about hypothetical w ithdraw al rules is bound to fail. It is easy, 
m oreover, to p rovid e counterexam ples to the proposed defin ition .5

This is not to say  that R oem er's general theory is w ithout m erit. It 
enables us to characterize quite com pactly the m ain varieties and sources 
o f exploitation. T hus feudal exploitation is defined by the possibility for the

‘ Roemer. A  G e n e r a l  T h e o r y , p. 212.
1 Roemer {ibid 1 provides a model in which the agents differ in their knowledge of 

the production possibilities, and each member of a withdrawing coalition is 
assigned the ability to operate each individual's technology for i/N  of the d a y  . 

N being the number of individuals in the society. Unlike the withdrawal rules 
(o r  feudalism and capitalism, this assignment has no independent appeal. In 
fact, it would be pointless for the withdrawing individuals not to employ the 
union of all individual technologies during the whole day.

* The following is developed more extensively in my "Roemer vs Roemer".
4 See my E x p k t t U H f  T e c h n ic a l C h a n g e , p  34 5 See "Roemer vs Roemer".
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coalition to im prove its lot by w ith d raw in g and taking w ith it its own 
en d o w m en ts .1 C learly , for this to be possib le, the feudally exploited 
agen ts m ust be restricted in their personal freedom . H ence w e can say  
that in feudalism , exploitation occurs because som e in d ividuals do not 
control their o w n  labour-pow er; w h ereas socialist exploitation occurs 
because som e in d ividuals (the skilled exploiters) do control their o w n  
labour-pow er. In capitalism , exploitation occurs because som e in d ivid
uals control only  their o w n  unskilled labour-pow er. W e can see  that these 
are distinct, and im portant, varieties o f distributive in justice. Exactly 
w h at is gained  b y  referring to them  as exploitation, and by using the 
fram ew ork  o f w ith d raw al ru les, rem ains unclear.

O n the oth er hand I w ou ld  argu e that the problem  o f heterogeneous 
labour should  not lead us to d iscard  the labour theory o f exploitation. It 
rem ains a usefu l, although special, case on w hich w e can test som e o f our 
ethical intuitions. A  rem otely analogous case is the assum ption  o f n on 
increasing returns to scale, standardly m ade in non-M arxist as w ell as 
M arxist econom ic theory. A lthough  everyon e recognizes the m assive 
im portance in the real w orld  o f increasing returns to scale, they are an a
lytically  intractable an d  often  set aside. If w e  m ake the m ore special 
assum ption  o f constant returns to scale, the an alogy becom es slightly  less 
rem ote. This assum ption  is a homogeneity postulate that d isregard s som e 
o f the baffling, qualitative phenom ena that abound in reality. Like the 
assum ption  o f hom ogen eous labour, also an enorm ous sim plification, it 
h elp s us to get an analytical grip  on problem s that at present are too 
com plex for m ore adequate understanding.

4.2. Freedom, coercion and force

M arket exploitation rests on exchan ges that in one sense are free and 
vo lu ntary, rather than forced. M arx argued, h o w ever, that in another and 
m ore im portant sen se  the sellin g  o f labour-pow er is forced. H ence there is 
a need to exam ine in w hich  sen se  M arx understood the notions of 
freedom , force, coercion and com pulsion . In 4 .2 .1  I first d iscuss M arx 's 
notion o f positive freedom , or freedom  as autonom ous self-realization, 
and h o w  it is related to the form al freedom  o f choice. In 4.2.2 I consider 
the sen ses in w hich  -  and the lim its w ithin  w hich -  capitalism  offers a 
freedom  that w as absent in earlier societies. In 4 .2 .3 1 first d iscuss w hether
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Roemer. A Central Theory, pp. 199#. Recall, however, the ambiguities in the notion of 
peasant ownership or possession (4.1.1).
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the w orker in capitalism  is coerced into sellin g  his labour p o w er, and then 
the w eak er claim  that he is forced to do so . I also d iscuss the link betw een 
these features o f w ag e  labour and the fact that labour is exploited.

4.2.1. Freedom as autonomy
With one possib le exception (cited below ) M arx n ever explicitly m akes the 
contrast betw een  positive  and n egative freedom . Both notions, h ow ever, 
can be found in h is w ork  H e refers to the latter as "form al freed o m ", as 
w hen  the w orker is said to be form ally free to leave his m aster.’ The latter 
he calls "re a l freed o m ", w hich  he also  equates w ith self-actualization:

Smith has no inkling whatever that this overcoming of obstacles is itself a 
liberating activity -  and that, further, the external aims become stripped of the 
semblance of merely external natural urgencies, and become posited as aims 
which the individual himself posits -  hence as self-realization, objectification of 
the subject, hence real freedom.2

This is a conception o f freedom  as autonom y, the positive ability to 
choose o n e 's  aim s, rather than the negative freedom  from  interference in 
the attem pt to realize w h atever aim s one hap pen s to have. The them e is 
also prom inent in The German Ideology. "F re e  activ ity", for the com m un
ists, is " th e  creative m anifestation o f life arisin g from  free developm ent of 
the abilities o f the ‘w hole fe l lo w '." 'C o n v e rse ly , he refers to "th e  fact that 
one d esire  o f an  in d ividual in m odern society can be satisfied at the 
exp en se  of all others, an d  that this 'ought not to be' and that this is more 
or less the case w ith all in d ividuals in the w orld  today and that thereby the 
free d evelo pm en t o f the individual a s  a w hole is m ade im possib le".*  A 
sim ilar point is m ade, although m ore am biguously , in a passage from the 
Grundrisse that constitutes the possible exception m entioned above. H ere 
M arx first contrasts the freedom  of exchange found in capitalism  w ith  the 
various form s o f unfree labour found in pre-capitalist econom ies:

[WhenJ the economic form, exchange, posits the all sided equality of its subjects, 
then the content, the individual as well as the objective material which drives 
towards the exchange, is freedom. Equality and freedom are thus not only 
respected in exchange based on exchange values but, also, the exchange of ex
change values is the productive, real basis of all equality and freedom . . .  Equality 
and freedom as developed to this extent are exactly the opposite of the freedom 
and equality in the world of antiquity, where developed exchange was not their 
basis, but where, rather, the development of that basis destroyed them. Equality 
and freedom presuppose relations of production as yet unrealized in the ancient 1
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* The German Ideology, p  225 * Ibid , p. 256
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world and in the Middle Ages. Direct forced labour is the foundation of the 
ancient world; the community rests on this as its foundation; labour itself as a 
'privilege', as still particularized, not yet generally producing exchange values, is 
the basis of the world of the Middle Ages. Labour is neither forced labour; nor, as 
in the second case, does it take place with respect to a common higher unit (the 
guild)1

M arx probably m eant that equality  and freedom  in the ancient w orld 
existed on ly  at the political level, a s  the equality o f free citizens.2 If so , this 
is "rea l freed o m " at the level o f the com m unity, collective self-determ i
nation .3 T h is freedom  is destroyed  b y  the exchange econom y, w hich, 
h ow ever, m akes possib le a new  kind o f econom ic freedom  (4.2.2). 
H avin g  m ade the point about this n ew  freedom , M arx goes on to add  a 
com m ent that m ay be understood as an assertion of lack o f real freedom  
(at the in dividual level):

Now, it is admittedly correct that the [relation between those] engaged in ex
change, in so far as their motives are concerned, i.e as regards natural motives 
falling outside the economic process, does also rest on a certain compulsion; but 
this is, on one side, itself only the othpr's indifference to my need as such, to my 
natural individuality, hence his equality with me and his freedom, which are at 
the same time the precondition of my own; on the other side, if I am determined, 
forced by my needs, it is only my own nature, this totality of needs and drives, 
which exert a force upon me; it is nothing alien.1

The reason w h y  the passage  cannot unam biguously be read a s  a contrast 
b etw een  form al freedom  and real unfreedom  is the very  last rem ark, 
w hich  seem s to affirm  the autonom y o f the agen ts involved  in exchange. 
Yet th is is probably a m ere term inological difficulty, reflecting the fact that 
autonom y m ay be threatened from  w ithin as w ell as from outside 
A Jthough o n ly  the latter threat is m entioned here, the early  m anuscripts 
sh o w  that M arx also  considered  "b e in g  forced b y  o n e ’s  n eed s" as an 
obstacle to real freedom .

G en erally  speak in g, M arx em phasized  the n egative effects o f the 
form al freedom  in  the m arket. Full self-actualization requires a com 
m unity w ith others that is incom patible w ith the arm 's length trans
actions in the m arket (2.2.7). A lso , form al freedom  tends to create an 
ideological illusion about the extent to w hich  the w orker has genuine 
scope for c h o k e  (4.2.2). Yet he also su ggested  that the form al freedom  of 
the w orker to som e extent tends to m ake him  autonom ous, by m aking 
him respon sib le for his choices. This holds for his freedom  as consum er,

’ Crundnssr. p. 245.
1 Cp. also Constant. "Dr U liberté des anciens comparer à celle des modernes"
3 Cp. Finley, "Politics". 1 C ru n d m v . p. 245.
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his freedom  as producer and his freedom  in the labour m arket. 
P ostpon in g the last issu e to 4 .2 .2 , som e texts relevant for the first tw o will 
be cited here.

In the "R e flec tio n s" from  18 5 1 M arx notes that the form al freedom  of 
the w orker is extended b y  his m ode o f paym ent, but he does not see this 
as a positive accom plishm ent o f capitalism . 'T h e  w orker can squander 
his w ag es  on liquor for h im self instead o f buyin g m eat and bread for his 
children, a th ing he cannot do w hen  he is paid in kind. His personal 
freedom  has thereby been extended, i.e . m ore latitude has been allow ed 
to the rule o f liq u o r ." 1 A  passage  from  the Results of the Immediate Process of 
Production su ggests a quite different perspective:

The slave receives the means of subsistence he requires in the form of naiuraha 
which are fixed both in kind and in quantity -  i.e. he receives use-ualues. The free 
worker receives them in the shape of money, exchange value, the abstract social form 
of wealth. Even though his wage is in fact nothing more than the silver or goJd or 
copper or paper form of the necessary means of subsistence into which it must 
constantly be dissolved -  even though money functions here only as a means of 
circulation, as a vanishing form of exchange-value, that exchange-value, abstract 
wealth, remains in his mind as something more than a particular use-value 
hedged round with traditional and local restrictions. It is the worker himself who 
converts the money into whatever use-values he desires; it is he who buys 
commodities as he wishes and, as the owner of money, as the buyer of goods, he 
stands in precisely the same relationship to the seller of goods as any other buyer. 
Of course, the conditions of his existence -  and the limited amount of money he 
can earn -  compel him to make his purchases from a fairly restricted selection of 
goods. But some variation is possible as we can see from the fact that newspapers, 
for example, form part of the essential purchases of the English worker. He can 
save or hoard a little. Or else he can squander his money on drink. But even so he 
acts as a free agent; he must pay his own way; he is responsible to himself for the 
way he spends his wages. He learns to control himself, in contrast to the slaw, who 
needs a master.3

This firm  Victorian attitude differs strikingly from the earlier passage, 
w hich held  the person al freedom  of the w orker up to ridicule and equated 
it w ith  the rule o f liquor. True, in  the later passage M arx su ggests that the 
autonom y o f the w orker is also usefu l for capital, but it is no less auton
om y for that.

T h e freedom  o f the consum er is a perm anent feature o f capitalism . A  
sim ilar freedom  of the w orker as producer is lim ited to the stage o f m erely 
form al subsum ption  o f labour u nder capital, that is the putting-out 
system  and sim ilar arrangem ents u nder w hich the producer w orks for a

1 "Refactions", p. 591.
* Results of the Immediate Process of Production, p. 103 j.
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w age, but has full control o ver the production process. U nder these cir
cum stances, 'T h e  con sciousness (or better: the 1 dca) o f free self-determ i
nation, of liberty, m akes a m uch better w o rk er" o f him than the s la v e .1 

This is a w eaker form  o f self-determ ination than w hat is involved  in 
consum er pu rchases, since it requires control on ly  o ver behaviour, not 
over w an ts as w ell. In an y case it d isap pears w ith  the real subsum ption  o f 
labour under capital that com es about w ith the m achine technology 

U-3-3)-

4 .2 .2 . Form al freedom  in capitalism
O utside the factory gate, no on e can tell the w orker w hat to do . He can 
purchase the goods h e w ants to, w ith in  the lim its o f his w age. He can 
change em ployer, w ithin  the lim its o f alternative em ploym ent. H e m ay 
even try to becom e self-em ployed or an em ployer him self, and som etim es 
succeed. T h is freedom , w hile ultim ately a danger to capitalism , has 
useful short-term  ideological consequences, since it creates an ap p ear
ance o f in dependence not on ly  from an y  particular capitalist, but from  
capital itself I shall cite and d iscu ss som e p assages w here these points are 
m ade

The idea that the freedom  of the w orker to chan ge em p loyer m akes him 
free in a w ay  not found in earlier m odes of production w as a com m on
place one at M arx 's tim e He h im self cites L in g u e t  and E d m o n d s,' 
Tocqueville also m akes m uch o f this fact.* W hen M arx refers to it, he 
u nfailin gly  ad d s (i) that the w orker depen d s on capital even  if he does not 
depen d on an y particular capitalist and (ii) that the independence in  the 
latter sen se  h ides the real depen den ce in the form er sen se. The most 
explicit statem ent, perhaps, occurs in th e Grundrisse:

The first presupposition, to begin with, is that the relation of slavery or serfdom 
has been suspended. Living labour capacity belongs to itself, and has disposition 
over the expenditure o f its forces, through exchange. Doth sides confront each 
otheras persons. Formally, their relation has the equality and freedom of exchange 
as such. As far as concerns the legal relation, the fact that this form is a mere 
semblance, and a deceptive semblance, appears as an external matter What the free 
worker sells is always nothing more than a specific, particular measure of force 
expenditure; labour capacity as a totality is greater than every particular expen
diture. He sells the particular expenditure of force to a particular capitalist, whom 
he confronts as an independent individual. It is clear that this is not his relation to 
the existence of capital as capital, i.e. to the capitalist class. Nevertheless, in this

1 Ibid., p 1031 :cp also I. p 535.
1 T h am e* o f  Surplu s-V alu e. va\ 1 .  p  229  
1 Results o f the Im mediate Protest of Production, p . 10 2 7 .
4 T o c q u e v il le ,  D on o cn to f m A m e n a i, p  5 5 7



way everything touching on the individual, real person leaves him with a wide 
field of choice, of arbitrary will, and hence of formal freedom.1

The deceptive character o f form al freedom  is also asserted in Capital /:

The Roman slave was held by fetters- the wage-labourer is bound to his owner by 
invisible threads. The appearance of independence is kept up by means of a 
constant change of employers, and by the fictio juris of a contract.2

The reproduction of a mass of labour-power, which must incessantly re
incorporate itself with capital for that capital's self-expansion; which cannot get 
free from capital, and whose enslavement to capital is only concealed by the 
variety of individual capitalists to whom it sells itself, this reproduction of labour- 
power forms, in fact, an essential of the reproduction of capital itself.1

The observation  that the form al freedom  of the w orker in the labour 
m arket h as the ideological effect o f creating an appearance o f in d epen 
dence parallels the com m ent (cited in 4 .2 .1)  that the freedom  o f the pro
ducer creates an " id e a  o f self-determ ination" that m akes him  w ork 
harder. H ence on e m ight think that for M arx the freedom  of the w orker 
w as  valu ab le  on ly  to the capitalist. It is true that M arx did not stress that 
such freedom  is an inherently  valuable achievem ent (since it is a good 
thing in itself not to be under the dom ination o f another4). His mind w as 
too concerned w ith the society of the future to be m uch concerned with 
second-best argu m ents about the situation of the w orker under capi
talism . He did believe, h o w ever, that the form al freedom  -  by its im pact 
on autonom y -  had instrum ental efficacy in enabling the w orkers to bring 
about that future. This is brought out by a passage in the Results of the 
Immediate Process o f Production im m ediately preceding the text cited in 
4.2.1;

Certain though it be that the mass of work must be performed by more or less 
unskilled labour, so that the vast majority of wages are determined by the value of 
simple labour-pouxr. it nevertheless remains open to individuals to raise them
selves to higher spheres by exhibiting a particular talent or energy. In the same 
way there is an abstract possibility that this or that worker might conceivably 
become a capitalist and the exploiter of the labour of others The slave is the 
property of a particular master; the worker must indeed sell himself to capital, but 
not to any particularcapitalist, and so within certain limitations he may choose to 
sell himself to whomever he wishes, and he may also change his master. The effect 
of all these differences is to make the free worker's work more intensive, more 
continuous, more flexible and skilled than that of the slave, quite apart from the 
fact that they fit him fora quite different historical role.5

1 Çrvn4 nH<. p  464. 1 Capiat I, p 574. * Ibut., pp 613-14
* Simmel, The Philosophy d  Money, p. 200
* Results of the Inmnduite Process of Production, pp. 1032-3.
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Because M arx then goes on to d iscuss the freedom  of the w orker as 
consum er, it is not clear w hether the last phrase refers to this or to 
freedom  in the labour m arket. Perhaps M arx had both kinds o f freedom  in 
m ind as preconditions for the "h istorical ro le " o f the w orker. Taken to
gether thèse p assages im ply the fo llow ing view-. On the one hand, the 
freedom  of the w orker-con su m er creates in him a cajmcity for the his
torical action o f o verth row in g  capitalism . The conditions for the "real 
freed o m " in com m unism  are created by w orkers w h o  to som e extent 
already partake in it, as a result o f the form al freedom  that com pels them 
to be respon sib le for their choices. O n the other hand, the form al freedom  
also  blunts the motivation to undertake such action, since it conceals the 
o p p ressive  nature o f capitalism . O f these tw o them es, the second is by far 
the m ost h eavily  em phasized  by M arx, yet the first ought at least to be 
noticed.

In the last-quoted passage  M arx refers briefly to fhe freedom  o f the 
w orker to becom e an  exploiter -  his partial independence not only of an y  
specific capitalist, but o f capital as capital. In a passage from  Capital IJI 
quoted in 1 .4 .6  M arx suggested  that such u p w ard s mobility is doubly 
usefu l to capitalism , because o f its ideological valu e and because o f its 
strengthening effect on the capitalist class (He m ight have added a third 
consequence -  the correlative w eaken in g  o f the w ork ing class, w hich  in 
this w ay  loses its potential leaders.) In the preparatory m anuscripts he 
insists on the lim its inherent in this m obility:

The truth is this, that in this bourgeois society every workman, if he is an exceed
ingly clever and shrewd fellow, and gifted with bourgeois instincts and favoured 
by an exceptional fortune, can possibly be converted himself into an exploiteur du 
travail d'autrui. But where there was no travail to be exploité, there would be no 
capitalist nor capitalist production.1

The definedness of individuals, which in [pre-capitalist sorietiesjappears as a 
personal restriction of the individual by another, appears in |capitalism| as 
developed into an objective restriction of the individual by relations independent 
of him and sufficient unto themselves. (Since the single individual cannot strip 
away his personal relations, but may very well overcome and master external 
relations, his freedom vrm s to be greater in case 2. A closer examination of these 
external relations, these conditions, shows, however, that it is impossible for the 
individuals of a class etc. to overcome them en masse without destroying them. A 
particular individual may by chance got on top of those relations, but the mass of 
those under their rule cannot, since their mere existence expresses subordination, 
the necessary subordination of the mass of individuals . . . j . 1
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Both the freedom  to change em p loyer and the freedom  to becom e an 
em p lo yer o n eself g ive  rise to ideological illusions that em body the fallacy 
o f com p osition .1 The first is the inference from the fact that a g iven  w orker 
is independent o f any specific em ployer, to the conclusion that he is free 
from  all em ployers, that is independent o f capital as such. The second is 
the inference from  the fact that any w orker can becom e independent o f 
capital as such, to the conclusion that all w orkers can achieve such 
independence. It m ight look as if the conclusion o f the first inference 
fo llow s valid ly  from  the prem ise o f the second, but this is due m erely to 
the w ord "c a n "  being em ployed in tw o different sen ses. The freedom  of 
the w orker to chan ge em p loyer d ep en d s, for its realization, m ainly on his 
decision to d o  so. I fe  " c a n "  do it, in the sen se  o f havin g the real ability to 
do so  should  he w ant to. The freedom  to m ove into the capitalist class, by 
contrast, can on ly  be realized by the w orker w h o  is an "exceed in gly  clever 
and shrew d  fe llo w ". A n y  w orker " c a n "  d o  it, in the sense o f havin g the 
form al freedom  to do so, but o n ly  a few  are really able to.

H ence the w orker po ssesses the least im portant o f the tw o freedom s -  
n am ely the freedom  to chan ge em ployer -  in the strongest o f these tw o 
sen ses o f freedom . H e can actually use it should he decide to. C o n 
verse ly , the m ore im portant freedom  to m ove into the capitalist class 
obtains on ly  in the w eaker, m ore conditional sen se: "e v e r)1 w orkm an, if 
he is an exceed in gly  clever and shrew d  fellow  . . . c a n  possib ly  be con
verted into an exploiteur du travail d 'autru i". C orrelativçly , the ideological 
im plications o f the tw o  freedom s differ. With respect to the first, the 
ideologically  attractive aspect is that the w orker is free in the strong sense, 
w hile the second h as the attraction o f m aking him  free w ith respect to an 
im portant freedom . If the tw o are confused , as they m ight easily  be, the 
idea could  em erge that the w orker rem ains in the w orking class b y  choice 
rather than b y  necessity. This w ay  o f sum m arizing M arx 's an alyses goes 
beyond w hat is strictly w arranted by the text, but seem s to reflect the 
spirit o f his argum ent.

4 .2 .3 . Is w age  lab o u r forced labour?
The unexceptional w orker, then, is not free to set him self u p  as a capitalist 
an d  hire the labour-pow er o f others, if by freedom  w e  m ean som e kind of 
real ability. D oes this im ply  that he is forced to sell h is labour-pow er? If so, 
should  w e say  that he is coerced into selling it? I w an t to d istinguish  
b etw een  force and coercion, taking coercion to im ply the presence o f an

1 See my Logic and Society, pp. 97ft.



intentional agent or coercer, w hile force need not im p ly  more than the 
presence o f constraints that leave no room  for choice. I am  forced to live in 
m y native tow n if I cannot get a job e lsew h ere , but I am  coerced to live 
there if l w ou ld  be arrested w ere  I to try to leave. I shall first d iscuss 
w h eth er the w orker can be said to be coerced, an d  then, to the extent that 
he is not, w hether it is at least plausible to say  that he is forced to sell his 
labour-pow er.

C oercion  m ay take various form s. First, there is the open  use o f threats, 
w h eth er physical or not, w h eth er in the form  of inflicting punishm ent or 
in the form  o f w ithh old in g benefits. N ext, there is m anipulation o f the 
external environm ent, that is d ep riv in g  the coerced person of som e 
option s that he w ould  otherw ise h ave  had. This m ay, but need not. go 
together w ith ad d in g  an extra option -  for exam ple an offer -  to the 
original feasible set. Lastly , m ore controversially, there is m anipulation of 
the beliefs and desires o f the coerced agent. The com m on features o f 
these cases are the follow ing:

A  coerces B into d o in g  Y  if A  perform s an action X that has the 
intended and actual consequence o f m aking B do Y , which differs 
from  the action Z  that B w ou ld  have perform ed had A  instead p u r
su ed  his "n o rm a l"  course o f action W .1

In addition w e  m ust stipulate that B prefers the counterfactual situation in 
w hich A  d o es VV and he does Z  to the one in w hich A  d o es X and he does 
Y . (If the coercion takes the form  o f preference m anipulation, this m ust be 
understood w ith reference to the pre-coercion preferences.2) W e need 
not, I think, stipulate that A  prefers the actual situation to the counterfac
tual one. A  m ay coerce B just to flex his m uscles. Stan dard ly , h o w ever, A 
w ill indeed coerce B  for h is o w n  benefit, broadly conceived .5

C learly , m uch d ep en d s on how  w e define A 's  "n o rm a l"  cou rse of 
action. A  m oralized definition -  w here the norm al course is the action that 
A  ought to have taken -  is clearly inadequate in som e cases. It w ou ld , for 
instance, p reven t u s  from  say in g  that the police justly  coerce people into 
abstain ing from  crim es. In som e cases the relevant baseline w ould  seem  
to be w h at A  u sually  does; in other cases it m ay  be w hat he w ould  have 
done in B 's absence (not from  the universe, but from  A 's  field of 
influence). A n d  in som e cases a m oralized conception o f the baseline m ay

1 And may add the standard clause that the consequence he brought about in 
the intended way. i.e. not by fluke

2 See my Ulysses mid the Simts. pp. 82ff.
2 The need for a broad conception of what benefits A may be seen by considering 

paternalistic coercion
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be unavoidable. I am  far from  confident that our intuitions are fu lly con
sistent in this re g a rd .’ In w hat fo llow s, the norm al cou rse o f action w ill be 
understood as that which A  w ould  have undertaken in B 's  absence.

For capitalist A  to coerce w orker B into selling his labour-pow er, there 
m ust be som e alternative, preferred course o f action Z  that the w orker 
w ould have chosen had it not been for the capitalist's intervention X. This 
alternative to w ag e  labour could be self-em ploym ent, setting u p  a 
w ork ers' cooperative or becom ing a capitalist em ployer. The capitalist 
intervention m ight take the form  o f interference in the credit m arket, a 
threat to undersell the w orker or -  in the case o f the cooperative -  the use 
o f "d iv id e-an d -co n q u er" tactics to blunt the class consciousness o f the 
w ork ers (6.2.2). O f these w a y s  o f coercing the w orkers to sell their labour- 
pow er, the first tw o in volve  deviation from  perfect com petition, w hile the 
last rests on a som ew hat different principle. In all cases the situation can 
be characterized by a Roem er-like w ithdraw al statem ent: the w orkers 
w ould  h ave  done better for them selves by w ith d raw in g  w ith their ow n  
m eans o f production. Their real option, h ow ever, is not one o f total 
w ith d raw al, but on e o f setting u p  a busin ess o f their o w n  w ithin a capi
talist environm ent. The capitalists m ay  be able to block them from  doing 
so  by virtue o f econom ic p o w er, in a m anner analogous to the feudal 
lo rd 's  use o f physical p o w er to stop  the peasants from  becom ing in depen 
dent producers.

W hatever the em pirical im portance o f such coercion,1 2 M arx d id  not pay 
m uch attention to it. W hen he o p p o sed  the "d irect coercion" o f non- 
m arket exploitation to the "fo rce  o f c ircu m stan ces" that leads to capitalist 
exploitation, it is natural to understand him as say in g  that the latter does 
not rest on coercion. Sim ilarly, the "d u ll com pulsion o f econom ic rela
tio n s" is opposed  to "d irect force, ou tsid e  econom ic con d itions" -  which 
excludes the possib ility  o f direct force w ith in  econom ic conditions. M arx

1 For more far-reaching conceptual discussions the reader is referred to Nozick. "Coercion" 
and Frankfurt, "Coercion and moral responsibility". Recent discussions with application 
Jo the wage contract are Zimmerman. "Coercive wage offers”; Alexander. “Zimmerman 
on coercive wage offers", and Zimmerman's "Reply".

2 Nozick, Ant refry, State and Utopia, pp. 252-3 argues that since capitalists "act in their 
personal and not their dass interest", they would not interfere with worker-controlled 
firms A» a general statement it is certainly false that capitalists are unable to act according 
to their common interests (6.2). In this particular case, however, it seems that the reason 
why almost all workers' cooperatives in the nineteenth century' failed had more to do with 
internal decay than with external interference; see Miller. "Market neutrality and the 
failure of co-operatives". Miller also offers good arguments against taking such failures as 
evidence of the non-viability of market socialism, defined as an economy-wide system of 
worker-owned, worker-managed firms.



w ould  not h ave  denied that the capitalist h as the m eans to coerce the 
w orker, but it w as a m uch m ore im portant part o f his vision  that cap i
talist exploitation is an on ym ou s and m ediated through the im personal, 
com petitive m arket. M oreover, he preferred to-operate on this assu m p 
tion for m ethodological reasons, g iv in g  capital a " fa ir  chan ce" rather 
than assu m in g  the presence of m onopoly pow er (3 .1 .1 ) .

H e d id  believe, on the other han d , that the w orker is forced to sell his 
labour-pow er. This statem ent can be understood in various w ays . First, 
g iven  the constraints facing him , the w orker has on ly  tw o options: to 
starve to death or to sell his labour-pow er. Secon d ly , w hile the w orker 
can su rv ive  w ithout selling his labour-pow er, he can do so on ly  under 
conditions so  bad that the on ly  acceptable course o f action is to sell his 
labour-pow er. T h ird ly , the w orker m ust sell his labour-pow er to o p 
tim ize, but there m ay be acceptable w ays o f su rv iv in g  that d o  not in
vo lve  w age  labour. T h is third w a y  o f understanding the force exerted on 
w orkers m ay  be set aside  as spu rious. A n  agent m ay have robbery as an 
optim izing strategy, but he is not forced into crim e if he can easily  find a 
w ell-paid  job. C loser to the present topic, a capitalist is not forced to hire 
labour, even  if he can on ly  optim ize by d o in g  s o .! A n d  the w orker w ho 
has w ell-paid  self-em ploym ent as an alternative is not forced to take a 
better-paid job as a w ag e  labourer.

Before I turn to the other sen ses, let m e cite an im portant argum ent by 
G . A . C oh en  that stan ds the last sentence on its h ead .2 The w orkers m ay 
be forced to sell their labour-pow er even w h en  they w ou ld  optim ize by 
m ovin g  out o f the w ork in g  class. T h is paradoxical statem ent turns upon 
a distinction betw een  individual and collective unfreedom . C ohen  
arg u es -  contrary to M arx -  that any w orker, not just the exceptionally 
gifted ones, has m ovin g  out of the w ork in g  class a s  a real option. At 
least, he argu es this to be the case in contem porary Britain, and it is 
certain ly a conceivable state o f affairs. Yet the reason w h y  all w orkers 
have this option is that so  few  o f them take it, few er in fact than the 
num ber o f available exits from  the w ork ing class. It is then true o f each 
in d ividual w orker that he is free not to sell his labour-pow er, but true o f 
the w ork ing class as a w hole that it is collectively forced to sell its 1

1 True. Marx writes in The Holy Family, p 33 that "the capitalist is compelled lo fix the wage 
as low as possible", but this can only hold in the sense that the capitalist is compelled to act 
in this way if he wants to remain a capitalist. But he is typically nut forced to remain a 
capitalist.

1 This argument is set out in three related artidev "Capitalism, freedom and the pro
letariat", "Illusions about private property and freedom" and "The structure of pro
letarian unfreedom".
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labour-pow er. M oreover, a possible explanation o f their not using the 
option could be so lidarity , that is that no w orker w ants to use a freedom  
not open to all. This is an ideologically  im portant argum ent, since it 
a llo w s a refutation o f the defence o f capitalism  that appeals to the 
freedom  o f the w orkers to set u p  a business o f their ow n. Yet, to repeat, it 
is a  different refutation from the one offered by M arx, w h oap p ealed  to the 
distinction betw een  unconditional and conditional freedom , not betw een 
individual and collective freedom

To m y kn o w led ge  M arx n ever says that the w orker is forced to sell his 
labour-pow er in  the strong sen se  that the alternative is starvation. 
O bserve that this v iew  is not equivalent to the idea that w ages are at 
subsistence level. W ages could be above subsistence, and yet the only 
alternative to w ag e  labour could be below  subsistence, if the w orker has 
no access to capital C o n verse ly , w ages m ight be at subsistence because o f 
the existence o f a m ass o f peasants sim ilarly living at subsistence, forcing 
w ag es  d o w n  to their level but also provid in g an alternative occupation to 
w ag e  labour. H ence eviden ce concerning M arx 's v iew  on the trend in the 
actual w age  level is not eviden ce for his v iew  on the counterfactual issue 
w h eth er w o rk ers have to sell their labour-pow er or starve. N or are the 
chapters in Capital l  on prim itive accum ulation relevant here, since their 
m ain thrust is that the ru ling class coerced the agricultural population to 
turn to w age labour by deliberately m akin g it im possible for it to su rvive  
on its o w n  la n d .1

The m ost reasonable w ay  o f understanding M arx 's contention that the 
w orker is forced to sell his labour-pow er is by taking it in the second 
sense. The existence o f alternative cou rses o f action that m ight allow  him 
to su rv ive  is irrelevant if they are  so unattractive that no m an in his senses 
w ou ld  choose them . This, o f course, turns com pletely on how  w e define 
w hat is acceptable and w hat is n o t.2 O e arly , it w ill have to be defined both 
in relative and in absolute term s If w ages are high, a person m ay be said 
to be forced to sell his labour-pow er if the alternative barely allow s him to 
su rvive , but if w ages, too, are at su rvival levels, the existence o f such an 
alternative im plies that he is not forced to sell h is labour-pow er. On the 
other hand som e alternatives are so good that even  w ere the w age  offer 
raised to astronom ical levels, the w orker w ould  not be forced to take it.5 
This su ggests that the w orker is forced to sell his labour w hen  (i) the 
offered w age  rate is above the alternative and (ii) the alternative is below  1

1 See notably Capital I. p. 726.
1 See Cohen, The structure of proletarian unfreedom".
J Frankfurt. "Coercion and moral responsibility" discusses this issue.
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som e critical level. N either condition is sufficient by itself. The critical 
level rem ains to be determ ined. If w e  look at force as a purely  causal 
notion, then the critical level should  not be the subject o f a m oralized 
d efin ition .1 1 suspect, h ow ever, that our intuitions about fo rc e - lik e  those 
concerning coercion or pow er -  are a confused am algam  o f causal and 
m oral notions If so , the notion of a un iversal criterion o f acceptability 
m ay p rove chim erical

In conclusion, let me sum m arize the relation betw een the notions of 
exploitation, coercion and force as they ap p ly  to w age labour. 1 shall d o  so 
in term s o f Roem er-like w ith d raw al statem ents -  not because I think w e 
can use them to defin e these concepts, but because they p rovid e com pact, 
usefu l characterizations o f stan dard  cases:

A  w orker is exploited if he w ou ld  be better off w ere he to w ith d raw  
w ith  his per capita share o f the m eans o f production.

A  w o rk er is coerced to sell his labour power if h e w ould  be better off 
w ere  he to w ith d raw  w ith his ow n  m eans o f production.

A  w orker is forced to sell his labour-power if he w ould  be unacceptably 
w orse o ff w ere  he to w ithd raw  w ith  his ow n  m eans o f production.

C learly , a w orker can be exploited w ithout being either coerced or forced 
to sell his labour-pow er. H ence, w h atever is m orally w ron g w ith exp lo ita
tion cannot stem  from  the forced nature o f the w age  contract -  u nless one 
is prepared  to sa y  that exploitation is m orally unobjectionable w h en  the 
contract is unforced.

4.3. Is exploitation unjust?

The w o rd  "exp lo ita tio n " is h igh ly  value-laden , w ith  overtones o f moral 
w ron gn ess and unfairness. Yet M arx, w hile w riting exten sively  about 
exploitation, w as  apt to d ism iss talk about justice and fairness as b ou r
geo is ideology. This tension in M arx 's thought has received m uch atten
tion in recent years. 1 shall argu e that desp ite  m any statem ents by M arx to 
the contrary, both the theory o f exploitation in Capital and the theory of 
com m unism  in the Critique of the Gotha Program em body principles of 

justice. L ike M . Jo u rd ain , he did not know  how  to describe correctly w hat 
he w as do in g; unlike him , he actually w en t out o f his w ay  to d en y  that the 
correct description w as  appropriate . In 4 . 3 . 1 1 first su rvey  the relativistic

1 Cohen, "Capitalism, freedom and the proletariat".
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lex is in w hich  M arx den ies the existence o f objective, transhistorical 
criteria o f justice. In 4 .3 .2  I d iscu ss the texts in w hich he refers to the idea 
that property  is theft -  an idea that app ears to presu pp ose such criteria. I 
conclude in 4 .3 .3  w ith a d iscussion o f the principles "T o  each according 
to his con tribution" and 'T o  each according to his n e e d s", and their 
application to capitalism  and the tw o stages o f com m unism .

4.3.1. Marx against justice
M arx 's critique 0/ justice can best be introduced in the context o f his 
m ore general rem arks about the v iew  that com m unism  is to be adopted 
because o f the ideals it seeks to realize. T w o questions m ust be firm ly 
d istin gu ished . O ne concerns the status o f the ideals, that is their 
transhistorical or m erely  relative valid ity . A n other concerns the political 
efficacy o f  the ideals, that is w h eth er the w orkers in their revolutionary 
stru ggle  w ill be m otivated by ideals or by m ore narrow ly defined class 
in terest.1 M arx 's  v iew s on these issues are quite bew ilderingly am big
uous. It is no great exaggeration  to say  that the texts allow  u s to im pute 
to him  a n y  o f the four possible com binations o f an sw ers to these 
questions.

C o n sid er first The German Ideology. H ere M arx d ism isses talk about 
ideals in the fo llow in g term s: "C om m u n ism  is not for us a state of affairs 
w hich  is to be estab lished , an ideal to w hich  reality w ill have to adjust 
itself. W e call com m unism  the real m ovem ent w hich abolishes the 
present state o f th in g s ." 1 2 T h is is an  expression  o f the H egelian aversion 
against m ere "o u g h t"  (Sollrn), a lread y  found in a letter to A rnold  Ruge 
from  1843.* It should  not, h o w ever, be read as a statem ent about the 
political inefficacy o f ideals, at least not if w e  w ant to im pute to M arx a 
m inim um  o f consistency. E lsew h ere in the sam e w ork  he w rites that

[StimorJ presents the proletarians here as a "closed society", which has only to 
take the decision of "seizing" in order the next day to put a summary end to the 
entire hitherto existing world order. But in reality the proletarians arrive at this 
unity only through a long process of development in which the appeal to their

1 Buchanan, Marx and justice, p. 77. adds a third question: will the concept of justice have a 
place in communist life? One should consider the possibility, that is, that "in  communist 
society, persons will have rights, but will employ no conception of rights". (For an 
analogy, consider societies in which persons get what they need of Vitamin C, but do 
nothing in order to get it, because they do not have -  nor need -  the concept.) 1 believe that 
on any non-Utopian interpretation of the needs principle (4.3.3). it will actually playa role 
in distribution under communism

2 Tht O m an Idtolotft, p 49.
1 "tetters from the Otuttèh-FntnzMischr J*hrfru,fifr", p 144
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right also plays a part Incidentally, this appeal to their right is only a means of 
making them take shape as "th ey", as a revolutionary, united m ass.1

A p p eal to rights is only  a m eans to c lass con sciousness, hence rights have 
no objective status. The appeal, h o w ever, is a m eans to class conscious
ness, hence rights h ave  political efficacy. A  som ew hat different v iew  is 
su ggested  by a w ell-kn ow n  passage  in the published version  o f The C ivil 
War in France:

The working-class did no! expect miracles from the Commune. They have no 
ready-made utopias to introduce par décret du peuple. They know that in order to 
work out their own emancipation, and along with it that higher form to which 
present society is irresistibly tending by its own economical agencies, they will 
have to pass through long struggles, through a series of historical processes, 
transforming circumstances of men. They have no ideals to realize, but to set free 
elements of the new society with which old collapsing bourgeois society itself is 
pregnant.2

This certain ly co n veys the im pression  that ideals are su p erflu o u s for the 
adven t o f com m unism , since the process is govern ed  by an  objective 
necessity in depen den t o f the will o f m en. T h is is w hat cam e to be called 
"sc ien tific  so cia lism ", a d isastrou s teleological conception, the very  
opposite o f scientific th ou gh t.3 Y et in a draft to the sam e w o rk  Marx 
exp resses a quite d ifferent attitude:

All the Socialist founders of Sects belong to a period in which the working class 
themselves were neither sufficiently trained and organized by the march of capi
talist society itself to enter as histoncal agents upon the world's stage, nor were 
the material conditions of their emancipation sufficiently matured in the old world 
itself. Their misery existed, but the conditions of their own movement did not yet 
exist. The Utopian founders of Sects, while in their criticism of present society 
clearly describing the goal of the social movement, the supersession of the wages 
system with all its economical conditions of class rule, found neither in society 
itself the material conditions of its transformation nor in the working class the 
organized power and the conscience of the movement. They tried to compensate 
for the historical conditions of the movement by phantastic pictures and plans of a 
new society in whose propaganda they saw the true means of salvation. From the 
moment the workingmen class movement became real, the phantastic utopias 
evanesced, not because of the working class had given up the end aimed at by 
these Utopists, but because they had found the real means to realize them, but in 
their place came a real insight into the historic conditions of the movement and a 
more and more gathering force of the military organization of the working class. 
But the last 2 ends of the movement proclaimed by the Utopians are the last ends 
proclaimed by the Paris Revolution and by the International. Only the means are

1 The German Ideology, p 313, niy italics 2 The Civil War / h F ranee, p. 143.
1 Foe a forceful critique Of this conception, see the chapter on Lukacs in vol. 3 of 

Kolakowski. Main Currents of Marxism
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different and the real conditions of the movement are no longer clouded in 
Utopian fables.1

This is a m uch m ore straightforw ard  v iew  o f politics, as finding the best 
m eans to realize a g iven  end. T h e Utopians are  criticized for believing that 
m erely preaching the ideal w ould bring about its realization, not for 
believing in the ideal itself. O n the contrary, the ideal is shared , "o n ly  the 
m eans are  d ifferen t".

Finally , consider the extraordinary passage cited tow ards the end of
2 .3 .3 , *n w hich M arx sa y s  that the recognition by labour that its separation 
from the m ean s o f production is unjust is the knell of doom  to capitalist 
production. The fact that M arx u ses the term "reco gn itio n " {Erkennun$) 
rather than som e subjective term such as "b e lie f" , sh o w s that he believed 
the injustice to be a fact about capitalism . A lso , the passage sh o w s that the 
perception o f this fact is at least a concom itant o f the abolition o f cap i
talism , and quite p lausibly part of the m otivation for abolishing it.

C o n sid er now  m ore specifically  the status o f different k in ds o f ideals. It 
has been argu ed , notably, that the ideal o f self-actualization for M arx had 
an absolute, transhistorical character, w hile the ideal o f justice does not.-’ 
O n the face o f it, the textual ev iden ce app ears to support this view . There 
can be little doubt that M arx throughout his life adhered  to a q u asi-A ris
totelian ideal o f the good  life for m an (2.2.7). A lthough the extent to which 
it is realized differs in different epochs, the ideal itself is transhistorically 
valid . O n the other hand, there art* a num ber o f texts affirm ing that 
" r ig h t"  h as m eaning on ly  w ith respect to a g iven  society, m ore precisely 
with respect to a g iven  class society. With com m unism , right is transcen
ded, not transform ed I first d iscu ss som e p assages that affirm  the relative 
character o f rights in c lass societies, and then an im portant text affirm ing 
the absence o f rights u nder com m unism .

In Capital III M arx cites a certain G ilbart to the effect that it is " a  self- 
eviden t principle o f natural ju stice" that " a  m an w h o  borrow s m oney 
w ith a v iew  o f m aking a profit o f it, should  g ive  som e portion o f his profit 
to the le n d e r". M arx com m ents that:

To speak here of natural justice, as Gilbart does, is nonsense. The justice of the 
transaction between agents of production rests on the fact that these anse as 
natural consequences out of the production relationship. The juristic form in 
which these economic transactions appear as wilful acts of the parties concerned, 
as expressions of their common will and as contracts that may he enforced by law

1 F irs t  d r a ft  to  T V  Ont W ar in fraikY. p p .  h#>-7

3 Urenkert. "Freedom and private property in Marx", pp. 135-6; Wood, K nH  M a r x ,
pp. 126H.
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against some individual party, cannot, being mere forms, determine this content. 
They merely express it. This content is just whenever it corresponds, is appro
priate to the mode of production. It is unjust whenever it contradicts that mode. 
Slavery on the basis of capitalist production is unjust; likewise fraud in the quality 
of commodities.1

A  related p assage  occurs in Wages, Price and Profit:

To clamour for equal or even equitable retribution on the basis of the wages system is 
the same as to clamour for freedom on the basis o f the slavery system. What you 
think just or equitable is out of the question The question is: What is necessary 
and unavoidable with a given system of production?*

A further passage, m ore im m ediately relevant for the theory o f exp lo ita
tion, occurs in Capital l:

The circumstance that, on the one hand the daily sustenance of labour-power 
costs only half a day’s labour, while on the other hand the very same labour- 
power can work during a whole day, that consequently the value which its use 
during one day creates, is double what he pays for that use, this circumstance is, 
without doubt, a piece of good luck for the buyer, but by no means an injustice to 
the seller.5

It has been argu ed  that M arx in these p assages does not assert that 
capitalist exploitation is ju st, o n ly  that it app ears to be so .4 N o w  I believe 
that M arx held the v iew  that capitalist transactions generate the appear
ance that they are transhistorically just, and that he w an ted  to denounce 
this as m ere app earan ce. Yet that denunciation  does not im ply  that he 
took these transactions to be transhistorically unjust. W hen d en yin g  their 
transhistorical justice, h e denied the "tran sh isto rica l" not the " ju stic e "  
part. T h is, in m y v iew , is the o n ly  unstrained interpretation o f the p a s
sag es  cited.

T h ese  p assages offer no argument for the relative nature o f rights and 
justice. For this, w e  m ust turn to the Critique of the Gotha Program, w ith the 
distinction betw een  tw o stages o f com m unism  (7.3.2). In the first, the 
producers are paid accord ing to the labour time they contribute, a prin
ciple o f "eq u a l rig h t" that is a definite ad van ce on the capitalist m ode of 
production. Yet it falls short o f com m unism  in the full sen se, in w hich 
rights are transcended:

In spite of this advance, this equal right is still constantly stigmatized by a bour
geois limitation The right of the producers is proportional to the labour they 
supply: the equality consists in the fact that measurement is made with an equal 
standard, labour.

1 Capital III, p. 339-40. } Wages. Price and Profit, p . 4 6 . * Capital I, p . 19 4
* Husami, "Marx on distributive justice".
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Bui one man is superior lo another physically or mentally and so supplies more 
labour in the same time, or can labour for a longer time; and labour, to serve as a 
measure, must be defined by its duration or intensity, otherwise it ceases to be a 
standard of measurement. This equal right is an unequal right for unequal labour. 
It recognizes no class differences, because everyone is only a worker like everyone 
else: but it tacitly recognizes unequal individual endowments and thus produc
tive capacity as natural privileges. It is, therefore, a right of inequality, in its 
content, like every right. Right by its very nature can consist only in the applica
tion of an equal standard; but unequal individuals (and they would not he different 
individuals were they not unequal) are measurable only by an equal standard in so far 
as they are brought under an equal point of view, are taken from one definite side 
only, for instance, in the present case, are regarded only as workers and nothing 
more is seen in them, everything else being ignored.

Further, one worker is married, another not; one has more children than 
another, and so on and so forth. Thus, with an equal performance of labour, and 
hence an equal share in the social consumption fund, one will in fact receive more 
than another, one will be richer than another, and so on. To avoid all these 
defects, right instead of being equal would have to be unequal.

But these defects are inevitable in the first phase of communist society as it is 
when it has just emerged after prolonged birth pangs from capitalist society. Right 
can never be higher than the economic structure of society and its cultural 
development conditioned thereby.1

M arx here purports to offer a general argum ent against theories o f justice 
-  "co n ten d in g  that an y  institutions are inequitable to the extent that they 
operate through gen era l ru le s " .* A n y  general rule m ust neglect relevant 
differences betw een  in d ividuals. Let m e try to reconstruct the argum ent 
m ore fu lly. O n the one han d , no tw o in d ividuals are identical. The phrase 
that I have italicized in the cited text clearly is a statem ent o f Leibniz's 
principle o f the identity o f indiscernibles, w hich M arx also refers to 
elsew here.* O n the oth er han d , no set o f (written) principles can d istin 
guish  fully betw een  in d ividuals, since language is essentially  poorer than 
the w o rld .4 A n y  principle stating that in d ividuals fu lfilling certain con di
tions h ave  the right to certain go od s flounders at the fact that there can be 
m orally relevant differences b etw een  person s w ho fulfil the conditions. 
(This p resu p p o ses that the set o f potentially relevant features is also 
inexhaustib le.) H ence there is a choice to be m ade betw een justice and

1 Critique of the Gotha Programme, p. 2 1.
3 Moore, Marx on the Choice between Socialism end Communism, p. 45.
1 Set my “ Marx el Leibniz” .
1 This statement can bo defcndod by various arguments. In this context we may understand 

it In the light of the traditional Chinese mistrust of written, legal codes -  epitomized in the
p r o v r r b  (hat "For each new law, a new way of dmirm-mting it will ante" (Nfe«Kfharo, 
Science and Civilisation in China, vol. II, p. 522).
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in d ividuality  a s  the foundation o f com m unism . M arx, havin g chosen  the 
self-actualization o f the individual as the suprem e value, cannot also 
p ropose  strict criteria o f justice.

T h e argu m en t is not w ithout interest, but fails because o f an obviou s 
internal inconsistency. W hen referring to the "d e fe c ts "  o f the contri
bution principle. M arx is im plicitly in voking  a h igher principle o f justice. 
In fact, after the quoted passage, the text go es on to spell out w hat this 
principle is: To each accord ing to his n eeds (4 .3.3). N o doubt Marx 
believed that in this passage  he had set out a devastating argum ent 
against a n y  abstract theory o f justice, and did not notice that in doing so 
he in voked  a theory o f the kind he w an ted  to d isp en se w ith . M arx, posing 
as M . Jo u rd ain , argu es in prose against the possibility o f talking prose.

This su rv ey  o f M arx 's dicta on ideals, right and justice has been som e
w hat inconclusive. In m y opinion this reflects vacillations in M arx 's 
thinking, rather than a n y  difficulty in und erstandin g it. A lthough  m ost of 
the cited p assages are eviden ce for his interm ittent hostility to talk about 
justice and rights, others reflect the opposite attitude. I now  go  on to 
consider som e p assages that m ore strongly  support the v iew  that M arx 
did condem n capitalism  on gro u n d s o f distributive injustice.

4 .3 .2 . Is property  theft?
M arx often refers to the transaction betw een capitalist and w orker as 
"ro b b e ry " , "em b ezz lem en t", " th e ft "  etc. This constitutes prim a facie 
evidence lhat he believed capitalism  to be an un just system , even  if he 
d o es not in these p assages use that term. Yet the m atter is m ore com plex, 
as M arx a lso  recognized. In w h at fo llow s I shall pu rsu e both the exegetical 
task o f fin d in g out w h at w ere  M arx 's  v iew s on the topic and the substan
tive one o f d iscu ssin g  w h eth er they w ere  justified.

W e m ay first note that som e form s o f property are literally d u e  to theft, 
n am ely those originating in so-called prim itive accum ulation. In Capital I 
M arx refers to the clearing o f estates effectuated by the D uchess o f Su ther
land as an exam ple o f su ch  forcible exp ro priatio n .1 The passage  d raw s on 
a n ew sp ap er article written som e fifteen years earlier, in w hich  he refers 
to the Proudhonian  notion that property is theft:

If of any property it ever was true that it was robbery, it is literally true of the 
property of the British aristocracy. Robbery of Church property, robbery of 
commons, fraudulous transformation accompanied by murder, of feudal and 
patriarchal property into private property -  these are the titles of the British 
aristocrats to their possessions.2

7 New York Daily Tribune 9.2.1853.1 Capital l. pp. 729-30.
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O ne possib le argum ent, a lon g N ozick-like lines, w ould  be that the 
property  o f contem porary capitalists is unjust because d erived  from  this 
forcible, rights-violating appropriation  by earlier capitalists ' This w ould 
not be restricted to direct inheritance. The unjust prim itive accum ulation 
m ade it possib le for in d ividuals other than the prim itive accum ulators 
and their descen dan ts to enrich them selves in w ays that w ould  otherw ise 
h ave  been unavailable, for exam ple by trading w ith the accum ulators and 
thus getting a share o f their w ealth . This argum ent m ight cover a good 
deal o f m odern capitalist property, although it is im possible to tell exactly 
how  m uch. It is not, h o w ever, an argum ent found in M arx. W hen he 
refers to the theft or robbery in volved  in capitalist-w orker exchange, he 
u su a lly  d o es so w ith  respect to current transactions only, w ithout going 
back to the historical past in o rder to ju stify  this characterization. True, he 
often refers to the fact that capital is on ly  a form  o f past labour, but this is 
not m eant to suggest that the capitalist has forcibly robbed earlier w orkers 
o f their product. H e has robbed them , or som eone has robbed them , but 
on ly  in the sam e sen se  that the capitalist is currently robbing his ow n  
w orkers. This self-perpetuating or steady-state process {2 .3 .3)  should  not 
be confused  w ith prim itive accum ulation.

In the Grundrisse M arx refers to "th e  theft of alien labour-time on which the 
present wealth is based"  as a "m iserab le  fou n d ation " com pared to the new  
basis created by m odern large-scale in d u stry .2 In Capital I h e sim ilarly 
asserts that the "y e a r ly  accruing surplus-product [is] em bezzled because 
abstracted w ithout return o f an eq u iva len t".* In the Grundrisse the last 
phrase is elaborated to the appropriation  o f "a lien  labour without exchange, 
without equivalent, but w ith  the sem blance of exch an g e".4 (This is not 
representative. U sually  M arx says: exchange, w ithout an equivalent, but 
w ith  the sem blance o f an equivalent.) A nother passage from  Capital [ 
m erits a  fu ller quotation. It occurs in a d iscussion o f extended reproduc
tion, w h ere  M arx su p p o ses the existence o f an "o rig in al cap ita l" o f 
£ 10 0 0 0 , which creates a su rp lu s o f £2000. Even if the form er w ere 
acquired hon estly, the latter, according to M arx, is not:

The original capital was formed by the advance of £10000. How did the owner 
become possessed of it? "B y his own labour and that of his forefathers", answer 
unanimously the spokesmen of Political Economy. And, in fact, their supposition 
appears the only one consonant with the laws of the production of commodities. 1

1 One might extend this from actions violating the rights of others, to include as well actions 
that constitute an abuse 0/ one’s own rights, a form of coercion through economic power 
For this important eategoiy, see Liebermann and Syrquin, "On the use arvd a b u s e  of 
right»".

1 Crumtnfse. p. 7 0 5 . * Capital I. p. 6m . * Grundmft, p . 5 5 1 .
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But it is quite otherwise with regard to the additional capital of £2000 How that 
originated we know perfectly well. There is not one single atom of its value that 
does not owe its existence to unpaid labour. The means of production, with which 
the additional labour is incorporated, as well as the necessaries with which the 
labourer is sustained, are nothing but component parts of the surplus-product, of 
the tribute annually exacted from the working-class by the capitalist class Though 
the latter with a portion of that tribute purchases the additional labour-power 
even at its full price, so that equivalent is exchanged for equivalent, yet the 
transaction is for all that only the old dodge of every conqueror who buys 
commodities from the conquered with the money he has robbed them of.1

The argum ent is som ew hat d isin gen u o u s or question-begging. To see 
this, consider G . A . C o h en 's  g lo ss on the last sentence: "cap ita lists pay 
w ages w ith  m oney they get by sellin g  w hat w ork ers p ro d u c e ".2 But of 
course w orkers produce w ith  the help  o f capital goods, that b y  the 
assum ption  o f the argum ent are the legitim ate possession  o f the cap i
talist. I return to this substantive issu e shortly. H ere I w ant to consider the 
passage  as ev id en ce  that M arx believed the capitalist appropriation  o f 
su rp lu s-va lu e  an unjust one. C o h en , in his further com m ent, convinc
ingly argu es that it m ust indeed be understood in this sense:

Now since .. Marx did not think that by capitalist criteria the capitalist steals, 
and since he did think he steals, he must have meant that he steals in some 
appropriately non-relativist sense. And since to steal is, in general, wrongly to 
take what rightly belongs to another, to steal is to commit an injustice, and a 
system which is "based on theft” is based on injustice.3

A n  objection to this v iew  is that one can steal on ly  w hat rightly belongs to 
another, w hile M arx argued  that the very  notion o f such possession  is a 
bourgeois category. In a letter on Proudhon he sa y s  that the v iew  that 
property  is theft is con fu sed , "s in ce  theft' as a forcible violation o f 
property  p resu p p oses the existence of p ro p erty".*  T h is in m y opin ion  is 
not a decisive objection. B y  extension , " th e ft"  m ay denote w ron gly  
taking from  som eon e w hat belongs to him b y  natural law , independently  
o f w h eth er it a lso  belongs to him by bourgeois law.

A n other piece o f exegetical evidence, that also raises serious su bstan 
tive difficulties, is fou nd  in the Marginal Notes on Wagner, in w hich M arx 
d iscu sses the v iew  im puted to him by W agner, nam ely that the capitalist 
robs the w o rk e r

This obscurantist foists on me the view that ''surplus-value, which is produced by 
the workers alone, remains with the capitalist entrepreneurs in a urongful 
manner” . But I say the direct opposite: namely, that at a certain point, the 1

1 Capital!, p 583. 7 Cohrn, Review of Wood: Karl Marx * Jt* d,
* Mam to Schweitzer 34 1.1865.
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production of commodities necessarily becomes "capitalistic”  production of 
commodities, and that according to the law of value which rules that production, 
"surplus-value”  is due to the capitalist and not to the worker.1

In my presentation, the earnings on capital are not in fact "only a deduction or 
'robbery' of the worker". On the contrary, 1 present the capitalist as a necessary 
functionary of capitalist production, and show at length that he does not only 
"deduct" or "ro b " but forces the production of surplus-value, and thus helps 
create what is to be deducted; further I show in detail that even if in commodity 
exchange only equivalents are exchanged, the capitalist -  as soon as he pays the 
worker the actual value of his labour-power -  earns surplus-value with full right, 
i.e. the right corresponding to this mode of production/

Exegetically, the p assages can be taken to support the relative as w ell as 
the absolute v iew  o f justice. The first interpretation is suggested by the 
last ph rase, and also by the first passage  as a w hole. The second d raw s 
strength from  the fact that M arx says that the capitalist does not only rob 
the w orker, w hich  p resu p p o ses that he does rob him . We can then ap p ly  
C o h en 's  argum ent to in fer that M arx had in m ind a non-relative concep
tion o f in justice.

We shou ld  note, h ow ever, that the robbery involved  differs from  stan
dard cases o f theft. A s  u sually  em ployed , the notion of theft presu pp oses 
that the stolen object exists prior to the act o f stealing it. It is because the 
object exists that som eon e m ight w an t to steal it. In capitalist exploitation 
it is the oth er w a y  around: it is because the surplus can be appropriated 
and robbed that the capitalist has an incentive to create it. H ad there been 
no capitalist, the w ork ers w ou ld  not have been robbed, but they w ould 
also have nothing that an yo n e could rob them  of. (A t least this is true 
under certain special conditions, further indicated below .) H ence the 
term inology o f robbery is som ew h at m isleading, since it su ggests that 
from  the m oral point o f v iew  such cases can be assim ilated to straight
forw ard  theft. T hey m ay  in the end turn out to be sim ilar, but the question 
should be confronted explicitly, not obscured, as it is by this term inology.

O n the basis o f this d iscussion, I shall consider tw o  reasons w h y  the 
capitalist appropriation  o f su rp lu s-valu e m ay be considered unjust -  and 
tw o correlative objections to this characterization. 1 shall consider two 
polar cases; actual cases frequently have som e elem ents o f both.

First, con sider the p u re  capitalist coupon-clipper, w ho hires a m anager 
at a poor w ag e  to exploit the w orkers for him . D isregard ing for the time 
being how  the capitalist cam e to acquire his capital, this is unjust, since 
the capitalist m akes n o  contribution in terms o f uvrk, yet receives an

1 M argin al N otes on W agner, p .  38a. 3 I M . .  p .  359.
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incom e. C apitalist profit violates the principle 'T o  each according to his 
contribution". This, w h ile  not the suprem e principle o f justice (4 .3 .3), is 
at least a principle o f justice. It m ay be overridden , but in the present case 
there are no reasons for violating it. (To  say  that the capitalist contributes 
capital is relevant on ly  if this is accum ulated by "h is  o w n  labour and that 
o f his fo re fath ers", w hich is the issu e 1 prefer to postpon e fo ra  m om ent.) 
T h is does not m ean that the w ork ing class is som ehow  entitled to the 
product because directly or indirectly its labour accounts for all that is 
produced. The "in d ire c t"  contribution o f past w orkers to currently  used 
capital is irrelevant if they are no longer alive. The "w o rk in g  c la ss " is not a 
historical subject w ith  a collective claim  on " it s "  product. The issue is 
exclu sively  one o f the distribution o f the current product am on g those 
currently  living. O f the latter, on ly  the w orkers m ake a contribution, 
hence they are entitled to share the product betw een  th em .

At the other pole, consider the pure capitalist entrepreneur, w h o  has 
no capital, but w h o  exploits the w orkers by virtue o f h is organizational 
skill, u nder conditions of increasing returns to scale (4 .1.3 ) . By bringing 
together w orkers w hose abilities com plem ent one another, he m akes 
them  m uch m ore productive collectively than they could be in isolation. 
He "h e lp s  create w hat is to be d ed u cted ". Yet this d o es not entitle him  to 
an incom e vastly  greater than that o f his w orkers. O ne is not m orally 
entitled to everyth in g  one is causally responsib le for creating. In par
ticular, a broker or m ediator has no claim  to the entire gain that he m akes 
possib le by bringing people o f com plem entary skills together. H e should 
be rew ard ed  for his job, not for theirs. Sim ilarly, a skilled m anager should 
be rew arded  for the actual w ork  of bringing w orkers together, not for the 
w o rk  done by those w hom  he assem bles.

To these polar cases correspond tw o w id espread  and im portant objec
tions. With respect to the first, w e  m ust face the problem  w h eth er there 
could not be a "c lean  p a th " to capitalist accum ulation .' If som e w orkers, 
w h o  for the sake o f argum ent w e m ay assu m e to differ from others o n ly  in 
their tim e preferences, choose to save and invest rather than to consum e, 
could an yo n e object if they induce others to w ork for them b y  offering 
them  a w ag e  above w hat they could earn elsew here? (To sim plify m atters, 
let us assu m e that our self-m ade capitalist arises within an initially 
egalitarian com m unist econom y, not w ithin  a capitalist econom y in 
w hich the alternative w ag e  w ould  be determ ined in part by past and 1

1 For statements of this problem, s e e  C o h e n . " F r e e d o m , ju s t ic e  a n d  c a p it a l i s m " ,  p .  i> ;
Arneson, " W h a t 's  w r o n g  w ith  e x p lo i t a t io n ? " ,  p . 10 4 ;  R o e m e r , " A r e  s o c ia lis t  e th ic s
c o n s is te n t  w ith  e f f ic ie n c y ’ ' '



current in ju stice.’) This is a variant o f the "W ilt C h am berla in " argum ent: 
can an yo n e  forbid consenting acts betw een  capitalistic adu lts?1

This is a p ow erfu l objection, that m ust be taken seriously  by anyone 
w ho sets out to defen d  M arx 's theory o f exploitation. Som e counter
argu m ents are the fo llow ing. First, curtailm ent o f inheritance rights 
m ight be somewhat easier to defend than an interdiction again sj Pareto- 
im provin g  w a g e  contracts.J Secondly , even if it could be in the interest of 
in d ividuals to accept the offer, it m ight be in their collective interest not to 
do s o .1 * * 4 H ence m uch w ou ld  turn upon p eo p le 's  organizational ability. At 
the very  least the w ould-be capitalist is not entitled to profit if he u ses his 
w ealth  to m ake such organization difficult -  even  if he does so without 
vio lating an y la w s .5 T h ird ly , it m ight not even  be in the interest o f the 
in dividual person  to accept the offer, but he might do so because he w as 
u n aw are  o f the consequences o f taking it. A gain , a sufficient condition for 
refu sin g  to grant an y profit to the capitalist w ould exist if he u ses his 
resources to keep people ignorant about the consequences o f taking his 
o ffer.6 These, clearly, are argum ents that need book-length exposition. 
The present rem arks are intended to be no m ore than the sketch o f a 
research program m e.

The second case raises the incentive problem that is at the heart o f current 
d iscu ssion s about the viability o f  socialism . H ow  could it be unjust to 
rew ard som eone for a task that he w ould  not have undertaken in the 
absence o f the prom ise o f a rew ard ? A gain  the objection can be stated in 
term s o f Pareto-efficiency: no on e is m ade w orse off by people reaping a 
rew ard for skills that w ould otherw ise have lain dorm ant. The practical 
im portance o f this objection is undeniable. Yet a s  a conceptual argum ent 
against the v iew  that appropriation  o f su rp lu s-va lu e  is unjust, it fails, for 
the reasons g iven  in 4 .1 .5 .  Even if there is currently no w ay  o f overcom ing 
the incentive problem , 1 h ave  yet to see an y satisfactory argum ent that it 
w ill indefin itely rem ain an obstacle to efficient redistribution. M oreover, 
w e  should  b ew are o f an ideological bias in the argum ent. M arx believed, 
and 1 agree  w ith him . that the exercise o f skills is in m ost cases highly 
rew ard in g  in itself. H ence the fact that the possessors of such  skills can 
hold society to ransom  and threaten to withhold them unless they are
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1 T h i*  i s  h o w  th e  p r o b le m  is  s ta te d  b y  N o a c k ,  A>urehy, State amt Utoyui. p p . ib o ff 
a n d  b y  N o v « ,  The Economics of FtastUe Socialism, p . n o .

1 N o z ic k , Anarchy. Stele and Utopia, p . 16 3 .
* R o e m e r , " A r e  s o c ia lis t  e th ic s  c o n s is te n t  w ith  e f f ic ie n c y ’ "
4 C o h e n . " R o b e r t  N o r ic k  a n d  W ilt C h a m b e r la in " .

5 C p  n o te  1 ,  p . o z )  a b o v e  6 U/yssesand the Sirens, p  8 j .
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highly paid should  not lead us to believe that a paym ent is n ecessary  to 
elicit their use.

Let m e conclude by relating these problem s to the issue of exploitation. 
The case o f "c lean  capital accum ulation u nder socialism " places us in the 
fo llow in g dilem m a. Either the discrepancy betw een  labour expended  and 
labour received in the form  o f consum ption  com m odities should not be 
called exploitation, since there is nothing m orally objectionable about it. 
or w e m ust adm it the presence o f m orally unobjectionable form s o f 
exp lo itation . The la tier option is so  contrary to intuition and usage that w e 
are alm ost com pelled to prefer the form er. In either case, it is clear that the 
labour d iscrepan cy in itself does not constitute a rock-bottom m oral objec
tion to a distribution o f incom e. (Recall that the sam e conclusion w as 
reached in  4 .1 .2 , b y  a different route.) The labour discrepancy' can be 
unjust for tw o  reasons: it m ay  stem  from  an unjust distribution o f  en d o w 
m ents or it m ay  arise in an unjust w ay  from  the distribution o f incom e 1 
The first o f these correspon d s to property  acquired by illegitim ate m eans, 
for exam ple forcible prim itive accum ulation. The second corresponds to 
cases w h ere  justly  acquired w ealth  is un justly  used to trap people into 
selling their labour-pow er, for exam ple by preventing them  from 
organizing them selves or b y  keeping relevant inform ation from  them . 
M ore controversially, w e  m ight include cases w h ere  people are unor
ganized and uninform ed for no fault o f their o w n  -  nor of anyone else.

The incentive problem  is difficult to treat w ith in  the exploitation 
fram ew ork, since it p resu p p o ses that the entrepreneur h as som e non- 
producible m anagerial skills by virtue o f w hich he earn s m ore than the 
w orkers. A s  observed  in 4 .1 .5 .  this a llo w s us to com pare his incom e w ith 
theirs, and to characterize the difference as unjust. It does not, h ow ever, 
a llow  us to com pare the labour equivalent o f his incom e w ith  the labour 
he perform s and characterize the d iscrepan cy as exploitative, since there 
is no com m on standard that w e can use for a com parison. I should repeat 
that a basic prem ise in the argum ent that the incom e difference is unjust is 
that skilled w ork is rew ard in g  in itself, or at least does not h ave  any 
greater d isu tility  than other w ork . If this fails to hold, it m ay indeed be 
just to p ay  the skilled m anager for the (to him) unpleasant task o f putting 
h is rare skills at the service o f society.

To sum m arize, there are three basic reasons w h y  exploitation cannot be 
a fundam ental notion in moral theory. T h ey  are all related to the fact that

1 T h e s e  c o r r e s p o ix l  lu  N o o c k 's  " ju s t ic e  in  a c q u is i t io n "  arvd “ ju s t ic e  in  t r a n s fe r " .  T o  a c c e p t
h is  w a y  o f  s ta t in g  th e  p r o b le m  is  n o t ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  to  a c c e p t  h is  sp e c if ic  a c c o u n t  o f  w h a t

a c q u is it io n s  a n d  t r a n s fe r s  arc ju s t
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fteople differ. T hey differ in their inborn skills, hence the labour theory of 
exploitation d o es not even  clear the first, definitional hurdle. T hey differ 
in their leisure-in com e preferences, hence the theory can in certain cases 
support the counterintuitive conclusion that the poor exploit the rich.' 
A n d  finally  in d ividuals differ in their time preferences, w hich m ay lead 
som e o f them  to accum ulate w ealth  an d  hire others to w ork  for them  to 
the benefit o f all parties. Exploitation can be a usefu l concept in broad 
historical o v e rv ie w s w h ere  these difficulties can be neglected, but it is an 
ill-suited tool fo ra  m ore fine-grained investigation into moral theory.

4.3.3. Contribution and need
In the Critique of the Gotha Programme M arx m akes a distinction betw een 
the principles o f distribution that w ill obtain under the first and the final 
stages o f com m unism . The first principle can be stated as fo llow s: to each 
proportionally to his labour contribution, after fu n d s are set aside for 
investm ent, public go o d s, fu n d s for those unable to w ork  etc. T h e second 
principle is stated in the culm inating part o f this fam ous statem ent:

In a higher phase of communist society, after the enslaving subordination of the 
individual to the division of labour, and therewith also the antithesis between 
mental and physical labour, has vanished; after labour has become not only a 
means to life, but life's prime want; after the productive forces have also increased 
with the all-round development of the individual, and all the springs of coopera
tive wealth flow more abundantly -  only then can the narrow horizon of bour
geois right be crossed in its entirety, and society inscribe on its banners: from each 
according to his ability, to each according to his needs.1 2

A s  stated by M arx (see the passage  cited in 4 .3 . t) the contribution prin
cip le requires that sk illed  and unskilled labour have been reduced to a 
com m on m easure that takes account o f this difference, so  that the m an 
w h o  is "su p e rio r  to another physically  or m entally and so  su pp lies more 
labour in the sam e tim e, or can labour for a longer tim e" is correspond
ingly better paid. I need  not belabour the problem s in volved  in this state
m ent. I shall sim ply  assum e that the reduction has been accom plished, 
and that a sim ilar operation  can be carried out for capitalism .

The contribution principle then app ears a s  a Janus-like notion. Looked 
at from  one side, it serves as a criterion o f justice that condem ns capitalist 
exploitation as un just. Looked at from  the van tage point o f fu lly

1 R o e m e r , " S h o u ld  M a r x is t s  b e  in te re s te d  in  e x p lo it a t io n ? "  S t r ic t ly  s p e a k in g , il i s  not 

n e c e s s a r y  fo r  p e o p le  to  b e  d if fe r e n t  fo r  th is  p a r a d o x  to  b e  p o s s ib le . A s  o b s e r v e d  in  4 . 1 .2. 
it s u f f ic e s  th a t p e o p le  h a v e  id e n t ic a l ,  p e r v e r s e  s u p p ly  c u r v e s  fo r  la b o u r  a s  a  fu n c t io n  
o f  w e a lth

2 C r i t i q u e  o f  th e  Gotha Program, p  21
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developed  com m unism , it is itself condem ned a s  inadequate b y  the 
h igher standard exp ressed  in the n eeds principle. A n  able-bodied cap i
talist w h o  receives an incom e w ithout w ork ing represen ts an unjustified  
violation o f the contribution principle -  a violation, that is, w hich is not 
justified  by the needs principle. By contrast, an invalid w h o  receives 
w elfare  aid w ithout contributing an yth in g  in return represents a violation 
o f the contribution principle that is justified by the needs principle. H ence 
M arx had a hierarchical theory o f justice, by w hich  the contribution principle 
provides a  second-best criterion w h en  the needs principle is not yet his
torically ripe for app lication .' Capitalist exploitation is dou bly  unjust, 
since it obeys neither principle. The "eq u a l rig h t" o f the first stage of 
com m unism , is a lso  un just, but less so, since on ly  the n eeds principle is 
violated.

I believe this interpretation m akes sen se  both o f M arx's critique o f 
capitalism  and the theory o f the tw o stages o f com m unism  N eed less to 
say , it is an analytical reconstruction that bears only an indirect relation to 
the texts. N o  interpretation o f M arx 's various rem arks on justice and 
rights can m ake them  all consistent w ith one another, but I believe that 
the one presen tly  proposed  is com patible w ith m ost o f the central texts. 
The theory that w e  can im pute to M arx on this interpretation is not a 
com pellin gly  plausible one. If w e  assum e that the n eeds principle em 
bodies som e form  o f egalitarianism  (see below'), the contribution principle 
is presented  as a second-best substitute for equality. I believe that R aw ls' 
difference principle w ou ld  serve  better a s  such a substitute. T h e spirit 
u nd erlyin g  this principle is that w e should  seek as m uch equality as 
possible, u p  to the point w h ere  the pursuit o f m ore becom es pointless, by 
m aking the w orst off even  w orse  off. H ere the first-best ideal o f equality 
does in itself gu id e the search for a second-best w ay  o f approxim ating it. 
We do not know  the range o f inequalities com patible w ith the contri
bution principle, since w e do not know  how  the different form s o f skill 
can be reduced to a com m on standard . It is clear, h ow ever, that the 
contribution principle is in no w ay  design ed  w ith Ihe m inim ization of 
inequality in m ind. It en su res that no on e w ill earn an incom e w ithout 
w orking, but does nothing to narrow  dow n  the range o f incom es accruing 
to those w ho d o  in fact w ork.

C o n sid er finally  the n eeds principle itself. G iven  the brevity o f M arx 's 
d iscussion  in the Critique of the Gotha Programme, the principle lends itself 
to several interpretations. First, the reference to abundance has been 1

1 F o r  a s im ila r  a r g u m e n t , s e e  R o e m e r , A Généré! Theory, p p .
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taken to im ply  that M arx believed the "circum stances o f ju stice" would 
no longer obtain u n d er com m unism .' Follow ing H um e, these circum 
stances include m oderate scarcity and lim ited sym pathy betw een m en: 
"  'tis o n ly  from  the selfish n ess and confin 'd  generosity  o f m an, along with 
the scanty provision  nature has m ade for h is w an ts, that justice derives its 
o r ig in ".1 2 O f these tw o conditions, scarcity o f resources is really the im por
tant one. Even w ere m en perfectly public-spirited, there w ould  still have 
to be principles o f distribution to regulate the use o f scarce resources.3

A b un dan ce, in  the sense o f su ppression  o f scarcity, m eans that all 
good s u n d er com m unism  w ou ld  be free goods, that is that dem and for all 
good s w ou ld  be saturated. W hen everyon e had taken w h at he w anted 
from  the com m on consum ption stock, there w ou ld  be som ething o f each 
good  left over. T h is state o f affairs could be approxim ated by tw o kin ds of 
developm ent: increased productivity and reduced w an ts. O f these, M arx 
certainly affirm s the form er (5 .2 .3). It m ight ap p ear as if he is also assert
ing the dim inution o f w ants under com m unism , in the references to the 
"u n n atu ra l n e e d s" that exist u n d er capitalism  (2.2.3). A lso , w hen work 
becom es " life 's  prim e w a n t" , the need for consum ption go od s, for the 
production o f w hich scarce resources are needed , w ill presum ably 
becom e sm aller. On the other hand w e  should  set M arx 's reference to the 
"rich  in d ividuality  w hich  is as all-sided in its production as in its con
su m p tio n "4 * * * and m any sim ilar utterances in the Crutidrissc. M oreover, 
there is the problem , further d iscu ssed  below , that self-actualization 
through w o rk  m ay also require scarce resources as a material condition. 
C on siderin g  M arx 's w o rk  as a w hole, there is no doubt that he could not 
rest a n y  hope for abundance on a limitation o f hum an w ants. H e m ay 
have believed that the flow erin g  o f the productive forces u nder com m un
ism  w ou ld  create abundance in an absolute sense. In that case there is 
nothing m ore to say , except to w rite this part of his theory off a s  
h opelessly  U top ian .8 1 am  not quite prepared, h ow ever, to d o  this. The 
texts are  sufficiently vagu e  to a llow  u s to explore other possibilities.

M ane's com m ents on the "d e fe c ts"  o f the contribution principle (4 .3 .1) 
point to an interpretation o f the n eed s principle in term s o f  equality. 
W hen h e states as a defect o f the contribution principle that it w ill lead to a

1 B u c h a n a n , Marx and justice, p . 5 7 ; L u k e s ,  Marxism and Morality, c h . 3 .
1  H u m e , A Treatise On Human Nature, p  4 9 5.
1  N o v e ,  The Economics of Feasible Socialism, p . 1 7
4 Grundrifu. p . 3 * 3 ;  set also p p .  409 , 7 1 1.
* N o v e ,  The Economics of Feasible Socialism, p p .  i s f f .  A n  e c o n o m ic  a n a ly s is  o f  a b u n d a n c e  th at

w e ll  b r in g »  o u t  th e  a b s u r d it y  o f  th e  c o n c e p t  is  in  T a r ta r in , " G r a t u i t é ,  fin  d u  s a la r ia t  et
c a lc u l é c o n o m iq u e  d a n s  le  c o m m u n is m e " .



w orker w ith  m an y children receiving the sam e incom e as a w orker with 
few , it is p resu m ab ly  because it w ill lead to betw een -fam ily  inequality in 
p er capita incom e or w elfare. The defect m ay be elim inated by creating a 
system  w h ere  inequality ceases to m atter, because no on e w ou ld  w ant to 
h ave  m ore o f an yth in g  than they have: this is the U topian interpretation. 
O r it m ight be got rid o f by a principle o f equal distribution. Equality of 
w hat? In the light o f M arx 's  theory o f the good life for man (2 .2 .7), ihe 
m ost p lausible su ggestion  is that the n eeds principle should  ensure 
equality o f self-realization If the h ighest valu e is the self-realization o f m en, 
rather than o f M an as a species-being, it should be realized for each  and 
every  in d ividual to the h ighest extent com patible w ith  its realization to 
the sam e extent for everyo n e else.

Ronald D w orkin  h as sh o w n  that the problem  o f expensive needs m akes 
this ideal a rather unattractive o n e .1 So m e w a y s  o f self-actualization are 
inherently  m ore exp en sive  than others. To w rite  poem s requires little by 
w a y  o f m aterial resources, to direct ep ic  film s a great deal m ore. If free rein 
w as  g iven  to the developm en t o f the need for self-actualization, w ith a 
guarantee that it w ould  be fulfilled to an  extent com patible w ith the sam e 
level o f self-actualization for all, exp en sive  preferences m ight em erge in a 
quantity that w ould  m ake it on ly  possib le to satisfy  them  very  partially. 
E veryon e m ight be allow ed  to direct ten seconds o f an epic m ovie, as in 
A n d y  W arh ol's  im age of the future society. This an arch y of preferences 
w ould  recreate the P rison er's D ilem m a that exists in the first stage of 
com m unism , but in a m ore subtle form . In the first stage the dilem m a 
leads to an incentive problem . If there is no correlation betw een  in d i
v idu al effort an d  in d ividual rew ard , se lfish ly  m otivated in d ividuals -  
"eco n o m ically , m orally and intellectually still stam ped w ith the birth 
m arks o f the o ld  so c ie ty " -  w ill try to shirk and get their share o f the social 
product created by the effort o f others. A n y  g iven  person  is but m ar
g in ally  hurt by his o w n  shirking, w h ile  the gain in leisure is h ighly 
valu ed . In the h igh er stage  this problem  no longer w ill exist, because the 
desire to create for the com m unity w ill be param ount in in d ividual m oti
vation (2 .2 .7). Y et th is d esire  on the part o f in d ividuals m ight turn out to 
be collectively self-defeating. A n y  g iven  in dividual w ill be but m arginally 
hurt by the constraints his use o f scarce resources creates for the self- 
actualization o f others, w hile the gain  to h im self is h igh ly  valu ed .

In 2 .2 .7  * argu ed  that there wras a tension betw een the valu es o f cre
ativ ity  an d  com m un ity , in that a society o f h igh ly  creative in d ividuals
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4. j .  Is exploitation unjust? 233

m ight not be very  interested in one an o th er's creations. The argum ent of 
the preceding paragraph  add s an additional source o f conflict betw een 
the tw o ideals. Creation for the sake o f the com m unity m ight be to the 
detrim ent o f the com m unity, if the self-realization o f the individual 
becom es prohibitively expensive. A s explained  in 2.4, M arx believed that 
com m unism  w ou ld  realize a syn th esis o f the com m unity found in pre
class or pre-capitalist society and the unbridled individualism  developed 
by capitalism . P erhaps, instead of a syn th esis, he w ould  have done better 
looking for a viable com prom ise betw een these values.

Let m e recall another difficulty stated in 2 .2 .7 . if society w ere  able 
to provide everyo n e w ith w h at they need to realize them selves, they 
m ight be frustrated w hen  they d iscover that they are not very good at it. It 

w ou ld  be facile and Panglossian  to suggest that the frustration due to lack 

o f resources has the u sefu l consequence o f preventing people from 
experiencing a m ore profound frustration due to lack o f talent. The p er
so n s w h o  are blocked by the first constraint are not necessarily  the sam e 
a s  those w ho w ould  in an y case be blocked b y  the second. Yet ignorance 
about w hich constraint is really  the bind ing on e m ay be a condition for 
self-respect in m any cases. In other cases the constraint d u e  to lack o f 
resources m ay  lead to w aste  of hum an talent. N othing can be said a priori 
about the net effect o f these tw o opposed  tendencies, and given  the 
u navoidable scarcity of resources there m ay be little point in speculating 
about w h at w ou ld  h ap pen  w ere  they to becom e available in abundance. 
C ould  it, h o w ever, be an im portant consequence o f hum an finitude that 
o u r failures w ou ld  be unendurable if w e  had on ly  ourselves to blam e for 
them ?

Cc
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P a r t  2 :  T h e o r y  o f  h i s t o r y  i y j

Part I has been concerned m ainly w ith M arx 's econom ic theory o f capi
talism -  its p h ysio lo gy  (chap. 3) and pathology (chaps. 2  and 4). This w as 
indeed one o f his tw o m ain theoretical concerns, the other being the 
broader theory o f history w hich  is the object o f Part II. This chan ge of 
focus in volves a tw ofold extension o f our perspective -  from  capitalism  to 
the full range o f historical phenom ena, and from  the econom ic dom ain  to 
the full ran ge o f social phenom ena. In chapter 5 I d iscu ss the first exten
sion: M arx 's theory o f econom ic history. The fo llow ing chapters consider 
the second extension: his theory o f class struggle , politics and ideology in 
capitalism .

A s  a general theory, historical m aterialism  w as clearly intended to 
cover both o f these extensions sim ultaneously. If w e  go to the 1839 Pre
face to the Critique of Political Economy, gen erally  and rightly considered 
the m ost authoritative com pact presentation o f  the theory, w e  find state
m ents about the relation betw een the econom ic basis and the politico- 
ideological superstructure that claim  unrestricted application to all h is
torical m odes o f production. But this declaration o f intention w as n ever 
carried out in detailed historical research. M arx w rote virtually nothing 
about non-econom ic phenom ena in pre-capitalist societies, the m ain 
exception being som e rem arks about the class struggle in the ancient 
w orld  and the role o f the state in the A siatic m ode o f production. By 
contrast, his w ork s contain num erous, though scattered, rem arks on 
pre-capitalist econom ic system s and they also include a large bod y of 
w ritings on the non-econom ic features o f capitalism .

Lukacs an d , fo llow ing him . Fin ley have argued  that p recap ita list soci
eties differed from  capitalism  w ith  respect to the relation betw een 
econom ic an d  non-econom ic d o m ain s.’ A nd  one m ight conjecture that 
M arx 's silence about the superstructural phenom ena o f earlier societies 
reflected his recognition that they d id  not really conform  to the general 
theory. This conjecture w ould  be w rong, as the fo llow ing passage from 
Capital I  show s:

1 l .u k a r v  “ F u n k t io n « w e c h s H  d e s  h is fo r is c h e n  M a t e r ia l is m u s " ;  F in le y , T V  Ancien!
Economy, p. 50

Cc
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I seize this opportunity of shortly answering an objection taken by a German 
paper in America, to my work *'Zur Kntik der pol. Okonomie, 1859". In the 
estimation of that paper, my view that each special mode of production and the 
social relations corresponding to it, in short, that the economic structure of 
society, is the real basis on which the juridical and political superstructure is 
raised, and to which definite social forms of thought correspond; that the mode of 
production determines the character of the social, political, and intellectual life 
generally, all this is very true for our own times, in which material interests 
preponderate, but not for the middle ages, in which Catholicism, nor for Athens 
and Rome, where politics, reigned supreme. In the first place it strikes one as an 
odd thing for any one to suppose that these well-worn phrases about the middle 
ages and the ancient world are unknown to anyone else This much, however, is 
clear, that the middle ages could not live on Catholicism, nor the ancient world on 
politics. On the contrary. It is the mode in which they gained a livelihood that 
explains why here politics, and there Catholicism, played the chief part.1

The last phrase su ggests a notion o f "d erived  au to n o m y", o f w hich  m uch 
h as been m ad e .1 2 In 7 .1  I d iscuss a related idea in M arx 's theory of the 
capitalist state and argue that it does not m ake m uch sen se .3 4 H ere 1 cite 
the passage as eviden ce that in 1867 M arx retained his belief in the general 
character o f his theory o f the superstructure. W hatever prevented him 
from  ap p ly in g  it to pre-capitalist societies, it w as not an y doubt about its 
applicability.

The chapters in Part II fall into a pattern w hich m ay be described a s  one 
of su ccessive  overlapp in g. C h apters 5 and 6 are both concerned w ith the 
"fu n d am en tal m otive force in h isto ry". In M arxism , b ew ilderin gly, tw o 
can didates v ie  for this status; their relation to one another is a m ajor 
unreso lved  problem . O n the one hand, all history is the history of the 
relation betw een  productive forces and relations o f production. The rela
tions o f production that d istin guish  m odes o f production from  one 

an other rise an d  fall accord ing to their tendency to prom ote or h in der the 
grow th o f the productive forces. This is the central m essage o f the 1859 
Preface, already stated in all essentials in The German Ideology. O n the 
other han d , "T h e  history o f all hitherto existing society is the history o f 
class s tru g g le s ." 1 The problem  is not that classes go  unm entioned in the 
1859 Preface. This om ission m ay have a sim ple explanation in M arx 's 
anticipation of Prussian  cen sorsh ip .5 The difficulty is that M arx n ever

1 Capital I. p . 8 2  n o te .
1 S e e  n o t a b ly  B a lib a r , 'L e s  c o n c e p t s  fo n d a m e n ta u x  d u  m a té r ia l is m e  h is t o r iq u e " .
1  I f  th e  a r g u m e n t  h e r e  is  to  b e  u n d e r s t o o d  in  lig h t  o f  th e  p e n u lt im a te  s e n te n c e  o f  th e  

p a s s a g e ,  it is  in  a n y  c a s e  a  p ie c e  o f  v u lg a r  M a rx is m , n o t u n lik e  B r e c h t 's  " E r s t  k o m m t d a s  
p r e s s e r ,  d a n n  k o m m t d ie  M o r a l . "

4 The Communist M an ifesto , p  482
5 P r in tz . " B a c k g r o u n d  a n d  u lte r io r  m o t iv e s  o f  M a r x 's  'P r e fa c e ' o f  18 5 9 " .
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indicates h o w  the class struggle is instrum ental in m ediating betw een the 
"n e e d "  for n ew  relations o f production and their actual establishm ent. 
G iven  his gen eral predilection for functional explanation, supported by 
his speculative ph ilosop h y o f h istory, he m ay not have thought this an 
im portant problem , but it is one that has rightly w orried  his successors.

A  central topic in both chapter 6 and chapter 7  is the social and political 
stru ggle  betw een  the m ain classes in the m ain European  countries around 
1850. M arx com m ented exten sively  on these events, in his journalistic 
w ritin gs an d  in The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte. In chapter 6 his 
v iew s are d iscu ssed  in the context o f a m ore general an a lysis  o f class and 
class con sciousness, w hile in chapter 7 they are related to the problem  o f 
state auton om y. I argu e  in these chapters that M arx 's outstanding 
achievem ent w as the d evelo pm en t o f a valuable theory o f  class coal it ions. 1 
also claim  that he overestim ated  the centrality of class -  both w ith respect 
to other sp rin gs o f collective action and w ith respect to the pow er of the 
state apparatu s.

F in ally , chapters 7  and 8 also  overlap  in their concerns. Ju st as a m ajor 
problem  in 7 .1  is how  to understand and delim it the autonom y o f politics 
w ith respect to econom ics and the class struggle, the issue o f the auton
o m y o f thought is raised in 8 .1 .  In m y struggle w ith M arx 's w ritings on 
ideologies, I have been constantly  exasperated  b y  their e lu sive , rhetorical 
character. In order to pin them  d o w n , I have insisted on the 
m ethodological in d iv idualism  set out in 1 . 1 ,  w ith resu lts that m ay appear 
in con gruous to som e readers. Yet I fail to see a n y  satisfactory alternative. 
A  frictionless search for the "fu n c tio n " o f ideologies or the "structural 
h om ologies" betw een thought and reality has brought this part o f M arx
ism  into d eserved  d isrepute. To rescue it -  and I strongly believe there is 
som eth ing here to be rescued -  a dose o f relentless positivism  seem s to be 
called for.

ris



5. Modes of production

5. x. The general theory of modes of production
5 .1 .1 .  The productive forces
5 .1.2 . The relations of production
5 .1 .  }. Correspondence and contradiction 
5.1.4 . The primacy of the productive forces

5.2. The historical modes of production
5 .2 .1. Pre-capitalist modes of production
5.2.2. The transition from feudalism to capitalism
5.2.3. The transition from capitalism to communism
5.2.4. Summing-up on the modes of production

5.3. Marx's periodization of history
5 .3 .1. Development and progress in history
5.3.2. The sequence of modes of production
5.3.3. An alternative periodization

M arx 's theory o f the rise and fall o f m odes o f production, a s  set forth in 
the 1859  Preface and e lsew h ere , exp lain s the relations o f production in 
society in term s o f their tendency to m axim ize the rate of groivth o f the 
productive forces. N ew  relations arise  w hen and because the existing ones 
are no lon ger optim al for this developm en t. It m ay be usefu l to stateat the 
very  outset tw o  alternative app roach es, each o f which substitutes another 
m axim and for the one proposed by M arx. First, it h as been argued that 
the property  rights system  can be explained by its tendency to m axim ize 
the net social product at any given moment.1 This theory d iffers from  M arx 's 
because it em p h asizes the optim al u se  o f the productive forces, not their 
optim al developm ent. True, w e  shall see that M arx also considered this 
static criterion; but 1 believe his m ain com m itm ent w as to the dynam ic 
one. Secon d ly , m an y authors have argu ed  that the property rights system  
can be explained  by its tendency to m axim ize the surplus that accrues to the 
ruling class or dominant group in society.? This w ould  appear consistent w ith 
M arx 's em ph asis on the class stru ggle  as the basic force in h istory. On the

1 See, for instance, Posner. Economic Analysis of law A useful criticism of the implicit 
functionalism 0 / this approach is Field, The problem with neoclassical institutional 
economics".

J For different versions of this approach see North, Structure and Change in Economic History 
and Marglin. "What do bosses do?” .

ris



other hand, it does not su pport his v iew  that the productive forces tend to 
p ro gress throughout history.

It cannot be assu m ed w ithout argum ent that these three objectives tend 
to be m axim ized sim ultan eously; on the contrary, there are good reasons 
w h y, under certain conditions, they tend to d iverge  from on e another. A 
conflict betw een  optim al developm en t and optim al use u n d erlies the 
paradox o f the patent system , to w hich reference has been m ade several 
tim es in earlier chapters. C urren t output w ould be m axim ized if technical 
kn ow ledge w ere  freely available, but this unrestricted availab ility  w ould  
reduce the incentives for the production o f n ew  kn ow ledge. A  conflict 
betw een m axim izing net output and m axim izing surplus occurs w h en  the 
property rights that are optim al for the form er also m ake the surplus 
extraction difficult or costly. T hus "fo rm s o f organization that have low 
m easurem ent costs to the rulers for tax collecting will persist even  
though they are  relatively  inefficient (m onopoly gran ts in C olbert's 
France, for e x a m p le )" .1

In 5 .1  I first set out the general theory from  the 1859 Preface, interpreted 
in the light o f various oth er w ritings. Here I rely  heavily  on G . A . C o h en 's  
path-breaking w ork, although I shall a lso  have occasion to d isagree with 
som e o f its conclusions. In particular, I d o  not believe the conflict betw een 
M arx 's gen eral theory and his account o f the dynam ics o f pre-capitalist 
societies is reso lvable in the w ay  C ohen  proposes (or in an y  other 
m anner). In 5 . 2 1 com pare m ore system atically  M arx 's general theory with 
his account o f the various historical m odes o f production. I argu e that in 
his explanation o f the transition from  feudalism  to capitalism  M arx relies 
on the notion o f surplus-m axim ization, w hile in his predictions about the 
transition from  capitalism  to com m unism  he em phasizes output- 
m axim ization. In neither case does the m axim ization o f the rate o f grow th 
o f the productive forces p lay an y m ajor explanatory role. I try, neverthe
less, to reconstruct an argum ent for the idea that com m unism  will com e 
about w h en  an d  because capitalist relations o f production cease being 
optim al for the developm ent o f the productive forces. It turns out to be 
difficult to m ake a p lausible case for this idea. In 5 .3  1 finally  consider 
M arx 's periodization o f h istory, and its relation to the speculative philo
so p h y  o f history d iscu ssed  in 2.4. I argue that M arx also proposed, in 
addition to the w ell-kn ow n  sequence o f m odes o f production, a 
periodization in term s o f the goals o f production that are dom inant in 
various epochs: production for u se, for exchange or for profits.
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5 .1. T h e  g e n e r a l  t h e o r y  o f  m o d e s  o f  p r o d u c t  i o n M 3

5 . 1 .  T h e gen era l theory o f m odes o f production

The authoritative text from  the 1859 Preface to a Critique o f Political 
Economy contains the fo llow in g statem ents:

In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are 
indispensable and independent of their will, relations of production that cor
respond to a definite stage of development of their productive forces . . .  At a 
certain stage of their development, the material productive forces of society enter 
into contradiction with the existing relations of production, o r -  what is but a legal 
expression for the same thing -  with the property relations within which they 
have been at work hitherto. From forms of development of the productive forces 
these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an epoch of social revolution. 
. . .  No social formation ever perishes before all the productive forces for which 
there is room in it have developed; and new, higher relations of production never 
appear before the material conditions for their existence have matured in the 
womb of the old society itself.1

The present section is devoted  to the m ain ideas expressed  in this text. In 
5 . 1 . 1  and 5 .1 .2  1 d iscu ss the notions o f productive forces and relations of 
production w hich form  the basic building blocks o f the theory. In 5 . 1 .3  1 

consider various w a y s  o f und erstandin g the "co rresp o n d en ce" and "c o n 
tradiction" betw een the productive forces and the relations o f produc
tion. In 5 . 1 . 4 1 d iscuss the sense in w hich the productive forces m ay have 
"p r im a c y " o ver the relations o f production.

5 .1.1. The productive forces
In G . A . C o h en 's  exposition, the forces o f production are circum scribed 
intensionally, exten sion ally  and theoretically. Intensionally, " to  qualify 
as a productive force, a facility m ust be capable of use b y  a producing 
agent in such a w a y  that production occurs (partly) as a result o f its use, 
an d  it is so m eon e 's pu rp o se  that the facility so contributes to produ c
t io n " .7 Extensionally, they include m eans o f production (notably in stru 
m ents o f production and raw  m aterials) and labour-pow er with its vari
o u s attributes such as skill, strength or know ledge. Theoretically, the 
notion o f productive forces is constrained by the m ore general theory in 
w hich  it is em bedded , The productive forces m ust be (i) ow nable, even  if 
not necessarily o w n ed ; (ii) d evelop in g  throughout history, in the sense 
(broadly speaking) o f reducing the labour content o f the goods produced; 
(iii) capable o f explain ing the form o f the relations of production and (iv) 
capable o f being fettered by these relations.3 1 shall refer to these as the 
constraints o f ow nability , developm ent, explanation and fettering.

1 Critique of Political Fsenomy. pp 8-9 2 Cohen. Karl Marx’s Theory of History, p j i
2 Ibid., p. 41 For the ownability constraint, see also p. 43.
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C o h en 's  approach is characteristically lucid. It enables the construction 
o f a coherent theoretical system  that bears som e relation to w hat M arx 
w rote. Yet I shall argue that M arx w as less lucid and coherent and also 
m ore concerned w ith the com plex historical developm ent. I shall explain 
and exem plify  b y  considering som e recalcitrant cases: social relations, 
science and population. 1 then conclude w ith a d iscussion  o f an am biguity 
in the notion o f the development o f the productive forces.

M arx som etim es ap p ears to use the term "p rod u ctive  force" and its 
eq u ivalen ts1 in a m ore general sense: an yth in g  that is causally efficacious 
in en han cin g the productivity o f the w orkers or the size o f total output 
counts as a  productive force. In the Grundrisse. for instance, he refers to 
the increase in the productive forces that "resu lts  from  science, in ven 
tions, d ivision  and com bination o f labour, im proved m eans o f com m uni
cation, creation o f the w orld  m arket, m achinery e tc ." .1 H ere w hat consti
tutes an increase in the productive forces (narrow ly conceived), such a s  an 
invention, is put on a par w ith w hat causes such increase, for exam ple the 
developm ent o f the w orld  m arket. O ne could then understand M arx as 
sayin g that the latter in itself is an increase in the productive forces and, 
more gen erally , that the social relations o f production are productive 
forces to the extent that they prom ote the (optim al?) developm ent o f the 
productive forces. S im ilarly , in The German Ideology M arx argu es that 
"m ach in ery  and m o n ey" u nder certain conditions m ay turn into "d e s 
tructive fo rc e s", su ggestin g  that otherw ise they w ould  both be produc
tive fo rces.’  Even m ore gen erally , one m ight argue that such superstruc
tural practices as religion should  be included am ong the productive 
forces, to the extent that they increase the productivity o f labour.

A s  C oh en  observes, this broader u nderstanding o f the notion m akes no 
sense 1 Even if M arx som etim es exp resses h im self in a w ay  that m ight 
point in this direction, the theoretical constraints on the notion exclude it. 
In particular, social relations of production cannot be explained b y  the 
productive forces if they are them selves such forces The exp lanatory link 
p resu p p oses the conceptual distinction, as noted by M arx h im self w hen 
referring to the ’ 'Dialectic of the concepts productive force (means of production) 
and relations of production, a dialectic w hose boundaries are to be

1 The German Ideology on one occasion (p. 35) clearly uses the term "ProduktionsverhiU- 
nisse" in the sense of productive forces. More generally, this work uses the composite 
expressions "Produktions- und Verkehrsverhaltnisse” (pp. 176. 209. 416), "Produfclions- 
und Verkehrsweise" (pp 88, 159, 247, 367) and "Produktions- und Verkehrsbcdingun- 
gen'* (pp 8 ;, 418) in a way that suggests that he intends to refer to what in the later 
terminology became "forces and relations of production".

2 Grundnsse, p. 308. y The German Ideology, p. 52.
4 Cohen, Karl M art’s Theory o f History, pp. 32ff.
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determ ined , and which d o es not suspen d  the real d iffe ren ce ."1 In one 
context, h o w ever, C oh en  m akes a rem ark that -  if su itably generalized -  
a llo w s for the insertion o f a cognithv equivalent o f these w id er phenom ena 
am ong the productive forces. Follow ing M arx ,2 he m akes a distinction 
betw een  a purely technical d ivision  o f labour and a specifically capitalist 
form . In h is term inology, the form er belong to the m aterial w ork rela
tions, the latter to the social relations o f produ ction .1 Being relations, they 
cannot be u sed  or ow n ed , and hence do not qualify  a s  productive forces. 
Yet, to accom m odate our intuition that m aterial w ork relations m ay 
enhance the productivity o f labour, he ad d s the follow ing com m ent:

We agree that something in this conceptual area is a productive force, but not the 
work relations themselves. On our account, knowledge of ways of organizing 
labour is a productive force, part of managerial labour power, but the relations 
established when that knowledge is implemented are not productive forces. It is 
necessary to distinguish the blueprint for the set of relations from the relations 
themselves, and it is the first which is a productive force.4

A lthough  C oh en  does not m ake a sim ilar com m ent on the specifically 
capitalist d iv isio n  o f labour, one m ight ask w h eth er the sam e cognitive 
an alogy could not ap p ly  here. C o n sid er a passage  from Capital I:

Although then, technically speaking, the old system of division of labour is 
thrown overboard with machinery, it hangs on in the factory, as a traditional habit 
handed down from Manufacture, and is afterwards systematically re-moulded 
and established in a more hideous form by capital, as a means o f exploiting 
labour-power. The life-long speciality of handling one and the same tool, now 
becomes the life-long specialty of serving one and the same machine. Machinery 
is put to the wrong use, with the ob)ect of transforming the workman, from his 
very childhood, into a part of a detail-machine. In this way, not only are the 
expenses of his reproduction considerably lessened, but at the same lime his 
helpless dependence on the factory as a whole, and therefore upon the capitalist, 
is rendered complete. Here as everywhere else, we must distinguish between the 
increased productiveness due to the development of the social process of produc
tion, and that due to the capitalist exploitation of that process.

The passage  is am biguou s, and interestingly so. U p to the final sentence, 
the on ly  natural read in g  is to u nd erstand  it as asserting that the speci
fically capitalist organization  o f production w as m otivated by profit, not 
by efficiency or productivity. M ore precisely, it su ggests that the capi
talists deliberately opted for technically inferior m ethods in order to

1 Grundrisse, p. 109.
7 Capital I, p. 420. cp. also p. 419 for an analysis of how the specifically capitalist division of 

labour is superimposed upon the technical division of labour required by "every possible 
employment of machinery on a large scale".

3 Cohen, Kart Marx'sThwry o* History, ch. IV. * Und., p. ny. '  Capital I, p. 422
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subdue the w orker, paralleling an argum ent set out in 3 .2 .2 . It then com es 
as a surprise  w hen  M arx concludes by sayin g that the capitalist organiz
ation also  increased productivity. I shall return to the first reading in
5 .2 .2 . H ere I w ant to focus on the second read in g, suggested  by the final 
sentence, and ask w hether the entrepreneurial kn ow ledge that the capi
talist d iv isio n  of labour is m ore productive d o es not count as a productive 
force -  an alogously  to kn o w led ge  about m ateria! w ork relations that 
enhance productivity. Should  not Taylorism  count as a productive force? 
A nd if this is accepted, w hat blocks the generalization to m anagerial 
kn o w led ge  about the efficacy o f religion in m aking the w ork ers w ork 
h arder than they w ou ld  oth erw ise h ave  done (as distinct from  its possible 
role in restrain ing their w age  claim s)? Since kn ow ledge about social rela
tions is in itself neither social nor a relation, w h y  could it not enter into the 
productive forces?

I feel confident that M arx w ould  have resisted this conclusion. Yet it is 
not clear w h ere  in the fo llow ing chain the cut-off point should  be m ade: 
m achinery -  technical d ivision  o f labour -  capitalist d ivision  o f labour -  
T aylorism  -  H um an Relations -  m orning prayers in the factory -  Su n d ay  
school for factory children -  Su n d ay  church services for factory w orkers. 
The m ost natural solution seem s to be by add ing a theoretical constraint: 
the productive forces shou ld  be neutral w ith respect to the relations of 
production. By this I m ean that the productive forces should be defined so 
that, w h en  the relations of production change, there is no immediate 
chan ge in the productive forces em ployed . C h an ges m ay occur later on, 
as new  and superior productive forces develop , but in the im m ediate 
afterm ath technical rationality dictates that the existing productive forces 
shou ld  be retained. W hile not w ithout prob lem s,1 this proposal seem s 
faithful to  on e central idea in M arx 's thinking -  that the developm ent of 
the productive forces reflects the progressive m astery o f nature by m an, 
not the m ore efficient exploitation of m an by m an.

N o w  con sider science, uncontroversially  a productive force according to 
M arx.2 O ne m ay ask w hether science, being a mental creation, can be a 
material p roductive force. T o  this tw o an sw ers m ay be given , and it does

! A n  e x r g e t k a l  d if f ic u lty  is  th at, in  th e  " C o m m e n t a r y  o n  L i s t "  (p . 2 8 5) , M a r x  r e fe r s  to

C^ductive forces in a very broad sense: "If the monotony of an occupation makes you 
tier suited for that occupation then monotony is a productive force." A substantive 
problem is créa ted by producers' preferences (3.2 a): a technique that is optimal in terms of 

efficiency may not be so in terms of welfare Finally there is a theoretical difficulty in 
adopting a neutral definition of the productive forces, since non-neutral methods of 
organization may enter into the explanation of the relations of production.

2 See especially Grurutnsf*. pp. S9off and 7. u r  K n t t k  ( i 36 t - 6) > .  pp. it>6off.
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not m atter m uch w hich w e choose. Hither, follow ing M arx, w e  can say  
that som e produ ctive forces are "sp ir itu a l" , others "m a te r ia l" .1 Or, 
fo llow ing C ohen , that the antonym  to "m ateria l" is "so c ia l"  rather than 
"m e n ta l" , so  that a productive force can be spiritual and material at the 
sam e tim e.2 N oth ing im portant turns upon this question. N ote, how ever, 
that the science o f social relations w ou ld  not. according to the argum ent of 
the preceding paragraph, be a productive force.

A n oth er difficulty is m ore serious. A  productive force, according to 
C o h en , m ust be o w n ab le , but scientific kn ow ledge often resists being 
legally possessed . A  person can have a de facto m onopoly on som e specific 
kn ow ledge sim p ly  by keeping it to him self, but an attem pt to claim  legal 
possession  w ill often be self-defeating. To claim  a legal m onopoly in 
inform ation requires m aking it public and hence often available to others 
free o f cost. Inform ation has the peculiar feature "th a t its valu e for the 
purchaser is not kn ow n  until h e has the inform ation, but then h e has in 
effect acquired it free o f c o s t" .3 The patent system  overcom es this problem  
in som e, but far from  all, cases. Basic kn ow ledge in m athem atics and the 
natural sciences in m any, perh aps m ost, cases cannot be patented. Such 
non-patentable kn o w led ge  satisfies the developm ent constraint, but not 
the ow n ability  constraint. It m ay satisfy  the fettering constraint, if sci
entists are w h olly  or partly m otivated by the profit they can m ake from 
their d iscoveries, as su ggested  by M arx in the 18 6 1-3  Critique:

Inasmuch as these sciences serve as a means for the enrichment of capital and 
thereby as a means of enriching their practitioners, the men of science compete 
with each other to discover practical applications of their science.4

Yet typically  M arx d o es not em ph asize this m otivation. His general atti
tude is better sum m ed u p  w hen  he says that "cap ita l d o es not create 
science, but exp lo its it " .5 T here occurs a grow th  in non-patentable kn ow 
ledge on w hich capital can d raw , w ithout being instrum ental in creating 
it. H ence it is also doubtful w h eth er science can satisfy  the explanatory 
constraint. It is inherently  im plausible to suggest that the private 
o w n ersh ip  o f the m eans o f production can be explained b y  its im pact on 
the developm en t o f non-ow nable productive forces. True. M arx em 
phasizes that the historical task o f capitalism  is to create free time in which 
a m inority can devote them selves to artistic and scientific activities that 
w ill lay  the foundations for the society o f the future (2.4.2), but he no-

1 Gruruf risse, pp 22y, 502. 3 Cohen, Karl Marx s Theory of History, p. 47.
1  A r r o w ,  Essays im the Theory of Risk-Hearing, p.  1 5 1
4 Zur Knltk ( 1861-6)), p  2063. * that., p  2060; cp. also Capital I. p  386 note.
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w h ere exp lain s w h y  the capitalist relations o f production should  have this 
result, n or how  they could be explained  by h avin g  this consequence. 
M oreover, the developm ent o f science is in the collective interest o f the 
capitalist class, not in the interest o f each individual entrepreneur. H ence 
it is hard to see  h o w  it could enter into an explanation o f private ow n ersh ip  
o f the m ean s o f production. The collective interests o f the capitalist class 
are m ain ly prom oted by political m eans, but a reference to political insti
tutions w ou ld  be out o f place in an explanation o f the relations o f produ c
tion, since these in turn are in voked  to explain  w h y  the political system  
takes the form it does.

T o  com plete -  and com plicate -  the picture, I should  add  that C o h en 's 
notion o f ow n ability  is o n ly  legal shorthand for the m ore fundam ental 
relation o f effective control. O n his v iew , legal o w n ersh ip  relations 
stabilize pre-juridicai relations o f effective control.1 For som e com m ents 
on this v iew , see 7 . 1 . 1  below . H ere 1 w ant to point out that if the o w n - 
ability constraint is replaced b y  a constraint o f effective controllability, 
even  non-patentable kn ow ledge m ight satisfy  it.1 * 3 * * * 7 On the other hand, the 
legal stam p w ould  not stabilize this pre-juridical control, but destroy it by 
m aking the inform ation publicly available. H ence C oh en  is faced w ith  a 
dilem m a. If he insists on the legal ow nability o f the productive forces, he 
m ust accept that basic science is not part o f the productive forces, contrary 
to a v iew  strongly  held  by M arx. If instead he insists on the effective 
controllability o f the productive forces, h e m ust accept that som e form s o f 
effective control cannot be stabilized by the stam p o f the law , contrary to 
his ow n  th eo ry .1

The conceptual status o f social relations and o f science, therefore, is 
som ew h at am biguou s. They satisfy  som e of the theoretical constraints on 
the productive forces, but not others. This is not to say  that they consti
tute fundam ental difficulties in M arx 's project. Rather, they represent 
su bstantive, m edium -sized problem s o f the kind that w ill arise in any 
com p reh en sive  theory o f social change. A  deeper flaw  in the theory arises 
in M arx 's  treatm ent o f population. In accordance w ith the m ercantilist

1 Cohen, Kart Marx's Theory of History, ch. VIII.
7 Yet even in that case a question would remain whether the knowledge could both be 

controlled and used, since it i s  often possible to reconstruct from the final product the 
knowledge that has gone into its construction.

3 True. Cohen's stated view is only that for every right there exists a matching power This is
disproved by patentable knowledge, if the conditions cited in tbe preceding note obtain.
Non-patentable knowledge disproves the converse Haim, thal tor every power there
exists a right which it matches Although Cohen does not explicitly make this claim, it is
implicit in his account and in the theory he i s  interpreting.



tradition,1 but contrary to his ow n  general theory, he tended to include 
population am on g the productive forces. In doing so he confused  the 
exten sive and the intensive form s o f econom ic grow th , that is  grow th  o f 
the total product an d  grow th  o f product p er capita.

C o n sid er first a passage  from  the 18 6 1-3  Critique in w hich population is 
included am on g the m any productive forces that the capitalist can acquire 
free o f cost:

O n e  fo r m  o f  m a c h in e r y  w h ic h  c o s t s  th e  c a p ita l is t  n o th in g  is  th e  d iv is io n  o f la b o u r  
a n d  th e  c o m b in a t io n  o f  la b o u r  w it h in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  p r o c e s s .  W h a t h e  p a y s  fo r  is 

th e  la b o u r  p o w e r  o f  th e  in d iv id u a l  w o r k e r s ,  n o t  th e ir  c o m b in a t io n  a n d  n o t th e  

s o c ia l  p o w e r  o f  la b o u r . A  fu r t h e r  p r o d u c t iv e  fo rc e  th a t  c o s t s  h im  n o th in g  is 
s c ie n t if ic  p o w e r .  P o p u la t io n  g r o w t h  is  a n o t h e r  s u c h  fo rc e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  w h ic h  

c o m e s  to  h im  g r a t is .  B u t it is  o n ly  th r o u g h  th e  o w n e r s h ip  o f  c a p ita l -  a b o v e  a ll in  

th e  fo r m  o f  m a c h in e r y  -  th a t  h e  is  a b le  to  a p p r o p r ia t e  t h e s e  fr e e  fo r c e s  o f  p r o d u c 

t io n . T h e  s a m e  h o ld s  g o o d  fo r  th e  la te n t w e a lt h  o f  n a tu r e , th e  fo r c e s  o f  n a t u r e  a s  

w e l l  a s  e v e r y  o t h e r  s o c ia l  la b o u r  p o w e r  a r is in g  fr o m  th e  g r o w th  o f  th e  p o p u la t io n  
a n d  th e  h is to r ic a l d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  s o c ie t y .1 2

The last sentence su ggests that w hen  classifyin g  the population as a 
productive force, M arx sim ply m eant that the grow th o f the total m ass of 
w orkers also tends to enhance the productivity per w orker. If so, he w as 
on ly  gu ilty  o f a m om entary confusion  betw een w hat constitutes a grow th 
in the productive forces and w h at cau ses such grow th . Population 
gro w th , on this reading, w ou ld  not be a developm ent o f the productive 
forces, but it w ou ld  -  g iven  capitalist conditions -  lead to such d eve lo p 
m ent by perm itting an increased d ivision  o f labour. E lsew here in the 
sam e m anuscript M arx does in fact assert this explicitly: "w ith  the grow th 
o f  the population, the (w orkers'] skill increases, d ivision  o f labour grow s, 
the possib ility  (for using] m achinery g ro w s, constant capital g ro w s, in 
short, the productivity o f labour g ro w s " .3

A ccord in g to M arx, it is only under capitalist conditions that population 
increase leads to a grow th  in the productivity o f labour. U nder p re 
capitalist conditions there is a negative rather than a positive correlation 
betw een population size and product per capita:
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1 Within the mercantilist and neo-mercantilist tradition, population was considered a most 
important productive force of the nation, as succinctly stated by Leibnir: "Krtfte sind 
Fruchtbarkeit, Volk und Geld" (cited after Sombart, Der mxitrur Kapitalitmus, v d . II, p 
934). Here Leibniz confuses not only productive forces in the intensive sense (fertility) and 
in the extensive sense (population), but also productive forces in the narrow sense (what is 
used in production) and productive forces in the broad sense (what has the effect of 
increasing production) Marx never liberated himself fully from either fallacy.

2 Zur Kntik ( t8bi -63), p 2047 3 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. j ,  p 244. cp. p. 259



In  th e  a n c ie n t  s t a t e s  o f  G r e e c e  a n d  R o m e , c o m p u ls o r y  e m ig r a t io n , a s s u m in g  th e  

s h a p e  o f  th e  p e r io d ic a l  e s ta b lis h m e n t  o f  c o lo n ie s ,  fo r m e d  a  r e g u la r  lin k  in  th e  

s t ru c tu r e  o f  s o c ie t y  T h e  w h o le  s y s t e m  o f  t h o s e  s t a t e s  w a s  fo u n d e d  in  c e r ta in  
lim its  to  th e  n u m b e r s  o f  th e  p o p u la t io n , w h ic h  c o u ld  n o t  b e  s u r p a s s e d  w it h o u t  

e n d a n g e r in g  th e  c o n d it io n  o f  a n  t iq u e  c iv il iz a t io n  its e lf . B u t  w h y  w a s  it so ?  B e c a u s e  
th e  a p p lic a t io n  o f  s c ie n c e  to  m a te r ia l  p r o d u c t io n  w a s  u tte r ly  u n k n o w n  t o  th e m . T o  

re m a in  c iv i l iz e d ,  th e y  w e r e  fo r c e d  to  r e m a in  fe w . O t h e r w is e  th e y  w o u ld  h a v e  h a d  
to s u b m it  to  th e  b o d i ly  d r u d g e r y  w h ic h  t r a n s fo r m e d  th e  fr e e  c it iz e n  in to  a  s la v e .  

T h e  w a n t  o f  p r o d u c t iv e  p o w e r  m a d e  c i t iz e n s h ip  d e p e n d e n t  o n  a c e r ta in  p r o p o r 

t io n  in  n u m b e r s  n o t  to  b e  d is t u r b e d . F o rc e d  e m ig r a t io n  w a s  th e  o n ly  r e m e d y .  It 

w a s  th e  s a m e  p r e s s u r e  o f  p o p u la t io n  o n  th e  p o w e r s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  th a t  d r o v e  th e  
b a r b a r ia n s  fr o m  th e  h ig h  p la in s  o f  A s ia  to  in v a d e  th e  O ld  W o r ld . T h e  s a m e  c a u s e  

a c te d  h e re , a lt h o u g h  u n d e r  a  d if fe re n t  fo r m . T o  r e m a in  b a r b a r ia n s ,  t h e y  w e r e  

fo r c e d  to  r e m a in  fe w .  T h e y  w e r e  p a s to r a l ,  h u n t in g , w a r - w a g in g  t r ib e s ,  w h o s e  

m a n n e r  o f  p r o d u c t io n  r e q u ir e d  a la r g e  s p a c e  fo r  e v e r y  in d iv id u a l ,  a s  is  n o w  th e  

c a s e  w it h  th e  In d ia n  t r ib e s  in  N o r th  A m e r ic a .  B y  a u g m e n t in g  in  n u m b e r s , th e y  
c u r ta ile d  e a c h  o t h e r 's  f ie ld  o f  p r o d u c t io n .1

This fits in w ith  the v iew  that population  grow th  under certain conditions 
cau ses an increase in  the productive forces, but d o es not in itself consti
tute such an  increase. A ccording to M arx these conditions w ere lim ited to 
capitalist production. In this he m ay  have been w ro n g ,1 2 but this is irrel
evant for the exegetical issu e n ow  u n d er consideration.

The outcom e o f the forego in g  exegetical d iscussion  is that no com p el
ling groun ds exist for attributing to M arx the view' that population is a 
productive force Yet the problem  o f the dissolution o f the ancient w orld 
forces us to reconsider that conclusion. M arx did not believe that an y 
technical ch an ge occurred in pre-capitalist societies (5 .2 .1) . H ence it is 
hard to see how  these societies could break d o w n  a s  the result o f a 
d evelo pm en t o f the productive forces, if this is taken in the intensive 
sen se  o f increased  productivity  per w orker O n the other hand M arx does 
assert that they broke dow'n because o f an increase in population, and in 
doing so  he com es very  close to say in g  that population is a productive 
force:

T h e  s u r v iv a l  o f  t h e  c o m m u n e  in  th e  o ld  m o d e  r e q u ir e s  th e  r e p r o d u c t io n  o f  its  

m e m b e r s  in  th e  p r e s u p p o s e d  o b je c t iv e  c o n d it io n s  P r o d u c t io n  its e lf , th e  a d v a n c e  
o f  p o p u la t io n  ( th is  to o  b e lo n g s  w it h  p r o d u c t io n )  n e c e s s a r i ly  s u s p e n d s  t h e s e  c o n 

d it io n s  litt le  b y  litt le , d e s t r o y s  th e m  in s te a d  o f  r e p r o d u c in g  th e m  e tc .,  a n d ,  w ith  
th a t , th e  c o m m u n a l s y s t e m  d e c l in e s  a n d  fa l ls ,  t o g e t h e r  w it h  th e  p r o p e r t y  r e la t io n s  
o n  w h ic h  it w a s  b a s e d .*

1 New York Daily Tribune 22.3.1853.
2 See Boserup, Population and Technological Chmge for an argument that population growth 

was the main cause ol technical change in pre-capitalist societies
* G runJm se, p. 486
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S in c e  in  a l l  ( p re -c a p ita lis t )  fo r m s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  p r o d u c t iv e  

fo r c e s  is  n o t th e  b a s is  o f  a p p r o p r ia t io n  b u t a  s p e c if ic  re la t io n  to  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f  

p r o d u c t io n  ( fo r m s  o f  p r o p e r t y )  a p p e a r s  a s  presupposed harrier to  th e  p r o d u c t iv e  
fo r c e s , a n d  is  m e r e ly  to  b e  r e p r o d u c e d , it fo l lo w s  that th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th e  

p o p u la t io n , in  w h ic h  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  a ll  p r o d u c t iv e  fo r c e s  is  s u m m a n z e d , 

m u s t  e v e n  m o r e  s t r o n g ly  e n c o u n te r  a n  external barrier a n d  th u s  a p p e a r  a s  s o m e 

t h in g  to  b e  r e s t r ic te d . T h e  c o n d it io n s  o f  th e  c o m m u n ity  (w e re )  c o n s is te n t  o n ly  
w ith  a s p e c if ic  a m o u n t  o f  p o p u la t io n . . . .  O v e r p o p u la t io n  a n d  p o p u la t io n , ta k e n  

t o g e th e r , a r e  Ihe p o p u la t io n  w h ic h  a  s p e c if ic  p r o d u c t io n  b a s is  c a n  c re a te . T h e  
e x te n t  to  w h ic h  it g o e s  b e y o n d  th e  b a r r ie r  is  g iv e n  b y  th e  b a r r ie r  itse lf , o r  r a th e r  b y  
th e  s a m e  b a s e  w h ic h  p o s it s  th e  b a r r ie r . 1

1 believe that M arx in these texts from  the Crundrisse w as led to include the 
population  am on g the productive forces because (i) it fitted the theoretical 
constraint that the explanation of social change should be found in the 
developm ent o f the productive forces and (ii) it could -  consistently with 
the m ercantilist tradition -  be seen as a main source o f w ealth. H e m ust 
h ave  overlooked that population grow th  and technical change cannot 
enter into the explanation  o f social change in the sam e w ay , and that an 
increase of population  need not go  together with an increase in per capita 
production.

A dm itted ly, this is a som ew hat specu lative reconstruction. Ideally, one 
w ould  w ant to find in M arx both a general theory o f social change and a 
consistent application o f it to pre-capitalist societies as w ell as to capi
talism M y interpretation is m otivated by the idea that it is m ore charitable 
to attribute to M arx a confused  attem pt to a p p ly  the general theory, than 
to say that he did not even  try. T h e am biguous understanding o f the 
developm en t o f the productive fo r c e s -a s  an extensive process of popula
tion grow th  or an intensive process o f productivity grow th per capita -  
enabled him to bridge, h o w ever inconsistently, the gap  betw een the 
general theory and h is investigation o f pre-capitalist societies.

The problem  o f population grow th enables us to detect another 
am biguity in the notion o f the developm ent of the productive forces, 
considered n ow  as a purely  intensive process. Im agine the follow ing 
scenario. A t an initial stage there is sp arse  population, engaged in slash- 
and-burn agriculture w ith fairly  high productivity per w orker. In a 
second stage productivity declines as population grow s, no change of 
agricultural technique h avin g  occurred. In a final stage the population has 
sw itched to m ore in tensive form s o f agriculture that raise productivity, 
but not u p  to the initial level. C o m parin g  the first and the third stages, has 
there taken place a "d evelop m en t o f the productive fo rces"?

5 . 1 . The general theory of modes of production 2 5 1

1 Ibid., p. 60s.



The an sw er clearly turns upon the counterfactual efficiency o f the 
n ew er m ethods u n d er the initial conditions o f resources and population. 
If they w ou ld  have enabled a larger product per w orker in that situ atio n  
their em ergence constitutes a  developm ent o f the productive forces. 
A gainst this, C ohen  argu es that "th e  level o f developm ent o f the produc
tive forces is said  to determ ine the sh ap e  o f the econom ic structure, and 
the econom ic structure will not be respon sive to an yth in g  so  counterfac- 
tu a l" . ' But con sider the three-stage scenario again . In the second stage, 
the in tensive m ethods o f cultivation w ou ld  be superior to the slash-and- 
burn techniques If the n ew  m ethods can be introduced and developed 
on ly  by the establishm ent o f new  relations o f production, this fact might 
exp lain  w h y  such relations are su bsequ en tly  established (I do not believe 
in this story, but I am  accepting it here for the sake o f argum ent.) There is 
nothing counterfactual in this statem ent. The counterfactual com parison 
is needed o n ly  for decid in g w h eth er the new  m ethods constitute a 
developm en t o f the productive forces, not for decid ing w h eth er they 
determ ine the sh ap e  o f the econom ic structure.

H ence, in this hypothetical case w e  can say  both that the productive 
forces develop , and that they exp lain  the change in the relations o f pro
duction. W hat w e cannot say , h o w ever, is that the change in the relations 
is explained by the developm ent o f the forces.2 (The forces m ight explain  
the chan ge in the relations w ithout d evelop in g  at all, in the case w h ere  the 
new  m ethods w ould  have been inferior to the old in the initial situation, 
yet are  adopted because they are superior to the o ld  u nder changed 
environm ental and dem ographic conditions.) This m ay be the substance 
o f C o h en 's  objection. I believe, h o w ever, that it ought to be rephrased so 
that it does not turn upon the m eaning o f the "d eve lo p m en t" o f the 
productive forces, but on the issue o f w hether M arx believed that a 
change in the relations o f production a lw ays is explicable by a  preceding 
developm ent o f the productive forces.

A  final point is a lso  relevant to this issue. Let us ask by virtue o f which 
feature the productive forces at a certain level o f their developm ent require 
new  relations o f production for their further, optim al grow th . The 1

2 $ 2  5. Modes of production

1 Cohen, Karl Marx's Theory of History, p. 6 1 .
} We may say, nevertheless, that the development of the forces causes the change in the 

relations The process referred to as "the development of the productive forces" may 
serve as a cause for the change in the relations, even when it does not do so by virtue of 
being a development. One may refer to * cause in a way that 1* irrelevant for the way it acts as 
a cause See Beauchampand Rosenberg. Hume and the Problem of Causation, pp. 1  iff.
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standard an sw er points to the level o f su rp lu s' as the relevant feature. 
T h is w as  certainly M arx 's v iew  w ith respect to the transition from capi
talism to com m unism  (5.2 .3). O ne could also argue, h o w ever, that w hen  
the productive forces em body techniques or kn ow ledge that are su f
ficiently sophisticated, their further, optim al developm ent requires new  
relations o f production. For instance, there m ay be inherent lim its to the 
developm ent o f the productive forces w ithin  a system  based on slavery. 
O ne can im agine bountiful natural conditions under which slavery  pro
duced a huge su rp lu s, but prevented  further technical advance. C o n 
verse ly , less p lausib ly  perhaps, population grow th and dw ind lin g re
sources u nder capitalism  m ight force su rp lu s per w orker or total su rp lu s 
d o w n  to pre-capitalist levels, w ithout pre-capitalist relations o f produc
tion becom ing optim al.

In m ost cases, these various senses o f "d e v e lo p m e n t" o f the productive 
forces g o  together. A  larger potential su rp lu s goes together with a larger 
actual su rp lu s, and so  d o es increased technical sophistication (an elu sive 
concept, but su rely  not a m eaningless one). Even so , it rem ains to single 
out the feature w hich  is m ost relevant for the explanation o f changes in 
the econom ic structure. To avoid ad hoc-ness, this should  be the sam e 
feature in all cases. It w ould  not be satisfactory to explain  the breakdow n 
o f s lavery  b y  the inherent lim its to the use o f skilled labour within that 
system , and the breakdow n o f capitalism  by the (dynam ically) inefficient 
use it m akes o f the su rp lu s it h as created. I am  not say in g  this is how  M arx 
explained  the decline o f slavery ; in fact, he did not offer a n y  explanation at 
all (5 .2 .1  ). But it is an explanation w ith som e appeal to M arxists, because it 
sounds like an instance o f the contradiction betw een the productive 
forces and the relations o f production.

5 .1 .2 .  T h e  relations o f  production
A gain  I begin  w ith C o h en 's  valuable d iscussion , and then go on to 

supplem ent it in som e w ays . Since the property relations are "b u t a legal

More specifically, to the levH of surplus per capita. Not infrequently, however, one 
encounters the view that the total surplus was the relevant feature of the development. 
According to Boserup, Population and Technological Changt. p. 65 and pa&tm, Ihe typical 
form of technical progress in pre-capitalist societies involved a fall in surplus per capita 
and an increase in total surplus The latter allowed the emergence of a class of specialists 
who could fake the progress still further, whereas rising surplus per capita in itself had no 
such consequences I do not believe Marx had any such view in mind, but later Marxists 
have certainly adopted it from time to time. This view in my opinion is quite plausible, 
although insufficiently worked out. It rrmains undear, for instance, why population 
growth without technical change could not have the same effect, if the marginal produc
tivity of labour does not dedine too rapidly.
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expression for”  the relations o f production, w ç  can characterize the latter 
in term s o f o w n ersh ip  and n on -ow nersh ip  o f the factors o f production. 
Follow ing C ohen , w e m ay distinguish  betw een three degrees of 
ow n ersh ip : full, partial or none. (A less crude approach is used in 6 . 1 . 1  for 
the pu rp o se  o f defin ing classes.) A lso , w e  m ay distinguish  betw een  tw o 
kinds o f factors o f production: hum an (i.e. labour-pow er) and n on 
hum an (i.e. m eans o f production). This g ives the fo llow in g table:'

Due* the producer own lus labour-power?
Yes Partly No

Does the 
producer 

own his
means of Partly
production’

No

independent
producers

transitional 
forms to 
capitalism

capitalism

impossible

serfdom

improbable

impossible

improbable

slavery

For the im possib le and im probable cases, I refer to C ohen . Som e o f the 
rem aining entries in the table call for com m ents that will m otivate a 
broader conceptualization o f the relations o f production.

I ride fondent producers. This category h as tw o radically different subclasses. 
The first is production for subsistence, the other "s im p le  com m odity 
production ". In both cases the producers ow n  their m eans o f production 
and operate them  w ithout the help o f hired labour. In the first, the pro
ductive unit is self-sufficient, in the second it is integrated in a com m odity 
m arket. Production for subsistence has been the rule in m ost traditional 
peasant societies. To a variable extent it h as been m ixed w ith som e extrac
tion o f su rp lu s labour in the form  o f taxation. It is then u sually  better 
characterized as depen den t production, as in the A siatic m ode o f  produ c
tion. The m ere fact that taxation takes place is not, h ow ever, sufficient to 
allowr us to assert that the producers have less than full o w n ersh ip  o f their 
m eans o f production. (See the d iscussion  in 4 .1 .5  o f the relation betw een  
taxation and exploitation )

Sim ple com m odity production is a m ore fragile structure A s explained 
in 4 .1 .3 ,  w ith unequal en dow m en t o f resources this system  w ould  in
vo lve  exploitation w ithout class form ation, thus sh o w in g  the logical 
separability o f these tw o phenom ena. M arx argued that in actual cases a 
society based on sim ple com m odity production w ould soon d eve lo p  a 
credit m arket or a labour m arket, thus transform ing it into capitalism  or 
one o f the transitional form s d iscussed  below . W hereas form erly all 
w orked  for them selves w ith  their ow n  capital, there n ow  em erge buyers 

1 Constructed from table 1 and table 2 in Cohen, Karl M art i  Theory of H iilory, pp 65-é
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and sellers o f labour-pow er, a s  w ell as lenders and borrow ers o f capital. 
This chan ge occurs because "th e  m aintenance or loss o f the m eans o f 
production on the part o f sm all producers depen d s on a thousand contin
gen cies, an d  every  on e o f these contingencies o r  losses signifies 
im poverishm ent and becom es a crevice into w hich a parasitic usurer m ay 
c re e p " .1 O r -  w e  m ight add -  into which an enterprising capitalist m ay 
creep offering a contract for w ag e  labour, or a m erchant offering a putting- 
out contract. S im ple com m odity production is inherently unstable.

Transitional forms. M arx d istin gu ish es betw een tw o m ain form s o f transi
tion to capitalism : exploitation through u su rer's capital and through m er
ch an t's cap ita l.2 It is not clear w h eth er these are transitional in the 
developm en tal sen se , or on ly  in the sen se  o f being interm ediate 
categories in a classificatory schem e. The latter app ears to be the case for 
u su rer’s  capital, an inherently  stagnant form  of exploitation w ith no 
potential for developm ent:

T h is  fo r m  in t e n s if ie s  th e  e x p lo ita t io n  o f th e  p r o d u c e r s ,  a n d  d r iv e s  it to  a n  e x tre m e . 

[T h e  u s u r e r }  t h u s  in t r o d u c e s  a  c a p ita l is t  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  -  a lb e it  to  b e g in  w ith  
o n ly  in  th e  fo r m  o f  th e  fo r m a l s u b s u m p t io n  o f  la b o u r  u n d e r  c a p ita l  -  w ith o u t  

d o in g  a n y t h in g  to  fo s t e r  th e  in t e n s if ie d  p r o d u c t iv i t y  o f  la b o u r  a s s o c ia te d  w ith  it o r  

th e  t r a n s it io n  to  th e  c a p ita l is t  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  p r o p e r . It  is  ra th e r  a  fo rm  w h ic h  
m a k e s  la b o u r  s t e r i le .3

W hat M arx calls " Debt-Slavery in distinction to W age-Slavery"4 can take 
tw o form s. Either the m eans o f production are used as collateral, as 
w 'hen the French peasantry are exploited through the m ortgage.5 O r the 
producer p aw n s the future product in order to get w ork ing capital, as is 
the case w ith the Indian ryot.6 In both cases the produ cer's ow n ersh ip  of 
the m ean s o f production is on ly  partial, since som e o f the rights of 
o w n ersh ip  -  the right, respectively , to d isp ose  freely o f w hat one ow n s 
an d  to d isp ose  fu lly  o f the fru its o f w h at one o w n s -  are absent.

M erchant capital leads to putting-out as a transitional form  to cap i
talism . The producers o w n  som e o f  their m eans o f production, but the 
m erchant p ro vid es them w ith raw  m aterials and b u ys their product at an 
agreed  price. A s  w ith exploitation through u su rer's  capital, this is neither 
a real subsum ption  o f labour under capital, corresponding to a chan ge in 
technique, n o re v e n a  form al subsum ption . A n d , a s  in that case, although

1 Capital HI. p. 599 2 See especially Zur Knltk (1861 ~6p. pp. H5*ff
1 J M .. p. ai55. see also Capital Il l,  p  596. 4 Z u r KritA (i& 6t-6)). p  2155
5 The Class Struggles in France, pp. 57, i u . ‘  Zur Kritik < p ai 55
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m uch m ore am biguously , m erchant capital app ears to be transitional in a 
d assificatory  rather than in a developm ental sense:

T h e  t ra n s it io n  fr o m  th e  fe u d a l m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  is  t w o - fo ld . T h e  p r o d u c e r  

b e c o m e s  m e r c h a n t  a n d  c a p ita l is t ,  in  c o n tr a s t  t o  th e  n a tu r a l a g r ic u lt u r a l  e c o n o m y  

a n d  th e  g u i ld - b o u n d  h a n d ic r a f t s  o f  th e  m e d ie v a l  u rb a n  in d u s t r ie s .  T h is  is  th e  
r e a l ly  r e v o lu t io n iz in g  p a th . O r  e ls e ,  th e  m e r c h a n t  e s t a b l is h e s  d ir e c t  s w a y  o v e r  

p r o d u c t io n  H o w e v e r  m u c h  th is  s e r v e s  h is to r ic a lly  a s  a  s t e p p in g - s to n e  -  w it n e s s  
th e  E n g lis h  s e v e n t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  c lo th ie r , w h o  b r in g s  th e  w e a v e r s ,  in d e p e n d e n t  

a s  t h e y  a r e ,  u n d e r  h is  c o n tr o l b y  s e l l in g  h is  w o o l to  th e m  a n d  b u y in g  th e ir  c lo th  -  it 

c a n n o t  b y  it s e lf  c o n tr ib u te  to  th e  o v e r t h r o w  o f  th e  o ld  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n , b u t 
te n d s  r a th e r  to  p r e s e r v e  a n d  r e ta in  it a s  its  p r e c o n d it io n .1

Capitalism. I need not add m uch to the an alyses of chapters 3 and 4, except 
to m ake a conceptual point that is brought out by considering the place o f 
g u ild s  w ithin  M arx 's theory. A lth ou gh  a  m edieval phenom enon, it w ould 
be inappropriate to describe this institution in terms o f feudalism  or 
serfdom . On the contrary: historically the gu ilds represented  the liber
ation o f labour from  landed property, and led -  during fheir progressive 
phase -  a constant stru gg le  against feudal and royal p o w er.2 Not o n ly  w as 
the gu ild  system  nol feudal: in one place M arx even  su ggests fhat it w as 
capitalist:

(T h e  g u i ld  s y s t e m |  in v o lv e s  r e la t io n s  b e t w e e n  b u y e r s  a n d  s e l le r s .  W a g e s  a r e  p a id  
a n d  m a s t e r s , jo u r n e y m e n  a n d  a p p r e n t ic e s  e n c o u n t e r  e a c h  o th e r  a s  f r e e  p e r s o n s  
. . .  T h e  m a s t e r  d o e s  in d e e d  o w n  th e  c o n d it io n s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  -  t o o ls , m a te r ia ls  

e tc . ( a lth o u g h  th e  to o ls  m a y  b e  o w n e d  b y  th e  jo u r n e y m a n  to o ) -  a n d  h e  o w n s  th e  
p r o d u c t .  T o  th a t  e x te n t  h e  is  a  capitalist 3

In fact, on the structural definition o f capitalism  proposed  by C o h en ,4 the 
m edieval m aster was a capitalist. A t an y  g iven  tim e one could observe 
private  property  o f the m eans o f production on the one han d , private 
property  o f labour-pow er on the other. This defin ition, h o w ever, is  too 
n arrow , since the relations o f production m ust be defin ed  dynam ically.* 
In addition to private property and w age  labour, capitalism  is charac
terized by the free m obility o f capital and labour, w hich  is precisely w hat 
w as  lacking in the guild  system . T o  differentiate betw een  the tw o 
system s, on e m ust consider not on ly  their possib le states, but also the 
possib le chan ges that can occur from  one m om ent lo  another.

1 Capital I I I.  p. 334. 2 7 ur Kritik (tt e i-6 ) ) . p. 1975
5 Ibid., p p . 21 ) i - a  ( -  Results o f the Immediate Process of Production, p. 10 2 9 ).
4 Cohen. Karl Marx's Theory of History, pp. 73ft.
y On th is , s e c  a l s o  m y  r e v ie w  o l  C o h e n 's  b o o k  in  Political Studies, p p . 1 2 2 - 3 ,  as w r i l  as 6 . 1 .4  

below.



5. i . The general theory of modes of production *5 7

M arx did not ignore the restrictions on the guild  system . The numerus 
clausus on the num ber o f apprentices prevented  "th e  transform ation o f 
the m aster o f a trade into a cap ita lis t" .' A lso , the "cap ita l" o f the m aster 
cannot be transferred free ly  to a n y  branch o f production, but is restricted 
to the trade in w hich  he is estab lish ed .2 T h is does not confirm  the idea that 
the m aster w as  a capitalist (w hich in an y case is affirm ed by M arx on ly  " to  
the extent th at" the m aster o w n s the m eans o f production and the final 
product). E lsew h ere M arx m akes it very  clear that the gu ild  relations o f 
production differ from  the capitalist o n es, and in fact form  a unique 
system  that can be put on a par w ith the other pre-capitalist relations. In 
the Grundrisse he refers to "th e  guild  system , serfdom  and s la v e ry "  a s  
successive fetters on the productive forces before the ad ven t o f cap i
talism .5 A n d  in the open ing sentences o f the Communist Manifesto the 
pre-capitalist stru ggles are enum erated as "freem an  and slave, patrician 
and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-m aster and jo u rn eym an ".4 C o h en 's 
table does not respect this text, one o f the tw o  m ost fam ous succinct 
statem ents by M arx o f his theory o f h istory. N or, as w e shall see, d o es it 
respect the oth er.5

The specific  conclu si on is that the gu ild  relations m ust be considered sut 
generis, and not subsum able u nder the capitalist relations o f production 
M y m ore general conclusion is that the relations of production cannot be 
defined in term s o f tem poral cross-sections o f the ow n ersh ip  structure. 
To fu lly  grasp  the pattern o f ow n ersh ip , w e  m ust kn ow  how  it is acquired 
and divested . The im plications o f this fact for class form ation are 
d iscu ssed  in 6 .1.4 .

Serfdom. The consideration  o f this category points to another set o f rela
tions that are m entioned b y  M arx, yet om itted from  C o h en 's  table. In the 
1859 Preface M arx says that " In  broad outlines A siatic, ancient, feudal, 
and m odern bourgeois m odes o f production can be designated  as 
progressive  epochs in the econom ic form ation o f society ."* O f these, the 
first has no place in C o h en 's  table. T rue, M arx does not refer often to the 
A siatic m o d e ,7 but its place in this h igh ly  program m atic passage su ggests

1 Capital I. p. 309. 1 Capitol III. pp. 377-8; see «Iso Zwr Knlil ( jj, pp. 31 3a, 3353.
'  Crurtdrtsse. p. 749. 4 The Communal Manifesto, p. 482.
* In itself this is no criticism of the table, which is only intended to cover the ownership 

position of the immediate producers. The phenomena neglected in the table are also; 
however, neglected in Cohen's book as a whole.

* Critique of Poll heal Economy, p. 9.
1 There are in Marx's work only a. 5 explicit references to the Asiatic mode of production In 

addition to the passage cited In the preceding note, the term occurs in Zur Krihk<t66i-6}), 
p 3369 In Capital l .p  79 the term "altasiâtische Produkrionsweise" is used
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that he believed it to be an econom ic structure quite distinct from , and 
conceptually on a par w ith , the other three. H is ideas concerning it w ere 
confused an d  largely  w ro n g ,1 but this d o es not entitle u s to say  that he 
accorded as little significance to it as w e m ay w ant to do in the light of later 
kn ow ledge.

It could be argued  that the A siatic m ode occurs in C o h en 's table as a 
sub-variety o f serfdom . A n d  it is true that from  the point o f v iew  o f the 
im m ediate producers, the tw o  m ay have been indistinguishable, m uch as 
Trotsky argued that there w as capitalism  in Russia around the turn of the 
century b y  virtue o f the presence o f w age  labour, even though the 
em p loyer w as the state rather than private  capital.2 Yet to omit the Asiatic 
m ode on these gro u n d s w ould  be unsatisfactory. There is not o n ly  a need 
to respect the textual evidence, but there are  also  im portant theoretical 
constraints w hich  m ust be considered . The nature o f the non-producing 
o w n ers w ou ld  presum ably enter im portantly into a n y  an alysis o f the 
furthering or fettering o f the productive forces by the relations o f produ c
tion. A lso , if the politico-legal superstructure is to be explained, à  la  

C ohen , by its stabilizing im pact on the relations of production, the latter 
m ust be defin ed  so a s  to m ake clear w hat is the econom ically dom inant 
class. H ence, the table m ust be supplem ented  b y  an explicit account o f the 
nature o f the non-producing o w n ers -  w h eth er these are individuals, 
interm ediate collectives or the state bureaucracy as a w hole.

Su m m in g u p , the relations o f production are defin ed  in term s o f (i) the 
relation o f the producers to the m eans o f production and their ow n  
labour-pow er, (ii) the nature o f the non-producing ow n ers, if any, and 
(iii) the rules go vern in g  acquisition and transfer o f property H ence both 
the A siatic m ode o f production an d  the guild  system  are specific form s of 
the relations o f production that differ from the usual triad o f slavery , 
serfdom  and capitalism . The A siatic m ode differs from serfdom  w ith 
respect to the nature o f the non-producing o w n er, and the guild  system  
differs from  capitalism  w ith respect to the m obility o f capital and labour.

5 . 1 .3 .  C orrespondence and contradiction
W ithin each m ode o f production, the relations of production first "co r
resp o n d ”  to the productive forces, and then enter into a "contrad iction" 
w ith them. The task o f c larifyin g w hat this m eans is quite com plex, hence 
it m ay be usefu l to sketch the structure o f the argum ent that fo llow s.

1 S e e  th e  a p p e n d ix  o n  th e  Asiatic mode of productions Ander*>n, Lineages o f the Absolutist
Slate.

2 See K n e i - P « .  The Social and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky. p  1 1 7 .
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The gen eral theory set out in the 1859 Preface and elsew here is am b ig
uous. It can be read as stating that the relations of production contradict 
the productive forces w h en  the latter are in a state o f stagnation, or that 
the contradiction obtains w h en  other relations o f production w ould  be 
superior for the further developm en t o f the forces. To disam biguate, w e 
m ust con sider w hat M arx sa y s  about specific m odes o f production, and 
notably about capitalism . This points decisively  to the second interpreta
tion. T h e difficu lty then arises that som e o f the other th ings he says about 
capitalism  are inconsistent w ith  the general theory, on either interpreta
tion. I shall cite several p assages that su ggest that the contradiction arises 
w h en  the relations o f production prevent the optim al use -  as distinct 
from the optim al development -  o f  the productive forces. H ence there are 
three m ain interpretations o f w hat the contradiction m eans:

O f these, 1 believe that (lb ) is at the core o f historical m aterialism , w hereas 
(2) w as m ore prom inent in M arx 's th inking about the transition from 
capitalism  to com m unism . In 5 .2 .3  I d iscu ss w hether a theory for that 
transition could  be constructed that is m ore com patible w ith historical 
m aterialism .

The statem ents from  the 1859 Preface cited in the introduction to 5 . 1 .  as 
w ell as several sim ilarly w orded  p assages in The German I d e o lo g y lend 
them selves naturally to the fo llow in g interpretation. A t the initial stage of 
each  m ode o f production there occurs a rapid developm ent o f the produ c
tive forces. The relations o f production are then “ form s o f developm en t" 
for the forces -  they “ co rresp o n d " to on e another. Later, stagnation o f the 
productive forces sets in: the relations then “ fetter" their developm ent. 
H ence correspondence and contradiction are interpreted as, respectively, 
technical p ro gress and technical stagnation. This interpretation has in its 
favou r the Preface statem ent that “ N o  social form ation ever perishes 
before all the productive forces for w hich  there is room in it has 
developed  "  A lso , it fits in w ell w ith  intuitive notions about decreasing 
m arginal productivity: m odes o f production eventually exhaust their 
creative potential. For the case o f capitalism  at least, one can also  con
struct a p lausible scenario  to flesh out this abstract schem e: com petition 1

1 Thf German IJeatogy. pp. 8$, 43a.

(1) D evelopm ent-fettering (2) Use-fettering

(1a ) Stagnation (lb ) Suboptim ality
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leads to rapid technical chan ge that, by the concom itant econom ies o f 
scale, creates o ligopolies and a slow in g-d o w n  o f the innovative p ro cess.1

A lth ou gh  this interpretation is the m ost p lausible reading of the Preface 
taken in isolation, and has been held m ore or less clearly by a m ajority of 
the com m entators,2 broader considerations force us to reject it. Instead 
w e m ust ch oose an interpretation that is also consistent w ith the Preface 
statem ents (w ith the exception o f the one cited in the preceding para
graph) and is required by num erous other texts. On this read in g, the 
change from  corresponden ce to contradiction occurs w hen  the relations 
o f production becom e suboptim al for the developm ent o f the forces, not 
w h en  that developm en t is being decelerated T h e relations becom e 
suboptim al w hen  an other set o f relations o f production w ould  d evelo p  
the forces m ore rap id ly , hence the im plied com parison is w ith a 
counterfactual set o f relations, not w ith the sam e relations at an earlier 
stage. T h is d o es not exclu de the idea that suboptim ality m ight coincide 
w ith technical stagnation . M oreover, if stagnation should set in, this 
w ould  be a sign  o f suboptim ality , assu m in g  that technical progress has 
not com e to an  en d . O n the other hand w e m ay have suboptim ality 
w ithout stagnation . This is the case for capitalism , which exhibits u n in 
terrupted and in fact accelerating technical change throughout its exist
ence, even  after the "co n trad ictio n " has set in.

A  m odel for the developm en t o f the productive forces u nder capitalism  
is g iven  in 5 .2 .3 . Som e o f the textual eviden ce for that m odel is g iven  here, 
since it is also eviden ce again st the traditional interpretation. A lthough 
M arx n ever to m y kn o w led ge  sa y s  in so m any w ord s that the productive 
forces w ill increase ever m ore rap id ly  u n d er capitalism , this v iew  can be 
deduced from  other statem ents. He asserts that in the course o f capitalist 
developm en t "th e  rapid ity  o f the change in the organic com position o f 
capital, and in its technical form  in crea ses".5 M oreover, " th e  level of 
productivity attained is m anifested in the relative preponderance o f co n 
stant o ver variable capital" . * Taken together, these statem ents im ply  that 
the rate o f technical chan ge is increasing.

A  second, m ore decisive  piece o f eviden ce is provided  by the num erous 
texts in the 18 57-8  and 18 6 1-3  m anuscripts, w here M arx refers to the 
double tendency o f capital to 1develop and fetter the productive forces. In 
som e cases this refers to use-fettering, further d iscu ssed  below’. In other

1 See my Explaining Technical Change, p .115.
1 Set* for in s ta n c e  Plamenatz. German Marxism and Russian Communism, pp. 20, 28,

Kniakowski. Main Currents of Marxism, vol. t. p. 375 and Cohen, Kart Marx's Theory cf
History, p. 173, Proposition 4.

1 Capital /, p. 631. 1 Cêpihêf III, p 759 Other passages are cited in 3.3.2.
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cases M arx clearly has developm ent-fettering in m ind. In the 18 6 1-3  
m anuscript M arx even  refers to a specific form  o f developm ent-fettering -  
the choice o f techniques according to profit-m axim ization instead of 
labour-m inim ization (3.3.2). H e refers to this as a "b arrie r" on capitalism 1 
and as an instance o f its contradictions.1 Such fettering does not, h o w 
ever, exclude the tendency o f capitalism  to stim ulate the developm ent -  
in one place M arx even  refers to the "u n restra in ed " and "u n fe tte red " 
developm ent3-  o f the productive forces. This double tendency is asserted 
in tw o im portant p assages from  the Crundrisse:

First of all, there is a limit, not inherent to production generally, but to production founded 
on capital This limit is double, or rather the same regarded from two directions. It 
is enough here to demonstrate that capital contains a particular restriction of 
production -  which contradicts its general tendency to drive beyond every barrier 
to production -  in order to have uncovered the foundation of overproduction, the 
fundamental contradiction of developed capital; in order to have uncovered, 
more generally, the fact that capital is not, as the economists believe, the absolute 
form for the development of the productive forres -  not the absolute form for that, 
nor the form of wealth which absolutely coincides with the development of the 
productive forces. The stages of production which precede capital appear, 
regarded from its standpoint as so many fetters upon the productive forces. It 
itself, however, correctly understood, appears as the condition of the develop
ment of the productive forces as long as they require an external spur which 
appears at the same time as their bridle. It is a discipline over them, which 
becomes superfluous and burdensome at a certain level of their development, just 
like the guilds etc.4

There appears here the universalizing tendency of capital, which distinguishes it 
from all previous stages of production. Although limited by its very nature, it 
strives towards the universal development of the productive forces, and thus 
becomes the presupposition of a new mode of production, which is founded not 
on the development of the productive forces for the purpose of reproducing or at 
most expanding a given condition, but where the free, unobstructed, progressive 
and universal development of the productive forces is itself the presupposition of 
society and hence of its reproduction.5

The capitalist relations of production are both a spur and a bridle on the develop
ment o f the productive forces. This can be elaborated as fo llow s. A ccording to 
the v iew  o f hum an nature w orked out in the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscript, innovative an d  creative activity is natural for m an. Contrary 
to the usual approach in political econom y, the problem  is not one of 
creating incentives to innovation, but o f rem oving the obstacles to fhe

1 Zur Kritik <tS6 i - 6 j), p. 1671; Theories of Surplus-Value, vol 3, pp 116. 120.
2 Zur Kritik ( iS 6 j~ 6 j t ,  p. 1653 (corrupted text).
1 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. 3, pp 55-6.
* Crundnsse, p. 415. 5 Ibid., p. 540.
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natural creative urge o f the individual " in  w hom  his ow n  realisation exists 
as an inner n e ce ss ity ".' Special incentives are needed on ly  u n d er condi
tions o f scarcity and p overty , in w hich the needs o f the in dividual are 
tw isted an d  h is capacities d evelo p ed  on ly  in a one-sided  w ay . In the early  
stages o f capitalism  there w as indeed a great deal o f scarcity and poverty, 
and u navoidab ly  so, since the m aterial conditions for a high level o f  w ant 
satisfaction w ere  not yet created. U nder those conditions, capitalism  w as 
the best and m ost progressive  arrangem ent, even  though it subordinated 
progress to profits. The system , h ow ever, created the conditions for its 
ow n  dem ise. In later ph ases o f capitalism  there is still a great deal of 
poverty, but avo idab ly  so. G iven  the technology developed  by capitalism  
itself, it is m aterially feasible to install a regim e in w hich  the level o f want 
satisfaction is so h igh that innovation as a spontaneous activity com es 
into its o w n  -  as part o f the general self-actualization o f individuals. The 
result w ill be a rate o f innovation far in excess o f an yth in g seen before.

The "sp u r-an d -b rid le " argum ent m ay also  be stated a s  fo llow s. The 
rate at w hich innovations are forthcom ing can be seen  as the result o f 
search fo llow ed by selection .1 U p to a certain level of the productive 
forces, capitalism  is an indispensable sp u r on the search for new  
m ethods, w hile at all tim es it is a bridle on the selection, for exam ple by 
substituting profit-m axim ization fur labour-m inim ization. In the initial 
stage the net effect o f these o pposin g  tendencies is positive, com pared to 
the feasible altern atives, buf from  a certain poinl on w ards the possibility 
em erges o f a n ew  set o f relations o f production that w ill both provide a 
superior sp u r and rem ove the bridle. In 5 .2 .3  I shall d iscuss w hether it is 
p lausible that the w orkers will m ake a revolution for the pu rp o se  o f 
bringing about these chan ges H ere I w ish to add  som e sceptical com 
m ents on the plausibility o f the chan ges them selves We saw  in 3 .2 .2  that 
the im portance o f profit-m axim ization a s  a bridle on technical change is 
doubtfu l. There m ay be other fetters, but if so  M arx h as nothing to say  
about them. A lso , the creation o f a n ew . pow erfu l sp u r is p u re ly  specu la
tive. In particular, if the self-actualization o f merv is the suprem e valu e, 
that o f  m an m ay be fettered (2.2.7). This being sa id , the idea o f a new' 
m otivation for innovation should  not be d ism issed  out o f hand. The 
history o f art and science sh o w s w ell enough that the creative urge does 
not need the stim ulus o f material gain . Yet w e m ight w ant to question 
w hether innovation constrained by profitability (or by the m inim ization

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, p. 304.
1 See Nelson and Winter. An Evolutionary Theory of Economic Chanye; also my Ex/*J«»n/n£

Technical Chanye, ch 6.
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o f com poun ded  labour values) offers the sam e outlet for in dividual self- 
realization. Technical perfectionism  and elegance are often the en em y of 
econom ic rationality. H ere, if an yw h ere , the best can be the enem y o f the 
g o o d .1 H ence w hat m akes innovative w ork valuable for the individual 
does not im m ediately coincide w ith  w hat m akes it usefu l for society . To the 
problem s o f com m unism  d iscu ssed  in 2 .2 .7 a n d  4 .3 .3  w e  m ust now  add  the 
question  w h eth er it w ill attract too m any scientists and too few  engineers.

I n ow  turn to the texts that su ggest a quite different interpretation o f the 
contradiction betw een the productive forces and the relations o f produc
tion, as suboptimal use rather than suboptim al developm ent. In d ep en 
den tly  o f M arx, h o w  can one understand the notion that techniques are 
used in a  suboptim al w ay?  First, there m ay be inefficient static resource 
allocation because o f cartels, o ligopolies etc. Secondly , there m ay be 
suboptim al provision  o f public good s because o f externalities, free-rider 
problem s etc. T h ird ly , there m ay be unem ploym ent, unused  productive 
capacities and good s that m eet n o  effective dem and, all because o f the lack 
o f coordination that characterizes m arket decisions. Lastly, the productive 
forces m ay  be u sed  in an  inhum an w a y -e ith e r  because the w orkers do not 
fu lly exercise their capacities or because production caters on ly  to their 
b aser needs.

O f these, M arx had  little to say  about the first, for the m ethodological 
reasons set out in 3 . 1 . 1 .  A s  further exp lain ed  in 7 . 1 . 1 ,  he w as  not fully 
aw are  o f the im portance o f the second category o f problem s. He d id , h o w 
ever, con sid er both the third and the fourth categories as cases o f "c o n 
tradiction" betw een  the relations o f production and the productive forces.

C o n sid er first a passage  from  The Class Struggles in France w h ere  M arx 
d iscu sses the conditions for revolution:

With this general prosperity, in which the productive forces of bourgeois society 
develop as luxuriantly as is at all possible within bourgeois relationships, there can 
be no talk of a real revolution. Such a revolution is only possible in the periods when 
both these factors, the modern productive forces and the bourgeois forms o f production, 
come in collision with each other . . . A  uru* revolution is possible only in consequence of a 
new crisis. It is, however, just as certain as this crisis.7

O bserve the curious contraposition o f "d eve lo p m en t" and "c r is is " . O ne 
m ight have expected a contrast b etw een  developm en t and fettered 
developm ent, or betw een  equilibrium  and its interruption, but not this 
m ixed pair. This heterogen eous contrast occurs frequently in M arx 's 1 2

1 A case study in the pointless search for generality b  that of Leibniz as engineer, sketched 
in ch. Ill of my Leibniz el la Formation de l'Esprit Capitaliste.

2 The Class Struggles in France, p. 135
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w ritings. In the Grundrisse and the 18 6 1-3  m anuscript M arx regularly 
contrasts the developm en t o f the productive forces b y  capitalism  in its 
h eyd ay , and the crises o f overproduction that increasingly p lague it from  
a certain point o n w a rd s .1 In fact, this "m ix e d "  interpretation, in w hich 
"co rresp o n d en ce" is understood in term s o f optim al developm ent and 
"co n trad ictio n " in term s o f suboptim al use, is perh aps m ore plausible 
textually than either o f the "p u r e "  interpretations (1 b) or (2) (see p. 259). It 
is, h o w ever, too blatantly inconsistent to d eserve  a central place in the 
reconstruction o f the general theory.

The equatin g o f the contradiction betw een  forces and relations o f pro
duction w ith the dehum an izing asp ects o f capitalism  is m ost explicitly 
found in an article in The People’s Paper from 1856:

In our days, everything seems pregnant with its contrary. Machinery gifted with 
the wonderful power of shortening and fructifying human labour, we behold 
starving and overworking it. The new-fangled sources of wealth, by some strange 
weird spell, are turned into sources of want. The victories of art seem bought by 
the loss of character. At the same pace that mankind masters nature, man seems 
to become enslaved to other men or to his own infamy. Even the pure light of 
science seems unable to shine but on the dark background of ignorance. All our 
invention and progress seem to result in endowing material forces with intel
lectual life, and in stultifying human life into a material force This antagonism 
between modern industry and science on the one hand, between misery and 
dissolution on the other hand; this antagonism between the productive powers 
and the social relations of our epoch is a fact, palpable, overwhelming, and not to 
be controverted.2

This is perh aps the m ost succinct and eloquent indictm ent o f capitalism  
ever m ade by M arx. N early  ev ery  sentence reflects d eep  theoretical pre
occupations. The contrast b etw een  labour and science reappears in the 
18 6 1-3  Critique, ’  w h ereas the im m ediately fo llow in g sentence is an early

1 G ru n d r is s e . pp. 541, 748ft. T h a m e s  of S u rp lu s -V a lu e , vol. 3, p. 56.
1 People 's P a pe r 19.4.1856.
J "Sciencr appears as a forcealien and inimical to wort: and dominating it. Its application!» entail 

the consolidation on the one hand, and the development into science, on the other, of the 
mass of individual pieces of received knowledge, observations and tricks of the trade with 
which to analyse the process of production, and to apply the natural sciences to the 
process of material production. These applications are based wholly on the separation of 
the intellectual powers of the proerss from the knowledge, experience and expertise of the 
individual workers, just as the consolidation and development of the conditions of pro
duction and their transformation into capital is based on depriving the worker of them and 
parting him from them. Instead, work in the factory leaves the worker with the knowledge 
of only a few manipulations, hence along with knowledge the apprenticeship laws were 
abrogated too. And the campaign waged by the state to ensure that factory children 
should at least learn to read and write shows how this application of science to the process 
of production' coincides with the suppression of all intellectual development in the 
actions which make up the process. It remains true, of course, thal a small class of higher
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statem ent o f the idea o f fetishism  The "an tag o n ism " -  a few  lines later it 
is referred to a s  a "co n trad ictio n " -  betw een the productive forces and the 
relations o f production clearly resides in the inhum an use o f the produc
tive forces. The contrast is betw een  their potential liberating pow er and 
their actual en slavin g  consequences, not betw een a high potential rate o f 
change and the low er actual rate. H ence the contradiction betw een the 
productive forces an d  the relations o f production is identified here with 
spiritual alienation (2.2.5).

I rem arked earlier that The German Ideology contains p assages that lend 
them selves naturally to interpretation (1) This is indeed the case if they 
are read in the light o f the 1859 Preface. If. h ow ever, they are seen in the 
light o f the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, interpretation (2). and 
m ore specifically  the u nderstanding o f the contradiction a s  the inhum an 
use o f the productive forces, is equally  plausible. First, there is the su g
gestion that the contradiction ap p ears w h en  the productive forces turn 
into "d estru ctive  fo rces":

(Large-scale industryl produced a mass of productive forces, for which private 
property became just as much a fetter as the guild had been for manufacture and 
the small rural workshop for the developing handicrafts. These productive forces 
receive under the system of private property a one-sided development only, and 
for the majority they become destructive forces; moreover, a great many of these 
forces can find no application at all within the system of private property.1

The im plication seem s to be that fettering m eans suboptim al or inhum an 
use. Further, on e m ay point to tw o places w here M arx argu es that w hat is 
fettered by the "fo rm  o f in tercourse" (as M arx at this time called w hat he 
w as later to call "re latio n s o f p ro d u ctio n "2) is the "se lf-activ ity" o f the 
in d ividual. They are too long to be cited here, and an yw ay  som ew hat 
inconclusive. In one o f them  self-activity is clearly conceived as the full 
self-actualization o f the in d iv id u al,3 w h ile  in the other an "ad van ced  
m ode o f self-activity" is linked to "m o re  developed  productive fo rc e s" .4 
With respect to com m unism , the tw o v iew s o f self-activity are. o f course, 
com patible, but w ith  respect to earlier m odes o f production they are not. 
The developm en t o f m an and that o f m en do not progress pari passu. The 
transition from  one set o f relations o f production to another is certainly

workers is formed, but this is minute in comparison with the mass of workers who have 
been deprived of all knowledge ['entkcnntrusst'J." (Zur K n h k l i 8(> i-6 i ) ,  pp. 2061-2.) The 
passage is unique in Mam's writings in suggestion that k n o u 'tcd g e  may create an internal 
rieavagr within the working class 

1 The  G e rm a n  Id e o lo g y , p. 73 2 See note 1, p 244 above
y The  G e rm a n  Id e o lo g y , pp. 87-8 4 f in d  . p. 82
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linked to the developm en t o f the productive forces, that is to the self- 
actualization o f m ankind, but not necessarily  to a h igher degree o f self- 
actualization o f the in dividual (5.3.2).*

In conclusion, let m e try to assess the stren gths and the w eakn esses of 
the v iew  that the contradictions o f a m ode o f production are defin ed  in 
term s o f the suboptim al use of the productive forces. C learly , there are 
strong theoretical p ressu res that favo u r this conception. For on e thing, it 
allow s M arx to bridge the gap  betw een philosophical an thropology and 
historical m aterialism  b y  identifying spiritual alienation and the con
tradiction betw een  productive forces and relations o f production. For 
another, it su ggests a m echanism  b y  w hich the contradiction could 
m otivate to political action, since if perceived it could set u p  a p ressu re  for 
m ore efficient and hum an use o f the productive forces A s further argued 
in 5 .2 .3 , a w eak n ess o f interpretation (ib ) is that the link betw een  the 
contradiction and political action rem ains obscure.

The g larin g  w eakn ess o f interpretation (2) is that it does not point to any 
dynam ic m echanism . It is a theoretical constraint on the notion o f corres
pondence betw een produ ctive forces and relations o f production that it 
m ust be possib le for the correspondence to turn en d o gen o u sly  into con
tradiction. If the correspondence is understood as in interpretation (ib). 
that is as a m axim al rate o f chan ge of the productive forces, this constraint 
is satisfied . If it is understood m erely as full utilization o f the forces, it is 
not. If wre opt for interpretation (2), w e  m ay be able to understand w h y  the 
contradictions lead to political action and ultim ately to the establishm ent 
o f n ew  relations of production, but not w h y  this should  go  together with 
faster technical progress.

In fact, there is a fam ous argum ent that a system  that a llo w s for a better 
utilization o f the productive forces m ay lead to a lower rate o f technical 
change. Jo sep h  Schu m peter believed that com m unism  w ould  be 
superior to capitalism  in avo id in g  w aste  and cycles, but that it w ould  be 
less good  in d evelop in g  n ew  techniques. T h is is an illustration o f the 
general proposition  that " A  system  -  an y  system , econom ic or o th e r -  that 
at every g iven  point o f time fu lly  utilizes its possibilities to the best ad van 
tage m ay yet in the long run be inferior to a system  that does so  at no g iven

1 Str Croix, 77»*  C lass  S tru g g le  in  l i t /  A n c ie n I  C re e k  W o r ld , p. 112, is guilty of a confusion 
between these two senses of development. He cites Marx on the "tfviliring (aspect) of 
capital that it enforces surplus-la hour in a manner and under conditions which are more 
advantageous to the development of the productive forces, social relations, arid the 
creation of the elements for a new and higher form than under the preceding forms of 
slavery etc.”  {Capital I I I .  p. 819). He wrongly takes this to imply that the "hired labourer 
(has) a position superior to that of the slave or the serf". See also 5.3 below on the 
underlying distinction between progress and development
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point o f time, because the latter's failure to do so m ay be a condition for 
the level or speed  o f long-run p erfo rm an ce ."1 H ence, if better use o f the 
productive forces is the m otive behind changes o f property rights, there 
can be no presum ption that this w ill m axim ize the rate o f change o f the 
productive forces.

I return to these problem s in 5 .2 .3 . H ere I w ant to draw  together som e 
o f the strands in the preceding argum ent by observin g  that the rate of 
grow th  o f the net product in society can be seen  as a (broadly speaking) 
m ultiplicative function o f three variables: the intensity o f search for new' 
techniques, the efficiency o f selecting new  techniques am ong those 
throw n u p  by the search and the efficiency w ith w hich the selected tech
niques are used in production. W hen w e  com pare social system s, this rate 
o f grow th  should  be the relevant criterion T h e rate o f technical progress 
is relevant o n ly  to the extent that it in fluences the rate o f grow th o f the net 
social product. H ence in principle there m ay be trade-offs betw een the 
three variables, a  system  that fares better in one respect m ay do w orse  in 
another. A s  a lread y  observed in 2 .2 .7 , M arx w as  little inclined to consider 
such trade-offs b etw een  values. H e believed that com m unism  w ould be 
superior on all three counts, and capitalism  consistently inferior. This a 
priori belief that all good  th ings go  together is a m ajor w eakness o f his 
social theory

5 .1 .4 . T h e prim acy o f  the productive forces
M arx 's son-in-law  Paul Lafargu e is said to have exclaim ed one day: 
"D ie u , ce sont les forces p ro d u ctives ."  K oslas Papaioannou, w h o  cites this 
p h rase ,2 finds the sam e cult o f the productive forces in M arx him self. O n 
his interpretation, M arx believed that m en could realize them selves only 
through productive w ork, n arrow ly conceived as the transform ation of 
nature by the help  o f science and tech nology.3 This m ust be a m istake. 
M arx certainly believed that self-actualization through art w as  as rew ard 
ing as en gin eerin g  or scientific w'ork. Creation, not production, is at the 
centre o f M arx 's  philosophical an thropology (2.2.7). Yet in historical 
m aterialism , the productive forces hold the centre of the stage.4 In com 
m unism , the expansion  o f the productive forces will take place a s  a part o f 
the general flow erin g  o f hum an creativity, but in the process leading up to 
this stage the produ ctive forces have a privileged position. It is their 
forced developm en t, at the exp en se  o f all other values, that creates the

1 5chumpert*r, C a p ita lis m  S o c ia lism  a n J  D e m o cra cy , p . 83. S e t  also 2.4.1 above.
1 Papaioannou, D e  M a r x  c l  d u  M a rx is m e , p. 59. i  I h d . .  pp. 79 f t .  89f f .
* On this see Coh*n, "Recomidering historical materialism".
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m aterial conditions for a society in w hich their developm ent is on ly  one 
valu e am on g others.

T h ese  are gran d , speculative issues. They enter into the background 
of the m ore sober claim  that form s m y topic here: that the productive 
forces have som e kind o f prim acy w ith respect to the relations o f pro
duction. To understand w h y  the relations obtain w hen  they obtain, and 
change w hen  they change, w e  m ust look to the productive forces.

If M arx believed in this prim acy o f  the productive forces, he faced the 
fo llow ing d ilem m a.1 O n the on e hand he w as then com m itted to the 
v iew  that

(1)  The level o f developm ent o f the productive forces in a society 
exp lain s the nature o f its econom ic structure.

On the other hand there is abundant evidence that he also believed that
(2) The econom ic structure o f a society prom otes the developm ent of 

its productive forces.
At least this ho lds to the extent that the relations o f production cor
respond to the productive forces; and w hen  they do not, there is set up a 
pressure to chan ge them so as to bring about a new  set o f  relations.

T h e apparen t contradiction betw een these tw o statem ents has created 
an en orm ous am ount of confusion in M arxism . It w as difficult to recon
cile the alleged  prim acy o f the productive forces w ith the m assive 
in fluence o f the relations on the forces, hence various pseudo-solutions 
have been proposed  to the problem  (and to the form ally sim ilar problem  
concerning the relation betw een the econom ic structure and the su per
structure).2 Perhaps the greatest achievem ent o f C ohen  is the dem on
stration that statem ents (1)  and (2) can be reconciled in an unstrained 
m anner by u n d erstan d in g  the explanatory prim acy asserted in (1)  in 
term s o f functional explanation . The relations o f production can be 
explained  by their im pact on the productive forces. T hey obtain because 
and so long a s  they are optim al for the developm ent o f the forces; they 
chan ge w hen  and because they no longer are optim al. Since the explan- 
an s in general has prim acy w ith  respect to the exp ianandum . this sh o w s 
that the tw o assertions are com patible w ith one another.

A s a result o f exch an ges w ith  Philippe van  Parijs, C o h en 's position

1 See especially Cohen, "Functional explanation, consequence explanation and Marxism" 
for a dear statement of the dilemma and its solution.

5 The analogous statements here are {3) The economic structure in a sodety explains the 
nature of its superstrudure and (4) The superstructure of a society stabilizes its economic 
structure
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has been further clarified .1 C onsider the question why the relations of 
production at som e point cease being optim al for the developm ent of the 
productive forces. A ccording to C ohen, M arx believed that the an sw er to 
this question is found in the level o f developm ent o f the productive 
forces. T h is is m ost strikingly seen  in M arx 's argum ent for the eventual 
superiority  o f com m unism : capitalism  d evelops the productive forces to a 
point w h ere  com m unist relations becom e superior for their further 
developm ent. H ence the productive forces enter doubly into the exp lana
tion o f the relations o f production: first because they determ ine what 
relations are optim al, and secondly because they constitute the elem ent 
for (the developm ent of) which the relations are optim al. Or again : both 
the level and the rate of change o f the productive forces enter into the 
explanation o f the relations o f production. The level attained by the forces 
exp lains w h y  certain relations rather than others m axim ize the rate o f 
change o f the forces. Logically speaking, som ething else than the produc
tive forces could occupy either place in the argu m en t,2 but, according to 
C ohen , M arx believed that the productive forces filled both places.

T h is interpretation is a very  attractive one. It enables us to bring to
gether in one fell sw o o p  two kinds o f statem ent found in M arx. On the 
one hand there are the teleological assertions to the effect that the rela
tions o f production m ust d isap p ear w hen they no longer perform  the 
historical task o f d evelop in g  the productive forces to a m axim al degree. 
On the other hand there are the m ore straightforw ard ly causal statem ents 
that changes in the productive forces bring about a change in the relations 
o f production. The form er are taken care o f by C o h en 's  original interpre
tation, the latter by the m odified v iew  that em erged from  the confronta
tion w ith  van  Parijs. This revised  interpretation has the im m ense ad van 
tage that M arx ap p ears m uch m ore consistent than on an y other reading. 
Since this part o f M arx 's theory is second to none in im portance, this 
advan tage should  not be lightly abandoned.

I shall, h o w ever, adduce som e eviden ce against such a reading. I be
lieve that w hen  M arx refers to the chan ges in the relations o f production 
that are caused by the productive forces, he d o es not have in mind 
changes that are due to new  relations having becom e optim al Rather, he

1 See van Parijs, "Marxism's central purrle" and Cohen, ‘Reply to four critic*"
2 Van Parijs, "Marxism's central puzzle", suggests that the location of a country on the 

centre-periphery dimension of the world economy might determine which relations are 
optimal for the forces; conversely the forces might determine which relations were op
timal for social cohesion. These are hypothetical examples, cited for the sake o f  clarifying 
the distinction. In 5.2.2 I suggest that Marx's theory of the transition from feudalism to 
capitalism can be read as staring that the level but not the rate of change of the forces were 
decisive for the new relations



seem s to refer to som ething m ore trivial or straightforw ard. The textual 
eviden ce is g iven  below . First, h o w ever. I w an t to spell out. b y  m eans of 
an  an alogy, w h at I think M arx did h ave  in m ind w hen  he m ade causal 
statem ents o f this kind. C on sider the social consequences o f the 
com puter revolution . O ne could argu e , in the grand m anner, that 
com puter technology for the first time m akes a planned econom y an 
optim al arrangem ent for the developm ent o f the productive forces, and 
that this w ill in fact lead to the em ergence o f new  relations o f production. 
Yet by the “ social con seq u en ces" of com puters one can also refer to the 
w ide-ran ging  chan ges in w ork  habits, relations o f authority and d ep en 
dence w ithin the firm  etc. that they are bringing about. To som e extent 
these chan ges m ay  be explained functionally: they are required for the 
optimal use o f the n ew  technology. But this o f course has nothing to do 
w ith the idea that a chan ge in the econom y-w ide relations o f ow n ersh ip  
are necessary  for the optimal development o f  the technology. M y contention 
is that w h en  M arx m akes causal statem ents about the im pact o f new  
technology on social relations, it is m ore plausible to understand him  in 
this second w ay . This m ay  not be a com pelling interpretation, but I w ould  
at least like to offer it for consideration.

The m ain ev id en ce  for m y v iew  is taken from the recently published 
18 6 1-3  Critique. First, h o w ever, 1 shall cite som e w ell-kn ow n  passages 
from  The Poverty of Philosophy. In one place M arx refers to the fact that “ a 
change in m en 's productive forces necessarily  brings about a chan ge in 
their relations o f product io n 'V  There is no suggestion  that this chan ge is 
m ediated by a chan ge in w hat relations are optim al for the further 
developm en t o f the productive forces. True, the text is com patible with 
this v iew , but it w ou ld  not com e to the m ind of an y  reader w ho w as  not 
already persu ad ed  o f its im portance. E lsew h ere he argu es that

Social relations are closely bound up with productive forces. In acquiring now 
productive forces men change their mode of production; and in changing their 
mode of production, in changing their way of earning their living, they change all 
their social relations. The hand-mill gives you society with the feudal lord; the 
steam mill, society with the industrial capitalist.3

The sam e com m ents ap p ly  to this text. (It is also historically absurd , as 
M arx later cam e to realize. See the texts cited in 5 .2 .1 .)  A  neutral reader 
w ould  n ever contem plate the idea that the hand-m ill “ g iv e s "  us 
feudalism  because feudal relations o f production are better suited for the 
developm ent o f the steam -m ill. He m ight consider various other ideas, 1

1 P o v e r ty  0^ P h ilo s o p h y , p . 175 2 tb u t , p. 166.
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such as the link betw een sm all-scale technology and decentralized pro
duction, or betw een  lo w  productivity and the im possibility o f capitalist 
production. N either w ould be an obligatory reading, but both w ould  be 
m ore p lausib le than the teleological interpretation.

This passage  points to an im portant conceptual distinction betw een 
"'productive fo rces" and "m o d e  o f pro d u ctio n ". The latter term , as 
show ed by C o h e n ,1 is used by M arx both in a material and in a social 
sen se. W hen he refers to the "capitalist m ode o f produ ction ", as distinct 
from  serfdom  or s lavery , he is using the term in a social sense. W hen he 
refers to the "sp ecifica lly  capitalist m ode of production ", h e is using it in 
the m aterial sen se  o f factory production, as distinct from  m anufacture or 
handicraft production .2 W hen M arx states that the impact o f the produc
tive forces on the social relations is m ediated by the m ode o f production, 
that term m ust be taken in the m aterial sense.

M arx m ay also ap p ear to su ggest that an y change in the productive 
forces leads to a chan ge in the m ode o f production, but I do not believe 
that this w as  his intention. The exam ple o f the hand-m ill and the steam - 
m ill d o es not refer to an y  m ere quantitative increase in productivity, but 
to a dram atic d iscontinuity in the organization o f w ork. In the 18 6 1-y  
Critique M arx states explicitly, apropos the introduction o f m achiner}', 
that "th is  d o es not in volve  a clearcut dem arcation at the level o f tech
n ology  but a revolution in the application o f the m eans o f labour which 
transform s the m ode o f production and w ith it the relations o f produc
tio n ".’  There can be technical change w ithout a change in the m ode of 
production, but only such technical change a s  is a lso  accom panied by the 
latter brings about a change in the relations of production. In the sam e 
m anuscript w e also  find a significant com m ent on a passage from a 
Factory Inspection Report:

"There has been no mechanical invention of recent years which has created so great 
a revulsion in the mode of manufacture, and eventually in the habits of the operatives, as the 
spinning fenny and the throstle frame dui. "

T h is  m a k e s  th e  r ig h t  c o n n e c t io n . T h e  " m e c h a n ic a l  in v e n t io n " .  It h a s  c r e a te d  a 

" r e v u ls i o n  in  th e  mode of manufacture'' a n d  h e n c e  in  th e  r e la t io n s  o f  p r o d u c t io n , in  
so c ia l r e la t io n s  a n d  " e v e n t u a l l y ,  in  th e  habits o f  th e  o p e r a t iv e s " .4

If this is the "rig h t con n ection " betw een  technical change and a change 
in the relations o f production, w e are a far cry from  the teleological 
interpretation. M arx is here referring to such changes in the relations of I

I C oh en , Karl Marx's Theory of History, vp. 79ft.
3 C a p it a l  I . p p . 5 10 , 6 2 4 , 629. 738. See a lso  note 3. p . 282 below .
’  7 ur Kritik (1861-6)). p . 19 15 .  * Ibid., p . 2002.
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production that can  occur within  capitalism , not the chan ge that takes place 
w h en  w e go  from capitalism  to com m unism . In the d iscussion  o f the rela
tions o f production in 5 .1 .2 ,  the level o f abstraction w as  such that there w as 
no room  for intra-system  variations. Y e t it is d e a r  that the concrete 
m odalities o f o w n ersh ip  and control can change w ithout the changes 
am ounting to a chan ge o f regim e. It is plausible, m oreover, that such 
chan ges m ay com e about as a  result o f changes in the w ork process. The 
"p r im a c y "  o f the productive forces that obtains in such cases has little if 
an yth in g  to d o  w ith the teleological prim acy.

I return to the prim acy issu e in 5 .2  w hen d iscu ssin g  specific historical 
processes. The best case  for the C o h en -van  Parijs interpretation is M arx 's 
theory of the transition from  capitalism  to com m unism  (5.2 .3). H ere it is 

possib le to link together the level and the rate o f change o f the productive 
forces in the w ay  required b y  their interpretation. O n the other hand, the 
theory o f the transition from  feudalism  to capitalism  (5.2.2) is m ost natur
ally  understood in a w ay  that g ives prim acy to the relations o f production, 
not to the productive forces. The grow th  o f the productive forces here 
ap p ears as a by-product o f the establishm ent o f capitalist relations o f p ro 
duction, not as an elem ent in the explanation o f that event.

5 .2 . T h e  h istorical m odes o f production

M arx 's  gen eral theory m ust be confronted w ith his account o f sp ed fic  
m odes o f production, not on ly  to test for consistency, but also in the hope 
that the m ore concrete an a lyses can help u s  locate the m ost p lausible 
read in g  o f the general theory w h en  it is am biguous, as is frequently the 
case. In som e cases the general theory points to a sp ed fic  im plication for 
how  it is to be app lied , and w e can then see w hether M arx consistently 
respected this im plication. In other cases the general theory can be u nder
stood in several w ays , w ith  different im plications for applications, and by 
looking at the m ore specific an alyses w e  can reconstruct the reading o f the 
general theory that on the w hole m akes M arx as consistent as possible. To 
som eextent I have a lread y  fo llow ed these p rocedu resin  5 . 1 .1 now  proceed 
m ore system atically. In 5 .2 .1  I consider M arx 's v iew  of the various pre
capitalist m od es o f production, w ith  su rp lu s extraction by extra-econom ic 
coercion and stagnant techniques as the m ain com m on features. In 5 .2 .2  I 
look at M arx' s explanation  o f the transition from  feudalism  tocapitalism  or, 
m ore precisely , h is account o f the relation betw een "th e  rise o f cap italism " 
and "th e  industrial revo lu tio n ". In 5 .2 .3 1 consider M arx 's various w ritings 
on the predicted transition from  capitalism  to com m unism . A  form al
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m odel is offered to sh o w  the existence o f different criteria for the "optim al 
time o f  tran sition " to com m unism . H ere 1 also d iscuss the connection 
betw een "th e  rise and fall o f n ations" and "th e  rise and fall o f property 
right stru ctu res", a topic that is further pursued in 5 .3 .2 . A  sum m ary of 
the argum ent is found in 5 .2 .4 .

5.2.1. Pre-capitalist modes of production
These are often considered together b y  M arx, a s  in the long section in the 
Grundrisse on "F o rm s w hich  precede capitalist production ". From  the 
present perspective, their most im portant com m on feature is the stag
nation o f the productive forces. In Capital I  M arx w rites that "T h e  
technical basis o f m odern industry is therefore revolutionary, w hile all 
earlier m odes o f production w ere essentially  co n serva tive ."1 In a footnote 
he then cites a passage from  the Communist Manifesto:

The bourgeoisie cannot exist without continually revolutionising the instruments 
of production, and thereby the relations of production and all the social relations. 
Conservation, in an unaltered form, of the old modes of production was on the 
contrary the first condition of existence for all earlier industrial classes.2

In 5 . 1 . 1  p assages from  the Grundrisse in the sam e vein  w ere quoted to 
support m y v iew  that M arx explained the dynam ics o f pre-capitalist soci
eties in term s o f the exten sive developm ent o f the productive forces, as 
opposed  to the in tensive developm en t im plied by the general theory.

To see how  other interpretations could appear plausible, consider 
another passage from the Grundrisse, in w hich M arx argues that these 
early  com m unities

necessarily correspond to a development of the productive forces which is only 
limited, and indeed limited in principle. The development of the productive 
forces dissolves these forms, and their dissolution is itself a development of the 
human productive forces. Labour begins with a certain foundation -  naturally 
arisen, spontaneous at first -  then historic presupposition. Then, however, this 
foundation or presupposition is itself suspended, or posited as the vanishing 
presupposition which has become too confining for the unfolding of the progres
sive human pack*

This could ap p ear to support G . A . C o h en 's  v iew  that the pre-capitalist 
relations o f production stim ulate the productive forces indirectly, m uch 
as a constitutional m onarch, by o pposin g  dem ocracy, m ight actually

' Capital I. p  486
: T V  C o m m u n a l  Manifesto. p  487 We may note in passing that the passage supports the 

view of the "primacy” thesis stated towards the end of y  1.4 
* Grundrisse, pp. 496-7.



encourage it .1 But that v iew  is im plausible on other groun ds. M arx asserts 
not on ly  that pre-capitalist relations o f production opposed  technical 
change, but also  that technology uws basically unchanged from  antiquity 
to the early  m odem  age (5.2.2). It w ould  also be possible to read the 
passage as affirm ing an autonomous tendency o f the productive forces to 
develop  in history, and to destroy a n y  relations o f production that m ight 
o p p o se  th em .1 2 The last sentence in particular can be read in this w ay . It 
can also, h o w ever, be seen  as a statem ent about the destabilizing effects of 
population grow th . In an y case, this strongly teleological reading is also 
blocked by the statem ents about technical stagnation in the ancient 
w orld.

The three pre-capitalist m odes o f production differ in their internal 
structure and dynam ics. With respect to the Asiatic mode of production it 
has been su ggested  that the relation betw een irrigation techniques and a 
centralized bureaucracy (m entioned by M arx in a passage cited in 2 .1 .3 )  is 
an instance o f the prim acy o f the productive fo rces.3 In the first place, this 
suggestion  d o es not fit the general theory, since there is no dynam ic 
elem ent in this relation betw een the econom ic structure and the produc
tive forces. M oreover, even  if exp lanatory prim acy is taken in a static 
sense, it d o es not necessarily  obtain. W hen M arx in the quoted passage 
says that in the O rient the need for w ater "n ecessitated ' governm ent 
intervention in the econom y, he m ay have m eant on ly  that a centralized 
authority w as a n ecessary  condition for irrigation, not that it ow ed  its 
existence to this need. T rue, if X is indispensable for Y , and Y  is an 
im portant econom ic function in the society, this m ay tend to stabilize X 
and reduce the chances o f an alternative em erging. This, for instance, 
seem s to have been the case for the C hh in  state as it achieved im perial 

unification in the fourth century bc , through its ability to stop com peti
tion for irrigation w ater.* Yet in other cases X m ay have such a strong 
basis, prior to (or in the hypothetical absence of) the function Y , that the 
latter contributes little to exp lain ing  its presence. The m an w h o  is strong 
and gen erou s m ay be but m arginally more p ow erfu l than the m an w h o  is 
strong and m ean.'1

From  w hat M arx sa y s  about the A siatic m ode o f production, it appears 
as u nchanging from  time im m em orial. O ften w e find statem ents to the

1 Cohen. Karl Marx's Tlnvn/ of History, p 170.
2 In his review of Cohen's book Joshua Cohen im p la u s ib ly  lakes th is  lo be Cohen's

in te rp rr la t io n .
J C o h e n . Kart Marx'5 Thevnjof History, p  2 0 1 .
1  Needham. Sotneeand Civilisation in China, v o l .  I V : j ,  p p . 2 5 4 ff  a n d  e s p e c ia l ly  p . 26 5 
'  V e y n * ,  la  Pain rl Ir Cirqur. p p  4 0 4 #  a n d  pastin'

2 7 4  5* M o d e s  o f  p r o d u c t io n
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effect that "th e  O riental em pires a lw ays show' an unchanging social in fra
structure coupled w ith  unceasing chan ge in the persons and tribes w ho 
m anaged to ascribe to them selves the political su p erstru ctu re".' In the 
A siatic m ode o f production even  population grow th  does not have the 
d isru ptive im pact it has e lsew here: " i f  the population increases, a new  
com m unity is founded , on the pattern o f the old one, on unoccupied 
la n d " .2 This m ode is a blind alley o f h istory, capable o f chan ging on ly  
u nder the shattering im pact o f British colonialism . I return briefly  to this 
issue in 5 .3 .2 .

C o n sid er next ancient slavery. M arx believes that this system  w as 
inherently flaw ed  by the low  productivity of labour. In Capital I he d ie s  as 
a characteristic feature o f capitalism  the avoidance o f w aste o f raw  m ater
ials, instrum ents and labour. H e then ad d s that:

This is one of the circumstances that makes production by slave labour such a 
costly process. The labourer here is. to use a striking expression of the ancients, 
distinguishable only as instrumentum vocale, from an animal as instrumentum 
semi-vocale, and from an implement as instrumenium mutum. But he himself 
takes care to let both beast and implement feel that he is none of them, but is a 
man. He gives himself the satisfaction [Selbstxefuhl) of knowing that he is 
different, by treating the one unmercifully and damaging the other con amore 
Hence the principle, universally employed in this mode of production, only to 
employ the rudest and heaviest implements and such as are difficult to damage 
owing to their sheer clumsiness.1

This construction exp lain s the low  level o f slave productivity in term s of 
social psych o lo gy: it w as  necessary for the self-respect of the slaves to 
treat an im als an d  tools bad ly , since in so doing they could perceive them 
se lves as hum an beings. (C p . also the com m ents in 1 . 3 . 1  on en dogen ous 
preference form ation.) E lsew h ere M arx w rites o f w age  labour that "in  
contrast to the slave , this labour becom es m ore productive because m ore 
intensive, since the slave  w orks on ly  u n d er the sp u r o f external fear, but 
not for his existence w hich  is guaranteed even  though it does not belong to 
h im ".4

To this w e m ay add  a com plem entary reluctance on the part of slave
o w n ers to in vest the su rp lu s in new  production. M arx 's  w ritings are

1 Die Pi if  7.7.1862; see also Capita/1, p. 358. An exception is the statement that the Indian 
communities “ transformed a self-developing social state into never changing natural 
destiny" (New York Daily Tribune 25.6.1853). suggesting that there had been som e develop  
ment before stagnation set in.

* Capital /, p. 358.
* Capital I, p. 196 note (modified translation) See also Finley, Anticnl Slavery and Modem 

Ideology, pp. n i ,  175 (Note 71)
* Result-, of the lnvnedt.de Process of Production, p. 1031.
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som ew hat am b iguou s on this point. On the one hand he refers to “ the 
transform ation o f a patriarchal slave system  devoted  to the production of 
im m ediate m ean s o f subsistence into one devoted to the production of 
su rp lu s-v a lu e "4 as the result of com m erce and the developm ent o f m er
c h a n ts  capital. This v iew  is further d iscussed  in 5 .3 .3 . The passage  is 
som ew h at atyp ical. M ore frequently, M arx em p h asizes the tendency o f 
the ru lin g classes in all pre-capitalist m odes o f production to prefer con
sum ption o ver investm ent. In the Grundrissc M arx o b serves that the 
" specific advances w hich capital m akes sign ify  nothing m ore than that it 
realizes objectified su rp lu s labour -  su rp lu s product -  in n ew  living 
su rp lu s labour, instead o f in vesting (spending) it, like, say , Egyptian  
kings or Etruscan priest-n obles for p yram ids e tc ." .*  A  few  lines later he 
argu es that "production for luxury  as it presents itself in antiquity is a 
n ecessary  result o f the s lave  relation. Not over-production, but over- 
consumption and insane consumption, sign ifyin g , by its turn tow ards the 
m onstrous and the bizarre, the d ow n fall o f the o ld  system  o f s ta te s" .3 In 
the Theories of Surplus-Value w e  find a more genera! statem ent. D iscussing 
the fact that u nder capitalism  the great m ajority o f the producers are 
excluded  from the consum ption  o f w ealth , M arx observes:

This was indeed also the case, and to an even higher degree, in the ancient mode 
of production which depended on slavery. But the ancients never thought of 
transforming the surplus-product into capital Or at least only to a very limited 
extent. (The fact that the hoarding of treasure in the narrow sense was widespread 
among them shows how much surplus-product was completely idle. ) They used a 
large part of the surplus-product for unproductive expenditure on art, religious 
works and public works. Still less was their production directed to the release and 
development of the material productive forces -  division of labour, machinery, 
the application of the powers of nature and science to private production.4

A s  F in ley  puts it. the psych ology  o f the slaveholders w as that o f the 
rentier. “ Their en ergies w ent into spen d in g their w ealth , not m aking i t . " '  
O ne m ay d isagree  o ver the reasons behind this choice. Follow ing M arx, 
one m ay find them in the dem onstrative attitude o f slaves tow ard s the 
m eans of production. If slaves could be expected to treat their tools badly, 
there w as  no point in in vestin g  in im proved m eans of production. Or, 
fo llow ing H egel and G en o vese , one m ay explain  the lack o f investm ent 
bv the dem onstrative attitude o f the slaveow n er tow ards his s laves.6 He

w 1

1 Capita/ I I I, p. 33a. The passage is also discussed in 5.3.3.
1 Grundwse, p. 4 3 3 - ^ Ibid., p. 434-
* Theories Surplus-Value, vul. 2. p. 528.
'  Finley. "Technical innovation and economic progress in the ancient world", p. 188.
6 On this, see my Some conceptual problems in political theory".



had to con su m e unproductively in o rder to d isp lay  his superiority  over 
them . O n e could o f course also argu e that the slaveo w n ers lacked both 
profitable objects o f investm ent and the m otivation to invest. O n an y  of 
these v iew s it seem s hard to explain  the slave relations o f production in 
term s o f their im pact on the productive forces.

A  m ore n uanced v iew  em erges, h o w ever, w h en  w e ask how  Marx 
explained  the origin o f  slavery . Once again , a basic m echanism  is popula
tion increase:

After the city of Rome had been built and the surrounding countryside cultivated 
by its citizens, the conditions of the community were different from what they had 
been before. The aim of all these communities is survuvl, i.e. reproduction of the 
individuals who compose it as proprietors, i.e. in the same objective mode of existence as 
forms the relation among the members and at the same lime therefore the commune itself. 
This reproduction, however, is at the same time necessarily new production and destruc
tion of the old form. For example, where each of the individuals is supposed to 
possess a given number of acres of land, the advance of population is already 
under way. If this is to be corrected, then colonization and that in turn requires 
wars of conquest. With that slaves etc.'

E lsew h ere, M arx elaborates this "con qu est theory o f s la v e ry "  by add ing 
that "th e  production o f the country for w hich  the slave is stolen m ust be 
structured to allow  o f s lave  la b o u r".5 It is not clear w hat he m eans by this, 
but a p lausib le reading is that he had in mind the level achieved by the 
productive forces, in the sense o f their degree  o f sophistication ( 5 .1 . 1 ) .  A n 
industrial nation could not use slave labour to m an advanced factories, 
even  w ere  it to becom e available as a result o f conquest. H ence the slave 
relations o f production are doubly related to the productive forces. First, 
the grow th  o f the population -  that is developm ent o f the productive 
forces in the exten sive sen se  -  necessitates conquests and hence m akes 
s lavery  a possib le option b y  creating a m ass of cheap slave labour. N ext, 
the character o f the productive forces is w h at determ ines w hether that 
option w ill in fact be taken up. O bserve that the latter connection has 
nothing w h atso ever to d o  w ith  the ability o f slavery  to develop the produc
tive forces (in the intensive sense). O nce again , M arx 's gen eral theory is 
not instantiated in this historical application.

With respect to feudalism , M arx is virtually m ute. The reference to the 
hand-m ill and the feudal lord can hardly be taken seriously . In the 18 6 1-3  
Critique there is  a len gth y and m uch m ore substantial d iscussion  o f the 
various k in ds o f mill. There is no suggestion  that the hand-m ill w as 
characteristic o f feudalism  or serfdom . H avin g explained w hy the u se  of

5-2. T h e  h i s t o r i c a l  m o d e s  o f  p r o d u c t i o n  277

1 G rundrtSSf. pp 493-4 5 Ibid . p  98.
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the m ortar led to the invention o f the rotating hand-m ill, M arx ad d s that 
"A t  first slave  w om en  w ere g iven  the task of grin d ing  the corn; later on 
this w as  d o n e by s e r fs ." ' He then goes on to explain how  the various 
typ es o f mill fitted into the feudal property structure:

M iddle Ages. Hand mills, animal mills and uniter mills. (Windmills invented in Ger
many in the tenth or eleventh Century. No serious-use made of them before the 
twelfth Century. Then used exclusively until mid-sixteenth Century.) Typical that 
the German nobility, and after them the pnesls, claimed the wind as their own 
property. In 1159  Frederick l declared watermills the property of the Crown. This 
was later extended to windmills. Seigneurial right or forced-labour mills. Moses 
says, 'Thou shall not muzzle the ox when he treadeth out the corn "  But their 
Christian-Germanic lordships assert, "During work the serfs shall have a large 
wooden collar placed round their necks so that their hands cannot reach to put the 
flour into their mouths.

These o bservation s from  the history of technology are fascinating, in 
particular the reference to the attem pt o f the G erm an nobility to ap p ro 
priate the w ind  as private pro p erty .3 T h ey  do not. h ow ever, add u p  to a 
theoretical account o f the feudal relations o f production and their im pact 
on the productive forces. N or d o es M arx in an y other w ork d iscu ss or 
even  m ention this issu e. He n ever refers to the agricultural technology o f 
the M iddle A ges, nor to the subtle varieties o f serfdom  d iscussed  by Marc 
Bloch and others. N or is there an y  hint o f a dynam ic m echanism  internal 
to serfdom  that could  exp lain  the com m utation of rent into labour or kind 
into m oney rent.

5 .2 .2 . T h e transition  from  feu d alism  to capitalism  
In the historical chapters o f Capital I and III, as w ell as in the preparatory 
m anuscripts, M arx offers a h igh ly  com plex account o f this process. 
Broadly  speak in g, he argu es that the creation of the w orld  m arket and the 
transform ation o f traditional agriculture created both a capitalist system  
o f industrial production and the inner m arket that w as the condition for 
its further exp an sion . It is far from  clear how  this corresponds to the 
general theory, that is to the requirem ent that the new  relations o f pro
duction arise w hen  an d  because they are required for the further, optim al 
developm en t o f the productive forces. I d iscu ss this in som e detail below . 
First, h o w ever, I shall cite a passage  from  Capital I that sh o w s clearly that

1 Znr Kritik (1861-61). p 1918. * Ibid., p. 1925.
3 See also ihe passage referenced in note 2. p. 249 above. Natural forces, like basic science, 

are non-ownable productive forces To the extent that science is directed to harnessing 
natural forces for human purposes, the non-ownability of the knowledge of how lodo this 
would not eliminate the incentive to develop such knowledge if the natural forces them- 
«elves could be privately owned
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M arx intended to explain the rise o f capitalism  by pointing to the fettering 
o f the productive forces by p revio u s relations o f production;

The private property of the labourer in his means of production is the foundation 
of petty industry, whether agricultural, manufacturing or both; petty industry, 
again, is an essential condition for the development of social production and of 
the free individuality of the labourer himself. Of course, this petty mode of pro
duction exists also under slavery, serfdom and other modes of dependence. But it 
flourishes, it lets loose its whole energy, it attains its adequate classical form, onfy 
where the labourer is the private owner of his own means of labour set in action by 
himself; the peasant of the land which he cultivates, the artisan of the tool which 
he handles as a virtuoso. This mode of production presupposes parcelling of the 
soil, and scattering of the other means of production. As it excludes the concentra
tion of these means of production, so also it excludes cooperation, division of 
labour within each separate process of production, the control over, and the 
productive application of the forces of Nature by society, and the free develop
ment of the social productive powers. It is compatible only with a system of 
production, and a society, moving within narrow and more or less primitive 
bounds. To perpetuate it would be, as Pecqueur rightly says, "to decree universal 
mediocrity". At a certain stage of development it brings forth the material agen
cies for its own dissolution. From that moment new forces and new passions 
spring up in the bosom of society; but the old social organisation fetters them and 
keeps them down. It must be annihilated; it is annihilated.'

A lthough  the passage is som ew hat am biguous, and by itself d o es not 
a llow  deduction o f the general principles o f the 1859 Preface, it is m ore 
than just com patible w ith  that text. The gist o f the argum ent is that 
"s im p le  com m odity produ ction ", from  being "a n  essentia) condition for 
the developm en t o f social p rodu ction ", at a certain stage becom es a fetter 
for the further developm ent o f the forces that have been created w ithin its 
w om b. Then, " it  m ust be annihilated; it is an n ih ilated ". The difficulty is 
that M arx n ever sp ells out exactly h o w  these processes occur, and that 
som e texts suggest a quite different picture.

"In  En glan d , serfdom  had practically d isappeared  in the last part o f the 
fourteenth century. The im m ense m ajority of the population consisted 
then, and to a still larger extent in the fifteenth century, o f free peasant 
proprietors, w h atever w as  the feudal title u n d er w hich their rights o f 
property  w as  h id d e n ." J There obtained, in other w ords, a form o f sim ple 
com m odity production (see also 5 .3 .3). Yet for political as w ell a s  
econom ic reasons this system  as doom ed to destruction. In Capital I M arx 
leaves "o n  on e sid e  the pu rely  econom ic cau ses" of the production 
o f sm all-scale property, and deals "o n ly  w ith the forcible m eans 1

1 Capital I, pp. 761-2. 2 /bui., p . 717.



e m p lo y e d " .1 These w ere, notably, the expropriation o f peasant property 
through the sixteenth- an d  eighteenth-century enclosure m ovem ents, 
the first carried out in violation o f the law  and the second w ith its assist
ance -  that is through illegal and legal violence respectively .1 2 In Capital III 
the "p u re ly  econom ic c a u se s"  are  en um erated .3 * T hey include destruction 
o f rural dom estic in dustry  through com petition w ith large-scale in dustry ; 
a gradual im poverishm ent o f the soil due to the prim itive character of 
sm all-scale cultivation ; com petition w ith the plantation system  and w ith 
large-scale capitalist agriculture; im provem ents in agriculture that led  to 
falling prices o f agricultural products and to greater capital requirem ents; 
vulnerability  to all sorts o f contingencies and hence to u su rer's capital; 
and finally -  a s  a m ore political m easure -  taxation. M ost o f these cau ses 
p resu p p o se  that capitalism  is already established, in agriculture or 
e lsew h ere, an d  hence cannot enter into an explanation of how  it cam e to 
be established. By them selves, econom ic causes operating independently  
o f capitalism  w ould  tend tow ards a low -productivity agriculture exp lo 
ited by u su rer 's  capital and taxation, as in France.

T h e d ivergen t developm en t in England m ust, therefore, be explained  
by the political m ean s em ployed , hence the prom inent place of the latter 
in M arx 's d iscussion  o f prim itive accum ulation in England. A ccording to 
M arx, the enclosure m ovem ents here had the effect o f throw ing onto the 
m arket a vast m ass o f landless labourers, and thereby creating an 
essential precondition o f urban cap ita lism / This v iew  is no longer held 
to d ay .5 The enclosure m ovem ent absorbed m ore w orkers than it separ
ated from  the lan d ,6 hence the urban labour su p p ly  m ust rather have 
grow n  as part o f a gen eral population  increase.

The alleged release o f labour w as  not, h o w ever, the on ly  effect o f the 
en closures that M arx m entions. They also  led to increased profitability of 
agriculture by a llo w in g  econom ies o f scale an d  by d epressin g  the agricul
tural w ag e  level Let us focus for the m om ent on the first o f these m echan
ism s, w hich  ap p ears to m ake som e sen se  o f the idea that the rise of 
capitalism  w as linked to the unfettering o f the productive forces. We m ay 
conjecture that sm all-scale property  w as progressive as long as it tended
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1 Ibid.. p . 7 2 j .  * F o r  th is  d is t in c t io n , s e e  ibid., p. 7 2 4 . 3 Capital III, p. 8 0 7
* Capital I,  p  7 2 5 .

s S e e  C h a m b e r *  a n d  M in g a y ,  The Agricultural Rrtoiuhvn 1 7 5 0 - 1 8 8 0 ,  c h .  4 , a n d  C o ll in * .
• 'M a r* , o n  th e  E n g lis h  a g r ic u ltu r a l  r e v o lu t io n "  T h e  U t te r ,  d e s p it e  s o m e  e x a g g e r a t io n s ,  is
v a lu a b le  in  s h o w in g  th a t  M a r x 's  a c c o u n t  w a s  n o t o n ly  fa c tu a lly  w r o n g ,  b u t in te rn a lly  
in c o n s is te n t .

6 F o r  a  p a r t ia l a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  o f  th is  fa c t, s e e  Capital /, p . 929. n o te  1 .
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to d evelo p  the "free  individuality  of the lab o u rer".1 Yet the potential for 
increased productivity  in sim ple com m odity production w as soon ex
h au sted . A lthough the free peasant is m uch m ore careful and attentive to 
his w ork  than the slave or the serf, he is nevertheless lim ited by the small 
scale o f production. To overcom e these lim its, large-scale landed produc
tion -  and not m erely  large landed property -  w as necessary. In England 
this took the form o f consolidations carried out by enclosure. If this exp la
nation can be im puted to M arx (and w e shall see that it is not certain that it 
can), it lacks m icrofoundations. It is not a trivial m atter to state the condi
tions under w hich entrepreneurs are able to exploit potential gain s from 
institutional ch an ge.1 2

Before I d iscu ss w h eth er this v iew  can in fact be attributed to M arx, I 
shall d iscu ss a c losely  related argum ent concerning the independent 
artisan w h o  is  replaced by m anufacture. M arx, in fact, explicitly com pares 
this process w ith the enclosure m ovem ent:

It can be seen that for the contemporaries c f this process, which plays such a crucial 
role in the original accumulation of capital, the characteristic feature is the separation 
of the earth from its industrious children (quote Steuart later), namely the formahon 
of large farms or what is called 'ingrossing' (which is just another term for the 
concentration of many small farms In a single hand). Just as in Mirabeau, where the 
large manufacturing workshops are called 'fabriques réunies' in a single hand, 
concentrated little manufacturing concerns.1

The creation o f m anufacture w as a decisive step  in the rise o f capitalism ; 
a s  argued below , M arx probably thought o f it a s  the decisive step. Its 
preconditions w ere, on the one hand, the presence o f urban w orkers not 
bound by the gu ild  restrictions, an d , on the other hand, a  potential cap i
talist to em p lo y  them  In Capital /an d  Capital III M arx g ives rather different 
accounts o f the latter o f these preconditions. In the chapter on "T h e 
gen esis o f the industrial capitalist" in Capital ! he says that the transform a
tion o f the guild-m aster or artisan into a capitalist w as a process that 
proceeded at a "sn a il 's  p a c e " ,4 and su ggests that the investm ent o f capital 
created by o verseas trade and various political m easures w as m uch more 
im portant. In the passage  from  Capital III cited in 5 . 1 .2  he argu es in the 
opposite m anner: the transform ation o f the producer into a  m erchant is

1 A c c o r d in g  to  M a d a j la n e ,  the Origins of English Individualism, p p . 4 3 , 1 9 5 ,  M a m  n e g le c te d  
th e  in d iv id u a lis t ic  c h a r a c te r  o f  E n g lis h  a g r ic u ltu r e ,  w r o n g ly  b e l ie v in g  it to  b e  s im ila r  in all 
r e s p e c t s  to  c o n d it io n s  o n  th e  c o n t in e n t . H e  d o e s  n ot m e n t io n , h o w e v e r ,  th is  r e fe re n c e  to  
th e  fre e  in d iv id u a l i t y  o f  th e  p e t ty  p r o d u c e r  in  E n g la n d , n o r  a  s im ila r  p a s s a g e  in  Capital HI, 
0 .8 0 7

1 See notably North. Structure ard Change in Economic History.
2 Zur Kntik (1861-6}), p. 229 8 . 4 Capital I, p. 750 .
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the "re a lly  revolutionizing p a th " , w h ereas m erchant capital had scant 
im pact on the actual process o f production. The tw o v iew s could be 
reconciled by introducing credit and banking, channelling capital from 
trade into productive activ ities,1 but M arx has surprisin gly  little to say  
about this m ediating m echanism .2

M anufacture is the first, but not the com plete, form  o f capitalist pro
duction. In all his m ature w ork s Mane d istin gu ish es betw een  tw o stages 
o f capitalism . The first he variou sly  refers to as "produ ction  o f absolute 
su rp lu s-va lu e" or "fo rm al subsum ption  o f labour u n d er cap ita l", the 
second as "p rod u ction  o f relative su rp lu s-va lu e", "re a l subsum ption  o f 
labour u nder cap ita l" and "th e  specifically  capitalist m ode o f produc
tion ". A lthough  he explicitly asserts the identity o f these different w ays of 
m aking the d istinction ,3 he em ploys it inconsistently. In Capital I, cooper
ation, d ivision  o f labour and m achinofacture are all d iscussed in Part IV 
on "P ro d u ctio n  o f relative su rp lu s-va lu e", but on ly  the last is referred to 
as the "sp ecifica lly  capitalist m ode o f produ ction ". He very explicitly says 
that relative su rp lu s-va lu e  can on ly  be created by revolutionizing the 
m ode o f p ro d u ctio n / and that m anufacture initially d id  not represent an y 
change in the m ode o f production, com pared to the handicraft m ethods 
used by the g u ild s /  Vet he also  asserts that the m ere bringing-together o f 
m any w orkers in one place a llo w s for econom ies o f constant capital and 
hence increased  productivity  o f labour.*

These vario u s v iew s m ay be reconciled as fo llow s. There are two 
distinct sources o f increased produ ctivity : econom ies o f scale w ithin  a 
g iven  technology, and technical change. O f these, on ly  the latter am ounts 
to a  chan ge in the (m aterial) m ode o f production (5 .1.4 ). In an initial phase 
the m ere setting-up o f capitalist relations o f production perm itted the

1 S e e  C r o u r e t ,  " C a p it a l  fo rm a t io n  in  G r e a t  B r ita in  d u r in g  th e  In d u s tr ia l  R e v o lu t io n "  fo r  th e  

s u b s t a n t iv e  i s s u e s  in v o lv e d
* T h e  c h a p te r  in  Capital III o n  th e  ro le  o f  c re d it  in  c a p ita lis t  p r o d u c t io n  is  s ile n t a b o u t  its 

p o s s ib le  ro le  in  th e  e a r ly  s t a g e s  o f  c a p ita l is m . In  Captlul f ,  p .  >09 th e r e  is  a  b r ie f  r e fe re n c e  to  
th e  fact th a t  " c e r t a in  s p h e r e s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  d e m a n d , e v e n  a t th e  v e r y  o u ts e t  o f  c a p ita lis t  
p r o d u c t io n , a  m in im u m  o f  c a p ita l th a t is  n o t a s  y e t  fo u n d  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  s in g le  in d iv id 
u a l s ” . A m o n g  th e  p o s s ib le  r e m e d ie s  M a r *  m e n t io n s  s ta te  S u b t id ie s  to p r iv a te  p e r s o n s  a n d  
th e  fo rm a t io n  o f  s o c ie t ie s  w it h  le g a l m o n o p o ly  fo r th e  e s p lo ita t io n  o f  c e r ta in  b r a n c h e s  o f  
in d u s t r y  a n d  c o m m e r c e  -  b u t  h e  d o e s  n o t  c ite  b a n k in g  a n d  p r iv a t e  c re d it  in s t itu t io n s .

1  F o r  th e  e q u iv a le n c e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  o f  r e la t iv e  s u r p lu s  v a lu e  a n d  th e  s p e c if ic a l ly  c a p ita lis t  
m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n , s e e  Capital I, p  5 1 0  F o r  th e  e q u iv a le n c e  o f  r e a l  s u b s u m p t io n  o f  
la b o u r  u n d e r  c a p ita l a n d  th e  s p e c i f ic a l ly  c a p ita lis t  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n , s e e  Cafntal I. p . 7 3 8  
a n d  Zur Kntik (1861-6}). p .  2 1 4 5 .  T h e  e q u iv a le n c e  o f  fo rm a l s u b s u m p t io n  a n d  p ro d u c t io n  
o f  a b s o lu te  s u r p lu s - v a lu e  is  a s s e r t e d  in  Zur Kntik (i86t)-6}). p .  21 )o a n d  in  Refaits o f the 
Immediate Process of Production, p. 1 0 2 1  In  th e  1 8 6 1 - 3  Critique h e  a l s o  s ta te s  th e  c o n tra s t  
b e t w e e n  fo rm a l a n d  re a l s u b s u m p t io n  a s  o n e  o f  " G e g e n s a t z ”  o r  " E n t f r v m d u n g "  v s  
" W id e r s p r u c h ”  o r  " F e in d l ic h k e l t "  ( p p .  2 0 14 . 2 0 5 7 -8 ) .

* Capital I, p .  5 1 P .  1  Ibid . p j i o .  4 Ibid., p p . 3 2 4 - 5 .
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creation o f relative su rp lu s-va lu e  by exp lo iting the hitherto untapped 
econom ies o f scale o f the old techniques. C onceptually , it is debatable 
w h eth er this am oun ts to a developm en t o f the productive forces, or only 
to an im provem ent in their use. M y intuition is that econom ies o f scale 
constitute an im provem ent solely in the use o f the forces. They are con
tingent upon a sufficient dem and, and hence m ay be lost if dem and falls, 
for instance because o f population decrease. The developm ent of the 
productive forces, by contrast, is su p p o sed  to be irreversible in a w ay  that 
is inconsistent w ith  such depen den ce on dem and. In an y case, the 
grow th  potential o f econom ies o f scale is soon exhausted. In the next 
stage relative su rp lu s-va lu e  can on ly  be created by technical change 
proper. T his, m oreover, is an  in exhaustib le source of su rp lu s-va lu e  -  
hence its im portance in the "sp ecifica lly  capitalist m ode o f production ".

Vet M arx also  states that capitalist relations can be established m erely 
on the basis o f its superior use o f force:

Within the process of production . . .  capital acquired the command over labour, 
i.e. over functioning labour-power or the labourer himself. Personified capital, 
the capitalist takes care that the labourer does his work regularly and with the 
proper degree of intensity. Capital further developed into a coercive relation, 
which compels the working-dass to do more work than the narrow round of its 
own life-wants prescribes. As a producer of the activity of others, asa pumper-out 
of surplus-labour and exploiter o f labour-power, it surpasses in energy, disregard 
of bounds, recklessness and efficiency, all earlier systems of production based on 
directly compulsory labour. At first, capital subordinates labour on the basis of the 
technical conditions in which it historically finds it. It does not, therefore, change 
immediately the mode of production. The production of surplus-value -  in the 
form hitherto considered by us -  by means of simple extension of the working- 
day, proved, therefore, to be independent of any change in the mode of produc
tion itself. It was not less active in the old-fashioned bakeries than in the modern 
cotton factories.*

A  passage  su ggestin g  a sim ilar view' w as cited in 5 . 1 . 1 . *  It is also p re
dom inant in the discussion  o f form al subsum ption in Results of the 
Immediate Process of Production and in the 18 6 1-3  Critique. From the latter, 
the fo llow in g passage  stands out as an explicit affirm ation of the tw o-w ay 
causal relationship betw een the change in the relations of production and 
the chan ge in the (m aterial) m ode o f production:

With the real subsumption of labour under capital all the changes which we have 
set out enter into the technological process, the labour process. At the same time 
there are concomitant changes in the worker's relation to his own production and 
to capital. And finally there i& a change in the productive power of labour, since 1

1 Ibid., pp. w - i o . 1 Ihd., p. 422
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we can see the development of the productive powers of social labour and not 
until then do we witness the large-scale application 0/ the forces of nature, of 
science and machinery to the immediate process of production, lienee what 
changes here is not just the formal relation as such, but the actual process of 
labour. On the one hand, the capitalist mode of production -  which appears here 
for the first time as a mode of production in its own right -  changes the shape of 
material production. On the other hand, this change forms the basis for the 
development of the capitalist relations of production whose adequate shape, 
therefore, presupposes a given stage in the development of the material forces of 
production. We have explained how all this alters the nature of the worker's 
condition o f dependence in the production process. This is the first point to be 
emphasized This increase in the productivity of labour and in the scale of produc
tion is partly the consequence and partly the foundation of the development of the 
capitalist relations of production.1

In the Results of the Immediate Process of Production M arx, uncharacter
istically, em p h asizes that capitalist relations of production need, for their 
introduction,

that a certain historical level of social production has been attained. Even within 
the framework of an earlier mode of production certain needs and certain means 
of communication and production must have developed which go beyond the old 
relations of production and coerce them into the capitalist m o u ld . But for the time 
being they need to be developed only to the point that permits the formal 
subsumption of labour under capital. On the basis of that change, however, 
specific changes in the mode of production are introduced which create new 
forces of production .2

T h e claim  that the n eeds an d  m ean s of production "co erce”  the relations 
o f production into the capitalist m ould rem ains obscure It certainly 
cannot m ean that capitalism  is n ecessary  for the further developm ent of 
the productive forces. T his, w h ile  no doubt part o f M arx 's view , d o es not 
enter into his explanation o f the rise of capitalism  -  except at the level of 

general theory, as in the 1859 Preface. In the m ore detailed d iscussions o f 
the em ergence o f  capitalism , he argu es that the real subsum ption  of 
labour u nder capital, w ith the concom itant developm en t o f the produc
tive forces, w as  a m ere, non-explanatory by-product o f the process. Later, 
I su ggest an interpretation of the first part o f the passage, w h ere  Marx 
sa y s  that the introduction o f capitalism  is possib le on ly  at a certain level of 
social production. H ere I em p h asize  the latter part, w hich leaves little 
doubt that the em ergence o f capitalist relations occurred prior to, and 
in depen den tly  o f, the developm en t o f the productive forces.

If this is accepted, w e  m ust attribute to M arx the v iew  that Stephen

1 Zur KnlÂ(i8 6 i-à)), p. 2 14 2 . »«e a k o  p. 2 16 0
2 Results pf the Immediate Process of Production, p. 1064.
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M arglin  h as forcefu lly  asserted  in his stu d y  "W h at d o  b o sses d o ? " , su b 
titled "T h e  o rig in s and functions o f h ierarchy m capitalist p ro d u ctio n ". In 
h is v ie w , both m an ufactu re and m achinofacture w ere  introduced w ith a 
v ie w  to su b d u in g  the w o r k e r - th e  first to d estro y  h is control o v e r  the p ro 
duct and the second to take a w a y  his control over the w ork  process. The 
p u rp o se  w as  to break dow n  the resistance o f the w ork ers, not to m ake 
pro d u ctiv ity  gain s. M arglin  im plausib ly  d en ies that the m anufacturing 
system  in vo lved  an y  su ch  ga in s, even  as b y-p ro d u cts.1 (He d o es o f cou rse 
ack n o w led ge  that m achinofacture led  to im m ense technical p rogress,bu t 
a rg u es that th is w as  unrelated to its rise. The first stage, h o w ever, is the 
crucial o n e .) E ven  if w e  accept, a s  did M arx, that the m anufacture system  

created econ om ies o f scale, w e  m ay  still hold (i) that these d o  not consti
tute a d eve lo p m en t o f  the produ ctive forces an d  (ii) that in an y  case they 
w ere  seco n d ary  com pared  to the g a in s due to increased efficiency of 
exp lo itation . I b e lieve  that on  gen eral theoretical g ro u n d s w e should 
attribute (i) to M arx and that there is direct eviden ce that he accepted (ii).

O n this interpretation , the gen eral th eory  is not instantiated in the 
account o f the transition from  feudalism  to capitalism . The capitalist rela
tions o f production  em erged  because they allow ed  m ore su rp lu s, not 
b ecau se  they favo u red  a m ore rapid d evelo pm en t o f the produ ctive 
forces, a lth o u gh  that w as  in effect a consequence. Before this conclusion 

is em braced , w e m ust a sk  w h eth er the theory o f the agricultural revo lu 
tion could not p rovid e a better link b etw een  the general theory and the 
particu lar case . If the en closu re  m ovem ent w as  m otivated b y  the gain s 
from  con solid ation , an d  if capitalist agriculture d ep en d ed  on  the 
en clo su res, could  not this p ro v id e  the connection b etw een  increased  p ro 
d u ctiv ity  an d  social ch an ge?

T h ere  are , h o w ever, several objections to this argum ent, paralleling 
those ju st m ade w ith  respect to m an ufacture First, it is not clear that M arx 
believed  g a in s in productivity  to be the m ain m otivation  behind the 
en closures. With respect to the sixteenth-century en clo su res h e says that 
"th e  capitalist system  dem an d ed  . . .  a d egrad ed  and alm ost s e n i le  co n 

dition o f the m ass o f the people, the transform ation  o f them  into m er
cenaries, an d  o f their m ean s o f labour into c a p ita l" .2 T h is su g g ests  a fu n c

tional exp lan ation  o f the en clo su res in term s o f the separation  of the 
w o rk er from  his m ean s o f production , required for the fu rth er d e v e lo p 
m ent o f capitalism . W ith respect to the second w av e  o f enclosures, the

' Mdrglin. "VVh«M do b o * * »  do>" . pp 3 0 0  For ob jection , Cxphinittff Trthntail Ouonjr.
pp 172H.

1 l 31»ta /1. p  7 * 0
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em phasis is also on the fact that they " 's e t  free' the agricultural p o pu la
tion as proletarians for m anufacturing in d u s try " .1 Secondly , even  if the 
m otivation is assu m ed to h ave  been the increased productivity gained 
from  consolidation , it rem ains doubtful w hether su ch  econom ies o f scale 
count as "d eve lo p m en t o f the productive fo rces". Lastly, it w as M arx 's 
explicitly stated v iew  that "agricu ltu re  can n ever be the sph ere in which 
capital s ta r ts " .1 In Capital III this v iew  is d efen ded  at som e length:

As soon as rent assumes the form of money-rent, and thereby the relationship 
between rent-paying peasant and landlord becomes a relationship fixed by con
tract -  a development which is only possible generally when the world-market, 
commerce and manufacture have reached a certain relatively high level -  the 
leasing of land to capitalists inevitably also makes its appearance. The latter 
hitherto stood beyond the rural limits and now carry over to the country-side and 
agriculture the capital acquired in the cities and with it the capitalist mode of 
operation developed.*

True, the chapter in Capital l on "T h e  gen esis o f the capitalist farm er" 
su ggests a d ifferent origin  o f capitalist agriculture, prior to or at a n y  rate 
independent o f the rise o f urban capitalism . O n balance, I b elieve this is 
less w eigh ty than the ev id en ce  that M arx held the opposite  v iew . In an y 
case, the first tw o objections also  underm ine the idea that M arx explained 
the rise o f capitalist relations o f production by the increases in produ c
tivity they a llo w ed  in agriculture. Yet I do not sa y  that this v iew  can be 
ruled out o f court -  it is a sign  o f the e lu siven ess o f M arx 's thought that 
alm ost no interpretation can be defin itely  elim inated.

I have been argu in g  that the rale o f change o f the productive forces p lays 
no role in M arx 's  exp lanation  o f the em ergence of capitalist relations of 
production. It is quite understandable that M arx did not find an y  specific 
m echanism s by w hich  his general theory -  that has the rate of chan ge at 
the very  core -  could  be im plem ented. The rise o f capitalist relations of 
production m ust be explained  b y  the gain s to be m ade at the tim e o f 
introduction, not by the later gain s in productivity that w ere  arguably 
unforeseeable, alm ost certain ly unforeseen , in a n y  case, too rem ote in 
tim e to m otivate profit-seeking in d ividuals, as w ell as being subject to 
vario u s sorts o f free-rider prob lem s.4

Yet the level o f the productive forces m ight still p lay  a  role in the exp la
nation. We m ight con sider the su ggestio n  b y  Philippe van Parijs that the 

1 Ibid . p. 725. 2 Crundrisse, p 669 * Capital HI. p 799.
4 The role of the state ir financing basic science has already been mentioned (5.1.1). In 

addition there is the problem thaï if, as argued by Cohen [Karl Marx's Theory of History, p. 
29a), the class best placed to develop the productive forces gains dominion by attracting 
allies from other strata, il mu»» be shown that it is more rational lor each of these allies to 
join the coalition than to hope for free-rider gains.
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level o f productive forces could determ ine which set o f relations o f pro
duction are optim al, but that som ething else than the rate o f change o f the 
productive forces could be the m axim and (5 .1.4 ). M ore specifically, the 
m axim and could be the su rp lu s to be extracted from  the im m ediate pro
ducers. The passage  from the Results of the Immediate Process of Production 
cited on page 284 could g ive  som e support to this v iew , as does also the 
fo llow in g passage from  the 18 6 1-3  Critique:

Gunpowder: the compass and printing, the three great inventions which ushered in 
bourgeois society. Gunpowder blew the world of knighthood to pieces, the com
pass discovered the world market and established the colonies; and printing 
furnished Protestantism with the tools it required and paved the way for the 
regeneration of science In general; it was the most powerful instrument with 
which to build the essential intellectual foundations.*

This oft-cited trio o f inventions form an apparent exception to the v iew  
that there occurred virtually  no chan ge in the productive forces from  
antiquity to the early  m odern age. O n reflection, it is doubtful w hether 
they constituted an increase in the productive forces, although they m ay 
w ell h ave  been im portant causes o f such increase. O n no conception is 
gu n p o w d er a productive force. T h e printing p ress did not exert its im por
tance qua profitable outlet for investm ent, but as the presupposition for 
the requisite spiritual developm ent. The com pass, finally, m ay or m ay 
not be seen  as a productive force, depen din g on h o w  goods are in d iv id u 
ated. If go od s are identified by the tim e and place at which they are m ade 
available, as w ell as by their inherent qualities, an y im provem ent in the 
m eans o f com m unication is an increase in the productive forces.

H ence the van  P arijs ' suggestion  w ou ld  have to be understood so m e
w hat liberally, in the fo llow in g sen se . A s a result o f technical change in 
the early  m odern period, there occurred fundam ental changes in the 
organization o f society. N ew  m ilitary technology d id  aw ay w ith the 
pow er o f the knights. Im proved m aritim e technology created a w orld 
m arket an d  led , am o n g other things, to the d iscovery  of the gold m ines in 
A m erica. (I w an t to recall here a passage cited in 1 .3 .2 , for a purely 
m ethodological pu rpose. In this text from  the Grundrisse M arx su ggests 
that the belief that real w ealth  could be created by gold m ining w as at once 
illusory and self-fu lfilling, as in La Fontaine's fable o f the labourer and his 
ch ildren .) F inally , the printing press w as a m aterial condition for the 
diffusion o f the Bible that w as at the heart o f the Protestant revolution, 
and for the closely  related scientific revolution. In this radically changed 1

1 Zur Kntikti86s-6)K p  >928.
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context, capitalist relations o f production becam e superior for the extrac
tion o f su rp lu s labour. To repeat, the level o f  the productive forces has 
on ly  a su b sid iary  character in this explanation. Rather it is the specific 
qualitative character o f the in ventions that has the central exp lanatory 
function.

I am  not m aking an y  strong claim s about the attribution o f this v iew  to 
M arx. It is a p lausible sort o f theory, o f the kind that can be held by 
non-M arxists as w ell as M arxists. M oreover, the plausibility o f this 
diluted M arxist theory m ay  count for som ething in explain ing the w id e 
spread  acceptance o f the undiluted theory (set out in 5 .1 .3 ) . The 
undiluted theory can be sum m arized as say in g  that "tech n o lo gy  is the 
m ain determ inant o f social ch an g e". That phrase, o f course, is m uch m ore 
vagu e than the undiluted  theory, and len d s itself to m an y interpretations, 
one o f w hich  is the diluted theory just set forth, it is certain that later 
M arxists have been led into thinking that eviden ce for the diluted theory 
also  counts as evidence for the undiluted one. W hether M arx him self 
confused  the tw o  is less clear. C o n fu sed  he certainly w as, as this chapter 
sh o w s -  confused  to the point of m akin g it difficult to identify his con
fusions w ith  precision.

5 .2 .3 . The transition from capitalism to communism 
In 5 . 1 .3  I d iscu ssed  the idea that the com m unist revolution  w ill occur 
"w h e n  and b ecau se" the capitalist relations o f production becom e less 
good at d eve lo p in g  the productive forces than com m unist relations 
w ou ld  be. 1 pointed to a tension in M arx betw een  this v iew , to w hich  he 
w as  com m itted by h is general theory, an d  the v iew  that capitalism  w ou ld  
break dow n  because o f its suboptim al use o f  the productive forces. I now  
pu rsu e these them es, w ithin  a slightly  m ore form al fram ew ork that will 
allow  us to d istin guish  betw een several possible interpretations o f M arx 's 
thought. I first d iscu ss the strong version  o f the theory, that com m unism  
will com e w h en  and because it is needed to d eve lo p  the productive forces. 
H avin g  argu ed  that this proposition  is quite im plausible, 1 consider som e 
w eaker claim s. First, the tem poral clause Is dropped , so  that the revo lu 
tion could  occur before the relations actually becom e suboptim al. N ext, a 
m ore drastic m odification is su ggested , by w eaken in g the causal force o f 
"b e c a u se "  to a m ere correlation betw een  the developm ent o f the produ c
tive forces and the revolution. T h is version  also turns out to be 
im plausible, because one o f its basic prem ises h as not been verified  by 
history. N or d o es M arx succeed in m aking it m ore persu asive by taking 
into account the relation betw een  centre and p erip h ery  in capitalism . A s
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w e shall see below , and again  in 5-3-2/ there are elem ents in M arx o f a 
theory o f “ com bined and u n even  d eve lo p m en t", in w hich the relation 
betw een advan ced  and backw ard capitalist nations has a central role. In 
the present d iscussion  I focus on the idea that the revolution m ight occur 
in the East an d  then spread  to the W est, w h ereas in 5 .3 .2  I consider the 
possibility that there m ight be instead a diffusion o f technology from  the 
W est to the East. I shall argu e that neither theory m akes out a plausible 
case for a successful transition to com m unism  -  successful in the double 
sense o f setting up com m unist relations o f production and o f develop in g 
the productive forces faster than w ou ld  be possible u n d er capitalism .

I first sketch a form al m odel, m ore fu lly  presented  e lsew h ere ,1 o f the 
transition to com m unism . It assu m es that the fo llow ing tim e trajectories 
can be defined. First, w e  need to kn o w  the level o f the productive forces 
u nder capitalism  a s  a function o f time. T h is function, /(/), must be defined 
both for the actual capitalist past and for a -  possib ly  hypothetical -  
capitalist future. If the com m unist revolution occurs because capitalism  
has becom e suboptim al for the developm en t o f the productive forces, w e  
m ust be ab le to sa y  som eth ing about how  they w ou ld  have developed 
u nder a continued capitalist regim e. N ext, assu m in g that a com m unist 
revolution occurs at time s, /,{f) denotes the level of productivity that 
w ou ld  then obtain at tim e t. The notions o f correspondence and con
tradiction betw een  the forces and relations o f production can now  be 
m ade m ore precise b y  considering various possible relations betw een 
such tim e profiles.

In addition to various continuity and consistency requirem ents, the 
m odel rests on tw o  substantive assum ptions: the initial indispensability 
o f capitalism  and the ultim ate superiority  o f com m unism . The first can be 
form ally stated as fo llow s: there exists a time s and a num ber A  such that 
for all t, /,(/) <  A . There is a strong textual basis in M arx for this a ssu m p 
tion. In The German Ideology he w arn s against a prem ature revolution: 
“ this developm en t o f the productive forces . . .  is an absolutely necessary 
practical prem ise, because w ithout it privation, want is m erely m ade 
general, and w ith  want the struggle for necessities w ould begin again , and 
all the old filthy busin ess w ould  necessarily be resto red ".5 (See 7 .3 .2  for 
som e further com m ents on the character o f such prem ature com m un
ism .) In the Grundrisse he refers to attem pts to create a classless society 
w ithout the requisite material conditions as ''q u ix o tic ",, w hile in the 
Theories of Surplus-Value he notes that if the w ork ers are to em ploy  the

* Cxpimininy Trchnical Change. Appendix J  :  The German Urology, p 
3 Grundri&r. p. 159.
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m eans o f production as autonom ous subjects, 'it is of course assu m ed  . . .  
that capitalist production has already developed  the productive forces o f 
labour to a sufficiently high degree  for this revolution to take p la c e " .1 A s 
to the assum ption  o f the ultim ate superiority  o f com m unism , it has been 
am ply docum ented in 5 .1 .3 -  In form al term s, it states that there exists a 
time s such  that for all t >  s, /,(f) >  f(t).

To say  that the revolution will occur w h en  and because capitalist rela
tions becom e suboptim al, is to sa y  that it w ill occur at the earliest time s 
satisfy in g  the last-m entioned condition. Let us call this time T I; It is not 
obvious that transition at time T, is very  attractive as an ideal, in d ep en 
dently o f the capacity o f the suboptim ality to m otivate the w orkers to 
action. If this transition time is advocated , it m ust be because the grow th  
of the productive forces is seen as the on ly  superiority o f com m unism  
over capitalism . This, h o w ever, is contrary to M arx 's view . He stressed 
the free and full developm ent o f the in dividual as the m ain reason for 
preferring com m unism  (2.2.7). I* *s quite conceivable that the time at 
which com m unism  w ould  be superior to capitalism  in this respect is 
earlier than the time at w hich it becom es technically superior. H ence it 
w ould  seem  reasonable to a llow  the revolution to occur earlier than T , -  if 
one w ere  certain that the developm en t o f the productive forces w ould 
ultim ately overtake that w hich  w ould  have occurred u nder capitalism . 
Form ally, w e  ask  w h eth er there is a time s <  T , and a time s ' >  s such that 
for all t >  s '. /,(t) >  f(t), even if by assum ption  ft(s) <f(s) .  If this is the case, 
w e  define T , as the earliest such s. C learly , for an y s betw een  T , and T „  
/.(T .) < / t , (T,): preferring an earlier transition tim e will postpone the time 

at w hich com m unism  becom es superior. H ence there is a trade-off to be 
considered Should  the m aterial conditions for com m unism  be developed  
by capitalism , w h ich  is the m ore rapid w ay , or should on e prefer the 
slow er developm en t w h ereb y  com m unism  itself creates the conditions 
for its ow n  future blossom ing?

If com m unism  can prom ote the self-realization o f the individual even 
w ith a less-than-m axim al rate o f technical change, the latter option ought 
to be preferred . Yet on e m ight not w an t to have the revolution occur as 
early  a s  T „  if that im plies a very  long tim e to catch up w ith  (the 
counterfactual) capitalism  It m ight be better (on groun ds o f m axim izing 
the total am ount o f self-realization o ver time) to have a few  generations 
endure the hardsh ip  o f capitalist alienation than to have m any gen er
ations live  u nder com paratively  poor com m unist conditions.

Theories uf Surplus-Value. vol. 2, p. 580.I
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I shou ld  b rie fly  m ention a third criterion for the optim al transition time. 
If w e  go  back to the form al statem ent o f the indispen sab ility  o f  capitalism , 
w e see that it ceases to be in d ispen sab le  w h en ever com m unism  can 
gen erate  u n b o u n d ed  technical p ro gress. Let u s refer to the earliest time at 
w hich  this becom es possib le  as T ,. If the com m unist revolution occurs 

b etw een  T , an d  T a, then com m unism  w ill n ever o vertake capitalism , 
a lth o u gh  a n y  level o f technical d evelo p m en t reached by capitalism  w ill 
u ltim ately  a lso  be reached by com m un ism . T h is w ould  at least avo id  one 
form  o f prem atu re revolution , the on e that w ou ld  condem n com m unism  
to everlastin g  "p r iv a t io n " . Yet it w ou ld  not o f cou rse satisfy  M arx 's  v iew  
that com m u n ism  w o u ld  ultim ately becom e su p erio r to capitalism . The re
lation b etw een  the vario u s transition tim es is sh o w n  in Fig. 3.

N eed less  to say , these d istinctions have at best a tenuous relevan ce for 
political action . Som e con sideration s o f  th is kind m ay h ave  been behind 
the debate b etw een  M en sh eviks and B o lsh eviks about the proper com 
m unist strategy  in a cou n try  w hich  had not d eve lo p ed  an industrial cap i
talism ; but one w o u ld  not expect to Find precise statem ents o f these alter
native option s. The d iscu ssio n  is m ain ly  relevant from  the

Copyrighted rr
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w elfare-theoretical point o f v iew : how  should  w e evaluate the various 
transition tim es w ith respect to the com m unist goal o f prom oting 
m axim al and equal self-realization for individuals? D ifferent theories o f 
intergenerational justice will support different an sw ers to this question. 
There is a real possibility that one plausible theory m ight conflict w ith  the 
desideratum  of creating ultim ate superiority . If, nam ely, one refuses the 
sacrifice o f those currently liv in g  for the sake o f later generations, the 
transition to com m unism  ought to be m ade at the earliest point T4 at 
w hich the chances o f self-realization for the in dividual w ould  be 
im proved. O n a priori g ro u n d s, nothing excludes the possibility that 
T 4< T y  so  that com m unism  w ou ld  indefin itely rem ain a state of 
m oderate bliss.

C on sider n ow  the political relevance o f suboptim ality. I assu m e the 
valid ity o f M arx 's  basic assum ption  concerning the ultim ate superiority  of 
com m unism , in spite o f the objections m ade in 5 . 1 .3 .  (O ne should note, 
h ow ever, that the failure of actual com m unist countries to overtake cap i
talism is not directly relevant In the m odel this can be interpreted by 
sayin g that the revolution in these countries occurred too early  -  earlier 
than T , and possib ly  than T a.) Yet even  an objectively valid  theory needs 
subjective acceptance if it is to becom e a revolutionary force. I subm it that 
it is h igh ly  im plausible that the w orkers will accept the assum ption  to the 
extent o f acting on it. The counterfactual nature o f the base-line for e v a lu 
ating capitalist perform ance m akes the theory too abstract to serve as a 
basis for action. If on e could point to a declining perform ance o ver time, 
this m ight provide an incentive to change the system , but 1 have argued 
that accord ing to M arx the contrary is the case. If one could com pare the 
existing capitalist system  in one country w ith an existing com m unist 
system  in another, then the proven  superiority  o f the latter m ight 
m otivate the transition to com m unism  in the form er, but this argum ent 
w ould  be o f no avail in exp lain ing the transition in the crucial first country 
to set u p  com m unist relations o f production. Internal crises or external 
exam ples m ay suffice to topple a regim e, but not the abstract possib ility  of 
a su perior w a y  o f d o in g  th in gs.1 Both uncertainty and the costs o f transi
tion w ould  deter w orkers from  taking the plunge 

Let m e, h o w ever, pu rsu e the m otivation provided by an external 
exam ple. The idea w ould  be that the superiority o f com m unism  w ould

1 As an aiHvdoi.il illustration. due to Francis Sejersted, I may cite the fact thal the Nor
wegian Conservative Parly in 1961 understandably had little success when in opposition 
they adopted the slogan that the British Conservatives and later the Danish Social Demo
crats successfully used in power. "Make good times better."
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explain  the com m unist revolution in all countries but the first in w hich  it 
occurred. In this case, the explanation m ust be a different one, that need 
not concern u s here. The first ap p earan ce o f com m unism  on the historical 
w orld  scene could be m ore or less accidental, but its subsequent diffusion 
w ould  be rationally g ro u n d ed .' A n  obvious condition is that the revo lu 
tion should  not occur too early  in the first country. H avin g dism issed  the 
proposal that com m unism  w ill occur in the pioneer country because it is 
more efficient, it rem ains essential that it should be introduced at a 
m om ent when com m unism  -  im m ediately or ultim ately -  can develop  the 
productive forces m ore rap id ly  than capitalism , since o th erw ise there will 
be no su ccess to inspire the latecom ers. "B u t societies are not so  rational 
in building that the dates for proletarian dictatorship arrive exactly at that 
m om ent w hen  the econom ic and cultural conditions are ripe for 
so c ia lism ."2 In fact, I shall argue that they are so irrational in building that 
these tw o factors tend system atically  not to coincide.

C om m unism  is desirable o n ly  w hen  that system  w ould be (or become) 
optim al for d evelo p in g  the productive forces. Call this the objective con
dition for com m unism . C om m unism  is possible on ly  w hen  the d evelo p 
m ent o f capitalism  creates a m otivation for people to abolish it. Call this 
the subjective condition for com m unism . C learly , M arx needs a theory 
that en su res the sim ultaneous presence o f these tw o  conditions. 1 have 
been argu in g  against the view  that a perception o f the objective condition 
could provide the subjective condition -  the v iew  that com m unism  is 
brought about "w h e n  and b ecau se" it is becom ing superior for the 
developm en t o f the productive forces.1 A  w eaker claim  could be that the 
subjective and objective conditions are causally  correlated -  both being 
the result o f the developm en t of the productive forces to a certain level. 
Im m ediately before the passage in The German Ideology w here M arx w arn s 
against a prem ature transition to com m unism , he argu es that

This "alienation" (to use a term which will be comprehensible to the philoso
phers) can, of course, only be abolished given two practical premises In order to 
become an "unendurable”  power, i.e. a power against which men make a revolu
tion. it must necessarily have rendered the great mass of humanity 
"propertyless", and moreover in contradiction to an existing world of wealth and

' This would make the presently considered argument compatible with the functional 
explanation of the relationsof production offerrd by Cohen in Karl Marx's Tttnnyof History. 
It is not. however, compatible with the mechanism he suggests to back up the explanation 
(see note 4, p. *86 above).

1 Trotsky. H is to r y  o f  th( Russum Revolution, p. 334.
* Actually, the "when and because" theory couM also be spelled out in other ways. See 

note 1, p. 76 above for discussion ot an analogous problem.



culture; both of these premises presuppose a great increase in productive power, 
a high degree of its development.'

E lsew h ere in the sam e w ork M arx refers to "th e  m aterial elem ents o f a 
com plete revo lu tio n " as "o n  the one hand the existing productive forces, 
on the oth er hand the form ation o f a revo lution ary m a s s " .2 T aking these 
p assages together, they im ply  the fo llow in g v iew . For a revolution to be 
possib le there m ust exist a revolutionary m ass. It is created by the 
accum ulation o f w ealth  am ong som e, and o f poverty  am ong others -  
presum ably because it is relative rather than absolute poverty  that 
m otivates peop le to action. P overty no less than w ealth  p resu p p oses 
h igh ly  d eve lo p ed  productive forces. These, in turn, also create the objec
tive conditions for com m unism .

The sam e idea can also  be exp ressed  in the term s u sed  in 5 . 1 .3 .  The 
capitalist relations o f production becom e suboptim al for the developm ent 
o f the productive forces at the very  m om ent w h en  they also  becom e 
increasingly suboptim al w ith  respect to their hum an use. The form er 
gu aran tees the viability o f com m unism , the latter p ro vid es the m otivation 
for the com m unist revolution. This v iew  can also  be integrated w ith  the 
distinction betw een p ioneers and latecom ers. C om m un ism  initially 
com es about because w o rk ers revolt against the use-fettering, w hereas 
subsequen t countries can also  be m otivated by the developm ent-fettering 
that is dem onstrated by the su ccess o f com m unism  in the pioneer 
country. M oreover, even  in the first country the transition w ould  not be 
accidental, sin ce  the use-fettering w ould  be cau sally  correlated w ith  the 
developm ent-fettering.

This m ight ap p ear to be a viable synthesis o f M arx 's apparen tly  conflic
ting statem ents. It does, h o w ever, h ave  a w eak  point -  the assum ption  
that the developm en t o f the productive forces w ill generate an increasing 
gap  betw een  w ealth  and poverty  that will m otivate the w orkers to action. 
Besides not being borne out by the historical record , th is pustulate is 
inherently im plausib le. If the real w age  increases w ith the gap , the latter 
cannot be expected to h ave  m uch m otivating pow er (see also 6 .2 .2). If, on 
the other han d , the g a p  w id en s w h ile  the w orkers rem ain a s  poor a s  ever, 
it w ill be im possib le also to observe a fall in the rate o f profit (3.3.2). 
M oreover, capitalism  is sim p ly  not so  perverse that it w ill generate uni
versal m isery  w h ile  d evelo p in g  productive forces that allow  for universal 
self-fu lfilm ent. If intelligent capitalists, paternalistic lan d o w n ers or 
statesm en acting on behalf o f " so c ie ty "  saw  the need for the Factory A cts 1

1 The German Idcvlayy. p. 48. 2 Ibid., p. 54.
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(4 .1.4 ), they could presum ably also see the need to g ive  the w orkers a 
share -  perceived a s  la ir or at least adequate -  o f the social w ealth.

The idea o f a successful com m unist revolution can be taken in two 
distinct sen ses. First, it m ay m ean the successfu l establishm ent of com 
m unist relations o f production; secon d ly , the successful realization of 
the goal o f the revo lu tio n aries.1 W e assu m e that this goal is to overtake 
capitalism  w ith  respect to the rate o f technical change. W e h ave  seen 
that to en sure  success in the second sen se , the revolution m ust occur 
after T , if the criterion is instantaneous superiority , after T , if it is ulti
m ate superiority . S im ilarly  w e m ay defin e a  time T , in the developm ent 
o f capitalism  w hich is the earliest time w h en  the subjective conditions 
for a com m unist revolution are present. In particular, there m ust obtain 

"th e  very  first prerequisite o f a proletarian revolution . . .  nam ely the 
existence o f an industrial proletariat in a national sc a le " .1 2 Fo llow in g the 
line o f argum ent o f the preceding paragraph , w e m ay also define a time 
T6 that represents the latest time at w hich these subjective conditions are 
present. The developm en t o f capitalism  at som e time creates a general 
level o f w elfare  w hich  is such that the m otivation for revolution can no 
longer be su stain ed . W e m ay now' con sider various possibilities and 
problem s.

First, the time b etw een  T , and T6 m ight be very  short, even  van ish 
in g ly  so. The em ergence o f a nation-w ide proletariat could occur pari 
passu w ith  the im provem ent in its living conditions, so  that the w orking 
class w ou ld  first be too sm all and then too affluent to m ake a revolution. 
N ext, con sider the possib ility  that the revolution does occur, but prem a
turely. If T , <  T „  the revolution m ight occur too early  according to the 
criterion o f instantaneous superiority ; if T , < T a. too early  even b y  the 
w eaker criterion o f ultim ate superiority. It m ight, but it need not. The 
task o f the proletarian  leadersh ip  w ould  be to stave off the revolution 
until the tim e w h en  the objective conditions h ave  been created. If, h o w 
ever, T6 < T j ,  an y  revolution w ou ld  have to be prem ature, in the strong 
sen se  that it w ou ld  n ever lead to a su perior com m unist system . With 
T , <  T 6 <  T „  the revolution w ould  be prem ature on ly  in a w eaker sense.

M arx, I believe, w as  aw are  o f these problem s. A nticipating T rotsky 's 
theory o f com bined an d  uneven developm ent, he tried to resolve them 
b y  su ggestin g  a d ivision  o f revolutionary labour am ong the various 
capitalist countries. A t a g iven  time, different countries find them selves

1 See Dunn, "The success and failure of modern revolutions".
2 Herr Vogt, p. 91; cp. The Class Struggles in France, p. 56
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at different levels o f capitalist developm ent, hence the objective condi
tions for revolution can be present in som e and the subjective conditions 
in others. C o n sid er first a text from  The German Ideology:

Thus all collisions In history have their origin, according to our view, in the 
contradiction between the productive forces and the form of intercourse. Inci
dentally, to lead to collisions in a country, this contradiction need not necessarily 
have reached its extreme limit in that particular country. The competition with 
industrially more advanced countries brought about by the expansion of inter
national intercourse, is sufficient to produce a similar contradiction in countries 
with a less advanced industry (e g  the latent proletariat in Germany brought into 
more prominence by the competition of English industry).1

D espite som e am biguity, the trust o f the passage seem s clear. In England, 
the productive forces h ave  developed  so  far that capital is no lon ger 
optim al for their further developm ent. In G erm an y this is not yet the case, 
but n everth eless her backw ard situation exp oses her to revo lu tion ,poss
ibly m ore so than En glan d . A  few  years later these tentative propositions 
harden into a general theory;

Just as the period of crises occurs later on the Continent than in England, so does 
that of prospenty The original process always takes place in England, it is the 
demiurge of the bourgeois cosmos. . .  While, therefore, the a ises  first produce 
revolutions in the Continent, the foundation for these is, nevertheless, always 
laid in England. Violent outbreaks must naturally occur rather in the extremities 
of the bourgeois body than in its heart, since the possibility of adjustment is 
greater there than here.5

In itself this does not solve the problem . Even accepting that developm ent 
o f the productive forces in  the advan ced  countries brings about hardsh ip  
for the backw ard ones, it m ight not be the case that these hardsh ips 
becom e "u n e n d u ra b le " o n ly  w h en  the developm ent has advanced to the 
point o f m aking com m unism  better suited for the further developm ent. 
M oreover, one m ay ask  w hat difference it w ould  m ake if the even ts w ere 
synchronized  in the required m an ner A  viable com m unism  in a given 
country requires a com m unist revolution in that country. N oth ing so far 
w ou ld  exclude the conclusion that England in 1850 w as  too advanced for a 
successful com m unist revolution, and France and G erm an y too backw ard 
for a successfu l communist revolution . If so, there w ou ld  seem  to be an 
im passe.

T h e first objection can be m et, I believe, on ly  by assu m in g as an acci
dental fact that the developm en t in on e country o f the productive forces 
to the level n ecessary  for a viable com m unism  also leads to conditions in

'  The G erm an Ideology, p p . 7 4 -5 . 1 The Class Struggles in  France, p .  13 4 .
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other countries that are conducive to revolution. C learly , that revolution 
w ould  not occur because o f the suboptim ality of the capitalist relations in 
the first country. N or does M arx offer an y  argum ent for a lawlike correlation 
betw een  even ts in the tw o cam ps.

The second objection can be met in tw o  w ays . In 1850 M arx argu ed  that 
the revolution will spread  from  the backw ard countries in w hich  it occurs 
to the advan ced  countries in which it can lead to durable results. 
Im m ediately after the last-quoted passage, M arx go es on to say  that "th e  
degree  to w hich  the C ontinental revolution reacts back on England is at 
the sam e a therm om eter w hich indicates how  far these revolutions really 
call in question the bourgeois conditions o f life, or how  far they only hit 
their political form ation s". E lsew h ere in the sam e w ork he prophecies 
that "th e  class w a r  w ithin  French society turns into a w orld w ar, in which 
the nations confront one another. A ccom plishm ent begins only w hen, 
through the w orld  w ar, the proletariat is pushed to the fore in the nation 
w hich dom inates the w orld  m arket, to the forefront in E n g la n d ."1 M arx, 
o f course, w as thinking in term s o f the French Revolution and the 
counterrevolutionary w ars it unleashed. This is explicitly stated in an 
article written on the last d ay  o f  1848 and published in the Neue Rheinische 
Zeitung  on the first d ay  o f 1849:

The liberation of Europe, whether brought about by the struggle of the oppressed 
nationalities for their independence or by overthrowing feudal absolutism, 
depends therefore on the successful uprising of the French working class Every 
social upheaval in France, however, is hound to be thwarted by the English 
bourgeoisie, by Great Britain's industrial and commercial domination of the 
world. Every partial social reform in France or in the European continent as a 
whole, if designed to be lasting, is merely a pious wish. And only a world uvr can 
overthrow the old England, as only this can provide the Chartists, the party of the 
organised English workers, with the conditions for a successful rising against 
their gigantic oppressors. Only when the Chartists head the English Government 
will the social revolution pass from the sphere of utopia to that of reality. But any 
European war in which England is involved is a world war, waged in Canada as in 
Italy, in East Indies as in Prussia, in Africa or on the Danube. A European war will 
be the first result of a successful workers' revolution in France. England will head 
the counter-revolutionary armies, just as it did during the Napoleonic period, but 
through the war itself will be thrown to the head of the revolutionary movement 
and will repay the debt it owes in regard to the revolution of the eighteenth 
century.

It is difficult to know  how  seriously  this phantasm agoria w as intended. 
Bias there su re ly  is. but is it the bias o f w ish fu l th inking or the bias of 
exhortation (7 .2.2)? I tend to believe that it is the latter. Yet the general 

1 Ibtd.. p. 1 1 7
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scenario of a revolution starting on the continent and then spread ing to 
England w as probably a m ore serious proposal. O bserve that the 
ad van ced -b ackw ard  contrast is not the sam e as the pioneer-latecom er 
distinction used earlier. The form er refers to the level o f developm en t of 
the productive forces, the latter to the time o f transition to (viable) 
com m unism .

In his later years M arx suggested  another w ay  o f m eeting the objection. 
Instead o f putting his trust in the diffusion o f the revolution w estw ard s, 
from  the European continent to England, he now  argued that the revo lu 
tion in a backw ard country could lead to a viable com m unism  if there took 
place a d iffusion  o f technology eastw ard s, from W estern to Eastern 
Europe. I return to this argum ent in 5 .3 .2 .

H ow  should  w e assess the first an sw er to the objection? The afterm ath 
o f the O ctober R evolution is o f som e relevance here. The W estern pow ers 
did not fulfil their historical m ission by en gagin g  in a large-scale 
counterrevolutionary w ar. True, they rem ained far from  passive, but 
their su pport to the anti-com m unist forces surely did not am ount to w hat 
M arx w ou ld  have expected. Their reasons for acting as they did do not 
concern us here. We can, h o w ever, su ggest a reason that M arx ought to 
h ave  considered . If M arx, or the socialist m ovem ent, w as able to foresee 
w hat the outcom e w ould  be o f a counterrevolutionary' w ar, then su rely  
the pow ers that w ere  su pposed  to carry it out could also anticipate it. By 
attributing to h im self greater insight and sophistication than his adver
saries, M arx violated an im portant canon o f rational behaviour, o r  at least 
o f political prudence. In 7 .2 .1  I d iscu ss another case in w hich M arx 
violated this principle o f "m u tu al ra tio n ality".1

I conclude w ith  a com m ent on the case that T , < T , < T „ .  1 asserted 
above that this m ay, but need not, lead to an irreversible and prem ature 
com m itm ent to com m unism . I now  w ant to add  a reason w h y  this m ight 
be expected to happen , if the country in question is a backw ard one. In 
such countries the developm en t o f w orking-class organizations will often 
be in advan ce o f the developm ent of capitalism . The im plantation of 
socialist ideas can proceed m ore rapid ly than the accum ulation o f capital. 
Trotsky exp lain ed  very  w ell w h y  this w as so:

[In] Russia the proletariat did not arise gradually through ages, carrying with itself 
the burden of the past as in England, but in leaps involving sharp changes of 
environment, ties, relations, and .1 sharp break with the past. It is just this fact -

1 O n  th is  p r i n c i p l e  s e e  I U r u n y l ,  Raliônal Behavior and Bargainnig Equilibrium m i Garnet .tn./ 

Social Situations, ch. 6.
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combined with the concentrated oppression of czarism -  that made the Russian 
workers hospitable to the boldest conclusions of revolutionary thought 1

M ore specifically , he argued  that the political im portance o f the pro
letariat d epen d ed  not o n ly  on the proportion it form ed of the nation, 
but also  on " th e  am ount o f productive forces it sets in m otion" -  that is 
on the capital-intensity and hence on the size o f the firm s. R ussia, 
being a latecom er to industrialization, w as free to use the most 
advanced m ethods o f large-scale production , requiring huge num bers 
o f w orkers. Su ch  concentration in itself facilitates class consciousness, 
w hich is further helped by the absence o f a reform ist past and the 
possibility o f d raw in g  on the stock o f socialist ideas developed  in the 
W est.1 2

U nder such conditions there w ill typically  be a great deal o f 
im patience am ong the w orkers. Their leaders, assum ing them to 
understand the predicam ent, h ave  the choice betw een  two alterna
tives. O ne is to stave off the revolution to T , (or to som e acceptable 
time betw een T 2 an d  T ,). The other is to speed  u p  the econom ic 
developm en t to bring T , (or that acceptable date) closer to Tv  For easily  
understood reasons, M arxists have usually chosen the second, less 
quietist alternative. This w as M arx 's policy in 1848, or at least one of 
his policies (7.2). It w as also that o f the M en sh eviks before the O ctober 
R evolution and o f the C h in ese com m unists u p  to the Shanghai m as
sacre. For equally  obvious reasons, it h as invariably failed. For one 
thing, once the w orkers have su ccessfu lly  en gaged  in a struggle against 
the feu dal-abso lu tist-co lon ial regim e, it w ill be hard to stop them from  
turning -  prem aturely  -  again st their form er ally, the bourgeoisie For 
another, the bourgeoisie w ill recognize this dan ger, and therefore be 
quite circum spect about a n y  alliance w ith their future enem ies. The 
on ly  scenario that w ould  satisfy  the M arxist is on e in w hich the 
w orkers su ccessfu lly  help  the bourgeoisie to pow er, and then unsuc
cessfu lly  try to replace them  T h is defeat w ill provide time for capitalist 
developm ent, and harden the class con sciousness of the w orkers for 
later stru gg les.2 A  delicate balance is needed. The w orkers m ust be 
strong, yet not too pow erfu l. The bourgeoisie m ust be so w eak they 
need  the help  o f the w orkers, yet not so w eak  that they cannot resist 
them . In practice it has not w orked  out.

1 Trotsky, History of the Russ** Revolution, p. 33.
2 See a l s o  Knei-Paz. The Soi hi! and Political Thought of Leon Trotsky, p  1 17  and passim.
1  On the function of defeats in bringing social re la t io n s  "to the p o in t  ol sharp class antagon

isms", see The Class Struggles in Franee. p 47.
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5.2 .4 . Su m m in g-u p  on the m odes of production
M arx 's theory o f the m odes o f production is som ething o f a conceptual 
jun gle . H ence a sum m ary o f the m ain propositions and distinctions m ade 
in 5 .1 and 5 2 m ay be in order.

(1)  O n an y  interpretation, the theory o f m odes o f production says that 
the relations o f production can be explained in term s o f the productive 
forces. This constitutes the primacy o f the productive forces.

(2) The prim acy thesis m ay in volve the le ivl o f developm ent of the pro
ductive forces, their rate of change, o r both. In the last version , the theory 
says that the level o f the productive forces determ ines w hich relations are 
optim al for their further developm ent It says, m oreover, that optim al 
relations tend to be realized. This is probably the version that best 
captures M arx 's m ore general, theoretical statem ent.

(3) W hen the relations are suboptim al for the forces, they are fetters on 
them. There is, h o w ever, another interpretation o f fettering w ith  som e 
support in M arx. This says that the relations fetter the forces w hen  the 
forces cease to d evelo p . Such absolute stagnation, h ow ever, is on balance 
less plausible than suboptimality as an interpretation o f fettering.

(4) There is another alternative w ay  o f understanding fettering, as the 
suboptim al use o f the productive forces. This am ounts to proposing 
another maximand for the historical process. Instead of argu in g  that h istory 
is to be seen as the m axim ization o f the rate o f change o f the productive 
forces, this alternative sa y s  that property right structures rise and fall 
according to their capacity for m axim izing the net product. O nce again, 
this is less plausible exegetically  than the interpretation stated in (2).

(5) The notion o f rfcirlopment of the productive forces is m ultiply am big
uous. It is unclear w hether the exploitation of econom ies of scale counts 
a s  such developm ent. A lso , it is unclear w hether the productive forces 
develop  w hen  they allow  for a greater su rp lu s u nder constant en v iro n 
m ental and dem ographic conditions, or w h en  they allow  for a greater 
surplus under the actual, possib ly  changed conditions. 6

(6) At the level o f the general theory, as stated in (2), M arx d o es not 
specify  an y mechanism w hereby optim al relations o f production com e to 
be realized. In particular, he d o es no* su ggest an y link betw een this 
process and the class struggle. To som e extent his teleological view  of 
h istory m ay h ave  led him to neglect this problem .
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(7) The dynamics o f pre-capitalist society, as d iscussed  by M arx, do not fit the 
general theory, on an y  interpretation. M arx argued that population 
grow th  rather than the developm ent o f the productive forces w as the 
cause o f the breakdow n o f these earlier m odes o f production.

(8) The transition from feudalism to capitalism does not fit the general theory 
as stated in (2). This statem ent m ust be m odified in tw o w ays. First, the 
level of the productive forces does enter into the explanation o f the rise of 
capitalism , although the m axim and w ould  seem  to be surplus-extraction 
rather than the developm en t or the use of the productive forces. N ext, the 
exploitation o f econom ies of scale m ade possible b y  capitalism  can be seen 
as prom oting the use o f the productive forces; even , but less p lausibly, as 
prom oting their developm ent.

(9) The transition from capitalism to socialism w as the object o f a political 
struggle, not o f historical an alysis. If construed in the light o f the general 
theory as set out in (2), the transition app ears as h ighly unlikely. It is 
som ew hat m ore p lausib le if both use-fettering and developm ent- 
fettering are introduced. This m odified theory, in turn, achieves m axim al 
p lausibility if w e further d istinguish  betw een advanced and backw ard 
capitalist countries. Yet even  in this im proved version  the theory fails to 
convince.

(10) The transition from socialism to communism, or from  the first stage of 
com m unism  to the h igher stage, has not been discussed in this chapter. It 
is taken u p  in 7 .3 .2  below . It should  be noted, h ow ever, that M arx ow es 
us an account o f the dynam ics o f this transition, not on ly  a conceptual 
d iscussion  o f the difference betw een  the tw o stages.

5 .3 . M arx 's  period ization  o f h istory

In addition to his theory o f the internal dynam ics o f each m ode o f produc
tion, M arx had a theory o f w orld  history, o f the order and w ay  in which 
the m odes o f production succeed one another on the historical scene. It is 
som etim es assum ed that this theory w as "u n i-lin ear", m eaning (i) that all 
countries go through the sam e sequence an d  (ii) that the sequence is 
consistently progressive. In 5 .3 .1  I sketch a conceptual fram ew ork that 
a llo w s a d iscussion  o f this v iew . In 5 .3 .2  I consider the sequence o f m odes 
o f production from  this perspective. In 5 .3 .3  I argu e that M arx also 
em ployed  a periodization o f history in term s of the changing pu rposes
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u nd erlyin g  the productive activities -  production for use, for exchange 
and for su rp lu s.

5 .3 . 1 .  D evelopm en t and progress in history
A  theory o f econom ic developm en t in volves a series o f stages or states 
through w hich the process m ust necessarily, or norm ally, pass There are 
tw o questions w e can ask  o f a theory o f this kind. First, w e m ay ask 
w hether the developm en t is in som e sen se  also  a p ro gress -  that is if each 
state ranks h igher than its predecessor on som e scale o f perfection. 
Secondly , w e m ay  ask w h eth er the theory o f stages ap p lies to each 
exem plar (e .g . each nation-state) o f the entity und ergoin g developm ent.

T h e m ain an sw ers to the first question can be stated using geom etrical 
m etaphors. T h e successive stages m ay form  a linear, a circular or a spiral 
m ovem ent. The spiral for o u r pu rp o se  is a com bination o f line and circle: 
it returns tow ard the origin , but at ever-h igher levels. It m ay also  be 
exp ressed  as a cycle superim posed  on an u p w ard s trend, or as a pro gres
sion o f the form  "O n e  step  backw ard , tw o steps fo rw ard " (2 .4 .1) . Vico is 
often credited w ith  the invention o f the spiral im age of history, but the 
v iew  w as  stated before him , w ith u n su rpassab le  precision, by L e ib n iz .1

O bserve that a g iven  sequence o f stages m ay be linear, circular o r  spiral 
accord ing to the chosen criterion o f progress. Econom ic grow th is a linear 
progress if w e con sider production per capita, but a spiral -  one step 
backw ard , tw o step s forw ard  -  if w e consider consum ption  p er capita. If 
the developm en t is progressive in the long term , but w ith tem porary 
setbacks, an  am biguity arises in the contrast betw een advanced and 
backw ard countries. It can be understood either as a contrast betw een 
countries that are m ore or less advan ced  along the sequence o f d eve lo p 
m ental stages, or as a contrast betw een  countries that score m ore or less 
h igh ly  on the scale for progressiven ess. A  g iven  country m ay be 
advanced in one sense and not in another, if it is in the process of taking a 
step backw ard as part o f the preparation for further advan ce For co u n 
tries in the process o f m odernization this m ay cause considerable intel
lectual con fusion , w ith sim ultaneous feelings o f inferiority and 
superiority  w ith respect to the m ore developed  cou n tries.2

The second question also a llo w s o f three m ain an sw ers, (i) A ll nations 
go  through the sam e stages in the sam e order, even though different 
nations w ill reach a g iven  stage at different tim es. This is the model of

1 Sec reference* in Lcilntu el la Formation dr l ‘Es/tril Capitaliste, especially pp. a 16.229-30.
1 See Feuerwerker, ' China's modem economic history in communis! Chinese historio

graphy” lor a vivid description.
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unique deirtofnnent. (ii) For one country to be in stage n, at least one 
country, not n ecessarily  the sam e, m ust already have passed  through 
stage n -  i . We m ay refer to this as the bloc model of development, since the 
gro u p  o f nations as a w h ole  is the bearer o f the developm ent, (iii) If one 
country is the first to arrive at stage n, then it is n ecessarily  another 
country that is the first to arrive at stage n + i .  Follow ing Ernest G ellner, 
w e m ay refer to this as the torch-relay model of development.1 O f these the 
first and the third are polar cases. The second is com patible w ith both, but 
m ay a lso  take a form  that d iffers from each.

There is no point in crossing these trichotom ies w ith each other, but 
som e connections m ay be noted. The rarely defined expression 
"u n ilin ear d evelo p m en t”  can p lau sib ly  be understood as a form o f unique 
developm en t exhibiting uninterrupted progress. The com bination o f the 
torch-relay m odel and a developm en t o f the form  "O n e  step  backw ard, 
tw o step s fo rw ard ”  corresponds to the notion o f sacrifice in history. O ne 
country takes the burden o f regression  so  that others can progress to 
further heights. F inally , there can be a tension betw een the m odel of 
unique developm en t and the idea o f progress interrupted by tem porary 
setbacks. T h is is related to the second point: if one nation has gone 
through Purgatory, m ust others follow  in its step s -  o r  can they en joy  the 
ad van tages o f backw ardness?

5.3.2. The sequence of modes of production
"In  broad outlines A siatic, ancient, feudal an d  m odern bourgeois m odes 
o f production can be designated  as progressive  epochs in the econom ic 
form ation o f so c ie ty ."  This statem ent from  the 1859 Preface can be read 
either as assertin g  a theory of developm ent or as ranking these m odes of 
production accord ing to a criterion o f progress. The Preface as a w hole 
alm ost irresistib ly su ggests that M arx had both ideas in m ind, but other 
texts leave room  for doubt. I shall d iscu ss progress and developm ent in 
turn, relating the m odes o f production based on exploitation to one 
an other as w ell a s  to the pre-class society preceding them  and the post
class society w hich w as to follow .

M arx, it is u su a lly  sa id , believed the uninterrupted progress o f the 
productive forces to be a fundam ental fact about h istory.2 There is no 
doubt that he often exp ressed  h im self in a w a y  that supports this v iew , 
notably in The German Ideology.* The acknow ledgm ent o f local or

1 Gdlner. "A  Russian Marxist philosophyof history” .
1  See notably Cohen, Karl Mnrx’sTluvry of History, ch. VI. ' TheCerimn Ideolopi. p. 8a.



5. Modes of production

tem porary setbacks' d o es not m ake this reading less p lausible, since they 
are described as accidents rather than parts o f a developm ental schem e. 
O n the other hand, M arx also insisted on the lack o f technical progress 
from antiquity to the early  m odem  age (5 .2 .1) . N or does he m ention an y  
technical advan ces linked to the transition from  pre-class to c lass society. 
W hile his general theory (5 .1.3 )  su ggests uninterrupted progress, at least 
w ith in  the m odes o f production based on exploitation and class, the 
accounts o f the specific m odes o f production rather suggest a constant 
level o f productivity  u p  to the early  m odern age and then a sudden  "tak e
o ff" into sustain ed  and even  accelerating technical progress.

A n oth er possible criterion for asserting the progressive  character o f 
historical developm en t could be the size o f the su rp lu s extracted from  the 
im m ediate producers. A s  o bserved  m ore than once, a larger su rp lu s m ay, 
but need not be accom panied by an increase in the productivity o f labour. 
The su rp lu s m ay also  be increased by forcing the producers to w ork  longer 
hours, or m ore in ten sively  or for a sm aller subsistence. H ence there could 
be an uninterrupted increase in the size o f the su rp lu s w ithout a corres
ponding trend in productivity  On this v iew , h istory w ould  be the succes
sion o f ever m ore p ow erfu l institutions for extracting the su rp lu s from the 
im m ediate producers. This is an inherently  m ore p lausible v iew  than the 
one em phasizing an unbroken progress o f the productive forces, since it 
can be d irectly linked to the class struggle. C lasses confront one another 
o ver su rp lu s extraction, not over the rate o f technical change (6 .1.3 ). On 
the other hand M arx n ever explicitly affirm s this v iew . It is implicit in his 
account o f the transition from  feudalism  to capitalism , but never stated as 
a general theory.

M arx d id  not see h istory as sim p ly  a form  o f linear progress. It also exhi
bited the spiral form  d iscu ssed  in 2.4: class society in general, and capi
talism  in particular, represent the step  backw ard that hum anity m ust take 
in order to m o ve fo rw ard s to com m unism . H ere the criterion for progress 
is not productivity  or size o f surplus, but rather the degree o f social inte
gration. The prim itive unity that characterized pre-class society m ust be 
broken up in order to ach ieve the h igher unit)’ of post-class society. The 
in d ividuals them selves m ust lose their original capacity for all-sided w ork 
and becom e specialized before they can regain and expand their all-round 
versatility. H ence the best su m m ary o f M arx 's  theory o f history w ould 
appear to be: uninterrupted progress o f the productive forces, interrup
ted progress o f hu m an  developm ent and social integration. 1

3°4

1 Ibid . p p  3 4 .6 7
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The issue o f developm ent is m ore com plex There is room for doubt as 
to the presence o f a developm ental schem e in M arx 's w ritings. T hus, 
U m berto M elotti argu es that the A siatic m ode o f production w as in no 
w a y  a predecessor of ancient s la v e ry .1 Rather the A siatic com m une and 
the classical com m une w ere tw o independently  arising form s o f pre-class 
society. T h is v iew , I think, cannot be accepted in full. In Capital I M arx 
asserted  that the classical com m une, based on private property o f land, 
grew  out o f the oriental com m une based on com m on property o f lan d .1 
Yet I agree that M arx now here su ggests that the Asiatic m ode o f produc
tion w as a precursor o f ancient slavery. Rather the picture w hich em erges 
is that the oriental com m une is the ancestral form  both o f the Asiatic m ode 
o f production and -  via the classical com m une -  of ancient slavery. If this 
is accepted, w e  get one m ain line o f historical developm ent -  including 
the oriental com m une, the classical com m u n e,slavery, serfdom  and cap i
talism . The sid e  developm ent from  the oriental com m une into the Asiatic 
m ode o f  production app ears to be a blind alley.

Did M arx believe in the m ode! o f unique developm ent? A n early text 
(from  the com m entary on List) den ies this in the most explicit term s one 
could w ish  for. H avin g  first observed  that "in d u stry  can be regarded as a 
great w orkshop in w hich m an first takes possession  o f his ow n  forces and 
the forces o f n atu re", he ad d s a w arn in g  against the theory o f unique 
developm ent:

To hold that every nation goes through this development internally would be as 
absurd as the idea that every nation is bound to go through the political develop
ment of France or the philosophical development of Germany. What the nations 
have done as nations, they have done for human society; their whole value 
consists only in the fact that each single nation has accomplished for the benefit of 
other nations one of the main historical aspects (one of the main determinations) 
in the framework of which mankind has accomplished its development, and 
therefore after industry in England, politics in France and philosophy in Germany 
have been developed, they have been developed for the world, and their world- 
historic significance, as also that of these nations, has thereby come to an end.*

Read against the background o f M arx 's denunciation, in the sam e w ork 
an d  e lsew h ere , o f the industrial conditions in England, this am ounts to 
say in g  that England has sacrificed herself for the sake o f hum anity. O ther 
nations can d isp en se  not o n ly  w ith the early  industrial developm ent, but 
also  w ith  capitalist relations o f production that in England w ere the con : 
dition for that developm ent. This Is the torch-relay m odel of 

developm ent.

‘  Melotti. Marx and thf Third h W , p  3 6  e n d  p a w n ,  7 Capital I. p  3 J 4 .

1  " C o m m e n U r y  on List", p. 3 8 1 .
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A gain st this w e m ay set the Preface to Capital l, in w hich the m odel of 
unique developm en t is asserted no less explicitly:

In this work I have to examine the capitalist mode of production and the condi
tions of production and exchange corresponding to that mode. Up to the present 
time, their classic ground is England That is the reason why England is used as 
chief illustration in the development of my theoretical ideas. If. however, the 
German reader shrugs his shoulders at the condition of the English industrial and 
agricultural labourers, or in optimist fashion comforts himself with the thought 
that in Germany things are not nearly so bad, I must plainly tell him, "D r le fabula 
narraturV Intrinsically, it is not a question of the higher or lower degree of 
development of the social antagonisms that result from the natural laws of capi
talism. It is a question of these laws themselves working with iron necessity 
towards inevitable results. The country that is more advanced industrially only 
shows, to the less developed, the image of its future. . . .  One nation can and 
should learn from others. And even when a society has got upon the right track 
for the discovery of the natural laws of its movement -  and it is the ultimate aim of 
this work, to lay bare the economic laws of motion of modem society -  it can 
neither clear by bold leaps, nor remove by legal enactments, the obstacles offered 
by the successive phases of its normal development. But it can shorten and lessen 
the birth-pangs.1

This passage com bines a certain kind o f scientism  w ith a m odel of unique 
developm ent, m odified on ly  b y  the possibility that latecom ers m ay spend 
less time in the capitalist Purgatory. It m ay be objected that the m odifica
tion th row s doubt upon the alleged "iro n  n ecessity" o f the process. O ne 
app le  falling to the ground cannot learn from  another and thereby be 
enabled to fall faster or slow er. N or, to take an exam ple closer to the 
present d iscussion , can an adolescent learn from  the m istakes o f innu
m erable generations o f adolescents before him H e m ay no doubt try to 
learn from their m istakes, and sk ip  adolescence altogether, but w ill fail 
w ith  virtually  "iro n  n ecessity ". A dolescence is a series o f unsuccessfu l 
attem pts to skip adolescence. It is on ly  b y  the failures m et w ith in these 
attem pts that one gathers the experience that finally a llo w s one to leave 
that stage behind. If. h o w ever, there is a real possibility o f shortening the 
transition period by learning from  others, one m ight ask w hether the 
necessity could not be attenuated to the point w here it becom es possible 
to skip the stage altogether.

To this objection one m ay an sw er, on behalf o f M arx, that the ability to 
learn already p resu p p o ses a fairly  advanced stage o f developm ent, which 
can on ly  be reached en dogen ously . There is a parallel here to the notion of 
appropriation  by conquest, w hich can succeed on ly  if the conquering

Capital I. p p . 8 - 1 0 .



cou n try  is ad ap ted  to (or adapts itself to) the conditions in the conquered 
nation:

Nothing is more common than the notion that in history up till now it has only 
been a question of taking The barbarians take the Roman empire, and this fact of 
taking is made to explain the transition from the old world to the feudal system. In 
this taking by barbarians, however, the question is whether the nation which is 
conquered has evolved productive forces, as is the case with modern peoples, or 
whether its productive forces are based for the most part merely on their concen
tration and on the community. Taking is further determined by the object taken. 
A banker's fortune, consisting of paper, cannot he taken at all without the taker’s 
submitting to the conditions of production and intercourse of the country taken. 
Similarly the total industrial capital of a modern industrial country. And finally, 
everywhere there is very soon an end to taking, and when there is nothing more 
to take, you have to set about producing From this necessity of producing, which 
very soon asserts itself, it follows that the form of community adopted by the 
settling conquerors must correspond to the stage of development of the produc
tive forces they find in existence; or, if this is not the case from the start, it must 
change according to the productive forces. This, too. explains the fact, which 
people profess to have noticed everywhere in the penod following the migration 
o f the peoples, namely that the servant was master, and that the conquerors very 
soon took over language, culture and manners from the conquered.1

Learn in g  an d  b orro w in g  have this in com m on w ith stealing, that one 

cannot m ake good  u se  o f w h at is taken o ver if one is too far behind the 
level o f d evelo p m en t attained by the p o ssessor. It fo llow s that one cannot 
in such cases u se  borrow ed k n o w led ge  (or conquered m eans o f p ro d u c
tion) to n arro w  the gap . W hat w ou ld  be u sefu l is kn o w led ge  or tech
n o lo gy  co rresp o n d in g  to a stage that the advan ced  country' has left 
beh in d , an d  that is m ore ap p ro p riate  to the stage attained by the back* 
w ard  cou n try . It is in the nature o f the case , h o w ever, that such outdated 
kn o w led ge  rarely  exists in su itable form , an d  in addition the pride o f the 
b o rro w er m ay  preven t adoption  o f a n y  but the m ost m odem  techniques.

M arx had to confront this problem  in a practical form  w hen  Russian  
w riters d re w  the conclusion from  his w ork  that Russia had to pass 
through  the stage  o f  capitalism  before socialism  could be d evelo p ed . In 
18 77  h e drafted  a letter to the ed itors o f a R ussian  journal that had pub
lished an article assertin g  this v iew . M arx first refers to C h ern y sh evsk y , 
w h o  " in  rem arkable articles h as d iscu ssed  the question  w h eth er Russia 
m ust begin , as the liberal econ om ists dem and, w ith  the destruction o f the 
peasant com m un ity , and then m ake the transition to a capitalist regim e, 
or w h eth er on the contrary it can app ropriate  all the fru its o f  the latter
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1 The  G e rm a n  t t fe v h y y . pp. £4-5. sec also G ru n d n s s e . pp. 97-8.
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system  w ithout go in g  through all its tortures (Qualen) " . He an sw ers that 
" I f  R ussia continues to pursue the path she has fo llow ed since 18 6 1, she 
will lose the finest chance ever offered by history to a people and u nd ergo  
all the fatal vicissitudes o f the capitalist reg im e ." In d en yin g  that his w ork  
offers a n y  groun ds for the v iew  that R ussia m ust enter upon the capitalist 
path, he first refers to the chapter on prim itive accum ulation in Capital I 
and then adds:

Which application to Russia could my critics make of this historical sketch? Only 
this: if Russia is tending to become a capitalist nation after the example of the 
VVest-European countries -  and during the last few years she has been taking a lot 
of trouble in this direction -  she will not succeed without having first transformed 
a good part of her peasants into proletarians; and after that, once taken to the 
bosom of the capitalist regime, she will experience its pitiless laws like other 
countries.1

This m ay or m ay not be com patible w ith the chapter on prim itive accum u
lation , but h ard ly  w ith the Preface to Capital I. In an y  case, M arx d o es not 
here enter into the substance o f the problem  and offer arguments for the 
v iew  that Russia can sk ip  the capitalist stage. T h is he d id  a few  y ears later, 
w hen drafting a rep ly  to Vera Zasu lich  w h o  had asked for his opin ion  on 
the path o f R ussia to socialism  H er concern w as  strictly practical: should 
the R ussian  socialists direct their en ergy  to the liberation and d eve lo p 
ment of the rural com m une, or to propaganda am ong the urban 
w orkers?2

M arx 's brief rep ly  is rather tentative, but in the various drafts there is a 
m ore exten sive d iscussion . He adm its that if R ussia w ere  isolated from  
the w orld , it w ou ld  h ave  to u nd ergo  all the stages o f capitalist d eve lo p 
m ent, w ith  the inevitable d isappearan ce o f the com m une. H e also adm its 
that there are strong forces in R ussia that conspire tow ards the elim in
ation o f the com m une, notably the alliance betw een the state and the 
capitalist class supported  b y  the state at the expense o f the peasantry . Yet 
the existence o f capitalism  also  h o ld s out a hope for the com m une, w hich 
can take o ver the ad van ced  m ethods (notably in agriculture) d evelo p ed  in 
W estern Europe. " I t  can obtain the fruits w ith w hich capitalist production 
has enriched hum an ity  w ithout p assin g  through the capitalist reg im e ." 
H e raises and attem pts to an sw er various objections to this idea. T o  those 
w h o  point to the un iversal elim ination of all earlier com m unes, he says 
that the R ussian  com m une is m ore flexible because liberated from  the 
bonds o f k inship, and m ore individualistic because containing an elem ent 
o f private  property. C on cern in g the isolation o f the com m unes from  one 

1 Marx to Mikhailovsky November 1877. 1 "Bnebvechsel mit Vera Sasulteh".
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another, he argu es that it can be su p p ressed  by the sim ple adm inistrative 
m easure o f creating a peasant assem b ly . To an im plied objection concern
ing the lack o f capital for transform ation o f the com m une, he an sw ers by 
say in g  that the Russian  society "o w e s ”  it to the com m une, at w hose 
exp en se  it has been liv in g .1

These are not pow erfu l argum ents. In fact, they are so w eak that they 
underline the essential correctness o f the Capital Preface. N either moral 
argum ent nor political reform s can create the conditions for successful 
borrow ing if the level o f m aterial developm en t is too low . "In  the course of 
their developm en t I m en) first h ave  to produce the material conditions o f an ew  
society itself, and noexertion  o f m ind or w ill can free them from  this fa te ."J

This objection, if accepted, reinforces the argum ent o f 5 .2 .3 . I argued 
there that the subjective and the objective conditions for com m unism  
w ould rarely  be united in on e country. I d iscussed  and dism issed the idea 
that the revolution can spread from  the countries w h ere  the subjective 
conditions are present to those w h ere  the objective conditions are more 
favourable. The converse v iew  w ou ld  be that the objective conditions 
them selves can be d iffused  by borrow ing, so  that there is no need for a 
révolu tionary class consciousness and an advanced technology to develop  
pari passu in on e country. T h is su ggestion , h o w ever, com es up against the 
fact that su ccessfu l borrow ing also requires fairly advan ced  objective con
ditions, that typically  w ill not be conducive to revolution. To en joy the 
ad van tages o f backw ardn ess in the field o f technology a country m ust not 
be so backw ard that it can also  be a breeding-ground for revolution. In 
particular, this ho lds if the revolution is itself caused by relative back
w ard n ess, in the sen se  m entioned at the end o f 5 .2 .3 . It is m uch easier to 
borrow  an d  absorb socialist ideals than to borrow  and m ake good use of 
advan ced  technology.

W hen referring to the "essen tia l correctn ess" o f the Capital Preface I had 
in mind o n ly  the v iew  that the conditions for a viable com m unism  must 
em erge en d ogen ou sly  if they are to em erge at all. 1 d id  not underw rite the 
v iew  that these conditions m ust develop . M arx o f course could deduce the 
latter idea from  this general teleological prem ise. C om m unism  will occur, 
hence an y  n ecessary  conditions for its em ergence w ill a lso  occur. In this 
sen se  M arx 's developm ental schem e w o rk s from the future to the present, 
not the other w a y  ro u n d . H e d id  not consider the possibility thatcom m un- 
ism  m ight occur prem aturely, and like the A siatic m ode of production 
becom e a dead  end of history

1 Ibid. 1 L\utHhf-8rÙ9f<irr-ZeilunK 1 1 . 1 1 . 1H47
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5 .3 .3 . A n  altern ative  period ization
The sequence o f m odes o f production has a prom inent place in the 1859 
Preface and in m any oth er passages. It is certainly M arx’ s best-know n 
periodization o f history. There is, h ow ever, an alternative conceptualiz
ation that is equally  im portant in his w ork  taken as a w h ole. 1 touched 
upon this v iew  in 1 .5 . 1  w h en  d iscu ssin g  M arx 's  "dialectical d ed u ction " of 
the econom ic categories from  on e another. W hile rejecting this deduction 
as m ysterious and m isleading, I rem arked that it m akes better sense if 
taken as a historical sequence, generated by ordinary causal processes 
rather than b y  dialectics. I now  consider this in m ore detail.

The sequence I shall consider has three m ain stages: production for use, 
production for exchan ge and production for surp lus-value. The passage 
from  the first to the second stage is m ediated by external trade, that 
betw een the second and the third by internal trade H ence w e m ay also 
consider the process a s  consisting o f five su ccessive  stages, a s  I do in the 
follow ing.

In the first stage production occurs on ly  for the subsistence needs o f the 
producers. Production and consum ption can be organized m ore o r less 
com m unally, m ore or less on an in dividual basis, but the purpose is 
a lw ays satisfaction o f the im m ediate n eeds o f the producers. There m ay 
be private  property, but neither trade nor investm ent nor extraction of 
surplus labour takes place.

The second stage is m arked by the em ergence o f trade am ong these 
com m unities. In the Gruttdrisse M arx d istin gu ish es betw een tw o  origins 
o f trade. Either "th ere  is at first interposition by trading peoples, o r  else 
tribes w h o se  production is different by nature enter into contact and 
exchange their su p erflu o u s p ro d u c ts" .1 A lthough he then goes on to say  
that "th e  form er case is a m ore classical fo rm ", this cannot be taken in the 
sen se  o f h avin g  historical prim acy, since the origin o f the trading people is 
left in the d ark . Rather w e m ust assu m e that the second is the historically 
prior form , and this is in fact w h at M arx invokes in num erous other 
p assages touching upon the origins of trade.2 The reference to differences 
in production corresponds to the rem ark in Capital / that " it  is not the m ere 
fertility o f the soil, but the differentiation o f the soil, the variety  o f its 
natural products, the changes o f the seasons, w hich  form  the physical 
basis for the social d ivision  o f lab o u r".*  In a com pletely hom ogeneous

1 Grundnsse, p 256
1  Crundnsa, pp 159, 204. 873; Critique of Political Economy, pp. 35-6, Z u r  K n h k h S b i-t ) ) , p.

34 9 , Capital I. pp. 87-8, Capital III, p . 1 7 7 .
1 C a p it a l  I .  pp. 313-14.
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environm ent there m ight still occur differentiation o f production, but it is 
m ore likely to occur w ith differentiated production possibilities.

H ow  do prim itive com m unities enter into contact w ith one another? 
Marx in variab ly  sa y s  that this originally  occurs at their borders, a s  a result 
o f accidental encounters betw een m em bers o f different com m unities.1 A  
plausible cau se o f such m eetings w ould  be population grow th , but to m y 
kn ow ledge M arx n ever m entions this. It could also be a m ere chance 
phenom enon, likely  to occur w h en  individual m em bers stray outside 
their com m unities. W e m ay note, parenthetically, that M arx elsew here 
refers to u<ar as a possible outcom e o f the contact betw een expanding 
com m unities, ad d in g  that

If human beings themselves are conquered along with the land and soil as its 
organic accessories, then they are equally conquered as one of the conditions of 
production, and in this way arises slavery and serfdom, which soon corrupts and 
modifies the original forms of all communities, and then itself becomes their 
basis.2

H ence the contact betw een prim itive com m unities is the starting-point 
for the sequence o f m odes o f production as w ell as for the presently 
considered sequence. I shall have to return to the relation betw een these 
tw o sequences.

The third stage is reached w hen  trade, from  being accidental, becom es 
regularized. This im plies that the go od s exchanged becom e commodities:

With barter . . .  the product is exchange value only in itself; it is its first 
phenomenal form; but the product is not yet posited as exchange value. Firstly, 
this character does not yet dominate production as a whole, but concerns only its 
superfluity and is hence itself more or less superfluous (like exchange itself), an 
accidental enlargement of the sphere of satisfactions, enjoyments (relations to 
new objects). It therefore takes placr at only a few points (originally at the borders 
of the natural communities, in their contact with strangers), is restricted to a 
narrow sphere, and forms something which passes production by, is auxiliary to 
ft; dies out just as much by chance as it arises. . . .  But if it should happen to 
continue, to become a continuing act which contains within itself the means of its 
renewal, then little by little, from the outside and likewise by chance, regulation of 
reciprocal exchange anses by means of regulation of reciprocal production, and 
the costs of production, which ultimately resolve into labour time, would thus 
become the measure of exchange.3

Part o f the production has now  becom e production o f com m odities, or of 
exchan ge value. The proxim ate purpose o f production h as changed : it is no 
longer directed tow ards im m ediate satisfaction, but tow ards exchange.

’  T h i*  i t  s ta te d  in  m o t»  o f  th e  p a s s a g e 9 c ite d  in  n o te  a. p . 3 1 0 .

2 Gnindnssc, p, 491. 5 /rid.. p 204.
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N eed s satisfaction rem ains, h o w ever, the ultim ate pu rpose o f the ex
changes thus undertaken.

In the fourth stage com m odity production is generalized. The inter
com m unity exchange "reacts back u p o n " 1 the com m unity itself and g ives 
rise to intra-com m unity exchange. The agent catalysing this process is 
m erchant's capita). H avin g  developed  out o f external exchange, con
com itantly w ith the em ergence o f m oney as a m eans for stabilizing such 
exch an ge,2 it "b ites deep er and d eep er" into internal production as w e ll.3 
The m ost detailed description is g iven  in the Grundrisse:

At first the effect is of a more physical kind. The sphere of needs is expanded; the 
aim is the satisfaction of the new needs, and hence greater regularity and an 
increase of production. The organization of domestic production is already 
modified by circulation and exchange value, but it has not yet been completely- 
invaded by them, either over the surface or in depth. This is what is called the 
civilizing influence o f external trade. The degree to which the movement towards 
the establishment of exchange value then attacks the whole of production 
depends partly on the intensity of this external influence and partly on the degree 
of development attained by the elements of domestic production - division of 
labour etc. In England, for example, the import of Netherlands commodities in 
the sixteenth century and at the beginning of the sevenleenth century gave to the 
surplus of wool which England had to provide in exchange, an essential, decisive 
role In order then to produce more wool cultivated land was transformed into 
sheep-walks, the system of small tenant-farmers was broken up etc., clearing of 
estates took place etc. Agriculture thus lost the character of labour for use value, 
and the exchange of its overflow lost the character of relative indifference in 
respect to the inner construction of production.*

A s w ill be sh o w n  sh ortly , M arx believed that this process had taken place 
twice, once in antiquity and then again in the M iddle A ges. It is not clear 
that he w as right in either case. Karl Polanyi, w h o  has been the forem ost 
cham pion  o f the "p rio rity  o f the external o ver the internal developm ent o f 
tra d e " ,5 did not think that the form er gave  birth to the latter. In antiquity, 
in his v iew , a national m arket n ever developed  -  there w ere  o n ly  local 
m arkets and international trade.* In the M iddle A g es the tow n s w ere  the 
focus o f both local and international trade, but prevented the form ation o f 
a national m arket until their resistance w as  broken by the state * Broadly

1 F o r  thus p h r a s e  s e e  Critique of Political Economy, p. 36. Zti’  K n h k ( i86 i 631. p 24s; C opihi I, 
p . 8 7 ; Capital III. p  3 3 0

2 O n  th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  c o m m o d ity  p ro d u c t io n  a n d  m o n e y  s e e  c h . 1  o f  Capital I a s  w e ll  a s  
th e  " C h a p t e r  o n  m o n e y "  in  th e  Crundrisse

3 Capital 111. p. 330. * Grumtnssr. p. 25b.
* T h is  p h r a s e  is  t a k e n  fr o m  P o la n y i ,  The Lnehhonl of Man. p  7 8  M e c r e d it s  W e b e r  w ith  th e  

in v e n t io n  a n d  T h u in w a ld  w ith  th e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  th is  id e a , a p p a r e n t ly  i g n o n n g  its  
im p o r ta n c e  in  M a rx .

*  P o la n y i .  The l.ioehtu^oti of Man. c h . « 3 . 7 P o la n y i .  The Great TrunsfcmuHum. c h . 5 .
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speakin g, these v iew s have been upheld  by other scholars as w e ll.1 In one 
case, M arx exaggerated  the extent to which an internal m arket w as 
present, in another he m isidentified the m echanism  by which it em erged. 
True, in his articles on revolutionary Sp ain  he also states that “ absolute 
m onarchy presents itself as a civilizing centre, as the initiator o f social 
u n ity " ,1 2 instead o f em phasizing “ the civilizing influence o f foreign 
trad e". (See also  7 .1 .5 .)  T h e tw o v iew s could be partly reconciled if abso
lute m onarchy stabilized rather than created the national m arket.

The fifth stage is the em ergence o f production for surp lus-value. This 
transition occurs d ifferently in the dialectical and the historical develop
m ents. From  the dialectical point o f v iew , the im portant feature o f the 
fourth stage is that production for exchange valu e is also production for 
money. A ccording to the argum ent set forth in 1 . 5 . 1 ,  m oney has an 
inherent need for self-expansion : “ valu e w hich  insists on itself as value 
p reserves itself through in crea se ".2 From  the historical point o f v iew , the 
fourth stage is unstable for the reasons g iven  in 5 . 1 .2 .  A  system  o f sim ple 
com m odity production can exist o n ly  in a knife-edge equilibrium , and 
will be upset b y  a n y  accident of endow m ent or fortune. In the chapter on 
u su rer's  capital in Capita/ III the outcom e is described as follows:

Both the ruin of the rich landowners through usury and the impoverishment of 
the small producers lead to the formation and concentration of large amounts of 
money-capital. But to what extent this process does away with the old mode of 
production, as happened in modern Europe, and whether it puts the capitalist 
mode of production in its stead, depends entirely upon the stage of historical 
development and the attendant circumstances.4

With respect to antiquity, M arx describes this process in two different 
w ays. First he sa y s  that “ A s  soon a s  the u su ry  o f the Rom an patricians 
had com pletely ru ined the Rom an plebeians, the sm all peasants, this 
form  o f exploitation cam e to an end and a pure slave econom y replaced 
the sm all peasant ec o n o m y ".5 A  few  pages later he argu es that

The indebted slave-holder or feudal lord becomes more oppressive because he is 
himself more oppressed. Or he finally makes way for the usurer, who becomes a 
landed proprietor or a slaveholder himself, like the knights in ancient Rome. The 
place of the old exploiter, whose exploitation was more or less patriarchal because 
it was largely a means to political power, is taken by a hard, money-mad par
venu.6

1 O n  a n t iq u ity , s e e  G a r n s e y ,  H o p k in s  a n d  W h itta k e r  < e d s ) ,  Trade in the Ancient Economy. 
O n  th e  u n i fy in g  ro le  o f  th e  m e rc a n t ilis t  s ta te , s e e  H e c k s c h e r , Mercantilism,

* New York Daily Tribune 0 .9 .18 5 4 .
2 Grundnsse, p. 2 7 0 . 4 Capital III. p .  59 4 . 5 Ibid., p . 59 5 . •  Ibid., p p . 5 9 6 -7 .
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W hereas the first passage sa y s  that the effect o f the ruin o f the sm all 
producers w as  the creation o f a slave econom y, the second says that it led 
to the transformation o f the slave econom y from  a patriarchal system  into a 
m oney-oriented one. The latter characterization is m ore consistent with 
the v iew  that production for exchange valu e tends to turn into production 
for su rp lu s-va lu e. The second v iew  is also confirm ed in an im portant 
passage from  the historical chapter on m erchant's capital in Capital III. 
H ere M arx telescopes the fourth and the fifth stages into one process:

The development of commerce and merchant's capital gives rise everywhere to 
the tendency towards production of exchange-values, increases its volume, 
multiplies it, makes it cosmopolitan, and develops money into world-money. 
Commerce, therefore, has a more or less dissolving influence everywhere on the 
producing organisation, which it finds at hand and whose different forms are 
mainly carried on with a view to use-value. To what extent it brings about a 
dissolution of the old mode of production depends on its solidity and internal 
structure. And whither this process of dissolution will lead, in other words, what 
new mode of production will replace the old, does not depend on commerce, but 
on the character of the old mode of production itself. In the ancient world the 
effect of commerce and the development of merchant's capital always resulted in a 
slave economy; depending on the point of departure, only in the transformation 
of a patriarchal slave system devoted to the production of the immediate means of 
subsistence into one devoted to the production of surplus-value. However, in the 
modern world, it results in the capitalist mode of production.1

I h ave  cited tw o  p assages w here M arx affirm s the existence in antiquity o f 
a  slave  system  d evoted  to m oney-m aking, or the production o f surplus- 
value. A s  noted in 5 .2 . 1 ,  this is not the w a y  in w hich M arx u sually  charac
terizes s lavery , but the v iew  is hard to avoid  g iven  his need to graft the 
presently considered  sequence onto the sequence o f m odes o f produc
tion. T entatively, his thinking m ay be reconstructed as fo llow s. O n "d ia 
lectical" g ro u n d s he w as persu ad ed  that production for exchange value 
m ust lead to production for surp lus-value. This conviction m ay have 
originated in the stu d y o f capitalism , and then acquired the status o f a 
general proposition . H e w as then driven  to postulate the existence of 
slavery  oriented  tow ards surp lus-value, in spite o f his sound observa
tions elsew h ere  that s lavery  w as  u nfavourable to the transform ation o f 
su rp lu s product into capital.

T h e five-stage sequence occurs tw ice in the history' o f m ankind. The 
first tim e around it begins (w e m ust assum e) in the oriental com m une, 
w ith  the second, third an d  fourth stages corresponding to various stages in 
early  G raeco-R om an history', and the fifth being com m ercial slavery . This

1 Ibid., pp. 331-a.



5 J  M a r x ' s  p e r i o d i z a t i o n  o f  h i s t o r y 315

p resu p p oses that non-com m ercial or patriarchal slaver)’ had arisen ear
lier, through conquest and subsequent enslavem ent o f conquered 
peoples. If w e  m ake the p lausible assum ption  that M arx believed p o p u 
lation grow th  to have been at the origin  o f trade no less than o f w ar, the 
fo llow ing scenario  em erges. W hen the original com m unities expand and 
enter into contact w ith  one another, the outcom e in som e cases is w ar 
and the enslavem ent o f on e peop le b y  another. In other cases the result 
is the em ergence o f trade betw een  them . A  com m unity that has su ccess
fully enslaved  another, and also  entered into trade w ith third parties, 
w ill find that external trade reacts back upon internal production, so that 
the slave  econom y ultim ately com es to be oriented tow ards trade and 
m oney-m aking. C onquest led to an econ om y based on the extraction o f 
su rp lu s labour through cheap slaves. Trade transform ed that system  
into one o f slavery  devoted to su rp lu s labour extraction.

T h e second tim e the sequence is realized in a quite different w ay . 
O nce again  M arx h as little to sa y  about the origins o f the process, but w e 
m ust assu m e that it began w ith the subsistence production o f isolated 
peasant com m unities attached to a m anor. Long-distance trade -  in this 
case p lau sib ly  m ediated by trading peoples -  arises, and as before reacts 
on internal production. T h e outcom e is the creation o f a class of 
in depen den t artisan s and peasants producing for the m arket. This brief 
m om ent o f sim ple com m odity production -  a transitional stage betw een 
feudalism  and capitalism  -  cannot, h o w ever, last for long The system  
tends to gen erate cum ulative inequalities, and in time the separation o f 
the producers from  their m ean s o f production. The conditions for the 
em ergence o f capitalism  are united.

A t this point w e m ay quote a rem ark by M arx in a draft letter from 
1877:

In several parts of Capital I allude to the fate which overtook the plebeians of 
ancient Rome. They were originally free peasants, each cultivating his own piece 
of land on his own account. In the course of Roman history they were expropri
ated. The same movement which divorced them from their means of production 
and subsistence allowed the formation not only of big landed property, but also 
of big money capital. And so one fine morning there were to be found on the one 
hand free men, stripped of everything except their labour power, and on the 
other, in order to exploit this labour, those who held all the acquired wealth in 
their possession. What happened? The Roman proletarians became not wage- 
labourers but a mob of do-nothings more abject than the former 'poor whites' in 
the South of the United States, and alongside of them there developed a mode of 
production which was not capitalist but based on slavery.1

1 M a r x  to  M ik h a i lo v s k y  N o v e m b e r  18 7 7
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The last phrase m ay be read as su ggestin g  that slavery  d id  not exist prior 
to the expropriation  o f the plebeians, but also as say in g  that slavery  
und erw en t further developm en t after that event. I shall assu m e the latter 
reading as m ost com patible w ith  the other texts cited here. The reason for 
the non-developm ent of capitalism  m ay then be sought in the sim ple fact 
that slavery  already existed a s  a m assive  source o f su rp lu s labour, so  that 
the n ew ly  created fortunes w ou ld  naturally seek this m ode o f expansion 
rather than invent a w h o lly  new  form  o f surplus labour extraction. Tw o 
thousand y ears later, h o w ever, there w as  no such pre-existing system  
onto vvhich the desire for su rp lu s-va lu e  could latch. (A t least this w as  the 
case in W estern Europe. M arx to m y kn ow ledge does not d iscu ss the 
"seco n d  se rfd o m " in Eastern Europe, based on production for the 
m arket.)

A  puzzle rem ains: the decline o f slavery  and the subsequent rise o f 
serfdom . This m assive  fact o f w orld history is su rprisin gly  neglected by 
M arx I kn o w  o f o n ly  one attem pt to explain  how  this transition took 
place:

If Antiquity started out from the town and its small territory, the Middle Ages 
started out from the country This different starting-point was determined by the 
sparseness of the population at that time, which was scattered over a large area 
and which received no large increases from the conquerors. In contrast to Greece 
and Rome, feudal development, therefore, begins over a much wider territory, 
prepared by the Roman conquests and the spread of agriculture first associated 
with them. The last centuries of the declining Roman empire and its conquest by 
the barbarians destroyed a considerable part of the productive forces; agriculture 
had declined, industry had decayed for want of a market, trade had died out or 
been violently interrupted, the rural and urban population had decreased These 
conditions and the mode of organisation of the conquest determined by them, 
together with the influence of the Germanic military constitution, led to the 
development of feudal property.1

O ne receives the im pression  here that the decline o f the Rom an Em pire 
preceded the G erm an  conquests, although possib ly reinforced by them 
There is no hint at the m echanism  by which the decline, if endogenous, 
took place.

W e m ust conclude that in addition to the linear theory of m odes of 
production, M arx offered a cyclical periodization o f w orld  history in term s 
o f the ch an gin g  p u rp o ses of productive activity. Production for 
im m ediate subsistence turns into production for exchange, w hich  in turn 
becom es production for surplus-value. A fter one run o f this sequence, 
ending w ith  slavery , serfdom  m arks the beginning o f the second. Broadly 

1 The German Ideology, p p .  3 3 - 4 .
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speakin g, the first run corresponds to the A siatic and the ancient m odes 
o f production, the second to feudalism  and capitalism . This provides a 
rationale for the frequent com parisons in M arx 's w ork betw een slavery 
and capitalism ,* and the (less frequent) com parisons betw een the Asiatic 
and the feudal m odes o f production .1

T h e dyn am ic elem ent o f this process is external and internal trade, 
neither class struggle nor the developm ent of the productive forces. This 
"n eo -Sm ith ian "3 or proto-H icksian4 theory o f history is not usually 
associated w ith M arx. A nd it is o f course on ly  part o f his theory. Yet, as I 
said, it is no less central than the better-know n theory o f the rise and fall of 
property right structures in accordance w ith their ability to prom ote the 
productive forces. M arx o w es us an account of how  these tw o v iew s are to 
be w elded  into one coherent theory. Som e links are read ily  discernible, 
and have been noted above. T hey do not, h ow ever, am ount to a full 
integration o f the tw o periodizations, each with its ow n  internal d yn a
m ics. Som e will conclude that M arx, a true historian, kept an open mind 
and avoided  all dogm atism . O thers will argue that the presence o f these 
tw o, prim a facie incom patible v iew s sh o w s a deplorable lack of intel
lectual discipline. M ost probably, there is an elem ent o f truth in both 
assertions.

1 S e e  fo r  in s ta n c e  h »  r e m a r k s  o n  th e  in s ig h t s  o f  th e  C r e e k  in to  th e  n a t u r e  o f  p o litica l 

e c o n o m y  (“ A u s  d o r  'k r it is c h e n  G e s c h ic h le " ’ , p . 2 1 3 )  a n d  on th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  R o m a n  
la w  a n d  c a p ita lis m  (Crundriae. p p . 2 4 5 - 6  a n d  le tte r  to  L a s s a l l e o f  2 2 .7 . 1 8 6 1 ) .

2 S e e  fo r  in s ta n c e  th e  se c t io n  o n  la b o u r  r e n t  in  c h  4 7  o f  Capital lit.
1  S e e  B r e n n e r ,  " T h e  o r ig in s  o f  c a p ita lis t  d e v e lo p m e n t :  a  c r it iq u e  o f  n eo - S m ith ia n  M a r x is m " .  

4 S e e  H ic k s , A Theory of Economic History, c h . I l l  a n d  passim.
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6.1. Defining classes
6.1.1. An analytical reconstruction
6.1.2. Class and status
6.1.3 . Relations between classes
6.1.4 Class mobility

6.2. Class consciousness
6.2.1. The meaning ol dass consciousness
6.2.2. The conditions for collective action
6 2.3. The rationality of collective action

6.3. Class struggle
6.3.1. Latent class struggle
6.3.2. Class confrontation
6.3.3. Class coalitions
6 3.4. Class struggle and social conflict

In chapter 5 I have d iscu ssed  the v iew  that history is the history of the 
developm en t o f the productive forces. 1 now  turn to the other m ajor strand 
o f M arx 's thought, that "th e  h istory o f all hitherto existing society is the 
history of class s tru g g le " .1 The lack o f integration o f these tw o v iew s is, a s  I 
said earlier, a m ajor difficu lty in M arxism .; There is no hint o f an y  m echan
ism  by w hich  the d a ss  stru ggle  prom otes the grow th  o f the productive 
forces. M arx 'so ve ra llth e o ry o fh isto ry isstra n g e ly d ise m b o d ie d , w h ileh is  
theory o f collective action is no less strangely m yopic. O nce again , the 
explanation m ust be sought in his teleological v iew  o f h istory, w hich , by 
w ork ing backw ard from  end result to preconditions, could d isp en se with 
actors and their intentions.

In 6 .1 1 con sider the m eaning o f "c la s s "  in M arx. In reconstructing the 
notion I have kept in m ind w hat 1 believe w as M arx 's m ain u se  for the 
concept -  to exp lain  the incidence and the form s o f collective action. 1 
exam ine attem pts to define class in term sof property en dow m en ts, exp lo i
tation, m arket behaviour an d  pow er -  concluding that none o f these by 
itself w ill g ive  us w hat w e w an t. Rather, a m ore com plex defin ition  is

1 The Communal MamfrUo, p  482.
1 Cp. Cohen. " R e p l y  lo E ls t e r "  and R o o m e r , "Methodological in d iv id u a l is m  and deductive 

M a r x is m "  for opposed v ie w s  o n  the r e la t iv e  im p o r ta n c e  of th e s e  two theories

ris
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needed , defin in g  class m em bership  in terms o f "endow m ent-necessitated 
b eh av io u r". I also con sid er the question o f w hat relations obtain betw een 
the classes thus defin ed , w ith  special em phasis on exploitation and pow er 
relations.

In 6 .2 1 consider the notion o f class con sciousness and the conditions for 
its em ergence -  both w ith respect to general background conditions and 
w ith respect to specific m otivational m echanism s. A lthough  1 am  u n w il
ling  to abandon the idea o f exp lain ing collective action in term s o f in d i
vidual goals (rational or irrational), the attem pt m ay, for the time being, be 
prem a lure. M arx, in an y  case, did not offer plausible m icro-foundations for 
class consciousness. Rather, he appeared to argue that collective action can 
be explained  teleologically.

In 6.3 I turn to the class stru ggle  -  from  latent conflict through overt 
confrontation to coalition form ation. T h e stu d y  o f class alliances is perhaps 
M arx’s  m ost su ggestive  contribution to the theory o f social conflict -  
anticipating Sim m el and C ap low . I return to the political aspects o f coali
tion form ation in chapter 7.

6.1. Defining classes

M arx n ever defined w h at he m eant b y  c la ss .1 Y et by a triangulation m ethod 
sim ilar to that em ployed  in 5 . 1 . 1  it is possible to reconstruct how  the term is 
to be understood in his w ritings. In 6 . 1 . 1 , 1 cite the m ain texts in w hich Marx 
indicates w hat social gro u p s he took to be classes and then proposea notion 
that is extensionally  adequate to this enum eration and also theoretically 
satisfactory. In 6 . 1 . 2 1 com pare the notions o f class and sto/us, in the sense 
o f estate or order. In 6 . 1 . 3 1 d iscu ss w hat on this conception are the main 
relations betw een  classes. T h is w ill also occasion a com parison betw een 
the M arxist theory o f class and the theory o f social stratification. In 6 . 1 .4 1 

discuss m obility as a -  possib ly  definitional -  feature o f class. The analysis 
in this section, w hile largely conceptual, is also im plicitly theoretical. In 
decid ing betw een  various interpretations, I try to choose the one that is 
m ost p lausible in the light o f M arx 's theory o f the class struggle.

6.1.1. An analytical reconstruction
We kn ow  w hat M arx took to be the m ain classes o f pre-capitalist societies: 
"freem an  and slave , patrician and plebeian, lord and serf, guild-m aster

1 A  u s e fu l  a t te m p t  to  c o lle c t  a n d  o r g a n iz e  th e  m a m  te x ts  w h e r e  M a r x  d is c u s s e s  c la s s e s  In 
g e n e r a l  te rm s  is  fo u n d  in  c h . I o l  D a h r e n d o r f , Class and Clan Conflict in Industrial Society. 
F o r  a  s u r v e y  o f  h is  m o r e  d e ta ile d  a n a ly s e s .  D r a p e r 's  e n c y c lo p a e d ic  Korl Marx s Theory'of 
Revolution, v o l .  I I .  i s  in v a lu a b le .
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and jo u rn e y m a n ".1 In capitalism , "w a g e  labourers, capitalists and land
lords constitute the three great social c la sse s" .2 In En glan d , the m ost 
advan ced  capitalist country, these are also the only classes, w ith  the 
exception o f the occasionally m entioned class o f finance capitalists; in 
France, M arx also  refers to the peasantry  and the petty bourgeoisie as 
im portant classes.*

This enum eration su g g ests  som e prelim inary com m ents. First, w e are 
left in the dark about the class structure o f the A siatic m ode of produc
tion. Secon d ly , each o f the other m odes o f production is said to include 
three or m ore classes, thus excluding an y kind o f dichotom ous class 
structure, such as the h aves vs. the h ave-n ots.4 N ext, the category of 
freem an is an incongruous elem ent, since his relations to the factors o f 
production is not fu lly  specified . The free m an o w n s h is labour-pow er, 
he m ay or m ay not o w n  the m eans o f production and the labour-pow er 
o f others. F in ally , patricians and plebeians w ould  seem  to form  status 
groups rather than classes. I return to this problem  in 6 .1 .3 .  If su ggests 
that it m ay  not be possible to construct a M arxist notion o f class that is 
fu lly  consistent w ith  both M arx 's actual usage and his theoretical 
purposes.

Som e other texts w ill be cited, and interpreted according to the 
fo llow in g principle. If M arx refers to X, Y  and Z  a s  som ehow  being on a 
par, and if w e  already know  from  other w orks that he considered  X to be 
a class, then there is a presum ption  that Y  and Z  also are classes on his 
v iew . The principle is not self-evidently  correct, and there are cases 
w h ere  it hard ly  w o rk s.5 Yet handled w ith  caution it provides a useful 
gu id e. C on sid er, for instance, the p assages in Capital III w h ere  M arx 
refers to "th e  slave-ow n er, the feudal lord and the state (for instance the 
oriental d e sp o t)" ,6 and then again  "th e  slave-ow n er, the feudal lord and 
the tribute-collecting sta te "7 as the o w n ers o f the su rp lu s under, respec
tively. "s la v e ry , feudalism  and tributary re la tio n s".8 It is hard  not to 
conclude that the tribute-collecting state, or at least som e m em bers o f its

1 The Com m unist M anifesto, p 482 * C apital III, p. 886.
1 O f  t h e s e ,  th e  d t u  s ta tu *  o f  th e  f in a n c ia l  c a p ita lis t*  m a y  b e  th e  m o a t  c o n fro v e ra ia l .  I n  The 

Clast Struggles in France (p p . e8 ff ) M a r x  re fe ra  to  th e m  a s  " t h e  r u l in g  d a » » " ;  s e e  a ls o  6 .3 .3  
b e lo w .

* F o r  s u c h  d ic h o to m o u s  v ie w s ,  tee O s s o w s k i ,  Class Structure in the Social Consciousness, 
c h . II

5 S e e  fo r  in a ta n c e  G'uiulnssc. p . 8 7  w h e r e  M a r x  a s s e r t s  th a t " t h e  c o n q u e r o r  w h o  l iv e *  fro m  
t r ib u te , o r  th e  o ff ic ia l  w h o  l iv e s  fro m  ta x e * , o r  th e  la n d e d  p r o p r ie to r  a n d  h i*  re n t , o r  th e  
m o n k  a n d  h is  a lm s , o r  th e  L e v it e  a n d  h is  t ith e , a ll r e c e iv e  a  q u o ta  o f  so c ia l p r o d u c t io n ,  
w h ic h  i s  d e t e r m in e d  b y  o t h e r  la w s  th a n  th a t  o f  th e  s la v e 's  e tc . *. It  w o u ld  b e  fo o lh a r d y  to 
c o n c lu d e  o n  th i*  b a s is  th a t  M a rx  c o n s id e r e d  th e  m e n d ic a n t  f r ia r s  to  fo r m  a so c ia l d a s * .

4 Capital III, p, 331. 7 Ibnt.. p. 326. 1 IM .
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apparatu s, constitute a class. O ther p assages point in the sam e direction .1 
A  m ore com plex statem ent is the fo llow ing:

The entire contents of the relation, as well as the way in which the conditions of 
his labour appear as something alienated from that labour itself, manifest them
selves in their naked economic form, without any political, religious or other 
trimmings. It is a pure money relation. Capitalist and worker. Objectified labour 
and living labour power. Not master and servant, priest and layman, feudal lord 
and vassal, master craftsman and journeyman, etc. In all social formations the 
class (or classes) which rules is always the class which has the objective conditions 
of labour in its possession; and its representatives w-ork, if at all, then not as 
workers, but as owners. And the serving class is always the class which finds itself 
or its labour power in the hands of the property-owners (slavery) and never 
controls more than its own labour-power. (Even where it may seem, as in India, 
Egypt, etc., that it owns landed property, the true owner is really the king or a 
caste, etc. ) But all these formations differ from capitalism inasmuch as the relation 
is disguised as one of the master to his servants, the freeman to the slaves, 
deml-gods to ordinary mortals, etc. and exists as such a relation in the conscious
ness of both parties Only in capitalism have all these political, religious and other 
ideal disguises been cast off.1 2

This ap p ears to suggest that (Catholic or heathen) priests m ay constitute a 
ruling class, an d , a fortiori, a class. In a passage from Capital ///cited in 1.4 .6  
M arx also com es close to stating that the Catholic C hurch  form ed a class 
during the M idd le A g e s .3 A s  in the last-quoted passage, he refers to the 
su ppression  o f the laity by the church, and cites its practice o f opening its 
ranks to "th e  best brains in the lan d " as a m eans o f consolidating its 
" ru le " . A n d  the passage  ends w ith a general com m ent on the usefu lness 
o f such  practices for the ruling class. Sim ilarly, M arx 's references to the 
Etruscan "th e o c ra cy "4 or "p r ie s t-n o b le s"5 provide support for this view .

A ltogether these p assages m ention som e fifteen groups that appear as 
classes in the various m odes o f production: bureaucrats and theocrats in 
the A siatic m ode o f production; slaves, plebeians and patricians u nder 
slavery ; lord, serf, guild-m aster and journeym an u nder feudalism ; in d u s
trial capitalists, financial capitalists, landlords, peasants, petty bour
geoisie and w age  labourers under capitalism . The task is to construct an 
intensional definition consistent both w ith this enum eration and w ith the 
theoretical constraints on the notion. In particular, classes m ust be 
defined so as to be at least potential collective actors. A lso , the interests

1 Set notably Grundrbte, pp. 87,4)) «nd Capital 1. pp. 334,59* Useful di«ai*»ion*ar* found
in Melotti. Marx and the Third World, ch. Sand Draper, Kart Marx's Theory Of Revotât ten, v©i.
I, ch. 2J.

* 7.ur Kritik(i86i-6)>, p. 116. * Capital 111. p. 600-1. 4 Capital I. p. 334
5 Grundnsse. p. 433.
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they have a s  collective actors m ust som ehow  em erge out o f their 
econom ic situation. These are broad constraints, but they serve to rule out 
of court at least som e proposals. Incom e group s are not classes, nor are 
gro u p in gs defin ed  b y  ethnic, religious or linguistic criteria.

1 shall proceed b y  d iscu ssin g  four possible definitions o f class, in term s of, 
respectively , property, exploitation, m arket behaviour and pow er. W e 
shall not find w h at w e w ant in a n y  single criterion, but d iscussion  o f them 
will enable us to construct a notion that app ears fairly adequate, even if 
also quite com plex. Part o f the com plexity stem s from  the need to take 
account o f the difference betw een m arket and non-m arket econom ies. 
A lso , the distinction betw een  private and corporate ow n ersh ip  of the 
m eans o f production creates difficulties for an y  attem pt to construct a 
sim ple definition.

T h e v iew  m ost frequently attributed to M arx is probably that a class is a 
group  o f person s w h o  stand in the sam e relation o f property or non- 
property to the factors o f production, that is labour-pow er and m eans o f 
produ ction .1 This proposal com es up against several difficulties. By them 
selves, property and non-property are too crud e as indicators of class 
m em bership. T hey d o  not, for instance, allow  us to d istinguish  betw een 
landlords and capitalists, nor betw een a sm all capitalist and a w age  
labourer w h o  o w n s som e o f the m eans o f production (e g . in the putting- 
out system ). A nd M arx w arn s again st an y attem pt to define classes in 
term s o f the kind o r the amount o f property o w n ed . The first proposal 
w ould  h ave  the absurd  consequence that "o w n e rs  o f v in eyard s, farm  
ow n ers, m ine o w n ers and o w n ers o f fish eries"2 form  separate social 
classes, w h ereas the second w ould  lead to an "in fin ite  fragm entation '0  of 
c lasses. The trichotom y o f property  into full, partial or none (5 .1 .2 )  m ay 
be usefu l as a first approxim ation, but there is really no reason to think 
that people w ho o w n  nine-tenths o f their m eans o f production and those 
w h o  o w n  one-tenth are m ore sim ilar to on e another than are the form er to 
those w h o  have full o w n ersh ip  and the latter to those w h o  have none. 
True, as a m atter o f em pirical fact property m ight be d iscontinuously 
distributed, for exam ple in an h our-g lass distribution. Since, h ow ever, 
distribution in m any m odern societies is rather diam ond-shaped or 
pyram id-sh aped , this w ould  lim it the applicability o f the notion in a 
rather unsatisfactory w a y . M oreover, even  w hen  property as a m atter of *

* This seems to be the central criterion in the reconstruction proposed by Dahrendorf, ClOff
and Class Conflict, pp. 11 ti Many authors use property as one, possibly the most important
criterion, without articulating the relation to other criteria 

1 Capital III. p 886 5 Ibid.
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fact is b im odally distributed, w e  w ould need a non-arbitrary d ivision  o f 
the continuum  betw een the extrem es T o  stu d y  social mobility, for 
instance, w e  w ou ld  have to be able to tell w hen  an individual has acquired 
enough property  so that he is no longer a w orker but has becom e a 
capitalist.

A  final problem  for this proposal is created by corporate property, for 
exam ple church and state land. The m anagers o f such property form a 
class, but not b y  virtue o f property-ow nersh ip , since in a real sense the 
property belongs to the corporation rather than to an y  individual or in
d iv id u a ls .1 A s  argued  later, they form  a class by virtue o f their pow er to 
decide how  the factors o f production shall be used , that is by their ability 
to issue legitim ate com m ands. Their com m and over property em erges as 
a result o f attaining a certain class position, and is not a prior fact 

exp lain ing their class m em bership.
The second proposal I shall con sider is that classes be defined in terms 

o f exploitation .2 O bserve that this is not the sam e as to say  that a relation 
o f exploitation tends to obtain betw een  m em bers o f different classes, as 
defined b y  som e independent criterion. It is reasonable on M arxian 
groun ds to state a s  a theoretical constraint that there should be a broad 
correlation betw een  class status and exploitation status, but this need not 
take the form  o f postulating a definitional connection. And it is in fact 
easy  to see  that this w ill not do as a defin ition, being either too coarse
grained or too fine-grained to generate the classes cited by M arx.

The proposal is too coarse-grained if it locates all exploiters in on e class 
and all exploited agen ts in another. This d o es not allow  us to distinguish 
betw een different exploiting classes, for exam ple betw een landlords and 
capitalists, nor betw een different exploited classes, such a s  slaves and 
poor freem en in societies w here they have coexisted .3 M oreover, exp lo i
tation status does not serve as a m otivation for collective action, since no 
one in a society k n o w s exactly w here the d ivid in g  line betw een exploiters 
and exploited should  be draw n . The labour-value calculations that w ould 
be n ecessary  to determ ine this line w ould be horrendously com plex, 
assu m in g  that the presence o f heterogeneous labour d o es not m ake them 
d ow n righ t im possible (3.2.2).

1 On this, see Coleman. Power and Pie Structure of Socretif, ch. 1. Contrary to appearance*, 
this is no! in conflict wilh Ihe tenets of methodological individualism (1.1). Corporate 
properly must be explicated in terms of variables ranging over individuals, which is 
compatible with no reference being made to specific individuals ("individual constants" 
In the language of logic)

1 This is the central criterion in SteCroi*, The Class S im p le  in the Ancient Greek World, pp.43ff 
and Wright. Clast Structure and Income Determimtion. pp. 14ft.

3 For Marx on the "poor whites" in the Old South, see Die Presse 25.10.1861.
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O n the other hand the proposal is too fine-grained if classes are to be 
d istinguished in term s o f the degree o f exploitation .1 It then becom es 
an alogous to the proposal to define classes as incom e groups. Since 
degree o f exploitation, like incom e (or property), is a continuously vari
able criterion, w e  are again  led to postulate an "in fin ite  fragm entation" of 
c lasses. I return to this issu e in 6 .1 .3 .

The third proposal is to define classes in terms o f m arket behaviour.3 In 
econom ies w ith  a labour m arket, this g ives us three basic classes: those 
w h o  b u y  labour-pow er, those w h o  sell labour-pow er and the petty bour
geois w h o  do neither. We m ay su b d ivide the first and the second class 
accord ing to w hether the agen ts, in addition to buyin g and selling labour- 
pow er, a lso  w o rk  som e time for them selves.* In econom ies w ith credit 
m arkets, sim ilar classes can be defin ed  w ith  respect to the lending and 
borrow ing o f m oney. A n obvious objection is that the definition is 
unhelpfu l in the stu d y  o f non-m arket econom ies. I shall argue, h ow ever, 
that a broad an alo gy  to the present proposal, or rather to a reconstructed 
version  o f the present proposal, can also be applied to non-m arket 
econom ies.

The need for a reconstruction arises because the proposal overem 
phasizes actual behaviour and neglects its causal groun din g in the 
en dow m en t structure. C lasses should be defin ed  by w hat people (in 
som e sense) have to do , not by w hat they actually  do . X enoph on 's 
gentlem an-farm er w h o  w orks on the farm  " fo r  pleasure and for the sake 
o f the physical and m oral benefits such exercise can bestow , and not 
because econom ic necessity  obliges him  to w o rk "4 d o es not belong to the 
sam e class as som eone w h o  must w ork  his land him self. A  Rockefeller 
d o es not turn into a w orker sim ply  by taking a salaried job, u nless he also 
g iv e s  aw ay  his fortune. A  self-proletarianized student does not becom e a 
m em ber o f the w ork ing class if the option o f becom ing self-em ployed 
rem ains open . These observations flow  from  the constraint that the 
notion o f class is u ltim ately to be used in a theory o f social conflict. We 
w ould  not expect the agents w h o  have to w ork or to sell their labour- 
p o w er to align  them selves w ith  non-com pulsory w orkers o r  sellers o f 
labour-pow er.

1 Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Creek Wt»ld. p. 116 suggests lhat classes may be 
distinguished by "the scale on which exploitation of the labour at others lakes place", cp. ibid.. 

P 4 7*
7 As shown in 6.1.i .  this was Max Weber's position Jt is also the view put forward in 

Ruemer, A General Theory. Roemer, unlike Weber, agrees that there arc classes in non- 
market economies, but they are not covered by his conceptualization.

* See Roemer. ibid., chs. a and 4.
4 Ste Croix, The Class S tru ck  in the Ancient Creek World, p. 1 2 1 .
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We kn o w  from  4 .1 .2  w hat com pels som e agents to sell their labour- 
pow er, and w h at a llo w s others to hire them (in fact com pels them  to do so 
if they are to optim ize). The cause is to be found in the endow m ent 
structure. A gen ts w ith  endow m ents that have little value at the equilib
rium  prices are forced to sell their labour-pow er to optim ize. Typically, 
although not invariab ly, they are also forced to optim ize (4.2.3). This 
su ggests an integration o f the first and the third approaches to class. 
A lthough the o w n ersh ip  o f en dow m en ts m ay be continuously d istri
buted, the o w n ers will naturally sort them selves into a sm all num ber of 
classes w hen they try to optim ize b y  en gagin g  in m arket exchanges. 
Endowment-necessitated behaviour then becom es the criterion for class.

A s  w ith  the other proposals, w e  m ust consider the extensional ade
quacy o f the definition. O nce again, the landlord-capitalist distinction is a 
recalcitrant case. The landlord is anom alous from  the present point of 
v iew , since he earns an incom e w ithout w orking and w ithout hiring 
labour. H e d o es not produce anyth ing, but lives off the rent from his land. 
In the typ e o f m odels found in R oem er's General Theory, this is not con
ceivable, since here labour is the on ly  non-depreciating asset and agen ts 
are not allow ed  to eat u p  their capital. In a m odel w ith both land and 
labour a s  non-produced, non-depreciating a sse ts ,1 landlord behaviour 
w ould  be feasible, an d  in fact optim al, w ith a suitably chosen  objective 
function.3 H ence, w ith a suitable extension o f the conceptual apparatus 
the presently  considered  definition could be m ade to generate the land
lord-capitalist distinction, and no doubt the distinction betw een 
independent peasants and independent artisans as w ell.3 There a re, h o w 
ever, several objections that can be m ade to this solution, since it m ay 
in volve  postulating different objective functions for landlords.* On ideal 
M arxist grou n d s, one w ould  w ant m em bers o f different classes to have 
sim ilar objective functions and different endow m ents. Attitudes tow ards 
w ork  or consum ption should stem from  class position, not cau se it. On 
general m ethodological groun ds on e should  bew are o f the risk o f ad

1 See Roemer, “Why labor classes?" for one such model.
1 Landlord behaviour could be optimal, for instance, if the objective to to minimize working 

hours subject to a consumption constraint, and then to consume ns much as possible if it 
involves no labour.

1 Yet observe that one consequence of admitting both labour and land as scarce resources is 
to take the bottom out of the labour theory ol value. With two or more scarce factors the 
equilibrium prices are not independent of final demand (3.2.2) Hence there is a conflict 
between Marx's theory of value and his theory of classes, In that the only valid ground for 
distinguishing landlords from capitalists also has the effect of destroying the privileged 
character of labour.

* l am indebted to Michael Wallerstein for this point.
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hoc-ness. A lm ost an y behaviour can be seen as optim al if one is allow ed to 
m anipulate the goals o f the agen ts. The objections m ay not be insuperable, 
but an y  further d evelo pm en t o f the theory ought to confront them .

In m arket econom ies, then, classes are characterized by the activities in which 
their members are compelled to engage by virtue of the endowment struct ure. These 
are the activities o f w ork in g  or not w ork in g , buyin g and sellin g  labour- 
pow er, len d in g  an d  borrow ing capital, h iring and renting land. With the 
exception o f the first, these conceptual pairs all in volve  relations betw een 
econom ic agen ts. M oreover, the property  o f w ork ing or not w ork ing does 
not constitute a com plete class characterization. This w ould  rather be 
som eth ing like "w o rk in g  and se llin go n e 's  labou r-pow er" o r  "n o t w orking 
and renting la n d " . H ence an y  class characterization is necessarily  rela
tional, exclu d in g, for instance, "b lu e  co llar" and "w h ite  co llar" as class 
criteria.

If taken in a su itably gen eral sen se, the italicized phrase in the last p ara
graph  can also  serve  to defin e classes in non-m arket econom ies based on 
private property  in the factors o f production. O b serve , nam ely, that in 
such econom ies the produ cing agents have no or on ly  partial control over 
their labour-pow er. This lack o f control is part o f the property  endow m ent 
structure, and b y  definition is w hat enab les the controllers to com pel pro
ducers to w o rk  for them . O f course, the relation betw een  the property  
structure and the activities in w hich the agents engage com pulsorily  differs 
fundam entally  in the tw o  cases. In m arket econom ies the distribution of 
agents into d a s s e s is  not im m ediately g iven  by th eendow m en t structure. It 
m ust be derived  from it by assu m in g  that agen ts enter into m arket trans
actions M oreover, the derivation  is non-unique, as sh o w n  b y  the p o ssi
bility o f m ultiple equilibria ( 4 .1 .2). In non-m arket econom ies, on  the other 
hand, w h o  com pels w hom  to do w hat is an institutional fact, g iven  prior to 
an y actual transactions. A lso , the com pulsion m eans different th ings in the 
tw o cases. The extra-econom ic coercion o f non-m arket econom ies m ust be 
d istinguished from  the "d u ll com pulsion  o f econom ic relation s". These 
differences n otw ithstanding, the italicized form ula is sufficiently general 
to cover both cases. It links w hat agen ts do to w hat they have, by defin ing 
classes in term s o f w h at they m ust d o  to m ake the best use o f w hat they 
o w n .1 N either behaviour nor en dow m en ts by them selves w ill g ive  a con
cept that is both extensionally  and theoretically adequate

A  further generalization  o f the concept is proposed  below . First, h o w 
ever, w e  m ust consider a final p roposal, that classes be defined in term s of

1 Although the working ou» ot this idee it meinly due to Roemer, it w i*  tuggealed Indepen
dently by Cohen, Kmn  Marx's Thtory of History, pp. 70ft ("Redefining the proletarian").
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p o w er relations -  a s  one criterion am ong others or as the criterion .' I shall 
d iscu ss this idea w ith  respect to the four possib le cases that arise by 
d istin guish in g, first, betw een m arket and non-m arket econom ies and 
then betw een private and corporate property o f the m eans o f production.

(1) In m arket econom ies based on private o w n ersh ip  of the m eans of 
production, p o w er is not constitutive o f class There m ay but need not 
obtain pre-political or personal p o w er relations betw een  m em bers of 
d ifferent classes. T h u s a w orker is subject to dom ination w ithin the labour 
process by virtue o f his need to sell his labour-pow er (4 .1.5). This, how 
ever, is not w hat m akes him  a w orker. Rather, it is a fact that fo llow s from 
w hat m akes him  a w orker: his need to sell his labour-pow er. By contrast, 
a  sm all peasant w h o  h as m ortgaged his holding to a bank d o es not stand 
in a sim ilar relation o f personal subordination.2 Finally, there m ay but 
need not exist political p o w er relationships betw een the various classes. 
T h e extent to w hich the state in a capitalist society is a lso  a capitalist state 
is an em pirical m atter (7 .1) , and certainly not on e that enters into the 
defin ition  o f classes.

(ii) In non-m arket econom ies w ith  in dividual ow n ersh ip , pow er rela
tions are constitutive o f class m em bership. The endow m ent structure that 
g ives  rise to classes includes the fact that som e in d ividuals have full or 
partial o w n ersh ip  o f the labour-pow er o f others. But to ow n  the labour- 
p o w er o f another conceptually im plies that one has p o w er over him . (By 
contrast, the o w n ersh ip  o f m ean s o f production in a m arket econom y has 
at m ost a causal connection w ith the em ergence o f pow er relations.) Here 
the definition o f class in term s o f endow m ent-necessitated behaviour 
coincides w ith  the defin ition  in term s o f pow er. O w n ersh ip  o f persons is 
pow er.

These personal p o w er relations m ay but need not rest on legal and 
political dom ination. The R om an law  o f slavery  w as not prim arily d e
signed to keep the slave in h is place, but to regulate his status in com m er
cial transactions w ith  free m en .5 (S lavery  in the A m erican South differed 
in this respect.4) S im ilarly , p o w er and depen den cy relations in the M iddle 
A g e s  d id  not a lw ays require the sanction o f the law . It is usefu l to keep in 
m ind M arc B loch 's com m ent that " in  social life is there an y  m ore elusive

1 On his own behalf Dahrendorf proposes this as the main criterion for class 1 do not think
anyone ha» suggested that Marx thought of classes primarily in terms of power.

1 But see Roemer, A Central Theory, p. 95, note 1 for some doubts.
5 Finley, The Ancient Economy, p. iy. with reference to Buckland. The Roman Law of Siai’cry.
4 Genovese, Roll. Jordan, Roll, pp. 2 5 H .
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notion than the free w ill o f a sm all m a n ?"1 A nd  he go es on to say  that "In  
this troubled society, w hose central authority could not get into effective 
touch w ith  the m asses, violence helped  to transform  social conditions the 
m ore effectively because, through the p lay  of custom  an abuse m ight 
a lw ays by m utation becom e a precedent, a precedent a right".*

(iii) C on sider next the class status o f those involved  in handling corporate 
property in non-m arket econom ies, that is the theocrats and bureaucrats 
d iscu ssed  by M arx. C learly , to characterize the functionaries as one class 
w ould obfuscate the im portant distinction betw een different ranks o f the 
hierarchy. A  definition o f class that has the V atican 's jan itor and the Pope 
becom ing m em bers o f the sam e class d o es not seem  very  usefu l The line of 
c leavage w ith in  the bureaucracy m ight be d raw n  by u sin g  either exploita
tion status or p o w er status as the criterion. The first w ould  d raw  the line 
betw een  the net exploiters and the net exploited, the second betw een those 
w h o  control the labour-pow er o f others and those w h o  do n ot.3 T h is m ay 
also be extended intoa trichotom y, differentia ting betw een  those w h o o n ly  
control (upper m anagers), those w h o  on ly  obey (w orkers) and those w ho 
have som eone above them as w ell as below  them  in the com m and hier
archy (low er m anagers).4

In general, w e  m ay expect the upper m anagers to be exploiters, the 
w orkers to be exploited , and the low er m anagers to be bisected by the "n et 
exp lo itation " line. H ence the argum ents m ade above against defin ing 
classes in term s o f exploitation carry o ver to the present case. Let m e try to 
m ake these argu m ents som ew h at m ore explicit and general. First, if w e 
w an t classes to be relevant for social struggle and collective action, they 
should  not be defin ed  in term s o f exploitation, since no one kn ow s exactly 
w h ere  the d ivid in g  line betw een exploiters and exploited is to be draw n 
an d  since there is no non-cognitive w a y  in w hich the line could m ake a 
d ifference for behaviour. By contrast, it is easy  to perceive w ho hires labour 
and w h o  sells it, w h o  g ives  com m ands and w h o  receives them .5 Secondly ,

1 Bloch, "The rise of dependent cultivation and seignorial institutions'’, p. 139.
* Ibid., p. 240.
3 This is Dahrendorfs proposal in Class and Clast Conflict Intended by him as a replacement 

of Marx's notion, it has been used by several Marxist writers to supplement it. Sec for 
instance Wright and Perrone, "Marxist class categories and income inequality".

4 See Robinson and Kelley, "Class as conceived by Marx and Dahrendorf \
5 Observe, however, that the modal character of the definition of classes, in terms of op

timizing rather than actual behaviour, ha* the consequence of making them less than 
immediately observable. One can observe what agents do, not what they must do to 
optimize. 1 believe, however, that In most cases those who behave in a certain wray 
because this is their optimal solution are able to perceive if others behave similarly for 
non-optimiring reasons, which is suflficienttogenerate class consciousness out of modally 
defined classes
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w ere one to define classes in term s of their exploitation status, one w ould 
not be able to predict that som e agen ts h ave  an am biguous alliance 
b eh av io u r.1 The lo w er m anagers have som e positive traits in com m on 
both w ith  the u pper m anagers and the w orkers, nam ely the g iv in g  and 
receiving o f com m ands respectively . Sim ilarly, the petty bourgeois have 
som e negative features in com m on both w ith the capitalists and the 
w orkers, nam ely the non-selling and the non-buying o f labour-pow er 
respectively. H ence the low er m anagers and the petty bourgeois can be 
expected to sh o w  am biguous coalition behaviour, as m ay the forem en 
w h o  channel the su rp lu s from w orkers to capitalists. It is not possible to 
respect these intuitions if class is defined in terms o f exploitation.

(iv) The definition o f classes in term s o f a com m and hierarchy within the 
m anagem ent of corporate property can also be applied to the m odern 
business corporation. A ccording to Jam es C olem an, M arx 's failure to look 
at the corporation a s  a juristic person  with pow er in its ow n  right " le d  to 
the central flaw  in his an a lysis  o f cap ita lism ".2 This is an exaggeration, 
g iven  the num ber o f flaw s in M arx 's an a lysis  o f capitalism ; but it is cer
tainly true that his failure to take account o f the increasingly corporate 
nature o f capitalist property led him to overestim ate property and u n d er
estim ate pow er as a criterion for class. True, one might argu e that what 
holds for church and state property does not autom atically hold for the 
busin ess corporation, which is, after all, ow ned by individual share
holders. The im portance of this d ifference m ay, h ow ever, tie questioned/' 
and in a n y  case  it is hard to see w hat im plications it w ould have for the 
class status o f the m anagers. The m anager o f the V atican 's bank and o f a 

privately ow n ed  bank m ust belong to the sam e social class, or else the 
concept loses all social significance.

W hen I say  that M arx overestim ated property and underestim ated 
pow er a s  criteria o f class, I d o  not m ean that he failed to conform  to som e 
indepen den tly  defined notion o f class. Rather, the statem ent is m ade on 
gro u n d s o f internal consistency and theoretical intuitions M arx adm itted 
the class character o f corporate bureaucracies, at least w ith respect to the 
state and probably w ith respect to the church. O ur theoretical intuitions 
about the pu rpose ultim ately to be served by the notion o f class then

1 Wright. Chf* SinuttnTêint hm*w Ckicrtnin<Unw, sjvak> t*f "contradictory class locations" 
to describe this ambiguity. In 6.2 and 6.3 below I neglect the important and difficult issue 
of the class consciousness and coalition behaviour of such ambiguously placed agents. 
Perhaps one might conjecture that their subjective perception of their interest is an out
come of the class struggle, not (as in the case of unambiguous classes) a cause of it?

2 Coleman, Pauvr and IheStricture«ifSocirtp. p 37. ’ Cp p. 323, iv»te 1 above.
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com pels us to search for som e line or lines o f internal class d ivision , lest 
the pettiest functionary be adm itted to the dom inant class in bureaucratic 
or theocratic societies. O n various theoretical groun ds it w as then argued 
that these lines m ust be draw n  in term s o f pow er relations rather than in 
term s o f exploitation. O n gro u n d s o f internal consistency, I then argued 
for a sim ilar distinction in term s o f pow er w ithin  the m odem  business 
corporation. By add ing m anagers o f the capitalist firm a s  a separate class 
w e get the m inim al consistent extension of M arx 's list of d asses.

Even if this reasoning is accepted, it does not follow  that the concept of 
c lass thus im puted to M arx is w h olly  satisfactory. T h e definition of class 
in term s o f dom ination and subordination is  too behavioural and 
insufficiently stru ctu ral. By th is I m ean that the classes o f u pper and low er 
m anagers are defined o n ly  b y  w hat they actually do, not -  as in the case of 
capitalists and w ork ers -  by w h at they m ust do by virtue of w h at they 
have. It still ho lds that a Rockefeller cannot change his class status by 
taking a subordinate m anagem ent job. It w ould be h igh ly  desirable to 
find a structural foundation for dom ination and subordination, sim ilar to 
property in the case o f h iring and sellin g  labour-pow er. This foundation 
w ould  presum ably include “ cultural c a p ita l" ,1 inborn skills1 2 as w ell as the 
opportunity o f edu cation .3 (There m ight also be an im portant elem ent of 
chance. The rise, say , from  low er to u p p er m anager does not depend 
so lely  on personal ability, but also on the num ber of superior positions 
available, w hich  in turn d ep en d s on the m arket success of the firm .4) 
From  innum erable stud ies it is know n that achievem ent and occupation 
are correlated w ith ability, fath er's occupation and father's education. Yet 
little is understood o f the exact m echanism  by w hich these variables 
interact to sort people into classes, in the w ay  R oem er's m odels explain  
how  differential tangible en dow m en ts bring it about that econom ic 
agen ts spon taneously  sort them selves into different classes. Yet even  in 
the absence o f such kn ow led ge, the desideratum  can be clearly stated 
and classes defin ed  w ith  respect to w h at the personal and socio
cultural en dow m en ts o f agen ts com pel them  to do if they w ant to 
optim ize.

This, finally, a llo w s us to propose a general definition o f class, in terms 
o f en dow m en ts and behaviour. The en dow m en ts include tangible 
property, intangible skills and m ore subtle cultural traits. The behaviours

1 See Bourdieu, La Drttinction, for this notion.
1 See Roemer, A General Theory, pp . 212ft.
* See lor instance Boudon. Education. Opportunity and Social Inequality.
4 l owe this observation to Erik Wright
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include w ork ing vs. not w orking, selling vs. buyin g labour-pow er, lend
in g vs. borrow ing capital, renting vs. hiring land , g iv in g  vs. receiving 
com m ands in the m anagem ent o f corporate properly. These en um er
ations are intended as exhaustive. A  class is a group of people who by virtue of 
what they possess are compelled to engage in the same activities if they uvnt to 
make the best use o f their endowments. A lthough  1 believe this definition is 
quite satisfactory both from  the extensional and the theoretical point of 
v iew , it is som ew h at defective on the m ethodological side. The adm ission 
o f variable objective functions is one w eakn ess, the adm ission o f non
tangible en dow m en ts another. A lso , o f course, it m ay turn out that the 
notion thus constructed is less usefu l in exp lain ing social conflict than 
M arx expected it to be. This issu e , h o w ever, I postpone to 6 .3 .

6.1.2. Class and status
In m uch o f current sociology the notion o f status group is m ore frequently 
invoked than that o f class. M ax W eber, w ho is at the origin o f this notion, 
defined it as fo llow s: " In  contrast to the pu rely  econom ically determ ined 
'class situation ', w e w ish  to designate as a status situation ev ery  typical 
com ponent o f the life o f m en that is determ ined by a specific, positive or 
negative, social estim ation o f h on ou r."1 O r  again , "c la sses  are stratified 
according to their relations to the production and acquisition o f go od s, 
w hereas status group s are stratified according to the principles o f their 
consumption of go od s as represented by special sty les o f life " .2 H is main 
em ph asis w as on gro u p s a s  closed Gemeinschaften, "b ased  on a subjective 
feeling o f the parties, w hether affectual or traditional, that they belong 
to g eth er",3 and w ith deliberate exclusion o f outsiders as the other side o f 
the co in .4 On this basis h e d istin guished  betw een societies based predom 
inantly on class an d  societies based m ainly on statu s.3Since, unlike M arx, 
he defin ed  classes exclu sive ly  in term s of m arket position,6 this contrast 
fo llow s in a fairly natural w ay.

W e shall see that M arx also felt the tem ptation o f status. He did so in 
tw o distinct w ays: som etim es by including status group s am ong the 
classes, at oth er tim es by d istin gu ish in g  betw een status societies and 
class societies. Before I cite and d iscu ss the texts, h o w ever, w e  should ask

1 Weber, Economy and Society, vol. 2. p. 932. 1 Ittd.. p.937. * Ibid., p. 40.
4 Ibid , pp. }4i& Proposals to define dosses in terms o# exclusion are made by Bourdieu, 

“ Condition de classe et position de classe" and Parkin, Marxism and Clau Theory. These 
are. in a way. neo-Weberian theories of class, although they bear no relation to what 
Weber referred to as class.

* Weber, Economy and Society, vol. i, p >o6.
4 Ibid , p 92B. There is a slight inconsistency when elsewhere (ibid . p. joy) he refers to the 

(non-market) struggle between peasants and manorial lords as a class conflict.
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exactly w hat the tem ptation is. To locate it, w e m ay consider social con
flicts in classical antiquity H ere w e are in the fortunate situation o f being 
able to com pare the w ork  o f an outstanding W eberian historian -  M oses 
Fin ley -  with that of an equally outstanding M arxist historian -  G .E .M . de 
Ste C roix The form er strongly  den ies w hile the latter equally  vehem ently  
affirm s the centrality o f class in the ancient w orld.

In F in ley 's The Ancient Economy w e read the follow ing;

There is little agreement among historians or sociologists about the definition of 
"class" or the canons by which to assign anyone to a class. Not even the appar
ently dearcut. unequivocal Marxist concept of class turns out to be without diffi
culties. Men are classed according to their relation to the means of production, 
first between those who do and those who do not own the means of production; 
second, among the former, between those who work themselves and those who 
live off the labour of others. Whatever the applicability of that classification in 
present-day society, for the ancient historian there is an obvious difficulty; the 
slave and the free wage labourer would then be members of the same class, on a 
mechanical interpretation, as would the richest senator and the non-working 
owner of a small pottery. That does not seem a very sensible way to analyse 
ancient society .1

O ne can on ly  agree w ith the last sentence, w hile ad d in g  that F in ley 's is 
not a very  sensib le w ay  to understand the M arxist concept o f class. Since 
o w n ersh ip  o f labour-pow er is a m ain determ inant o f class, the s lave  and 
the free w ag e  labourer do nut belong to the sam e class. The other exam ple 
represents a m ore interesting challenge, and I shall return to it in a 
m om ent. First, h o w ever, w e  should  note that Finley contrasts class not 
on ly  w ith  status gro u p s, but also w ith  orders (or estates). "A n  order or 
estate is a jurid ically  defined gro u p  w ithin a population, p ossessin g  
form alized privileges and disabilities on one or m ore fields o f activity, 
governm ental, m ilitary, legal, econom ic, religious, m arital, and standing 
in a hierarchical relation to other orders."2 A lthough he d o es not offer an 
equally explicit definition o f status gro u p s, his g loss on the concept 
su ggests that he had in m ind som ething quite sim ilar to W eber's notion. 
C learly , an order w ill tend to be a status gro u p , w hile the converse need 
not hold.

W hat does it m ean to say  that order or status is m ore central than class? 
C learly  w e m ust specify : central for w hat purpose? A ssu m in g that w e are 
dealing  on ly  w ith exp lanatory p u rp o ses, th is m eans that w e must 
indicate the exp lanandum  in w hich w e are  interested. If order or status 
are to represent a challenge to class, they m ust ad d ress the sam e exp lan 
an du m , n am ely collective action. T oexp la in  individual-level behaviour in

1 Finley, The Ancient Economy, p 49 J Ibid ., p . 45.
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term s o f these variables does not invalidate M arxist class theory. Pierre 
Bourdieu, for instance, argu es that cultural behaviour can be explained  in 
term s o f the W eberian status gro u p s, so  that the new  rich behave 
system atically  d ifferently from  old w ea lth .1 Finley m akes a sim ilar obser
vation aprop os the upstart Trim alchio, in Petronius's Satyricon.2 1 fail to 
see that these plausible v iew s im pugn M arx 's theory o f class. If F in ley 's 
senator and pottery-ow ner differ on ly  in such respects, the contrast is 
irrelevant for the point he w ants to m ake.

A n  exam ple o f social conflict organized around order rather than class 
w as the stru ggle  betw een patricians and plebeians in Rom e. It has often 
been taken to sh o w  the lack o f centrality o f class in the ancient w o rld /a n d  
there certainly is a prim a facie case to be m ade for this v iew . A s  observed 
by P. A . Brunt, " th e  conflict o f the orders w as unintelligible u nless there 
w ere rich p le b e ia n s"/  hence on e cannot say  in an y sim ple, im m ediate 
sense that the struggle w as w aged betw een econom ically defined classes. 
N or do I think Ste C ro ix 's  attem pt to sh o w  that the struggle "re a lly "  w as 
about class is su ccess fu l/  The fact that the rich plebeians could exploit the 
class grievan ces o f the poor p lebeians, and induce them  to join in an 
alliance against the patricians, d o es not sh o w  that the class grievances 
w ere the essen ce o f the struggle. O ne should not confuse the relevance of 
class w ith the centrality o f class. The latter requires that non-class alli
ances w ill not override class solidarity.

M arx, I noted earlier, referred to freem en, patricians and plebeians as 
classes. T h ese  are, h o w ever, legal orders, not classes in the sense I have 
tried to reconstruct. D oes his calling them classes constitute an objection 
to m y reconstruction? 1 do  not think it does. The politico-legal superstruc
ture is to be explained  in term s o f classes, and hence cannot enter into 
their constitution. T h is basic tenet o f M arxism  m ust override a few  texts6 
pointing in a different direction. M arx knew  that social conflicts in the 
Rom an republic largely  turned around the stru ggle  betw een patricians 
and plebeians, and that class w as not irrelevant to that struggle. From 
that, and his general com m itm ent to the centrality o f class, it w as  on ly  a 
short step  to assertin g  that the conflict w as a class struggle.

In other w orks M arx attem pts to so lve  the problem  in a w ay  m ore akin 
to W eber's distinction betw een  status societies and class societies. This

1 Bourdieu. itr Distinction. 7 Finley, The Anc*nt Economy, op. 50-1.
5 See notably Papaioannou. De Mart et du Marxian*, pp iq)H.
* Brunt. Seoul Conflicts in the Roman Republic. p. 47.
'  Ste Croix, The Class Struggle in the Ancient Creek World, p. 336.
•  In addition to the opening sentences of the Communist Manifesto one may rite The German 

Ideology, p. 33.
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v iew  is adum brated in the Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of 
Low:

The estates of civil society likewise were transformed in the process: civil society 
was changed by its separation from political society. Estate in the medieval sense 
continued only within the bureaucracy itself, where civil and political society are 
directly identical. A s against this stands civil society as civil estate. Difference of 
estate is here no longer a difference o f needs and of work o f independent bodies. 
The only general, superficial and formal difference still remaining here is that of town 
and country. Within society itself, however, the difference was developed in 
mobile and not fixed circles, of which free choice is the principle. Monty and edu
cation are the main criteria . . .  The estate of civil society had for its principle 
neither need, that is, a natural element, nor politics. It consists of separate masses 
which form fleetingly and whose very formation is fortuitous and does not 
amount to an organization.'

The contrast betw een  fixity and m obility -  for w hich see  also 6 . 1 . 4 -  is not 
here stated as on e betw een  estates and classes. Rather the estate society is 
o p p o sed  to one in which stratification on the basis o f incom e and ed u 
cation is fu n d am en tal.2 Later M arx cam e to repudiate that v iew  o f m odern 
societies, substituting c lass for incom e group» (6 .1.3 ). At the sam e time he 
also  elaborated the v iew  that classes and class conflict w ere central 
throughout history, not o n ly  in m odem  societies. The German Ideology, in 
particular, is replete w ith  references to classes in pre-capitalist societies.2 
Yet, by a stran ge feat o f theoretical com partm entalization, that w ork also 
m akes a  distinction b etw een  status societies and class societies. With 
respect to the m o d em  distinction betw een  the person al and the p ro fes
sional life o f the in d iv idual, M arx w rites that

In the estate (and even more in the tribe) this is as yet concealed: for instance, a 
nobleman always remains a nobleman, a commoner always a commoner, a qual
ity inseparable from his individuality irrespective of his other relations. The 
difference between the private individual and the class individual, the accidental 
nature of the conditions of life for the individual, appears only with the 
emergence of the class, which is itself a product of the bourgeoisie.4

Later in the sam e w ork  there is a  reference to the countries "w h e re  the 
estates have not yet com pletely developed  into c la sse s" .5 In the som e
w hat obscure "R e fle c tio n s" on m oney from  18 5 1 this is also a m ajor 
them e, as in the fo llow in g contrast: 1

1 Contribution to the Critique of Hefei's Phitosofihy of law, p 80
7 I believe it is plausible to read "money'' a* indicating income rather than wealth, given the 

emphasis on the fluidity of modern societies.
* TheCerman Ideology, pp. yjff, 64ft, «76. 4 lbd.,p . 78.
* Ibid , p. 90. See alao Neue Rheinivhe Zeitung. 2 1 . 1 . 1 R49.
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In the case of the estate system, the consumption of the individual, his material 
exchange, depends on the particular division of labour to which he is subordin
ated. In the class system it depends only on the universal medium of exchange 
which he is able to acquire. In the first case, he as a socially circumscribed person 
takes part in exchange operations which are circumscribed by his social position. 
In the second case he as an owner of the universal medium of exchange is able to 
obtain everything that society can exchange for this token of everything.1

The text go es on to em phasize the link betw een  m oney and freedom  of 
choice, a  connection that ie a lso  stressed in the later econom ic w ritings
(4.2). There, h o w ever, the opposition  betw een  estate and class is no 
longer present.

It is not clear w h at to m ake o f these texts. T h ey  m ay reflect a m ere 
term inological hesitation, o ra  m ore substantial doubt about the centrality 
o f econom ically defin ed  classes in pre-capitalist societies. In favo u r o f the 
second reading is the opposition  betw een "n o b lem an " and "co m m o n er", 
and the em p h asis on  the "so cia l po sitio n " a s  a m ain determ inant of 
behaviour. T w o  facts, h o w ever, ap p ear w ell established. For one thing, 
social conflict in pre-capitalist societies poses a serious problem  for the 
M arxist theory o f class. For another, M arx h im self w as inconsistent in 
w hat he said about classes in these societies. It is not im plausible to seek 
the explanation  o f the latter fact in the form er.

6.1.3. Relations between classes
T o  bring out the relations that can exist betw een classes, it is usefu l to 
com pare M arxist c lass theory an d  the theory o f  social stratification. The 
latter -  paradigm atically  represented by The American Occupational Struc
ture b y  Peter Blau and O tis D udley D uncan -  u ses an "in d ex  o f occupa
tional socioeconom ic sta tu s" to rank individuals.* Their index is con
structed on the basis o f incom e and education, but is intended to 9erve 
also  as an  estim ate o f the prestige ranking o f occupations. A lthough the 
g ro u p s defined b y  such criteria are som etim es referred to a s  status 
gro u p s, they lack m an y o f the characteristics b y  w hich W eber defined 
status. In particular, it d o es not fo llow  that in d ividuals w h o  are all rated 
(by others!) at the sam e prestige rank should also  feel a subjective bond of 
"h o n o u r"  am on g them selves.

The m ain d ifference betw een class theory and social stratification has to 
d o  w ith  the pu rp o se  for w hich they w ere  constructed. The latter m ainly 
tries to explain  properties and behaviour at the individual level by status 1

1 "Rrffcction*” . pp. 590-1.
7 BUu and Duncan. T V  A m r n c a n  O c c u p a f b n * l  S i r u d u r r .  pp.
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variables. The form er, by contrast, attem pts to explain  collective action in 
term s o f the class position o f the in d ividuals en gagin g  in it .1 W ith different 
exp lan an da, it is no su rprise  that the exp lanatory variables differ, nor 
does this sh o w  that the approaches are incom patible w ith one another. 
True, later M arxists h ave  tried to use class theory to explain  other 
phenom ena than the ones on w hich M arx centred his attention, and then 
the theories m ay indeed becom e rival rather than com plem entary.3 It is 
a lso  true, an d  dem onstrated in chapter 8 b elow , that M arx him self tried to 
exp lain  som e individual-level phenom ena in term s o f class. This, how 
ever, is a far cry  from  attem pting to explain  all such phenom ena in term s 
o f c lass m em bership. There is, for instance, nothing in M arx that indicates 
h o w  crim inality, m orbidity or cultural behaviour could be explained in 
this w ay .

Yet there is no doubt that M arx w as hostile to the stratification 
app roach , notably in the fo llow in g passage:

"Grobianist" common sense transforms the distinction between classes into the 
"distinction" between the size of the purses and class conflict into "craft 
bickering". The size of one’s purse is a purely quantitative distinction, whereby 
any two individuals of the same class may be incited against one another at will.3

This can p lausib ly  be read as stating that the notion o f incom e gro u p , and
m ore gen erally  a n y  quantitative criterion, is inadequate for the an a lysis  of
social conflict -  or at least for und erstandin g the m ore en durin g form s of
su ch  conflict. To d iscu ss this contention I shall com pare the relations
betw een  strata w ith  the relations w hich  obtain betw een classes. 1 shall use
incom e group s a s  m y exam ple o f social strata, although w hat fo llow s also
ap p lies to strata defin ed  in term s o f education, prestige, etc.

The m ain relation betw een incom e gro u p s is the purely  quantitative

comparison along the dimension defining them, that is the relation
"earn in g  at least a s  m uch a s " . C learly  this is a relation o f com parison, not
o f interaction (2 .3 .1) . The relation induces a ranking o f the group s that is
complete and transitive.* I now  consider w h eth er the relations that obtain

' Again, this is not a violation of methodological individualism, only a convenient 
shorthand. In 6.2.31 argue that collective action should indeed be understood in terms of 
the propensities of individuals to engage in it, hence the contrast in the text may be more 
rigorously stated as one between different kinds of individual-level explananda 

'  At least they become rival if each insists on explaining the whole variance of the phenom
enon under study. The)' are complementary If class and status are seen as explanatory 
variables each of which is part-determinant of the explanandum This is the approach 
taken in Kalleberg and Griffin, "Class, occupation and inequality in job rewards ' or 
Wnght and Perrone, "Marxist class categories and income inequality".

3 Deulsche-Brusseler-Zettung 1 8 . 1 1 . 1 8 4 7 .
4 Writing R for the relation, completeness means that for all <i and b. either oRi» or hRa; 

transitivity’ that oRi> and M r implies aRc.
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betw een classes have sim ilar properties. I have been discussing tw o m ain 
relations betw een classes, pow er and exploitation. In fact, tw o separate 
notions o f  exploitation have been considered. Exploitation is most 
frequently seen as a relation of interaction, based on the extraction of 
surplus labour. In R oem er's w ork , h ow ever, the relation is on e of 
com parison, based on the net exploitation status o f the agents. I shall 
d iscuss these relations in turn, beginning w ith the last.

W e m ay sa y  that A  stands to B in a com parative relation o f exploitation 
if either A  is an exploiter and B is not, or B is exploited and A  is not. (This 
allow s for exploitation-neutral agen ts.) The relation is not com plete, since 
it cannot relate tw o exploiters to one another, nor two exploited agents. It 
is, h ow ever, transitive. C on sider now  a com plete extension o f this rela
tion, founded on the quantitative ratio of the num ber o f hours w orked to 
the num ber o f hours em bodied in w hat one consum es (or could con
sum e). This ratio varies continuously from  zero (a non-w orking exploiter) 
through 1  (exploitation-neutral agents) to indefin itely large positive 
num bers. A ccording to this extended relation, one w ould  be able to 
com pare not on ly  w orkers and capitalists, but also, say, landlords and 
capitalists or d ifferent categories o f w orkers w ith  one another. O ne w ould 
in fact obtain a stratification schem e in term s o f degrees o f exploitation. 
This w ould  not coincide w ith  stratification in terms o f incom e. Som e 
groups, notably the self-em ployed, tend to w ork m uch longer hours than 
others w ithout earn ing correspondingly m ore. H ence they w ould  have a 
low er place on the exploitation scale than on the incom e scale.

N o w  it m ight be claim ed that the construction is devoid  o f interest for 
the sam e reason that m ade M arx reject the other stratification schem es, 
nam ely that such quantitative relations cannot explain social conflict or 
collective action. Discrete and stable collective actors cannot em erge out 
o f a continuous stratification schem e. I return to this contention below*. 
H ere 1 w ant on ly  to observe that the first (incom plete) com parative rela
tion of exploitation is not necessarily  m ore suitable in this respect. The 
issu e o f com parison vs. interaction is m ore central than that o f discrete
ness vs. continuity. Conflicts tend to arise out of interaction, not out of 
m ere com parison. Interacting w ith  a com m on enem y galvan izes soli
darity m ore than m erely com paring on eself with other, m ore favourably 
placed, agents.

H ence I do not think the agents below  the zero line o f exploitation share 
a feeling o f being unjustly  treated that w ould  lead them to being opposed 
en bloc to those above the line. O ne objection is the difficulty, already 
m entioned, o f identifying the zero line. A nother is that in the absence of
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otherconsiderations, relative status m ay b éas im portan tasab so lu testatu s 
in determ ining the object o f o n e 's  resentm ent. A  harsh ly  exploited agent 
m ight w ell feel m ore hostile tow ards on e w ho is barely below  the zero line, 
than the latter tow ards on e w h o  is barely above it. lam  not sayin g that such 
com parisons could form  the basis for stable collective actors, on ly  that the 
resentm ent w hich  on e could feel tow ards other agents at the sam e side of 
the exploitation line could preven t it from  becom ing the focus o f the form a
tion o f collective actors. To repeat, this ho lds on ly  in the absence o f other 
reasons for iden tifyin g m ore w ith  agents at the sam e sid e  o f the line, for 
exam ple class position as defin ed  in 6 . 1 . 1 .

The gen eral idea behind the preceding rem arks is that feelings o f resent
m ent and hostility do not lead to social conflict u nless the object o f these 
feelings app ears a s  cau sally  responsib le for o n e 's situation. F lesh ing out 
this intuition, one m ight try to argue that social conflict arises out o f exploi
tation as interaction. This again  m ay be defined as fo llow s in term s o f exp lo i
tation status: A  stands to B in an interactive relation o f exploitation if (i) A  is 
an  exploiter, (ii) B is exploited and (iii) A  is an  exploiter by virtue o fB  being 
exp lo ited . 11 shall argu e that this is inadequate. The relevant notion for the 
an a lysis  o f social conflict is not exploitation, but the closely  related idea of 
transfer o f su rp lu s labour.

In 4 . 1 .2  1 em ph asized , fo llow in g Roem er, that exploiters and exploited 
need not interact d irectly. In Capital III this idea is expressed  by a  distinction 
betw een  direct and indirect exploitation: "cap ital as an independent 
source o f su rp lu s-va lu e  is joined by landed property, w hich acts as a barrier 
to average  profit and transfers a portion o f su rp lu s-valu e to a class that 
neither w ork s itself nor directly exploits la b o u r".2 The landlord is an explo
iter, but he does not interact directly w ith  an y exploited ag en t,’  o n ly  w ith 
his co-exploiter the capitalist tenant. Exploiters and exploited are  linked in 
a chain or netw ork o f transactions, but to the extent that they do not con
front one another face to face, the potential for social conflict is much 
reduced. In h is an alysis o f nineteenth-century England. M arx argued that 
the w orkers w ere  opposed  econom ically to the capitalists, but only 
politically to the landow n ers, qua m anagers o f the state, desp ite  the fact 
that the latter no less than the form er depen ded  on the su rp lu s-valu e they 
created. (See a ls o 6 .3 .3  and 7 .1 .)

1 See p. 93, note 3. 2 Capiat HI. p. 829.
1 See also the Deutsche-Briisseler-Zrtluiig 11.11.1847: "the English agricultural day labourer 

. . .  has no relationship with the landowner at all. He merely has a relationship with the 
tenant farmer, in other words, with the industrial capitalist who is practising agriculture in 
factory fashion This industrial capitalist in turn, who pays the landowner a rent, has on 
the other hand « direct relationship with the landowner."



6.i. D e f i n i n g  c l a s s e s 3)9

A  sim ilar problem  arises in the hierarchical exploitation w hich is 
created by certain  form s o f piecew ork:

Since the quality and intensity of the work are here controlled by the form of 
wage itself, superintendence of labour becomes in great part superfluous. Piece- 
wages therefore lay the foundation of the modern "domestic labour" . . .  as well 
as of a hierarchically organised system of exploitation and oppression. The latter 
has two fundamental forms On the one hand piece-wages facilitate the inter
position of parasites between the capitalist and the wage-labourer, the "sub
letting of labour". The gam of these middlemen comes entirely from the 
difference between the labour-pnce which the capitalist pays, and the part of 
that price which they actually allow to reach the labourer. In England this 
system is characteristically called the "Sweating system". On the other hand 
piece-wage allows the capitalist to make a contract for so much per piece with 
the head labourer -  in manufactures with the chief of some group, in mines with 
the extractor of the coal, in the factory with the actual machine-worker -  at a 
price for which the head labourer himself undertakes the enlisting and payment 
of his assistant workpeople. The exploitation of the labourer by capital is here 
effected through the exploitation of the labourer by the labourer.1

The head labourer in the latter case m ay or m ay not be an exploiter, but 
this in a n y  case is irrelevant for the class struggle. H is assistants might 
w ell feel that he exp lo its them , even if in fact he is not an exploiter. 
C o n verse ly , he m ight feel exploited by the capitalist, even  if he is an 
exp lo iter h im self. In both cases the belief in the presence o f exploitation 
w ould  be u nfoun ded  -  but it m ight be no less effective for that.

H ence I suggest that the m ost relevant notion for understanding class 
conflict is the relation o f immediate transfer of surplus-value. This relation 
obtains betw een  w orker and head labourer; betw een head labourer and 
capitalist; betw een  capitalist and landlord. For M arx, the core o f the class 
stru ggle  concerned the forced transfer o f surp lus-value, instantiated in 
the h iring an d  se llin g  o f labour-pow er or land. The net exploitation 
status o f the agents after these transactions is by com parison a secon
d ary  m atter. T h e transfer can take place betw een tw o exploiters, 
betw een  tw o exploited agents or betw een an exploiter and an exploited 
agent. The latter is as it w ere  at the centre of the core, but the im portance 
o f other transactions should  not be slighted. In particular, the form  of 
the c lass struggle betw een  exploiters and exploited is strongly shaped by 
the stru ggles betw een  exp lo iters, as w ill be sh o w n  below .

The relation o f im m ediate transfer o f su rp lu s-valu e is neither 
com plete nor transitive Its ancestral exten sion ,* h ow ever, is transitive.

' Captfd I .  pp. 5 5 V-4
7 S e e  Q u in * ,  kirlhod* nf fü jp r , p p  j j S f f  fu r  « d e f in it io n  o f  thin te rm  w h ic h  i», h o w e v e r ,

largrly $*!(•** plana lory.
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This extension d efin es a chain o f transfers o f surplus-value that relates the 
landlord to the w orker by the interm ediaries o f the capitalist and the head 
labourer. In this sen se  the capitalist class o f early capitalism  w as indeed a 
"m id d le  c la ss " , m any rem arks to the contrary n otw ithstand ing.1 The 
sen se  in w hich  this term app lies is o f course different from  the one in 
w hich  it ap p lies to the petty bourgeoisie, w hich again  differs from  the 
sen se  in w hich it ap p lies to low er m anagers. The petty bourgeoisie is on ly  
an interm ediate class that d o es not actively m ediate betw een other 
classes

The ancestral extension o f the relation o f im m ediate transfer o f surplus- 
valu e is not com plete, nor a fortiori is that relation itself, nor is the relation 
o f exploitation. The petty bourgeoisie and the sm all peasantry do not 
enter into an y  chain o f transfer, to the extent that they are free of debts. In 
som e societies there have been several such chains, that m ay or m ay not 
have intersected at the top, but certainly not at the low er levels. Both 
slaves and w age  labourers w ere  exploited in the Am erican South, som e
tim es by the sam e agen ts, but this did not in itself create an y  relation 
b etw een  them . True, the degree  to w'hich one class w as exploited m ay 
have affected -  n egatively  or positively  -  the degree o f exploitation o f the 
other, but this d o es not set u p  an y relation of exploitation betw een  them . I 
return  to the "d iv id e-an d -co n q u er" issue in 6 .2 .1 .

A s also em phasized  in 4 .1 .2 , the im m ediate transfer o f su rp lu s-valu e is 
not an im portant notion from  the moral point o f v iew . It has a double bias 
in being both too m yopic and too m icro-oriented. From  the moral 
v iew p oin t w e are m ainly interested in the long-term net effect o f the trans
fe rs .2 H ence the moral an d  the explanatory aspects of M arxism  diverge 
rather sh arp ly  at this po in t.3 It w ould  h ave  been theoretically satisfactory 
to argu e that the gro u n d s on w hich  capitalism  is to be condem ned are also 
those that w ill m otivate the struggle to abolish it. M arx, h o w ever, does 
not succeed in sh o w in g  that this connection obtains.

C o n sid er finally  p o w er relations betw een classes. These obtain per 
definition betw een the classes defin ed  in term s of the g iv in g  and the 
receiving o f com m ands, or betw een classes defined in term s of the 
o w n ersh ip  o f alien labour-pow er. T hey m ay, but need not, obtain

1 Ossowski, Clau Structure in the Social Consciousness, pp. 74ft refer* lo the landowner- 
capitalist-worker as “ a trichotomous functional scheme without an intermediate 
class". Similarly Cole, Studies in Class Structure, p. 91. asserts that the middle classes of 
classical capitalism "were not in the middle of anything".

2 True, this does not hold if wr consider unequal distribution of power as a source of 
iniustice The lark of control over work or over the investment process is not, however, at 
the heart of the classical Marxian notion of exploitation that I have tried to explicate in 4.1.

3 See also on this point my "Roemer vs Roemer".
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betw een classes defined in term s o f  m arket behaviour. This relation is one 
o f interaction, not o f com parison. It is, m oreover, one o f face-to-face 
interaction, capable o f m otivating social conflicts. Autonomy rather than 
income is w hat is at stake in such struggles.

The p o w er relation is neither com plete nor transitive. The incom plete
ness fo llow s from  the fact that som e c lasses do not stand in any (pre- 
political) p o w er relations at all to other classes. T h is is the case, for 
instance, for English landow n ers as described by M arx or for the French 
peasantry. The intransitivity follow's from the general fact about pow er 
hierarchies that su periors de facto and often de jure  have to delegate pow er 
irrevocably. The Rom an law  o f slavery , for exam ple, knew  the category of 
a vicarius, the slave  o f a slave . W hile a slave  had no general p o w er o f 
m anum ission w ith respect to his vicarii, he could , if m anum itted him self, 
a lso  free his w ife  if sh e  w as part o f his peew/ium.1 T hus the m aster could 
not fu lly  treat a n y  s lave  o f his slave as his ow n  slave . Sim ilarly, a feudal 
lord " in  the event o f a d isp u te , could m ove on ly  again st his tenant and not 
his tenant's ten a n t".3 A n alogou s restrictions exist in the large business 
corporations, for instance regarding the pow er to hire and fire personnel. 
It is in the nature o f the case that such lim itations on tw o-step exercises of 
pow er are often overridden , but this does not m ean that they are totally 
ineffective.

T h u s, if m y und erstandin g o f M arx is correct, the central relations between 
classes are the transfer of surplus front below and the exercise of pouter from aboir. 
T h ese  often go  together, as in the case o f the slave , the serf and the w age 
labourer w h o  a s  part o f the contract has to agree to take orders. There 
m ay, h o w ever, be transfer o f su rp lu s w ithout exercise o f pow er, a s  in the 
case  o f the capitalist w ho p ays rent to the landlord or the sm all producer 
w ho is exploited by the bank. C o n versely , there m ay be exercise o f pow er 

w ithout an y  su rp lu s being transferred, as in the relation betw een upper 
and low er m anagers. T h ese  relations are ail h ighly specific, unlike such 
relations as "e a rn s  less th an " which link the agent to the diffuse group  of 
people w h o  stand on one side o f him  in the relevant dim ension o f stratifi
cation. The incom pleteness and intransitivity o f the relations betw een 
classes reflect this specificity. A lthough such relations as 'earn in g less 
th an " or "b e in g  m ore exploited th an " can g ive  rise to resentm ent and 
hostility, they will not have the sam e p o w er to generate en durin g social 
conflict a s  the relations of surplus-tran sfer and com m and-giving, p re
cisely  because they d o  not have this specific focus. This is not to say  that

1 Barrow, Slairry in fhe Roman Empire, p. iW.
3 North a n d  Thomas. 7V  Rnroflhe Western World, p. 63
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social stratification cannot generate conflicts, or "craft-b ickerin g" in 
M arx 's phrase, o n ly  that these will not have the sam e stability as class 
stru ggles. Such , at an y  rate, is m y reconstruction o f the argum ents that 
led M arx to single out social classes as the m ost significant social gro u p s -  
at least the m ost significant for the stu d y  o f social change.

6 .1 .4 . C lass  m o b ility
A t a n y  g iven  m om ent o f tim e, classes can be defined and related to one 
another b y  the categories defin ed  above. Yet one m ight w ish  to add a 
dyn am ic elem ent to the defin ition, as w as  also  proposed in 5 . 1 .2  w ith 
respect to the relations o f production. The degree  to w hich it is possib le to 
m ove out o f o n e 's  class, and into another, is an  im portant fact about the 
class structure that cannot be captured by instantaneous cross-sections. 
A s in other cases, the question is  w h eth er the ease of m obility is som e
thing that should  be predicated o f classes defined on other gro u n d s, or 
that should  enter into the definition itself.

There seem  to be tw o  o p p o sin g  intuitions at wrork here. On the one 
hand, there is the tendency to op p o se  class to caste or estate on the basis 
o f  the greater m obility associated w ith class. In Schum peter's form ul
ation, a "c la ss  resem bles a hotel or an om nibus, a lw ays full, but a lw a y s  of 
different p e o p le " .1 In 6 .1 .2  I cited som e texts w h ere  M arx sim ilarly con
trasts the m obility o f classes w ith  the fixity o f estates O n the other hand 
there is the idea that a class system  cannot be com pletely flu id , since this 
w ould  destroy the substance o f the phenom enon. M arx refers to "th e  
U nited States o f N orth A m erica, w here, though classes a lread y  exist, they 
have not yet becom e fixed, but continually change and interchange their 
com ponent elem ents in constant f lu x " .1 M arx here asserts the existence o f 
c lasses, but also their insubstantiality, suggestin g that full-blooded 
classes m ust be less than com pletely fluid. H ence it is tem pting to m ake it 
part o f the definition o f classes that they should  allow  som e interm ediate 
degree o f m obility -  m ore than caste or estate, less than w ould  be ex 
pected on random  assortm ent.

This proposal w ould  restrict classes to capitalism , an idea that m ust be 
rejected on exegetical grou n d s. A lthough, as noted in 6 .1 .2 ,  Marx 
occasionally entertains this idea, his m ain position is that classes also exist 
in non-m arket, pre-capitalist societies. The im portant core o f truth behind

1 Schumpeter, Imperialism and Social Classes, p. 163
3 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p. h i . See also Tocqueville. Democracy in America, p. 557:

"although there are rich men, the class of the rich does not exist at ali" (because of the high
turn-over).
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the proposal is that on ly  w ith an interm ediate degree o f social m obility 
can w e expect classes to crystallize into collective actors and to p lay  a  role 
in social conflicts. I shall return to this issue in 6 .2 .2 . H ere I only note, in a 
prelim inary m anner, that w ith very  little m obility the idea o f im proving 
o n e 's lot is hard to conceive, w hereas very  high m obility prevents agents 
from linking in dividual im provem ent to that o f a class. Since in m y 
opinion one im portant task o f the theory o f class is to explain  w hen 
classes turn into collective actors, the conditions for this even t should not 
be m ade part o f the definition o f class.

Yet the degree o f social m obility m ay usefu lly  be m ade part of the 
definition o f class structure. To see this, consider the disagreem ent 
betw een E. P. Thom pson and G . A . Cohen o ver the definition o f class. 
A ccording to Thom pson , " i f  w e stop history at a g iven  point, then there 
are no classes, but sim ply a m ultitude o f individuals w ith a m ultitude of 
e xp erien ces".1 In his v iew , "c la ss  itself is not a thing, it is a h ap p en in g ".1 
C ohen  objects to this processual defin ition, and argues for a structural 
definition o f classes in term s o f the relations o f production. W e should not 
say  that class is process, but that classes undergo " a  process o f cultural and 
political form ation " . 1 1 agree w ith C ohen  that for process to occur there 
m ust be an u nd erlyin g  structure which is the bearer o f that process -  an 
entity o f w hich  the chan ge can be predicated I w ould add , how ever, that 
there m ay be sub-processes go in g  on within the structure that contribute 
to its constitution and distinguish it from  other structures. Im agine two 
econom ies that at an y g iven  m om ent o f time have identical distributions 
o f in d ividuals over class positions, and yet differ because the turnover 
rate o f the on e is m uch higher than that o f the other. If one o f these 
econom ies undergoes change so as to becom e sim ilar to the o th e r-  a class 
society turn ing into a caste society, at the limit -  it w ould be strange to say 
that no structural change had taken place. Yet this is w hat C oh en  is 
com m itted to say in g  w h en  he argues that "th ere  is no difference of 
econom ic structure, desp ite  m ovem ent w ithin  the econom y, a s  long as 
there are the sam e relations in the sam e frequency bound into the sam e 
n etw o rk ".4

This is not m erely  a quarrel over w ords. C o h en 's structuralist approach 
is inadequate because it leads to the "p ile  o f sn ap sh o ts" view  of social 
change, as opposed  to the longitudinal "bu n ch  o f life h istories" v iew . On 
his conception w e  aggregate o ver in d ividuals before w e study social

1 Thompson. Ihe Making of the English Working Class, p. n .  2 Ibid., p. 939.
'  Cohen, Karl Marx 's Theory of History, p. 77. * Ibid . p. 85.
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change, w h ereas I believe it m ore adequate to consider change before w e 
aggregate. If w e  begin  by aggregating over individuals, w e  lose track of 
them forever and so cannot tell if a g iven  class position is occupied b y  the 
sam e in d ividuals or not. A s Rosa Luxem burg argued against Eduard 
Bernstein, one can be led seriously  astray by neglecting class m etabolism  
a s  a variab le .1 M y proposal, therefore, is to accept a tim e-independent 
definition o f class, but insist that the class structure is m ore than the sum  
o f classes thus defined The class structure in volves the classes and the 
rates o f flow  betw een  them. Or, fo llow ing a usefu l term inology suggested 
by G u d m u n d  H ero es,1 2 3 w e could distinguish  betw een output structure 
and process structure. T w o  different process structures m ay w ell 
generate the sam e output structure.

W hy should there be m obility betw een classes? The definition pro
posed in 6 . 1 . 1  su ggests tw o sources o f m obility. First, the endow m ent of 
the individual m ight change. Secondly, fo r a  g iven  endow m ent, his o p 
tim izing behaviour m ight change. The latter might occur because o f a 
chan ge in the en dow m en ts o f other individuals, but also because of 
chan ges in technology or in dem and. Such changes tend to bring about a 
change in relative prices, favou ring  som e agents and d isadvantagin g 
others. In all societies w'e m ay expect som e m obility d u e  to changing 
en dow m en ts. Som e in d ividuals w ill increase their holdings -  by lu ck ' or 
by thrift.4 O thers w ill becom e im poverished for sym m etrical reasons. 
M obility d u e  to changes in optim izing behaviour for g iven  assets is re
stricted to m odern societies, characterized by technical change.

6.2 . Class consciousness

C lasses, as defin ed , form  a social category that m ay or m ay not represent 
a non-arbitrary d ivision  o f society into separate groups. The M arxist 
theory o f class asserts that agents w h o  belong to one class also tend to have 
other com m on properties and to behave in certain com m on w ays . In 
particular, it asserts that classes are real in the sense that under certain 
conditions they tend to crystallize into collective actors, that is to ach ieve 
class consciousness. In 6 .2 .1 1 d iscu ss the m eaning o f class consciousness,

1 See my Logic and Society, p 14) for a summary and further references.
2 Hemes, "Structural change in social processes
3 Luck may include political windfalls, as explained in Bardhan, "Class formation in India".
* This implies that I am not treating a low rate of time preference as an asset, it is part of what

the person is, not of what he has. Independently of the philosophical arguments fur this 
view, it is quite compelling in the present context. If a low rate o f  time preference improves 
the class position of the agent, it does so via the impact on tangible assets, not directly.
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including its relation to class interest and class organization. In 6 .2 .2  1 
propose a  “ black-box th eory" o f the developm en t o f class consciousness, 
that is an account of the facilitating and obstructing conditions which 
does not go  into the issu e o f in dividual m otivation. In 6 .2 .3 1turn directly 
to this issu e, and consider the role o f se lfish n ess, solidarity and rationality 
in exp lain ing  collective action. This subsection is both tentative and 
som ew hat less exegetical than m ost other parts o f this w ork. Vet the 
fundam ental im portance o f the problem  seem s to w arrant a fairly  lengthy 
discussion.

6 .2 .1 .  T h e m ean ing o f  c lass consciousness
1 have been d iscu ssin g  class in m erely distributive term s, which d o  not 
im ply a n y  interaction betw een class m em bers. In W eber's w ords, the 
"social action that brings forth class situation is not basically action am ong 
m em bers o f  the identical class; it is an action am ong m em bers o f different 
c la s s e s " .1 But although intra-class interaction is not part of the definition 
o f class, such action m ay and d o es occur in form s ranging from w arfare 
through com petition to m utual support. A  m ajor task o f class theory is to 
explain w hen one or another o f these will take place. Before I can turn to 
this task, h o w ever, I m ust try to m ake clear the notion o f class conscious
ness. The canonical text is in The Eighteenth Brumaire:

The small-holding peasants form a vast mass, the members of which live in similar 
conditions but without entering into manifold relations wilh one another. Their 
mode of production isolates them from one another instead of bringing them into 
mutual intercourse. The isolation is increased by France's bad means of communi
cation and by the poverty of the peasants. Their field of production, the smallhol
ding. admits of no division of labour in its cultivation, no application of science 
and, therefore, no diversity of development, no variety of talent, no wealth of 
social relationships. Each individual peasant family is almost self-suffirient; it 
itself directly produces the major part of its consumption and thus acquires its 
means of life more through exchange with nature than in intercourse with society. 
A smallholding, a peasant and his family; alongside them another smallholding, 
another peasant and another family A few score of these make up a village, and a 
few score of villages make up a department. In this way, the great mass of the 
French nation is formed by simple addition of homologous magnitudes, much as 
potatoes in a sack forma sack of potatoes. Insofar as millions of families live under 
economic conditions of existence that separate their mode of life, their interests 
and their culture from those of the other classes, and put them in hostile opposi
tion to the latter, they form a class Insofar as there i* merely a local interconnec
tion among these small land-holding peasants, and the identity of their interests

1 Weber, Economy and Society, vol. 2. p. 939.
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beget no community, no national bond and no political organization among them, 
they do not form a class.'

H ere class consciousness -  although the term is not u sed  -  is both defined 
and exp lained. It is defin ed  in term s o f "co m m u n ity ", "b o n d "  and 
"o rg an izatio n ". In the H egelian language som etim es affected by M arx, 
these elem ents m ake the difference betw een a class " in  itse lf"  and a class 
" fo r  itse lf" .*

Before I turn to class for itself, 1 w ant to dw ell on the interm ediate case 
o f "c la ss  for o th e rs". A  class m ay ach ieve existence and significance for 
others before it attains existence for itself. A n analogous case is found in 
social an throp ology: ‘ A  m an o f one tribe sees the people o f another tribe 
a s  an undifferentiated group  to w hom  he has an undifferentiated pattern 
o f behaviour, w h ile  he sees h im self as a m em ber o f a segm ent o f his ow n  
trib e ".1 * 3 There is no tribe consciousness, no tribe-for-itself, and yet tribes 
have social reality beyond that o f the tribe-in-itself, since they are per
ceived as tribes by m em bers o f other tribes. Sim ilarly M arx su ggested  that 
the English  w ork ing class passed through a phase in w hich it w as 
"a lread y  a class as against capital, but not yet for itse lf" .4 R eferring to the 
G erm an bourgeoisie, he w rites that it "a lread y  finds itself in conflict with 
the proletariat even  before being politically constituted as a c la s s " .5 
R odney H ilton refers to this phenom enon as "n egative  class con scious
n e ss" , found in a group  o f people united by a com m on opposition  to 
another group  collectively perceived as one c lass * In 2 .2 .2  1 m entioned 
the speculative notion that self-consciousness m ay arise posterior to, and 
as a result o f, the con sciousness o f other people. M y aw aren ess o f m yself 
m ay arise because 1 becom e aw are that you  are aw are  0/ m e T h e an al
o gou s idea in the case of class consciousness is m ore am enable to em 
pirical stu dy. The m em bers o f a dass-in -itself m ay becom e conscious of 
them selves as m em bers o f a class by observin g  that they are treated as 
m em bers o f one class by other agents w hom  the}/ perceive as m em bers of

1 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p  1S7.
3 It is widely assumed that Marx himself used these terms to distinguish between (lasses 

that lack and classes that possess class consciousness As far as I know, he never actually 
uses the term "in  itself" (an *ich).

3 E va ns- Pritchard. The Niter, p. izo. In the language of status, “the typical actor makes finer 
discriminations In nearby positions than in positions more distant in the social ordering" 
(Fararo. Mathematical Sociology, p 347). The empirical Issue is whether the subjective 
image of class is discontinuous, as in the case of the Nuer, or gradational, as suggested by 
the last text.

4 The Povtrlyof Phtlofophy, p. an.'  Deutuhc-Brüsi*ler-/etlmij[ 18 11 1847
4 Hilton. Bond Men Made Free. p. i j o .
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one c la ss .1 In 6 .3 .1  the notion o f class-for-others is linked to that of "latent 
class con flict".

There is another interm ediate category that should be m entioned here. 
C lass con sciousness often -  although not a lw ays -  takes the form  o f soli
darity. By acting together the m em bers o f a  class can obtain m ore than they 
could by acting in isolation. H ence, for instance, collective as opposed  to 
in dividual w age  bargain ing is a sign  o f class consciousness. Yet these tw o 
cases -  collective action and individual bargain ing -  do not exhaust all 
possibilities. W e m ay a lso  observe the form ation o f a coalition betw een one 
class and pari o f another class, to the benefit o f the form er. Lloyd Shapley 
and M artin Shubik have proposed a m odel o f such "d iv id e  and conquer" 
tactics.2 H ere there is one agent w ho o w n s the m eans o f production and 
confronts a num ber o f unorganized w orkers. With individual bargaining 
betw een  the capitalist an d  the w orkers the rate o f exploitation, in their 
num erical exam ple, is 100  per cent. If, h o w ever, one adm its coalitions 
betw een  the capitalist and the w orkers, one o f the solution concepts for 
cooperative gam es predicts a rate o f exploitation of 200 per cent.* The 
behavioural adequ acy o f this concept is uncertain, but the m odel serves to 
highlight a notion that is indepen den tly  p lausible, nam ely that the w orkers 
w ill fare w o rse  u nder in dividual bargain ing than u nder collective 
bargain ing, and w orse under "coalitional b argain in g" than under indi
vidual bargain ing. W e m ay con sider it a sign  o f incipient or rudim entary 
class con sciousness i f  the w orkers refu se  to be d raw n  into coalitional 
bargain ing, even  if they are unable to en gage in collective bargaining.

1 define ( positive) c lass consciousness as the ability toowreome the free-rider 
problem in realizing class interests. A s  further explained in 6 .2 .2, collective 
action is beset by the difficu lty that it often p ays to defect. The individual 
can reap  a greater rew ard  if he abstains from  the action to get the benefits 
w ithout the cost. This generates a conflict betw een the interest o f the indi
vidual c lass m em ber and that o f the c lass a s  a w hole M arx w rites, for 
instance, that the "organ ization  o f the proletarians into a class, and con se
quen tly  into a political party, is continually being u p set by the com petition 
b etw een  the w orkers th e m se lv e s".1 Sim ilarly, the capitalists are "fa lse

1 Bardhan, "Class formation in India", provide» an example of this unifying force of re
pression which constitutes a permanent dilemma to any would-be repressor, cp. also 
my "Négation active et négation passive '.

2 Shapley and Shubik, "Ownership and the production function".
3 This concept ("the Shapley value") rests on the idea that each agent will be rewarded 

according to his average contribution to all the potential coalitions of which he could be a 
member.

4 The Communist Manifeste, p. 493 Marx’s most extensive discussion of competition among 
the workers occurs in the manuscript on "W ages", pp. aiaff
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brothers"' or "hostile brothers"1 who as individuals may be opposed to 
measures that benefit their class. This was shown in 4.1.4 w'ith respect to 
the length of the working day. Quite generally, there are always private 
costs associated with organization, whereas the benefits typically are 
public goods that cannot be restricted to members.1

The free-rider problem  can be understood in tw o w a y s .1 * * 4 First, the 
in dividual agen t is tem pted to act as a free-rider w ith  respect to his class. 
Secondly , the class as a w h ole, su p p o sin g  it to be organized, is tem pted 
to act as a free-rider w ith respect to its long-term  interests.5 W riting 
about the Ten H ours Bill, M arx m ade a distinction betw een capitalist A 
benefiting at the exp en se  o f capitalist B, and generation A  o f capitalists 
benefiting at the exp en se  o f generation B 6 Sim ilarly, the w ork in g  class 
has to overcom e not o n ly  the free-rider activity o f scabs, but also the 
tendency to activism that a lw a y s  tries to exploit to the hilt the political 
possibilities o f the m om ent, at the expense o f the creation o f n ew  possi
bilities in the future. A  m ature w orking c lass, that is, should  be capable 
o f waiting.1  In one o f his m ore extravagant statem ents M arx said to his 
political o p p o n en ts that

Whereas we tell the workers- "You have fifteen, twenty, fifty years of civil war 
and peoples' struggles to go through, not only to change the conditions but in 
order to change yourselves and make yourself fit for political rule", you say on 
the contrary: "W e must come to power nght away, or else we might as well go to 
sleep."*

I return to the paradoxical im plications o f this statem ent in 6 .2 .3 . H ere I 
cite it a s  an  exam ple o f M arx 's w arn in g  against ultra-leftism  or 
im patience in the w ork ers' m ovem ent. O ther p assages to the sam e effect 
are g iven  in chapter 7  below .

I h ave  defined class con sciousness in term s o f c lass interest. The latter 
notion, h o w ever, is in acute need o f clarification. First, w e  m ust ask

1 Capital III. p. 1 9 8 . 7 Ibid., p. 2 5 3 .
* On this general therm- see Olson, The Logic of Collect nr Act ion and Hardin. Collect n r Action
1 For an elaboration, see my Logic and Society, pp 1 i jt i
5 Related to the second problem is the following issue If latent Interest groups solve their 

free-nder problem and succeed in organizing themselves, there can arise a higher-order 
free-rider problem between the groups. Lach group has an incentive to increase its share
of the social product, even if it thereby reduces the total to be shared, by the deadweight 
losses associated with monopolies, bargaining costs etc (See O bon. T V  Rise and Chrhne of 
Nations, for an exposition ) Marx never foresaw this eventuality.

* Zur Kntik(i86i 6}). p. 162.
7 On this theme, see notably Meisner, U  Ta chao and the Origins of Uiinest Communism,

p t* 9
* Retvlahon* concerning the Communist Trial in Cologne, p. 403.
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w hether M arx had in m ind class interest in term s o f the actual preferen
ces and go a ls  o f the m em bers, or in term s o f goals that are somehow- 
im puted to the m em bers, such  a s  the go a ls  they w ould have had if fu lly 
aw are  o f the cau ses o f, and possib le rem edies to, their situation. W hen 
M arx w-rites that the em ancipation of labour " i s  not a question o f w hat 
this or that proletarian, or even  the w hole proletariat, at the m om ent 
regards as its a im " ,1 he seem s to esp o u se  the latter conception. O n this 
v iew , the developm ent o f class consciousness is a tw o-stage process, in 
which the em ergence o f the "rea l in terests" o f the class precedes their 
organization. A ctu ally , M arx believed that the tw o processes w ere  fused 
into one. Setting up an  organization to prom ote actual interests w ould 
also bring about a chan ge in those interests them selves by clarifying the 
nature o f the opposition . T hus on ly  by en gagin g  in an  econom ic struggle 
against the capitalists w ill the w ork ers understand that a political 
stru ggle  is n ecessary. A gain  I refer to 6 .2 .3  for further discussion.

Secon d ly , the tem poral structure o f class interest m ust be spelled out 
carefu lly. W hether a g iven  action is or is not in the interest o f a given 
class d ep en d s on the consequences that flow  from  it, evaluated accord
ing to the (actual o r  im puted) preferences o f the class m em bers, 
including their time preferences. M uch, h o w ever, turns on the exact 
time at w hich  one breaks off the chain o f consequences. W’hat is in the 
interest o f a class in the m edium  term  m ay not be so in the long run. 
Cartel b eh aviour, for instance, w hile in  the interest o f an in dustry  of 
capitalist firm s for som e time, m ay  in the end underm ine itself.1 T o  the 
extent that the state is su p p o sed  to represent the interest o f the capitalist 
class, this distinction could be crucial (7 .1 .3 ) . S im ilarly , a definition o f 
w orking-class in terests in term s o f the steady-state consequences o f the 
action3 w o u ld  un justifiab ly  neglect w h at happen s to w hom  during the 
transitional period. It is not clear that it is in the interest o f currently 
living w orkers that their unborn descendants should experience 
socialism . To im pute intergenerational altruism  w ould  be a p seu d o 
solution, in the absence o f actually altruist preferences.

6.2.Z. The conditions for collective action
In this section I d iscu ss the conditions that prom ote or h inder the 
em ergence o f collective action. In 6 .2 .3  I consider som e m echanism s by 
w hich these conditions could  sh ap e  the in dividual m otivation to en gage

1 The Holy Family, p 37. 1 my Logic and Society, p. 129.
3 For thi» notion. my Explaining Technical Change, pp <)ff.
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in collective action, but here 1 m ainly look at the "b lack -b ox" correl
ations. M ost of w hat 1 shall say  concerns collective action u nder capi
talism , since M arx had little to say  about w hat form s it took in earlier 
m odes o f production. I first look at various cognitive conditions for 
collective action, and then at som e determ inants o f the m otivation to 
en gage  in it. T h is includes a decom position of the m otivational structure 
into several com ponents, as w ell as a d iscussion  o f the broader condi
tions that determ ine their efficacy.

The cognitive conditions o f collective action include, first, the u n d er
standing that class m em bers h ave  o f the causal context in w hich they are 
placed, and o f the identity of the opposed  class or classes. In W eber's 
phrase, class action " i s  especially  linked to the transparency of the con
nections b etw een  the causes and the consequences o f the class situa
t io n " .1 In particular, on e should  not confuse sym ptom s and cause. In 
Wages, Price and Profit M arx w arn s again st this confusion  w ith respect to 
the efficacy o f trade unions:

|The) working class ought not to exaggerate to them selves the ultimate working  
of these every-day struggles. They ought not to forget that they are fighting with 
effects, but not with the cause of those effects; that they are retarding the 
dow nw ard m ovem ent (of w ages), but not changing its direction, that they are  
applying palliatives, not curing the m alady. They ought, therefore, not to be 
exclusively absorbed in these unavoidable guerilla fights incessantly springing  
up from the never-ceasing encroachm ents of capital or changes of the market. 
They ought to understand that, with all the m iseries it im poses upon them , the 
present system  sim ultaneously engend ers the material conditions and the social 
forms necessary for an econom ic reconstruction of society .2

These are cognitive exhortations to the w orkers, en join ing them to 
understand the insufficiency o f the w age  struggle and the possibility o f 
radical chan ge The need for such exhortations stem s from  the fact that 
the central class relations (6 .1.3 )  rest on face-to-face or class-to-class 
interaction, w h ereas the m ore fundam ental form s o f class conflict m ay 
in volve  classes that d o  not interact directly The w orkers and the ow ners 
o f a firm , for instance, m ay be separated  from one another by the class of 
m anagers. U ltim ate causal responsibility is less perceptible, and has less 
m otivating pow er, than im m ediate confrontations. A nother cognitive 
obstacle is the lack o f precise kn ow ledge o f w here class frontiers are to 
be d raw n . A ccord in g to Tocqueville, for instance, "T h e  reason w h y  the 
English  m iddle class, far from  being actively hostile to the aristocracy.

1 Weber, Economy and Society, vol. a, p 939. Fooler. Ct**s Struggle and the Industrial R eten
tion, ch. 4 has useful discussions of this cognitive issue.

2 Wages, Price and Profits, p. 15a.
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inclined to fraternize w ith  it w as  not so m uch that the aristocracy kept 
open house a s  that its barriers w ere  ill defined; not so m uch that en
trance into it w as easy  as that you  n ever kn ew  w hen  you  had got 
th e re ".1 In such cases the resentm ent w ill tend to be diffuse rather than 
specific, w ith  correspondin gly  less m otivating pow er. To probe the 
opaque social causality, w orkers need learning, education, leadership, 
w hence the need  for intellectuals in the w orking-class m ovem en t.2

Leadersh ip  also  has the role o f en surin g  that the relevant inform ation 
requirem ents for collective action are fulfilled. A  m ore form al statem ent 
o f these requirem ents is found in 6 .2 .3 . H ere 1 on ly  insist on the fact that 
every  incipient strike or revolution m ust overcom e the natural scep
ticism and suspicion  o f the w ould-be participants. Each individual m ay 
be w illing to d o  his share, on the condition that others will d o  theirs -  
and good leadersh ip  m ay be n ecessary  to persuade him that this condi
tion is in fact met. The need for such reassurance will d epen d  on how  
m uch the in dividual stands to lose from  en gaging unilaterally in the 
relevant behaviour. I now  turn to these issu es o f m otivational strength.

The m otivation to engage in collective action in volves, centrally, the 
structure o f the gain s and losses associated w ith it for the individual. It 
also depen d s on the absolute level o f w elfare o f the agents, to the extent 
that this in fluences their beliefs and m otives, as w ell as their organiz
ational ability. R elative w elfare  levels m ay also p rove relevant, in tw o 
w ays. First, the chan ge o f w elfare over time m ight provide the im petus 
to revolt; secondly, o n e 's  status relative to that o f others could act as a 
spur.

The gain s and losses associated w ith collective action m ust, for the 
present purposes, be m easured in term s o f expected utility. H ence they 
d epen d  both on the in d iv id u al's  estim ate o f the likelihood o f success 
and failure and on the degree  o f risk aversion . For the time being 1 

assu m e that the utility d erives from  the material gain s and losses for the 
in dividual h im self, postponing to 6 .2 .3 the question w hether he might 
also be m otivated by gain s accruing to others. On these assum ptions, 
then, the utility calculus o f collective action is captured in three vari
ables. The first is the gain from cooperation, defined as the difference 
betw een w hat accrues to the individual if all en gage in the collective 
action and w hat accrues to him  if none does. The second is the free-rider 
gain, that is the difference betw een w hat he gets if all but him en gage in

’ Tocqueville, The Old Régime and the French Revolution, pp. B8-y.
3 See Draper. Karl Marx’s Theory of Revolution, vol. II, ch. 18 tor a survey ot Marx's obiter d*ta  

on intellectuals.
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collective action and w h at he gets if everyon e does so. Finally, there is the 
loss from unilateralism  -  the difference betw een  w hat he gets if no one 
en gages in collective action and w hat he gets (such as punishm ent or costs 
o f en gagin g  in u seless in dividual action) if he is the on ly  one or am ong the 
few  to do so.

O ther th ings being equal, the probability o f collective action increases 
w ith the first o f these variab les and decreases w ith  the second and third. 
Frequently, h o w ever, they do not vary  independently  o f one another. If 
the gain  from  cooperation is large, on e m ay expect that the loss from  
unilateralism  is a lso  large if the opposed class has the pow er to punish  a 
behaviour that, if generalized , w ou ld  cost them  a great deal. If the gam  
from  cooperation is large, the free-rider gain  m ay or m ay not be large, de
pen din g am ong other th ings on the efficacy w ith w hich  the participants in 
the collective action can im pose penalties on w ould-be parasites. There 
m ay be cases in w hich  the gains from  cooperation are large, w h ile  the free- 
rider gain  and the loss from  unilateralism  are both sm all. A n exam ple is 
cited in 6 .2 .3 . N everth eless I believe this w ill only occur exceptionally. In 
general, collective action will either be individually unstable (large free-rider 
gains), individually inaccessible (large losses from unilateralism ) o r both. 
Since nevertheless su ch  action d o es occur, w e  m ust try to understand how  
these obstacles are overcom e -  a task that is postponed to 6 .2 .3.

C o n sid er next poverty  or hardsh ip  as a sprin g  o f collective action Do 
trade u nions form  in good tim es or in bad? D oes the frequency o f peasant 
revolts vary  in versely  w ith  the size o f the harvest? The evidence seem s 
am b igu o u s,1 as m ight be expected. There is a usefu l analog)' here w ith 
technical chan ge The idea that "N ecessity  is the m other o f in ven tion "
(3 .3 .2) w ould  seem  to im ply  that technical change should occur more 
frequently in hard tim es than in periods o f boom . This, h o w ever, is only 
on e side o f the coin. Innovation d o es indeed require the m otivation to 
innovate, but it also requires resources w ith  w hich  to innovate. In p ar
ticular, it m inim ally dem an ds som e free time, w hich m ay not b ea  vailable in 
periods o f extrem e h ard sh ip .3 H ence the relation could be n on m on oton ic ,

1 On peasant rebellions, interesting evidence on the ambiguous relation between hardship 
and collective action has been offered by James Tong of the University of Michigan In 
unpublished work. See also Popkin, V ie Rational Peautnt, <h 6 Concerning union forma
tion, it appears that "mobilization often began defensively, in the course of a losing battle 
with employers" (Tilly, Front Mobilization to Revolution, p. 74), but against this there is "the 
well-documented tendency of strikes to become more frequent and more demanding in 
tunes of prosperity, when workers have more slack resources to devote to acting together" 
(ibid., p. 76).

: For a suggestive biological analogy, see Fagen, Animat Play Behaviour, p, 195, and the 
comments in my Explaining TeehmcalChange, pp i j i f f
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leading to an internal m axim um  The rate o f innovation can tie expected 
to be greatest in periods o f interm ediate hardsh ip  -  sufficiently hard to 
create an inducem ent to innovate, but not so hard as to do aw ay  w ith the 
capacity to innovate. Sim ilar com m ents ap p ly  to the idea that "N ecessity  
is the m other o f collective action ". Collective action is costly, in term s of 
the time and en ergy  that m ust be spent on organization. In periods of 
extrem e m isery , every  ounce o f en ergy  will be spent seeking sources of 
very  short-term  subsistence, little being left o ver for organizing collec
tive action .1

It m ay be useful to point out briefly the im pact o f hardsh ip  on the 
m otivational structure. The m ain effect is to reduce the loss from 
unilateralism . For those w h o  "h a v e  nothing to lose but their ch ain s", 
that problem  sim ply does not arise. They m ay be dam ned if they do 
en gage  in collective action, but certainly if they d o n 't.1 2 * It should be 
ad d ed , h o w ever, that rulers often  m ake it their business to ensure that 
there is a fate worse than death in store for those w h o  are caught out in 
rebellion .5 In that case, the loss from  unilateralism  can be substantial. 
A bsolute h ard sh ip  levels can also influence the probability for collective 
action by distorting belief form ation, so that the chances o f success 
ap p ear to be unrealistically h igh .4 The tendencies to w-ishful thinking 
that u n d er norm al conditions are kept w ell under control, m ay, in 
extrem e circum stances, becom e m ore prom inent.

R elative levels o f w elfare  m ay  enter in several w ays . First, people m ay 
directly com pare their w elfare  to that of other people and feel resentful if 
the gap  becom es too large. A ccord in g to Tocqueville, this is felt only 
w ith  regard  to m edium -size d ifferences;5 once again the m axim al proba
bility o f collective action is linked to an interm ediate valu e of the 
independent variable. O r else, the trend in w elfare levels over time -  
their o w n  and that o f other people -  m ay induce certain expectations

1 The converse of this ides is the following. If (he ability of the exploiting class to extract a 
surplus is a (multiplicative) function of the volume of production above subsistence and 
the resistance of the exploited, we may also get a non-monotonic relation, since the first of 
these vanes positively and the second negatively with general prosperity When labour is 
abundant relative to land, landlords can squeeze peasants with little resistance -  but there 
is not much there to be squeezed out of them.

1 This will notably be the case if the outcome of doing nothing is death (lor individuals) oc 
bankruptcy (for firms). How bankruptcy makes the loss from unilateralism an irrelevant 
variable is well brought out by Bowman, 'The logic of capitalist collective action”.

5 In the unpublished work cited in note i ,  p. 352. Tong illustrates this proposition with 
gruesome examples from Chinese peasant rebellions

4 >ome of the findings in Thompson, 'The moral economy of the English crowd in the 
eighteenth century'. may be interpreted in this light.

5 Tocqueville, Democracy in America, p. 538.
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about the level next to be attained, and resentm ent arises if the expecta
tion is not fu lfilled .1 A gain , the influence o f this factor on collective action 
m ay operate through the estim ation of the likelihood of success. W hen 
the traditional incom e distribution is no longer taken for gran ted , a first 
reaction m ay be the form ation o f unrealistic expectations about how  
rap id ly  it w ill change. W hen these are frustrated, a next reaction m ay be 
the form ation o f unrealistic expectations about the probability that collec
tive action will succeed.

1 n ow  turn to the m ore rem ote determ inants o f m otivation, those that 
are connected w ith the interaction structure in w hich the agen ts find 
them selves. I shall single out five variables: group  size, the distance 
betw een  gro u p  m em bers, the turn o ver rate in group  m em bership, the 
degree o f group  hom ogeneity and the technology of collective action. In 
addition I shall briefly d iscuss the em ergence o f "se lf-resp ect" as a condi
tion for collective action.

The standard v iew  in the literature on collective action is that it becom es 
less probable the larger the group  in question.* The free-rider benefit in
creases w ith  group  size, since the loss to each agent o f his non-particip
ation goes d o w n . (But cp. the d iscussion  below  o f the technology of 
collective action.) There is, h ow ever, also a tendency that w orks in the 
opposite direction * For a g iven  repressive force, the loss from 
unilateralism  that is connected w ith the risk o f punishm ent go es dow n  
w h en  the size o f the group  increases. W hen the police or the arm y has to 
spread  itself m ore thinly, the risk to each individual is sm aller. O nce again 
w e can expect to find an internal m axim um , that is the probability o f 
collective action is h ighest for som e interm ediate group size.

Isolation is an obstacle to collective action, w h ereas proxim ity is a 

favourable condition. H ere isolation should not be taken as spatial d is
tance, but as a m ore general "com m unicational d istan ce", depen din g not 
on ly  on g eo grap h y , but also on the m ean s o f com m unication. " A  rela
tively thinly populated country, with w ell-developed m eans of 
com m unication, has a den ser population than a m ore num erously 
populated country, w ith  badly developed  m eans o f com m un ication ".4 In 
the passage from  The Eighteenth Brumaire quoted above M arx affirm s thal 
isolation in this sen se  is an obstacle to class consciousness and to collec
tive action. The sam e v iew  is asserted in The German Ideology:

1 See Boudon, Lffet* Pen<ers et Ordre Sourit, ch. VI and Huschman. 'The changing tolerance
for inequality” for some ways in which this effecl could arise.

2 Olson. The Ixr^k of Collective Action, p. 28; Hardin, Collective Actum, ch. j  (but see p. 49 for
some doubts).

5 This k ! c «  was suggested to me by Mr S- Kareh Mirani 4 Capital I, pp 331-3.
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Competition separates individuals from one another, not only the bourgeois but 
still more the workers, in spite of the fact that it brings them together. Hence it is 
a long time before these individuals can unite, apart from the fact that for the 
purpose of this union -  if it is not to be merely local -  the necessary means, the 
big industrial dties and cheap and quick communications, have first to be pro
duced by large-scale industry. Hence every organized power standing over 
against these isolated individuals, who live in conditions daily reproducing this 
isolation, can only be overrome after long struggles. To demand the opposite 
would be tantamount to demanding that competition should not exist in this 
definite epoch of history, or that the individuals should hanish from their minds 
conditions over which In their isolation they have no control.1

In contrast to the isolation o f the peasantry, the physical proxim ity of the 
w orkers to each oth er in the factory enhances their solidarity and over
com es the m utual com petition. T hey are "d iscip lin ed , united, organized 
b y  the very  m echanism  o f the process o f capitalist production itse lf" .*  
M arx also  states that "th e  d ispersion  o f the rural labourers o ver large 
areas breaks dow n  their pow er o f resistance w hile concentration in
creases that o f the tow n o p e ra tiv e s" ,5 and m ore generally that "th e  
p o w er o f resistance o f the labourers d ecreases w ith their d issem i
n a tio n ".1 * 3 4 H e d o es not say  explicitly that it is the concentration in the 
w ork-place, rather than in housing and residence, that is the decisive 
factor, but from  w hat he says e lsew h ere  about the im portance o f trade 
u nions this can reason ab ly  be in ferred .5

Im proved m eans o f com m unications have, h o w ever, an am biguous 
effect on class con sciousness. By bringing class m em bers together, they 
favo u r solidarity; by enabling geographical mobility they underm ine it. 
In the m anuscript on "W a g e s " , M arx rem arks that "A ll im provem ents 
in the m ean s o f com m unication, for exam ple, facilitate the com petition 
o f w ork ers in d ifferent localities and turn local com petition into 
nation al".* T h e net effect is in general indeterm inate, but once again w e 
m ay expect m axim al solidarity to be produced by an interm ediate degree 
o f developm en t o f the m ean s o f com m unication 

T h is a lso  holds, m ore gen era lly , for all form s o f m obility. V ery little 
m obility tends to m ake social barriers appear absolute, and the idea of

1 TV German Ideology. p. 75; cp «Iso TV Communal Manifesto, p. 493.
: Capital /, p. 763; cp. also The Communist Manifesto, p. 496, with the reference to the bour

geoisie digging its own grave.
3 Capital I. p. 506. * Capital I, p. 46*.
5 An account of working-class solidarity with much emphasis on residential patterns is 

Hanagan, The Logic of Solidarity; see also Thernstrom, "Working class social mobility in 
industrial Amenca" according to whom mobility in and out of the city rather than the 
factory is the main obstacle to the formation of working-class consciousness

‘  "Wages” , p. 423.
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tearing them dow n  u n th in kab le.1 V ery high m obility, on the other hand, 
m akes the system  so fluid and the gro u p s so im perm anent that no d u r
able collective actors will em erge .1 2 * It is unclear to w hat extent M arx 
recognized this obstacle to collective action, but app aren tly  he believed 
that in this respect inter-class m obility w as m ore im portant than intra- 
class chan ge o f occupation. In a passage from  The Eighteenth Brumaire 
cited in 6 .1 .4  he refers to the "constan t flu x "  o f the A m erican class struc
ture, im plyin g  that this is an obstacle to organized action am ong class 
m em bers. In the Communist Manifesto he refers to the peculiar character 
o f the m odern petty bourgeoisie: "e v e r  ren ew in g itse lf"  a s  a class, w hile 
"th e  in dividual m em bers o f this c lass, h ow ever, are constantly  being 
hurled d o w n  into the p ro letariat".5 N o  im plications for the capacity for 
collective action are su ggested , h o w ever. In an article from 1856 such 
consequences are, h o w ever, stated:

The concentration  of capital has been accelerated, and , as its natural corollary, 
the downfall of the small m iddle class A sort of industrial kings have been 
created, w hose pow er stands in inverse ratio to their responsibility -  they being 
responsible only to the am ount of their shares, while disposing of the whole  
capital of the society -  form ing a m ore or less perm anent body, while the m ass of 
shareholders is undergoing a constant process of decom position and renew al.4

Finally, I have several tim es referred to the passage  in Capital III that 
cites u p w ard s m obility into the capitalist c lass as stabilizing its rule -  one 
reason presum ably being that the w ork in g  class thereby loses som e o f its 
potential leaders. O n the other hand, M arx rarely refers to such negative 
consequences o f intra-class m obility, the on ly  exception to m y kn o w 
ledge being the passage from  "W a g e s"  just cited. Rather, he d w ells on 
the positive  effects o f such m obility for the w orkers, since it tends to 
create "th e  fu lly  d evelo p ed  individual, Fit for a variety o f la b o u rs" .5 He 
neglects the idea that m obility, w hile possib ly  good for the w orker, 
m ight w eaken  the resistance o f the w ork ers as a class.

The cultural heterogeneity o f class m em bers m ay also be an obstacle to 
collective action. In 1 . 3 . 1  I cited a passage on Ireland in w hich M arx 
im plausib ly  su ggests that the opposition  betw een English  and Irish 
w orkers w as deliberately created, or at least artificially m aintained by 
the English  capitalists, as part o f a "d iv id e  and con q u er" strategy. M ore

1 Veyne, I f  Pain ft leCtrqur, pp 314ft, Tocqueville. Democracy tn America, p. 549
2 This is why Tocqueville did not believe class lo be an important factor in America (see note

2. p. 342 above).
1 The Communift Manifeste, p. 509. * New York Daily Tribune 1 1 .7.1856.
4 Capital I. p. 488.
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plausible is the suggestion  that exp lo iters can turn pre-existing differ
en ces to their benefit, for exam ple by deliberately creating a m ixed 
w ork-force (6 .3 .1) . True, cultural d ifferences can be overcom e -  but the 
time n eeded  for class solidarity to override other loyalties m ay be quite 
long, and if there is m uch m obility in and out no such time m ay be 
available. I g ive  notice that in 6 .2 .3  I com m ent on a different kind of 
heterogeneity am on g gro u p  m em bers, related to m otivation rather than 
cultural background.

By the "tech n o lo gy  o f collective actio n " I refer to the functional rela
tionship betw een  the input (total participation) and the output (benefit 
to the in dividual o f collective action).1 Three m ain possibilities can be 
d istin gu ished , (i) The relationship is that o f a step-function, so  that the 
m arginal productivity o f participation is zero "a lm ost e v eryw h ere ". Up 
to the critical threshold it is pointless to contribute, beyond the thresh
old it is su p erflu o u s O n ly  w h en  the behaviour o f one individual brings 
one u p  to the threshold does contribution m ake a difference. W hile this 
m odel m ay be adequate fo r som e cases o f collective action ,2 it w ill hardly 
do in the present c ase .3 I f  m ore people join the strike, the chances of 
success go  u p . (ii) The functional relationship m ay be concave, so that 
initial contributions have a  sm all im pact, w h ereas later contributions are 
increasingly effective. This w ill typ ically  reflect som e kind o f d is
continuity in the organizational practices. The efficacy o f revolutionaries 
m ay increase dram atically w hen  they get sufficiently num erous to afford 
a m achine g u n . (iii) The relationship m ay be convex, so that the impact 
o f  early  contributions exceeds that o f later ones. O ne hunger strike m ay 
have a huge im pact, but the second one m ay not catch the m edia 's atten
tion at all. C learly , technology and m otivation interact in com plex w ays 
to sh ap e  the probability o f collective action. For instance, w ith a concave 
technology there is a need  for som e m em bers w h o  are h ighly m otivated, 
in the sen se  o f attaching little w eigh t to free-rider gains or losses from 
unilateralism .

‘ This paragraph draws heavily on Oliver, Marwell and Tetxeira. "Group heterogeneity, 
interdependence and the production of collective goods”

J Hardin, C ollective Action. pp 55ft.
1  Buchanan, Marx and lustier, p. 89, assumes without justification that threshold technology 

is the proper model for collective action Moreover, he draws from this assumption the 
unwarranted conclusion that even with altruistic motivations collective action cannot 
occur with this technology With threshold technologies the probability of one person’s 
behaviour influencing the outcome is very small, but in the rare cases that he has an 
influence (through being pivotal) the influence is very large. Hence the expected utility of 
participating for the indi vidua] could well be sufficient lo motivate him to do so. Sec Parfit, 
Reasons an d  Persons, ch. j .
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A final, qu ite d ifferent issu e is the fo llow ing. W hat are the conditions 
u n d er w hich the m em bers o f an o ppressed  or exploited group com e to see  
them selves as active beings, capable o f shap ing their environm ent rather 
than p assive ly  accepting w h atever happen s or is done to them ? O r again , 
w h at are the conditions for the em ergence o f self-respect? M arx, w e  shall 
see  (6 .2.3), argued that self-respect w as largely  an  outcom e o f the class 
struggle , but a m inim um  o f this attitude is also needed for the struggle to 
get started . We sa w  in 4 .2 .1  that he singled ou t the market a s  the birthplace o f 
w orking-class self-respect. In a capitalist econom y the labour m arket and 
the m arket for con sum er good s forces the w orker t o  choose, and w ith choice 
go es responsibility for o n e 'saction s. H ence capitalism  p ro vid es the w orker 
both w ith  a reason for collective action and  w ith a trained capacity to carry  it 
out. In the latter respect, it d iffers crucially from  earlier econom ic system s.

M arx ap p aren tly  saw  the chain o f causes as going from  the m arket 
through econom ic stru ggle  to political struggle . It is instructive tocom pare 
this w ith  E. P. T h o m p so n 's account in The Making of the English Working 
G ass. In his chapter "P lan tin g  the liberty tree" he m akes it clear that the 
origin o f w orking-class self-respect w as to be found in the political 
stru ggles d u rin g  the R evolutionary an d  N apoleonic years. Later cam e the 
rise o f industrial capitalism , w ith the devastatin g consequences on "S tan - 
d ard san d  exp erien ces", the titleo fan oth erch ap ter o f his book. T h e collec
tive reaction of the w ork ers again st the abuses w as fuelled by the political 
Radicalism : "a t  an y  time before the 1840& it is a m istake to segregate in our 
m inds political disaffection and industrial o rg an iz atio n ".1 In T h om pson 's 
w ork  there is no su ggestion  that the m arket produced the rem edy along 
w ith the m alady -  that the freedom  of choice characteristic o f  a m arket 
econom y also  contributed to the self-respect of the w orker and thus en 

abled him  to offer som e resistance to the m arket forces. O n the other hand, 
his argum en t is not incom patible w ith  tha t vie w , since the rise o f the m arket 
antedates the em ergence o f industrial capitalism . The liberating effect of 
the m arket could h ave  w orked its w ay  before the failures o f the m arket cam e 
to be felt on a large scale. Be this as it m ay, T h o m p so n 's em ph asison  politics 
does seem  incom patible w ith M arx 's theory o f the prim acy o f econom ic 
struggles.

6.2.3. The rationality of collective action
I h ave  not proposed  a n y  theory o f collective action, on ly  a list o f variables 
that at best correlate ceteris paribus w ith collective action. ( "A t  b e st" ,

1 Thompson, The Making of the English Working Class, p. 546.
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because in som e cases the net effect of the several w a y s  in w hich the 
independent variable in fluences the dependent variable turned out to be 
am biguous.) In this subsection I shall consider som e attem pts to anchor 
these correlations in a theory o f in dividual behaviour. In doing so , I shall 
have to proceed by stark sim plification; most o f the variables d iscussed in 
6 .2 .2  will sim ply  be neglected. In the m ain I shall proceed independently 
o f M arx, although tow ards the end 1 su rvey  som e o f M arx 's w ritings on 
the rationale for trade unions.

Let m e recall som e general points m ade in i . i and 1.2 . O n first p rin 
ciples, one should seek for m icro-foundations for collective action .1 To 
explain  the collective action sim ply  in term s o f the benefits for the group  is 
to beg all sorts o f questions, and in particular the question w h y  collective 
action so often fails to take place even  w h en  it w ould  greatly benefit the 
agents. T h e in d ividual-level explanations should be constructed accord
ing to the fo llow ing heuristic principle: first assum e that behaviour is both 
rational an d  self-interested; if this does not w ork, assu m e at least 
rationality; on ly  if this is unsuccessfu l too should  on e assu m e that indi
vidual participation in collective action is irrational. Finally the danger of 
prem ature reductionism  should be constantly kept in m ind. Collective 
action m ay sim p ly  be too com plex for individual-level explanations to be 
feasible at the current stage. In that case, the best research strategy w ould 
seem  to be a  further refinem ent o f the gross correlations draw n  above.

T h e basic problem  confronting an y  gro u p  o f people trying to organize 
them selves is that o f the P rison er's D ilem m a.2 In its sim plest form it is a 
strategic gam e betw een a n y  g iven  individual and "E veryo n e  e lse " . To 
each o f these actors, tw o strategies are available: to en gage in the collec
tive action or to abstain . For an y  pair of strategies chosen b y  the actors, 
there is a w ell-defin ed  payo ff (in expected m aterial w elfare) to each of 
them. In the m atrix below  the first num ber in each cell represents " m y "  
payo ff and the second the payoff to each  o f the in d ividuals included in 
"e v e ry o n e  e lse " .

Table 6 .1

, Engagf 
Abstain

Everyone rise
Engage__________ Abstain

h .h

t , d * .  a

1 For some recrnl trends in this direction, see M Hechter (ed ), M icrofoundaiions o f  Macro- 
sociology; Popkin, The Rational Peasant; St roe be and Frey, "Self-interest and collective 
action''.

2 On the two-person Prisoner's Dilemma see Rapoport and Chammah. Prisoner's Dilemma. 
For the n-person case see Taylor. Anarchy an d  Coopération.
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H ere b-a  represen ts the gain from  cooperation, as defined in 6 .2 .2 . 
Sim ilarly c~b represents the free-rider gain  and a~e the loss from  
unilateralism . C learly , w hatever everyon e else does, it is in m y interest 
to abstain. If all others en gage  in collective action, I can get the free-rider 
benefit by abstain ing and if everyo n e else abstains I can avo id  the loss 
from  unilateralism  b y  abstain ing too. Since the reasoning ap p lies to each 
agent, in the place o f " I " ,  all w ill decide to abstain and no collective 
action will be forthcom ing.

In one sen se  the logic is com pelling If (i) the gam e is p layed only 
once, (ii) the actors are m otivated so lely  by the payoff in the m atrix and 
(iii) they behave rationally, collective action must fail. By contraposition, 
w e  m ight look into the possibilities for collective action if the interaction 
is repeated several tim es; if the payoffs that m otivate the actors differ 
from  the m aterial rew ard structure, and if the behaviour is less than fu lly  
rational. It turns out that u nder all these conditions, collective action 
does becom e possible. The three cases correspond to w hat w as  referred 
to earlier as rationality-cum -selfishness; rationality sim pliciter; and 
irrationality.

C o n sid er first repeated interactions. C apitalists in an in dustry  or 
w orkers in a firm  interact o ver long periods o f time. W hat they choose to 
do at one m om ent is one determ inant o f w hat others will do at later 
m om ents, so  that threats or prom ises -  im plicit or explicit -  becom e 
possible. These can be form alized into such m eta-strategies as "a lw a y s  
choose the sam e strategy  as yo u r oppon ent did in the preceding g a m e ", 
that is retaliate w ith  abstention against abstention and an sw er cooper
ation w ith  cooperation. It can be sh o w n  that if all parties adopt this 
m eta-strategy, the ensuing situation m ay be stable against defectors. 
The free-rider gain s w ill not tem pt the individual to break out o f the 
collective action .1

The idea m akes good intuitive sense. It w as  stated am ong others by 
D escartes long before the advent o f form alized gam e th eory,1 on the basis 
o f the observation  that w e often find it prudent to help  others w ho one d ay  
m ay be in a position to d o  u s a fa vour in return. Yet gam e theory can help u s 
bring out som e lim itations on the theory that are not obvious from  com m on 
sense observations. First, the rationality o f participating in collectiveaction 
depen d s on the extent to w hich  present gains are preferred o ver future 
gains. M ore precisely, it d ep en d s on the specific quantitative relationship

1 Fur details, see Tay lur. A narchy an d  Cooperation
1 See the letters from Destartes to Princess Elisabeth died and di*cu»sed in my l ih fttes  and

the Sirens, ch. II.4.
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betw een  the time rate o f d iscounting and the param eters that define the 
gain  from  cooperation, the free-rider benefit and the loss from 
unilateralism .1 N ext, the individual rationality o f collective action breaks 
d o w n  if the num ber o f interactions is finite and know n in advan ce by the 
players. This is so because it can n ever be rational to cooperate in the last 
gam e, since behaviour at that stage cannot influence future payoffs. 
H ence all parties w ill know  that all w ill abstain in the last period . This 
h o w ever, m eans that the next-to-last period app ears in the sam e light, 
since the choices m ade in this gam e will not have an y  consequence for 
the final gam e. A n d  so  the argum ent continues back to the first period of 
interaction H ence collective action can only be rational if the num ber o f 
interactions is either determ inate and unknow n, or a stochastic variable. 
Lastly , the m eta-strategy o f d o in g  to yo u r opponent w hat he d id  to you 
is never a dom inant strategy, that is it is not the best response to every  
m eta-strategy that the opponent can choose, on ly  to his choice o f the 
sam e m eta-strategy. This entails that one w ill only choose this strategy if 
one has gro u n d s to believe that the opponent will behave sim ilarly. For 
this, quite stringent inform ation requirem ents m ust be fulfilled, that is 
one m ust have gro u n d s for thinking that the opponent is as rational and 
w ell inform ed a s  oneself. If there is doubt about his rationality or in
form ation, abstention is the rational choice.1 2

T h ese  facts can enter into an explanation o f w h y  som etim es collective 
action is not forthcom ing. The agents m ay sim ply be too greedy to be 
deterred by threats of retaliation. There m ay be a know n term inal date to 
the interaction. O r the agen ts m ay have incom plete inform ation about 
one another. The frequency w ith w hich these conditions are satisfied, 
and the fact that an y  one o f them  by itself w ill block collective action, go 
a long w a y  tow ards exp lain ing  the m an y failures o f cooperation. Or, to 
put it the other w a y  around, for collective action to take place so m any 
conditions m ust be fu lfilled that it is a w on d er it can occur at all. The 
w in d o w  o f acceptable param eter valu es m ay be very narrow  indeed. 
These statem ents, h ow ever, depen d  on the assum ption that collective 
action m ust flow' from selfish ly  rational behaviour. I now  turn to exp la
nations that do not rest on this assum ption.

A gen ts d o  not choose in total isolation from one another. W hat an 
agent d o es is observed  by others, and this fact is know n to him . A lso , he

1 Taylor, Anarchy an d  Covpcraim n. ch. y
2 Needless to say these arc simplified statements In a more adequate formulation one 

would have to take account of the number of other people expected to join the collective 
action and the strength of one's expectation.
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is in a position to observe w hat others do and ultim ately w hat they get. 
These externalities m ay influence m otivation and choice in several w ays. 
First, the agent m ay feel guilt and sham e about abstaining, based on an 
anticipation o f the inform al social sanctions that can be brought to bear 
on him . For all practical pu rposes this is equivalent to im posing a utility 
fine on the choice o f the abstention strategy -  but only if others choose to 
cooperate. T h is w ill reduce or elim inate the free-rider gain , w ithout 
affecting the loss from  unilateralism . Secondly, the agent m ay derive 
som e positive utility from the gain s that accrue to others If b y  en gagin g  
in collective action he can raise their utility level to som e extent, this m ay 
partially or w h o lly  offset the loss to him self, that is the free-rider benefits 
foregone. (I m ake the assu m ption , d iscussed later, that the externalities 
do not affect the loss from  unilateralism .) Thirdly the agents m ay vak ie  
equality as such, an d  derive  negative utility w h en ever the num bers in 
an y  g iven  cell o f the payoff m atrix differ. O nce again  this w ill reduce the 
free-rider gain , w ithout an y  reduction o f the loss from  unilateralism . If 
an yth in g , the latter will be raised by a preference for equality.

A ssu m in g  that these externalities com pletely do aw ay  w ith the free
rider benefits, cooperation app ears as the solution to the gam e. O nce 
m ore, h o w ever, this is not a dom inant strategy. Since 1 assum e that the 
loss from  unilateralism  rem ains, it is not rational to take the first step 
tow ards collective action. A s before, stringent inform ation requirem ents 
m ust be fulfilled. W e are dealing, in  fact, w ith  a conditional preference for 
cooperation. Each agent prefers to cooperate if the others can be expected 
to do likew ise, but if he su spects they w ill not, he w on 't either.

There m ight be tw o  reasons for failure o f collective action in such 
cases. For one thing, the inform ation requirem ents m ay not be satisfied . 
For another, the agents m ight not be sufficiently m otivated by the exter
nalities in question. H ere the relevance o f som e of the conditions 
m entioned in 6 .2 .2  ap p ears clearly. If the agents are not too num erous, 
are sufficiently close to on e another, sufficiently sim ilar in background 
and interact for a sufficient period of time, they will com e to kn ow  one 
another and to care for on e another -  so  that both the inform ation 
requirem ent and the m otivation requirem ent tend to be fulfilled. The 
second part o f this statem ent is controversial, for several reasons. First, 
w e  w ou ld  not expect it to be equally  true of all c lasses. We w ould  not 
expect, for instance, capitalists to be m otivated by concern for each 
o th er's profit. M ore gen erally , w e m ay conjecture that the exploiting 
classes are less likely  to harbour such feelings than the exploited classes. 
True, the fear o f social sanctions should not be underestim ated as a
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m otivating force am ong the exploiters,* but they will typically be more 
effective in stabilizing collective action than in generating it.1 2 Secondly, 
prolonged interaction betw een the sam e individuals m ay transform  in
difference into hostility and en vy  rather than solidarity, generating 
negative rather than positive externalities.3 Presum ably M arx thought 
that cooperation betw een the w orkers in the production process also 
predisposed  them  tow ards cooperation in class action.

By im plication, I h ave  su ggested  that capitalist collective action rests 
on selfish  rationality in iterated gam es, w h ereas w orking-class collective 
action rests on externalities in the utility function. W ould it not be more 
parsim onious to assu m e that the logic o f the iterated Prisoner's Dilemm a 
is at w ork in both cases? W orkers no less than capitalists might engage 
in collective action because they find it selfish ly rational. I find it hard to 
reconcile this idea w ith the exten sive literature on w orking-class culture, 
but on the other hand the e lu siven ess and subtlety o f these problem s of 
individual m otivation should m ake us w ary  o f d ism issing it out o f hand. 
The ideas o f im plicit exchange and o f conditional solidarity are  su f
ficiently close to each other to generate the sam e political rhetoric. O ne 
could try to test the hypoth esis by looking at situations in which inter
action betw een w orkers d o es have a know n terminal date, for exam ple 
in road construction and sim ilar ven tures, to see w hether this had a 
negative im pact on the solidarity o f the w orkers. W orkers involved  in 
such industries do not, h ow ever, form a stable and en durin g com
m unity, hence an y  failure o f collective action could also be im puted to 
the high turn-over rate. In an y  case, itinerant w orkers in construction 
industries often are am ong the m ost radical segm ents o f the w orking 
class -  but then one m ight w an t to question w hether the radicalism  is a 
sign  o f h igh ly  developed  class consciousness, given its strongly activist 
character.4 H ence, w h atever the result turns out to be, it is likely that it 
can be fitted in w ith  either hypoth esis. The concepts are not sufficiently 
precise, and the theory not robust enough, to allow  for a clear-cut con
frontation. It is indeed possible that the attem pt w ould in volve prem a
ture reductionism .

N ote that in both m odels, participation in the collective action is only 
conditional on the participation of others. Cooperation is never a 
dom inant strategy. C ould  one conceive o f m odels in w hich  cooperation

1 See (or instante Veyne. Le Ptin et le  O rque, p p  ayotf.
1 van Parijs, Evolutionary Explanation in the Social Sciences. p p .  lyatf.
3 Marrh and Lave, Introduction to M odels in the Social Sciences, p  15.
* See my l/>gicnnd Society, pp 144-5.
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is u n am bigu ou sly  best, w hatever others do? O ne rationale for this view  
could be to assu m e that in d iv idualsact ethically, for exam  pie in accordance 
w ith the categorical im perative, w hich  positively  forbids on e to base one's 
choice on w hat others are likely to do. A nother w ould  be to assu m e that 
in d ividuals som etim es derive direct utility from  the participation, so that 
by virtue o f the "in -p ro cess b e n e fits"1 cooperation m ight be a dom inant 
strategy. Both proposals in vo lve  departures from  consequentialism , in 
different w ays . T h e first argu es in term s o f the consequences that w ould 
en su e if everyon e acted in a certain w ay , w hile consequentialism as usually 
understood is the v iew  that the individual should act in light o f the con se
quences brought about by his action. The second d o es not invoke conse
quences at all

I am  o f tw o m inds concerning the first idea. On the one hand w orking- 
class h istory sh o w s that individual acts o f heroism  or sacrifice m ay be worsf 
than u seless, nam ely if they g ive authorities or em ployers an excu se to 
crack dow n  on the w ork ers.1 2 The in frequency w ith w hich unconditional 
altruism  is observed m ay not o n ly  be due to the superhum an dem an d s it 
m akes on in d ividuals, but also  to a sound insight into its m oral shortcom 
ings. On the other hand a hard core o f unconditional cooperators m ay 
m ake it easier for others to join , if the technology o f collective action is 
concave. O ne m ay im aginea snow ball effect, w here a hard coreo f 5 percent 
unconditional cooperators attract another 10  per cent w h o  need at least 5 
per cent already cooperating, thus m aking it possible to attract another 30 
per cent w h o  need at least 15  per cent cooperators, etc.3 If for som e agents, 
that is, the lo ss from  unilateralism  is zero, their action m ay bring it d o w n  to 
zero for the next set o f entrants, and so on . 1 am  fairly convinced that this 
also corresponds lo im portant ep iso d es in w orking-class history. Pre
sum ably the m oral strictures on unilateral action are pertinent on ly  if no 
su ch  snow ball effect is operating. N ote, h ow ever, that the reference to the 
snow ball effect is a form  o f consequentialist reason ing.4 The agen ts them 
se lves m ay not th inkof their participation in  this w ay , but nevertheless that 
is the form  a justification w ou ld  take. The im portance o f the unconditional 
cooperators in collective action m ay be precisely that they h ave  no need to 
calculate w hether others will follow' suit -  and this non-consequentialist 
attitude can then after the fact be consequentially justified by its effect in

1 Buchanan, M arx an d  lustier, pp giff ; s e e  also Hirschman. Shifting Involvem ents.
2 S e e  Margalit. "Ideal* and the second-best", for a good account of this problem.
'  For such mixed preference cases see Oliver, Marwdl and Teixeira, "Croup heterogeneity.

interdependence and the production of collective goods", Schelhng, M krom otiv n  and
M aav beh av h u r .

* My thinking on this point has been helped by discussions with Charles Stiver.



6 . 2 .  C l a s s  c o n s c i o u s n e s s  365

m aking others fo llow  suit. The question rem ains w hen and u nder w hat 
conditions m oral condem nation o f unilateralism  is pertinent before the 
fact.

The other rationale for thinking that cooperation could be a dom inant 
strategy is m ore questionable. The benefits from  participation are 
essentially  b y-p ro d u cts.1 A n yo n e w h o  jo in ed  or initiated collective 
action solely to get these benefits w ould  not get them. N or, I subm it, 
w ou ld  they be very  likely to succeed in realizing the goal by which the 
collective action itself is defined. T o  organize a strike dem ands hard, 
sustained effort, hardly com patible w ith the narcissistic attitude o f those 
w h o  en gage  in collective action just for the kick it g ives  them. 1 am  not 
say in g  that such in d ividuals could not, by their sheer num erical pres
ence, enhance the efficacy o f an already-organ ized  action, but 1 do affirm  
that a g ro u p  on ly  or m ain ly m ade up in this w a y  w ould  be sin gularly  
lacking in stay in g  pow er.

It rem ains to d iscu ss explanations o f collective action that present 
individual participation as essen tially  irrational. (In principle one m ight 
w ant to d istin guish  betw een  action taken on irrational beliefs and action 
that is irrational given  the beliefs, but in actual cases w e will rarely be 
able to decide w h eth er w e are  observin g the one or the other.) I shall 
briefly  m ention tw o such explanations. The first takes off from  the obser
vation that in very  long runs o f the P rison er's Dilem m a, p layers coo p 
erate for a long tim e even  w h en  the term inal date is kn ow n , although 
they sw itch  to defection tow ards the e n d .1 2 It has been argued that such 
b eh avio u r is actually rational,3 but I am  not convinced by this v iew . 
Rather w e  seem  to be dealing  w ith som e cognitive an alo gy  to w eakness 
o f w ill: the distant future sim ply  does not enter into our calculations in 
the sam e w a y  as d o  the near future and the present. W hereas w eakn ess 
o f w ill in the sen se  o f a h igh rate o f time discounting m akes cooperation 
more difficult, the p resen tly  d iscussed  inability to take account of the 
future m akes it m ore accessible.

The other explanation rests on an in genious experim ent carried out by 
A m os T versk y  and G eorge Q uattrone.4 T hey found that w hen asked 
about voting behaviour in various hypothetical cases, the subjects

1 Concerning this, see my Sour Gn/pcs, ch. II.9.
* Rapoport and Chammah, Prisoner's D ilem m a, p. ag. wnte that "Evidently the ruivof-the-

miil players are not strategically sophisticated enough to have figured out that (the
strategy of non-coopération! is the only rationally defensible strategy, and this intellectual
shortcoming saves them from losing.'

J Hardin, Collective Action, pp. 146e.
4 Quattrone and Tversky, "Self-deception and the voters' illusion".
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w ould  an sw er in a w a y  that confirm s the fo llow in g h ypoth esis. If an 
in dividual thinks o f h im self as som ehow  representative or typical o f a 
certain gro u p , he w ill tend to argue that " I f  I act in a certain w ay , 
others like m e are likely to behave s im ila rly ."  M oreover, there is a 
tendency fd r this unobjectionable piece o f d iagnostic reasoning to 
becom e transform ed into causal thinking. In d iv idu als decide to vote 
because they believe, m agically, that this w ill lead others like them  to 
do the sam e. The tail believes it can w ag  the d og. This could also ap p ly  
to the form s o f collective action d iscu ssed  here. The tendency is related 
to the con undrum  kn ow n  as N ew co m b 's problem ,1 as w ell as to certain 
m odes o f reasoning in C a lv in ism .1 C learly , it can be very  beneficial 

socially. It is, as it w ere, the psychological im plem entation o f the 
categorical im perative. I feel convinced that in certain cases this form  of 
irrationality enters into the explanation  o f individual decisions to parti
cipate in collective action, but I have no idea as to how' to circum scribe 
this class o f cases.

A priori there is no reason to b elieve that an y single m odel for indi
vidual-level behaviour w ill be the best in ail cases of collective action. 
Explanatory pluralism  should  not be esch ew ed . O n the other hand, 
one should  b ew are o f the dan gers of ad hoc-ness. I believe the best 
strategy for further research m ay be a m ixed one, w ith about 70 per 
cent o f the effort going into further exploration o f m acro-correlation 
and 30 p er cent into the form ulation o f m odels that offer m icro-foun
dations. Su rely  there is no problem  in the social sciences that is more 
im portant than that o f exp lain ing  w h y  people cooperate.

Before I turn to M arx, let m e add  a few  w o rd s about the role of 
leadership in collective action. O b viou sly , leaders are a lw ays necessary, 
regard less o f the m otivation o f in d ividuals, to coordinate collective 
action. If the m otivations also  are such that in d ividuals m ust be as
sured o f each other before they act, leadersh ip  takes on the additional 
function o f p ro vid in g  such assurance. If one individual kn ow s and is 
trusted by on e hundred  people, he can create the inform ation condi
tions by tw o hundred  transactions -  first ask in g  each o f them  about 
their w illin gn ess to join the collective action and then telling each 
about the w illin gn ess o f everyb o d y  else. By contrast, bilateral

1 See Nozkk, "Newcomb's problem and two principles of choke".
1  Although taken from a later period, the following statement from a Baptist leaflet illus

trates perfectly the Calvinist mode of reasoning: "Every aoul that come* »o Christ to be 
saved . . .  is to be encuuraged . . .  The coming soul need not fear that he is not elected, for 
none but such would be willing to come." (Cited in Thomp*on, The M aking o f Ih e  Engltfh  
Working Class, p. 38.)
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com m unication betw een the hundred will require about five thousand 
acts o f com m unication. The inform ation gain s from  leadership can be 
quite substantial.

A  further role for leadership  can be identified by considering a special 
case o f the payo ff m atrix in table 6 .1 .  A ssu m e that these payoffs do not 
form  a Prisoner's Dilem m a, but are defined by b =  c, e =  a and b > a .  
There is no individual interest for or against the collective action, but 
there is a collective interest in its favo u r.1 Since the individuals are in d if
ferent, regard less o f w hat others do , they m ight just toss a coin or follow  
custom , but an en terprising leader could also  exploit this "zo n e  o f in d if
feren ce"1 2 and m ake them  act in concert to their collectively best interest. 
A s  a possible, although largely hypothetical case, consider the im por
tance of labour-saving inventions in keeping w ages d o w n  (3.3.2). If the 
cost for the firm  o f g iv in g  a labour-saving bias to its search for innovations 
is negligible, there is scope for intelligent leadership  and persuasion.

A  m ore frequently d iscussed  role o f leadership  is that o f offering selec
tive incentives for m em bers, or -  alternatively  -  punishm ent for recalci
trant in d iv id u a ls.3 This is equivalent to a utility prem ium  for cooperation, 
or a utility fine on defection. Like the inform al sanctions discussed above, 
these are m ore im portant in stabilizing collective action than in 
generating it. The proper exp lanatory sequence m ust be to begin with 
individual m otivations and ask how  they generate behavioural patterns. 
These patterns m ay »hen crystallize into organizations that are able to 
enforce the behaviour, even  in the absence o f the original m otivations. To 
an sw er the fundam ental question about collective action -  haw is it at all 
possible? -  w e cannot begin by assu m in g a situation in which it has already 
taken place. H ence the role o f leadership in coordinating action, d is
sem inating inform ation and exploiting indifference is conceptually more 
fundam ental than the tasks o f coercion and selective inducem ents.

M arx d id  not g ive m uch thought to the problem  o f provid in g m icro
foundations for collective action. In h is d iscussions o f trade unions he 
d o w n p lays the im m ediate econom ic benefits, and em phasizes instead 
the role o f strikes etc. in the form ation o f political class consciousness. In 
the Communist Manifesto w e  read that "th e  real fruit o f [the w orkers'! 
battle lies, not in the im m ediate result, but in the ever-expanding union of 
the w o rk e rs" .4 In the m anuscript on "W a g e s" M arx, havin g discussed the

1 Concerning this game, see also my Ulysses and the Sirens, pp . iao-1.
2 5rinchcombe, Constructing Social Theories, p. 157.
* Olson. The logic of Collective Action, pp. 66ff.
4 The Communist Manifesto, p. 493.
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objection that trade u nions w ill p rove harm ful to the interests o f the 
w orkers, ad d s that

All these objections of the bourgeois economists are. as we have said, correct, 
but only correct from their point of view. If in the associations it really were a 
matter only of what it appears to be, namely the fixing of wages, if the rela
tionship between labour and capital were eternal, these combinations would be 
wrecked on the necessity of things. But they are the means of uniting the 
working class, of preparing for the overthrow of the entire old society with its 
class contradictions. And from this standpoint the workers are right to laugh at 
the clever bourgeois schoolmasters who reckon up to them what this civil war 
is costing them in fallen, injured and financial sacrifices. He who wants to beat 
his adversary will not discuss with him the costs of war.1

M arx here ap p ears to assert both that the w ork ing class stands in need o f 
unification and that it is a lread y  united. On the one han d , the struggle 
for econom ic benefits w ill unite the w orkers and prepare them for the 
later, political stru gg les. O n the other hand the w orkers are said  to be 
sufficiently advan ced  to d iscount the financial sacrifices that w ill be 
required o f them . But to ask the w orkers to en gage in econom ic struggle 
for the sake o f d evelo p in g  a political class con sciousness is to assum e 
that they are in possession  o f the very  m aturity that the struggle is 
su p p o sed  to develop . M arx here com m its the fallacy of by-products, briefly 
referred to above, w h en  he assum es that an y  desirable state that m ay 
em erge as the by-product o f action can also be chosen  as the m otivating 
goal for that action. It is true and im portant that if w orkers en gage in 
econom ic stru ggles, the conflicts w ith  the em ployers m ay help them 
d evelo p  a class consciousness that at som e point requires them to go 
b eyon d  econom ic stru ggles. W hat is false is that this ex post truth can be 
transform ed into an  ex ante m otivation, so that the transcending o f 
econom ic stru ggles could be the very  point o f en gagin g  in them.

Since this point is fundam ental, I shall g ive som e further textual 
eviden ce and argum ent. In 2.4 .2 I cited a text from  the New York Daily 
Tribune w h ere  M arx argu es that "th e  conflicts betw een m asters and 
m e n " are "th e  ind ispen sab le  m eans o f holding u p  the spirit o f the 
labouring c la sses". The next statem ent, in chronological order, com es in 
a letter from  1865. H ere M arx states that in G erm any:

Combinations, together with the tTades unions growing out of them, are of the 
utmost importance not only as a means of organization of the working class for 
struggle against the bourgeoisie -  this importance being shown by the fact, inter 
aha. that even the workers in the United States cannot do without them, despite

1  " W a g e s " ,  p .4 3 5 .
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voting rights and the republic-but in addition, in Prussia and Germany generally, 
the right to organize is a breach in police rule and bureaucratism; it tears to bits the 
Rules Governing Servants and the control of the nobility in the rural districts. In 
short it is a measure for the conversion of 'subjects’ into full-fledged citizens (eine 
Massreget zur Mündigmachung der 'Untertanen') 1

This is an argum ent about the developm ent o f self-respect out o f the class 
struggle , creating the necessary  prerequisite for political action. A s  such it 
isq u ite  unobjectionable, on the condition that one does not lose sight o f the 
im m ediate econom ic goals that form  the object o f  the struggles. The ex ante 
prospects o f success in  the struggle are indispensable, even if ex post it turns 
out to be a fa ilu re .2

In Wages. Price and Profit from  the sam e year M arx w rites that "b y  
cow ard ly  g iv in g  w ay  in their every-d ay  conflict w ith  capital, (the w orkers] 
w ould certainly d isq u alify  them selves for the initiating o f an y  larger 
m o vem en t".3 In this w ork  M arx adm its that trade unions can obtain som e 
econom ic results, although m ainly o f a d efen sive character. H ence there 
w ou ld  be a point to the econom ic struggle as such, yet it is certainly sub
ordinate to the goal o f political em ancipation. This subordination is also 
stated in  a docum ent that M arx drafted  in 1866 for the International:

Trades' Unions originally sprung up from the spontaneous attempts of workmen at 
removing or at least checking [the competition amongst themselves], in order to 
conquer such terms of contract as might raise them at least above the condition of 
mere slaves. The Immediate object of Trades' Unions was therefore confined to 
everyday necessities, to expediencies for the obstruction o f the incessant en
croachment of capital, in one word, to questions of wages and time of labour. This 
activity of the Trades' Unions is not only legitimate, it is necessary. It cannot be 
dispensed with so long as the present system of production lasts. On the other 
hand, unconsciously to themselves, the Trades' Unions were forming centres of 
organiztffifm of the workingclass, asthemcdievalmunicipalirtcsandcommunesdid 
for the middle class. If the Trades' Unions are required for guerilla fights between 
capital and labour, they are still more important as organised agencies for superseding 
the very system of wages labour and capital rule.4

Finally, in a letter from  18 7 1 M arx asserts that "W h ere  the w orking class is
not yet far enough advanced in its organization to undertake a decisive
cam paign again st thecollective pow er, i.e . the political p o w er o f the ruling

1 Marx to Schweitzer 13.3.1865, a* quoted in Marx to Engels 18.3.1865 
:  Against this one may consider the following answer by E. P. Thompson, when asked 

whether hr thought that a political rally in Trafalgar Square would actually achieve any
thing: "That's not really the point, is it? The point is, it show8 that democracy's alive. 
People aren't just inclined to accept what politicians tell them. A rally like that gives us 
self-respect Chartism was terribly good for the Chartists, although they never got the 
Charted' (Sunday Timrt 3.11.1980).

'  Wagft, P rice and Profit, pp 151-3.
4 "Instructions for delegates to the Geneva Congress", pp 196-7.
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classes, it m ust at an y  rate be trained for this by continual agitation 
against this pow er and by a hostile attitude tow ards the policies o f the 
ru ling c la s s ." 1 Trained b y  w hom ? M arx does not say. A  few  years earlier 
he had written to Engels about the im portance o f the International: "In  
the next revolution, w hich is perhaps nearer than it app ears, w e  (i.e. 
you  and I) w ill h ave  this pow erfu l engine in our hands."7 These are 
not p h rases that suggest the w orkers becom ing active, autonom ous 
subjects.

From  these various passages, the fo llow in g conclusions seem  to 
em erge, (i) M arx p lausib ly  asserts that the stru ggle  for econom ic benefits 
m ay change the w orkers so that they go  beyond the econom ic struggle 
and into politics. This is the "coincidence o f the changing o f circum 
stances and o f hum an activity or se lf-ch an g e".3 (ii) He suggests, notably 
in the earlier w orks, that the econom ic stru ggles m ay prove futile. This 
is quite consistent w ith asserting that they are usefu l or even  in d ispen 
sable for the form ation o f a political class consciousness, on the condi
tion that the assertion is taken a s  an ex post statem ent about cause and 
effect, (iii) If on the contrary the assertion is taken in the ex ante sense as 
a statem ent about m eans and en ds, it is an instance o f the fallacy o f 
by-products, (iv) There is one sen se, h ow ever, in w hich  it can be m ean 
in gfu lly  understood as a m ean s-en d  statem ent, nam ely as a recipe for 
m anipulation. Far-sighted leaders o f the w ork ing class m ight lead the 
w orkers into battles w hich  they kn ow  will be lost, because the very  ex 
perience o f defeat w ill bring a gain in con sciousness4 or because struggle 
-  w hether successfu l or not -  is a condition for political m aturity. 11115, 
h ow ever, is contrary to M arx 's stated v iew  that nobody outside the 
w ork ing class can tell it w hat to do , because "th e  educator m ust h im self 
be ed u cated "5 and "th e  em ancipation o f the w ork ing classes m ust be 
conquered b y  the w ork ing classes th em selves".*  (v) There are strong 
teleological o verton es in m any o f M arx 's  statem ents about trade unions, 
su ggestin g  that their activity  can be explained  by their ultim ate role in 
prom oting political revolution and hence justify in g his neglect o f m icro
foundations. (vi) F inally on e can also find in M arx the m ore reasonable 
v iew  that trade unions can achieve a limited success in their econom ic 
struggles -  the success enabling one to exhort the w orkers to such 
struggle , the lim its to predict that they w ill feel a need to go beyond it. In

1 Marx to Boite 2 j n  1S71. 1 Marx to Enerls 11.9 1867.
3 "Theses on Feuerbach", p. 4; cp  also TV German Ideology, pp 53, 214.
* In TV Class Struggles in F rance, p 47 Marx makes this argument with respect to political 

struggle Revolutionary defeat is necessary to liberate the workers from their illusions.
* "Theses on Feuerbach", p. 4. * "Provisional rules of the International", p. 14.
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m y opin ion  th is v iew  is too adulterated with the fallacy o f by-products, 
the teleological fallacy and the tem ptation o f m anipulation to allow  one 
to assert it unam biguously  a s  the M arxist theory o f class consciousness.

6.3. Class struggle

C lass con sciousness is inextricably bound up w ith class struggle. In this 
section I d iscu ss how  social conflict arises through confrontations and 
coalitions betw een classes as collective actors. In 6 .3 .1 ,  I link "n egative  
class co n sc io u sn ess", defined in 6 .2 .1 ,  to "latent class stru gg le" -  that is 
behaviour that is intended to preven t class struggle, although it is not in 
itself a n y  kind o f struggle. In 6 .3 .2  I d iscuss social conflict as a non- 
cooperative gam e betw een  collective actors, w h ile  6 .3 .3  introduces a co
operative fram ew ork that a llo w s for coalition form ation. In 6 .3 .4  I con- 
elude w ith a d iscussion  o f the centrality o f classes in social conflict.

The em pirical fram e o f reference w ill largely be England and France 
around 1850. M arx 's w ritings on the social and political struggles in 
France from  1848 to 18 5 1  are w ell know n for their analytical and rheto
rical brilliance H is articles on British politics do not sim ilarly form  a 
sustained narrative o f even ts, but from  a theoretical perspective 1 believe 
them  to be equally central. By considering the tw o bodies of w ork to
gether it is possible to bring out w hat M arx took to be the central charac
teristics o f the class struggle u nder capitalism . 1 d o  not in this chapter 
refer to the w ritin gs on G erm an y, which are  m uch m ore exclusively  co n 
cerned w ith  political even ts at the exp en se  o f an attention to the social 
background. In the next chapter these w ritings have a central place.

6.3.1. Latent class struggle
Follow ing Steven  L u k es 's  typ ology  o f "th ree  d im ensions o f p o w e r" ,1 we 
m ay discern three possib le form s of class conflict. First there is overt, 
m utually recognized struggle. This form s the object o f 6 .3 .2  and 6 .3 .3 . 
At the other extrem e w e have the m ere objective d ivergence o f class 
interest, w ith no class actively seeking to o ppress an y other. The differ
ential satisfaction o f class interest that is observed results from  other, 
non-intentional m echan ism s.2 It is perhaps not very  plausible to refer to 
this a s  class struggle, but on e m ay w ell speak o f class conflict. In betw een

1 Lukes, Power: A Radical Vxxv
1 This is the central theme in Veyne. be Pain et le Cirque. Such objective d m  conflict has a 

potential for class struggle, in the sense that It the subjects did not of themselves generate 
an ideology justifying their submission, the rulers could and would resort to force, yet it is 
not class struggle
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these tw o extrem es there is w hat I refer to as latent class struggle. It is an 
interm ediate case in that one c lass is assu m ed to be fu lly class conscious
ness, and a s  a collective actor takes steps to prevent the m em bers of 
other c lasses from  ach ievin g  class consciousness In particular, a class 
m ay try to m anipulate the conditions of class consciousness d iscu ssed  in 
6 .2 .2  w ith a v iew  to preven tin g collective action that is opposed  to its 
ow n  interests. W hen d iscu ssin g  such action great care m ust he taken to 
d istin guish  m easu res designed to preven t the opposed  c lass from 
attaining class consciousness, and m easures that have this on ly  as an 
unintended (or at least non-explanatory) con sequ ence.1 T hus the bour
geoisie  m ay  w eaken  the w ork ing class b y  open ing its ranks to those w ho 
w ould o th erw ise have provided leadership  material for w orking-class 
stru ggles, but this effect o f u p w ard s social m obility does not b y  itself 
prove it to be a form  o f latent class struggle . O nly if there is ev iden ce o f 
intentional design  w ould  th is conclusion follow  

This w arn in g  is particularly relevant w ith regard to the cognitive and 
m otivational conditions for class consciousness. There are m any 
m echanism s en d o gen o u s to the o ppressed  classes that prevent them 
from  u nderstanding that collective action is a feasible solution to their 
prob lem s.1 2 The historical eviden ce no less than social theory goes 
against the attem pt to understand these phenom ena in term s o f class 
dom ination. It m ay  w ell be true, as M arx argued, that the existence in 
England o f tw o  distinct en em ies o f the w orking class -  lan d ow n ers and 
factory-ow ners -  had the effect o f w eaken ing their class consciousness. 
It is far less p lausib le to argue that the capitalists deliberately kept the 
lan d ow n ers artificially a live  in o rder to foster illusions about the real 
nature o f the enem y.

R em oter background conditions lend them selves more to m anipu la
tion by the o p p o sed  class. A lthough M arx n ever to m y kn ow ledge 
d iscu ssed  isolation, turn-over, group  size or group hom ogeneity as 
instrum ents of social control, such conceptions are fu lly consistent with 
h is gen eral approach . A lso , these are quite im portant and w idespread  
m odes o f dom ination. O ne m ay cite, for instance, the extrem e 
sensitivity  o f m any govern m en ts to the political im plications of railw ay

1 The point of the parenthetical qualification is that a class may anticipate that its behaviour 
will reduce the capacity for collective action of another Hass, yet that effect may be neither 
sufficient nor necessary to induce it to act. For instance, employers may support state 
policies towards greater mobility of labour because at a given level of unionization this is 
good for aggregate profits, while also expecting as a welcome side effect that it will 
reduce the level of unionization.

2 For a survey, see chs. Ill and J V of my Sour Crapes.
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con struction ,1 or the C h in ese practice o f rotating officials so that they 
w ou ld  n ever h ave  the time to form  alliances with the local gen try .5 The 
deliberate m ixing o f heterogeneous elem ents in the w ork force to prevent 
collective action is also a w idespread  phen om enon .’  Such m easures m ay, 
o f course, be bad for productive efficiency*. The railw ay m ay have been 
politically dan gerous, but econom ically it w as extrem ely useful. To rotate 
officials before they have had time to learn the job is not very  efficient. 
Large factories in w hich m any w ork ers are brought together m ay be 
hotbeds o f discontent, but n ecessary  to exploit econom ies o f scale. H ence 
there is a trade-off betw een class consciousness and efficiency to be con
sidered (3.3.2).

6.3.2. Class confrontation
In this section I con sider the outcom e o f non-cooperative encounters 
betw een tw o or m ore classes. 1 shall first exam ine the two-class case , and 
then m ore briefly the three-class case.

In the tw o-class case w e need to distinguish  betw een tw o form s o f class 
struggle . O n the one hand there is the stru ggle  betw een two exploiting 
classes o ver the d ivision  o f the spoils, on the other hand there is the 
struggle betw een an exploiting and an exploited class over the size o f the 
spoils. It m ight appear as if the form er case could be represented as a 
gam e o f pure conflict, that is a constant-sum  gam e, since the d ividendum  
is given prior to the struggle. It is, h o w ever, g iven  on ly  in the sense that it 
cannot be increased. It can certainly be reduced, since the struggle itself 
requires resources that m ust be financed out o f the gains. Since the classes 
have an interest in their net incom e, the gam e -  as most other social situa
tions o f a n y  interest -  is really variable-sum . Yet there nevertheless is an 
im portant difference betw een  such struggle and. say , w orker-capitalist 
conflict. In the latter case the gross product is itself influenced by the 
struggle. C on sider, for instance, the cost to the w orkers o f go in g  on 
strike. This is not sim ply  a question o f the cost o f building an organ iz
ation, payin g  the staff, etc. The w ork ers m ust also consider that the strike 
para lyses econom ic activity and hence reduces the size o f the product of 
w hich  they dem and a larger share. In this case the struggle is variable- 
sum  both in production and distribution, w hile the struggle betw een 
exploiting classes is variable-sum  only  on the distributive side. 1 * 3 *

1 Gerschenkron, "Agrarian polides and industrialization: Russia 1861-1917". P 7 »°-
3 Skinner, "Cities and the hierarchy ot local systems ", p >41.
3 St* Croi«, The Cl*** Struggle in the Ancient Greet World, pp. 65,93, *46; Finley. Eeintotny éitd

Society in Anaenl Greece, pp. 109.171.
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M arx u sually  d iscu sses the stru ggle  betw een landow ners and capi
talists as on e o f pure conflict. The clearest statem ent is perhaps in the 
Theories of Surplus-Value:

T h e  c a p ita l is t  i s  th e  d ire c t  e x p lo ite r  o f  th e  w o r k e r s ,  n o t o n ly  th e  d ire c t  a p p ro -  

p r ia to r , b u t th e  d ire c t  c r e a to r  o f  surptus-lalwur. B u t s in c e  ( fo r  th e  in d u s t r ia l  c a p i 
ta lis t)  t h is  c a n  o n ly  ta k e  p la c e  t h r o u g h  a n d  in  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c t io n , h e  is  

h im s e lf  a  fu n c t io n a r y  o f  th is  p r o d u c t io n , its  d ire c to r . T h e  la n d lo r d , o n  th e  o t h e r  
h a n d , h a s  a c la im  -  t h r o u g h  la n d e d  p r o p e r t y  (to  a b s o lu te  ren t) a n d  b e c a u s e  o f  

th e  p h y s ic a l  d i f fe r e n c e s  o f  th e  v a n o u s  t y p e s  o f  la n d  (d if fe re n t ia l re n t)  -  w h ic h  
e n a b le s  h im  to  p o c k e t  a  p a r t  o f  th is  s u r p lu s - la b o u r  o r  s u r p lu s - v a lu e ,  to w h o s e  

d ir e c t io n  a n d  c r e a t io n  h e  c o n tr ib u t e s  n o th in g . W h e re  th e re  is  a  c o n flic t , t h e r e 
fo r e . th e  c a p ita l is t  r e g a r d s  h im  a s  a m e r e  s u p e r fe t a t io n , a  S y b a r it e  e x c r e s c e n c e , a  
p a r a s ite  o n  c a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n , th e  lo u s e  th a t  s i t s  u p o n  h im .1

Elsew here M arx w orks out som e im plications of this difference:

T h e  a b o lit io n  o f  la n d e d  p r o p e r t y  in  th e  R ic a r d ia n  s e n s e , th at is ,  it s  c o n v e r s io n  
in to  S t a te  p r o p e r t y  s o  th a t  re n t  is  p a id  to  th e  S t a te  in s te a d  o f  to  th e  la n d lo r d , is  

th e  id e a l ,  th e  h e a r t 's  d e s ir e ,  w h ic h  s p r in g s  fro m  th e  d e e p e s t  in m o st  e s s e n c e  o f  
c a p ita l . C a p it a l  c a n n o t  a b o lis h  la n d e d  p r o p e r t y .  B u t b y  c o n v e r t in g  it in to  ren t 

w h ic h  is  p a id  to  th e  S ta te  th e  c a p ita l is t s  a s  a  class a p p r o p r ia t e  it a n d  u s e  U to  d e 
fr a y  t h e ir  S ta te  e x p e n s e s ,  t h u s  a p p r o p r ia t in g  in  a  r o u n d a b o u t  w a y  w h a t  c a n n o t  
b e  r e ta in e d  d i r e c t ly . 1 2 *

The landlord robs the capitalist as the latter robs the w orker, but unlike 
the capitalist he does not "h e lp  create w hat is to be d ed u cted " (4.3.2). 
The landlord perform s no productive function; he neither w ork s nor 
perform s an y m anagerial tasks H ence in addition to the purely 
econom ic conflict o f interests, there arises an ideological opposition 
betw een  the productive and the unproductive classes.

This opposition  also arises betw een industrial and financial capitalists. 
O ne m ight ask  w hether these really constitute separate classes. A gainst 
that v iew  on e could cite the fact that M arx refers to them both as 
m em bers o f " th e  b o u rgeo isie ".5 This, h o w ever, is not really an objec
tion. In The Eighteenth Brumaire the landow n ers are also seen  a s  part of 
the bourgeoisie, on the gro u n d s that they are no longer enthusiastic 
about "m o n arch y , the church and the beauties o f the old English  consti
tu tio n ",4 but o n ly  about rent -  that is the very  category that d efin es them 
as a class. The em bourgeoisem ent o f the landow n ers here sim ply  m eans

1 T heo ries  o f  S u rp lu s -V a lu e , vol. a, p. ja 8 ; cp. C a p ita l III,j> .  638.
2 T heo ries  o f  S u rp lu s -V a lu e , vol 3, p. 47a; cp. N e w Y o r k  Doily Triftwnci 1 .7 .18 5 3 .
J E g. C la s s  S t r u g g le s  in  F r a n c e , p  48
4 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p. i j 8, cp also New York Dai/y Tribune Jj 8 185a.
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that econom ic categories have becom e upperm ost in their conscious
ness, not that they h ave  becom e capitalists. A lso . M arx explicitly states 
that financial and industrial capitalists do form distinct classes' -  a 
distinction that is also needed on the theoretical groun ds set out in 6 .1 . 
The tw o gro u p s en gage in different econom ic behaviour, the lending o f 
capital an d  the h iring o f labour respectively.*

A s  in the case  o f the landlords, but w ith less justification, M arx con
siders the stru ggle  betw een industrial and financial capitalists as one of 
pure conflict. H e repeated ly states that profit is created before its division 
betw een these tw o c la sses ,’  thus neglecting the gains from  specialized 
financial m arkets as w ell as the losses from  speculation. O n the other 
hand he also argu es that financial capital could n ever be abolished in the 
w ay  the R icardians w anted to abolish landed property: " A s  long as 
m oney (com m odities) can serve  a s  capital, it can be sold as capital."*

Like the landlord , the financial capitalist w h o  lends m oney to a 
"fu n ctio n in g " capitalist "d o e s  not exploit w orkers and does not com e 
into opposition  to la b o u r" ,1 * * * 5 although, need less to say, he is an exploiter 
in the sen se  o f w ork ing less than the num ber o f hours em bodied in what 
he can buy for his revenue. In addition to the conflict w ith the industrial 
capitalist over the d ivision  o f the su rp lu s, there also appears, as w ith the 
landlord, an ideological opposition:

In re la t io n  to  [ th e  fu n c t io n in g  c a p ita lis t )  in te r e s t  a p p e a r s  th e r e fo re  a s  th e  m e re  
fru it  o f  o w n in g  c a p ita l ,  o f  c a p ita l a s  s u c h  a b s t r a c te d  fro m  th e  r e p r o d u c t io n  p r o 

c e s s  o f  c a p ita l ,  in a s m u c h  a s  it d o e s  n o t  " w o r k " ,  d o e s  n o t fu n c t io n ; w h i le  p ro fit  o f 

e n t e r p r is e  a p p e a r s  to  h im  a s  th e  e x c lu s iv e  fru it  o f  th e  fu n c t io n s  w h ic h  h e  p e r 
fo r m s  w ith  th e  c a p ita l ,  a s  th e  fru it  o f  th e  m o v e m e n t  a n d  p e r fo r m a n c e  o f  c a p ita l , 

o f  a p e r fo r m a n c e  w h ic h  a p p e a r s  to  h im  a s  h is  o w n  a c t iv i t y ,  a s  o p p o s e d  to  th e  

in a c t iv ity , th e  n o n -p a r t ic ip a t io n  o f  th e  m o n e y  c a p ita lis t  in  th e  p r o d u c t io n  p r o 
c e s s .*

[T o l r e p r e s e n t  fu n c t io n in g  c a p ita l  i s  n o t a  s in e c u r e , lik e  r e p r e s e n t in g  in te re st-  

b e a r in g  c a p ita l .  O n  th e  b a s is  o f  c a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n , th e  c a p ita l is t  d ir e c ts  the 

p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  c irc u la t io n  E x p lo it in g  p r o d u c t iv e  la b o u r  e n ta ils  e x e r 
t io n , w h e t h e r  h e  e x p lo i t s  it  h im s e lf  o r  h a s  it e x p lo ite d  b y  s o m e o n e  e ls e  o n  h is  

b e h a lf .  T h e r e fo r e ,  h is  p r o fit  o f  e n t e r p r is e  a p p e a r s  to h im  a s  d is t in c t  o f  in te r e s t .

1 Theories of Surplus-Value, vo l. a. p . 1 1 3 ;  Capital III, p. 376.
1 Follow in g the defin ition o f class in 6 . 1 . 1 ,  w e m a y  ask w hat determ ines w h o  en d s u p  as

industrial capitalists and w h o  en d s up  a s  financial capitalists. In a text from Capital III (pp. 
337—8) d te d  in  8 a .3 , M arx su gg ests  that from  the point o f  v iew  o f the ind ividual asset- 
holder these tw o  careers are  equ ivalen t, w h ich  can be read as stating that the choice
situation is on e o f  m ultiple optim a.

5 Capital lit. p p . 378, 3 8 1 . 4 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. 3 , p . 472.
5 Capital III. p . 379; cp. Theories of Surplus-Value, vo l. 3 , p. 477.
* Capital 111. p. 374.
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as independent of the ownership of capital, but rather as the result of his func
tion as a non-proprietor -  a worker.*

Financial capitalists and landlords thus live off the w ork of others -  the 
w ork  o f the industrial capitalist and that o f the w orkers w hom  he 
exploits. O f course, the industrial capitalist also lives off the w ork  of 
others, but to be able to do this he m ust perform  som e w ork him self. 
O bserve that he is not a m anager, but a w ork ing ow n er w ho is to som e 
extent m ortgaged to the bank or the m oney-lender.

M arx h as little to say  about the actual confrontation betw een the vari
ous classes that live off the su rp lu s extracted from  the w orkers. The 
m ain exception concerns the introduction and the abolition o f the Corn 
Law s. In Capital III the origin o f these law s is described:

Since landlords everywhere exert considerable, and in England even over
whelming, influence on legislation, they are able to exploit (the adverse situation 
of their tenants] for the purpose of victimising the entire class of tenants. For 
instance, the Com Laws of 1815 -  a bread tax, admittedly imposed on the 
country to secure for the idle landlords a continuation of their abnormally in
creased rentals during the Anti-Jacobin war -  had indeed the effect, excluding 
cases of a few extraordinarily rich harvests, of maintaining prices of agricultural 
products above the level to which they would have fallen had com imports been 
unrestricted.2

The laws, however, had an adverse impact on all capitalists, not only 
on capitalist tenants, since they tended to raise the wages of labour. 
Hence the manufacturers organized the Anti-Corn Law League, leading 
to the repeal of the laws in 1846. In an article from 185.2 Marx saw this as 
merely confirming the real change of power that had taken place in the 
meantime:

The repeal of the Corn Laws in 1846 merely recognized an already accomplished 
fact, a change long since enacted in the elements of British civil society, viz. the 
subordination of the landed interest under the moneyed interest, of property 
under commerce, of agnculture under manufacturing industry, of the country 
under the city . . .  The substantial foundation of the power of the Tories was the 
rent of land. The rent of land is regulated by the price of food. The price of food, 
then, was artificially maintained at a high rate by the Com Laws. The repeal of 
the Corn Laws brought down the price of food, which in its turn brought down 
the rent of land, and with sinking rent broke down the real strength upon which 
the political power of the Tories reposed '

Later these v iew s w ere  drastically revised. In Theories of Surplus-Value 
M arx ridicules "W ilhelm  T h u k y d id es" Roscher for stating the con
troversy o ver the C orn  L aw s in term s o f the opposition betw een

1 Ibid.,p. 380. 2 Ibid., p. 626. 1  New York Daily Tribune 21.8.1853.



"m o n ied  and landed in terest", and argu es that these w ere on the con
trary united against the industrial cap italists.1 M ore im portantly, in Capi
tal l  he m akes it clear that the landlords did not lose from the abolition of 
the Corn  L aw s. Rather it led to all sorts of im provem ents in agriculture, 
through drainage and sim ilar m easures. "T h e landed aristocracy 
advanced them selves to this en d , o f course, per Parliam ent, fu n ds from 
the State Treasury, at a very  low' rate o f interest, which the farm ers have 
to m ake good at a m uch higher ra te ."2 Here M arx argu es that the 
political p o w er o f the landow ners w as the cause o f their prosperity, not 
sim ply the reflex o f it a s  the earlier text suggests. If so, w hence did they 
draw  their pow er? A n  an sw er is su ggested  in 7 .1  below.

The paradigm atic case o f class struggle betw een exploiters and exp lo i
ted, w ith  elem ents o f cooperation as vvell as o f conflict, is that betw een 
industrial capitalists and w orkers. N o w , the follow ing argum ent could 
w ell be m ade. True, there is an elem ent o f cooperation, but only if the 
shared prem ise o f the struggle is the continued existence o f capitalism . 
The stru ggle  o ver its existence or abolition is, how'ever, one o f pure con
flict. For reasons indicated above, this v iew  is not defensible. The cost to 
the w orkers o f  the abolition o f capitalism  can be sm aller o r  greater, d e
pending on the strategies chosen by the tw o classes. In an y case, this 
point is not really  relevant for an u nderstanding of M arx 's em pirical 
an alyses A lthough he exhorted the w orkers to m ove from  the struggle 
over the w ork ing d ay  and the w age  level to a political struggle against 
capitalism  as a system , and firm ly believed that this m ove w as bound to 
take place, the class struggles w hich  he could actually observe revolved 
around distribution w ithin the system . The basic sense in w hich  there is 
a need for cooperation betw een w orkers and capitalists is that the m eans 
they use to increase their share o f the total product, such as strikes or 
lockouts, also d isrupt production and hence reduce the total to be 
shared . A lso , the capitalists h ave  an interest in the survival and repro
duction o f the w orkers, and the latter an interest in high profits that will 
ensure econom ic grow th  and future w age  gain s (4 .1.4).

In 4 .1 .4  I d iscu ssed  the confrontations betw een w orkers and cap i
talists at som e length. Let m e recall here that "th e  struggle betw een 
collective labour and collective cap ital" is but one o f several determ in
ants o f the rate o f exploitation. In addition w e must invoke individual 
bargaining, m onopoly or m onopson y pow er, coalitions w ith other 
classes, state intervention and technical progress. The struggle between

1 Theorirs of Surplus Value, vol. 2. pp. 122ft. 1 Capital t. p 677
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w orkers and capitalists is em bedded in an extrem ely com plex social and 
tem poral context that a llo w s for a w id e  ran ge o f strategies and 
counterstrategies and leaves m uch room  for unpredictable m an oeu v
ring. Yet even  if it m ay be hard to predict the outcom e o f an y given 
struggle, M arx clearly believed it possib le to anticipate the long-term  
trend in the class struggle, corresponding to the changing balance of 
pow er. The capitalist class, on his v iew , w as being progressively  u nder
m ined by the falling rate o f profit and the increasingly severe crises, 
w h ereas the w ork ers w ere  m aking steady gain s in education and o rgan 
ization. T h e capitalist tactics o f alliance form ation (6.3.3) might postpone 
the final breakdow n, but not indefin itely.

M arx 's detailed an alyses o f m id-nineteenth-century European politics 
d o  not m ainly rest on such studies o f tw o-class confrontations. In alm ost 
all cases, three or m ore classes are in volved . The non-cooperative 
fram ew ork is then not very  w ell su ited .1 T o  see  w h y, consider a case of 
three contestants, A , B  and C . A  and B are both quite strong, and C  
defin itely w eaker. T hey are to engage in a sen es of tactical m oves that in 
the end will leave one o f them the w inn er, in the sen se  o f having 
im proved his initial position Each m ove in volves the allocation o f on e 's 
resources betw een the tw o struggles, that is the struggles against the 
tw o opponents. It is then intuitively plausible, and in som e cases it m ay 
be show n rigorou sly ,2 that A  and B w ill use m ost o f their strength 
again st one another, leavin g C  a s  the w inner. If, on the other hand, A  
and B are able to agree at the outset to elim inate C  before they begin to 
confront on e another, each o f them  w ill h ave  a greater chance o f em erg
in g  a s  the w inner. N on-cooperative struggle in such cases leads to 
"tertiu s g a u d e n s" ,2 that is a benefit to a third party brought about by the 
stru ggle  betw een the strong. A  special case arises w hen each o f the tw o 
strong contenders tries to solicit the w eak  as an alliance partner, leading 
to a non-cooperative struggle about w h o  is to cooperate w ith w hom . The 
outcom e m ay be that no cooperation occurs, but that the w eak  party 
gain s from the conflict betw een  the strong. M arx, for instance, cites the 
English  proverb  "w h e n  thieves fall out. honest m en com e into their 
o w n "4 in h is d iscussion  o f the fate o f the English  agricultural w orkers.

Such cases o f "stren gth  from  w eak n ess" or "w e a k n e ss  from  stren gth "

1 B y  " n o n - c o o p e r a t iv e ”  I in te n d  th e  a b s e n c e  o f  c o a lit io n s , n o t  th e  a b s e n c e  of c o m m o n  
in te r e s ts

7 S h u b ik , Game Theory and the Social Sciences, p p  12B
5 S im m e l. Soztologie. p p .  8 a f l ,  c it in g  th e  d e b a te  o v e r  th e  F a c to ry  A c ts  a s  a n  im p o rta n t  

e x a m p le .
* Capital I. p. 6 7 3 .
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are not uncom m on. They do, h ow ever, go  together w ith a tendency to
w ards the form ation o f an alliance betw een the strong, at least for the time 
it takes to neutralize the w eak. This pressure tow ards inter-class cooper
ation is partly an alogous to the tendency to intra-class cooperation that 
form ed the object o f  6.2. Both parties gain  from  cooperation, but it is not a 
dom inant strategy. Yet the differences are also  striking. The num ber o f 
actors is sm aller in the class coalition case than in the class consciousness 
case ,1 and som e o f the obstacles to cooperation are correspondingly easier 
to overcom e. In particular, the free-rider problem  d o es not arise to the 
sam e extent, because it is less easy  for an organization than for an indi
vidual to renege on an engagem ent o f cooperation. With the exception o f 
a Leninist type o f party, m ost organizations are subject to an inertia that 
en su res that agreem ents w ill be adhered  to at least for som e time (and in 
the light o f the historical experience parties o f the Leninist type find it in
creasin gly  difficult to find w illin g  partners o f cooperation). O f course, 
such alliances m ay not be very stable and enduring, but then they do not 
have to be if their pu rp o se  is o n ly  a tem porary one. A lliances of inter
m ediate duration are the stuff of politics. They are m ade and unm ade as 
they attain or fail to attain their objectives; as circum stances change so as 
to m ake other constellations m ore attractive; or as the original en gage
m ent is eroded  and the free-rider tem ptation becom es overw helm ing. 
H ence I believe, as d id  M arx, that the concept o f alliance form ation is in
d ispensable  for an und erstandin g o f social conflict. A n d  like him I believe 
that exo gen ou s chan ges, for exam ple in the econom ic situation of the 
classes, m ay  help  explain  the shifting pattern o f alliances.

6 .3 .3 . C lass  coalitions
In an article from  18 6 1, concerning the em ancipation o f the Russian  serfs 
and the conflict it created betw een the lan d ow n ers and the tsarist go vern 
m ent, M arx su ggested  a gen eral principle o f coalition form ation in class 
societies:

In  th is  m u tu a l s t r i fe , w h e r e  th e  G o v e r n m e n t ,  d e s p it e  m e n a c e s  a n d  c a jo l in g , sp lit  

u p o n  th e  o p p o s it io n  o f  th e  n o b le s  a n d  th e  p e a s a n t s  -  th e  a r is to c r a c y  u p o n  th e  
o p p o s it io n  o f  th e  G o v e r n m e n t  a n d  o f  th e ir  h u m a n  c h a tte ls , th e  p e a s a n t r y  u p o n  

th e  c o m b in e d  o p p o s it io n  o f  th e ir  c e n tr a l lo r d  a n d  th e ir  lo c a l lo r d s  -  a n  u n d e r 
s t a n d in g ,  a s  is  u s u a l  in  s u c h  t r a n s a c t io n s , h a s  b e e n  a r r iv e d  a t b e t w e e n  th e  e x is t in g  
p o w e r s  a t th e  c o s t  o f  th e  o p p r e s s e d  c la s s . 1 2 3

1 A t  le a s t  th is  is  so  i f  w e  a s s u m e  th a t  th e  " c la s s  c o a lit io n  g a m e "  ta k e s  p la c e  a f t e r  th e  " d a s s  

c o n s c io u s n e s s  g a m e " .  A lth o u g h  M a r x  e x p lo r e d  s itu a t io n s  in  w h ic h  th e se  proceed peri
pe$$u, it s e e m s  a  r e a s o n a b le  a s s u m p t io n  to  m a k e  a s  th e  c la s s  s t r u g g le  g a m s  m o m e n tu m

3 New York Deity Tribune to . 10 .  i8 6 0 .
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M arx 's an alyses of French and English politics around 1850 point to a 
m ore nuanced view  The outcom e w as indeed a tendency tow ards 
explicit or im plicit alliance form ation betw een the exploiting classes 
against the exploited class, but only as the result o f long struggles in 
w hich the alliances often form ed betw een an exploiting and an exploited 
class, against another exploiting class. I shall first consider the English 
and then the French case. Both involve the sam e classes: w age 
labourers, industrial capitalists, financial capitalists and landow ners. 
True, in France there also  existed a large peasantry, but according to 
M arx it had no developed class consciousness and hence did not enter 
into an y alliances. The discussion below  is incom plete in that the 
political prolongations o f the class struggle are kept in the background. 
In 7 . 1  and 7 .2 .1  these come to the forefront.

In M arx's w ritings on the class struggles in England the m ain actors 
are the w orkers, the industrial capitalists and the landow ners. The 
financial capitalists p lay  a quite subordinate role. In Theories o f Surplus- 
Value M arx say s , d iscussin g Roscher, that

I f  W ilh e lm  T h u k y d id e s  k n e w  th e  h is t o r y  o f  th e  c o m  la w s  o f  1 8 1 5  a n d  th e  
s t r u g g le  o v e r  t h e s e , th e n  h e  w o u ld  a l r e a d y  h a v r  k n o w n  fro m  C o b b e tt  th a t  th e  
b o r o u g h -m o n g e r s  ( la n d e d  in te r e s ts )  a n d  th e  lo a n -m o n g e r s  (m o n ie d  in te re s t)  

c o m b in e d  a g a in s t  th e  in d u s t r ia l  i n t e r e s t s . . .  F u rth e rm o re , W ilh e lm  T h u k y d id e s  

s h o u ld  k n o w  fro m  th e h is to r y  o f  1 8 1 5  to  18 4 7  th a t  in  th e  b a tt le  o v e r  th e  c o m  la w s  

th e  m a jo r ity  o f  th e  m o n ie d  in te re s t  a n d  s o m e  e v e n  o f  th e  c o m m e rc ia l in te re st  
( L iv e r p o o l fo r  in s ta n c e )  w e r e  to  b e  fo u n d  a m o n g s t  th e  allies o f  th e  la n d e d  in te re st  
a g a in s t  th e  m a n u fa c tu r in g  in t e r e s t .1

W riting about France, he m akes this alliance into a general fact. "In  
general, the com bination o f large landed property with high finance is 
normal fact. Proof: England; proof: even Austria."* M arx does not, h o w 
ever, suggest an y  reason w h y  this alliance should tend to form. Land- 
ow n ers and financial capitalists have in com m on that they live off the 
national product w ithout contributing to it. hence one m ight expect that 
they w ould  be perceived as one block by the "m anufacturing c lasses", 
but it is hard to see h o w  this negative "coalition consciousness" could be 
transform ed into a positive one. H ence I am not able to take account of 
the financial capitalists w hen  discussing the class struggles in England.

In 4 .1.4  w e  saw  som e instances of class coalitions in English politics: 
betw een w orkers and capitalists in the abolition o f the C o m  Law s, 
betw een w orkers and landow ners in the passing of the Ten H ours Bill

1 Theories of Surplus-Value, vol. a . p . i a j .  :  The Class Struggles in France, p .  115.



The third possibility is illustrated by an 1862 proposal for a new  regula
tion o f the m ining industry. This is

a n  in d u s t r y  d is t in g u is h e d  fr o m  o t h e r s  b y  th e  e x c e p t io n a l c h a r a c te r is t ic  th a t  th e  
in t e r e s ts  o f  la n d lo r d  a n d  c a p ita l is t s  th e re  jo in  h a n d s . T h e  a n t a g o n is m  o f  th e s e  

t w o  in t e r e s t s  h a d  b e e n  fa v o u r a b le  t o  F a c to ry  le g is la t io n , w h i le  o n  th e  o th e r  h a n d  

th e  a b s e n c e  o f  th e  a n t a g o n is m  is s u ff ic ie n t  to  e x p la in  th e  d e la y s  a n d  c h ic a n e r y  o f  
th e  le g is la t io n  o n  m in e s . 1

T hese, h o w ever, are sk irm ishes in the class struggles. T hey are 
m otivated by im m ediate econom ic interests or even b y  petty revenge.* 
T hey are em bedded, on the other hand, in a long-term  conflict that 
sh o w s a m ore general pattern of coalition form ation. This pattern results 
from  the d ilem m as faced by the w ork ers and the capitalists. The 
w ork in g  class m ust decide w hether to take on their rem ote or their direct 
antagonists, the capitalists w hether to concentrate their forces against 
their form er or their future enem y. To the extent that the w orkers opt for 
an alliance w ith  the capitalists against the landow ners, the capitalists 
w ill tend to sid e  w ith  the landow n ers against the w orkers. T h is, at any 
rate, ap p ears to be the pattern that em erges from  m ost o f  the w ritings on 
England. In 7 .1  I return to the political im plications o f this constellation, 
w hich clearly g ives  a crucial position to the landow n in g class.

In the Communist Manifesto M arx offers an explanation for the ten
den cy o f the w ork ers to fight the landow ners before they turn to the 
capitalists:

A t  t h is  s t a g e  th e  la b o u r e r s  s t ill  fo r m  a n  in c o h e r e n t  m a s s  s c a t te re d  o v e r  th e  w h o le  
c o u n t r y ,  a n d  b r o k e n  u p  b y  th e ir  m u t u a l  c o m p e t it io n  I f  a n y w h e r e  th e y  u n it e  to  

fo rm  m o r e  c o m p a c t  b o d ie s ,  th is  i s  n o t y e t  th e  c o n s e q u e n c e  o f  th e ir  o w n  a c t iv e  

u n io n , b u t  o f  th e  u n io n  o f  th e  b o u r g e o is ie ,  w h ic h  c la s s ,  in  o r d e r  to  a t ta in  its  o w n  

p o lit ic a l e n d s ,  is  c o m p e lle d  to  s e t  th e  w h o le  p ro le ta r ia t  in  m o tio n , a n d  is m o r e 

o v e r ,  y e t , fo r  a  t im e , a b le  to  d o  s o . A t  th is  s ta g e , t h e r e fo re , th e  p r o le ta r ia n s  d o  

n o t f ig h t  th e ir  e n e m ie s ,  b u t  th e  e n e m ie s  o f  th e ir  e n e m ie s , th e  r e m n a n ts  o f  a b s o 

lu te  m o n a r c h y , th e  la n d o w n e r s ,  th e  n o n - in d u s t r ia l  b o u r g e o is ,  th e  p e t t y  b o u r 
g e o is ie . 1 * 3

In this conception the w ork ing class is not a collective actor, but a  mere 
du m m y, to be m anipulated by other c lasses further advanced on the 
path to class consciousness. The text does not specify  for w hich coun
tries the description is intended to be valid , but it can hardly include

b.y. Q ass struggle 381

1 Capital /, p .  4 9 5 .
1  In  M a r x 's  " S p e e c h  o n  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  t re e  t r a d e " ,  p  4 5 7 , a n d  in  New York Daily Tribune 

1 8  18 5 4 , th e  la n d o w n e r s  a r e  s a id  to  b e  m o t iv a te d  b y  s p ite fu ln e s s  a n d  r e v e n g e
3 The Communia Manifesto, p .4 9 2
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En glan d , since M arx in a contem porary text attributes a h ighly 
developed  d a ss  consciousness to the English w orkers:

T h e  E n g lis h  w o r k m e n  h a v e  s h o w n  th e  E n g lis h  F r e e  T r a d e r s  th a t  th e y  a r e  n o t th e  
d u p e s  o f  th e ir  i l lu s io n s  o r  o f  th e ir  l ie s ;  a n d  if , in  s p ite  o f  th is , th e  w o r k e r s  h a v e  
m a d e  c o m m o n  c a u s e  a g a in s t  th e  la n d lo r d s ,  it i s  fo r  th e  p u r p o s e  o f  d e s t r o y in g  

th e  la s t  r e m n a n t s  o f  f e u d a l is m , th at h e n c e fo r th  th e y  m a y  h a v e  o n ly  o n e  e n e m y  
to  d e a l w i t h . 1

This them e -  the need to deal with one enem y at a time -  m ust not be 
confused w ith the m otivation behind the app aren tly  sim ilar policy that 
M arx advocated for G erm an y. H ere his reasons for postponing the con
frontation w ith the capitalist class w as rather that the w ork ers need a 
period o f capitalist rule to gain  num erical strength -  the indispensable 
condition o f class con sciousn ess.2 In England, the w orking c lass w as 
fu lly form ed, w ith a  fu lly  form ed d a s s  consciousness. Later texts, h o w 
ever, retreat som ew h at from  this position.

W hy should  the w ork ing class prefer to deal w ith  one enem y rather 
than two? W ould it not be m ore rational to let the tw o  enem ies fight one 
another? C ould  not the w orkers p lay the gam e o f tertws gaudcns? 
T o w ard s the end o f 6 .3 .2  I sketched an argum ent w h y  this m ight not be 
feasible. A n oth er, som ew hat conflicting argum ent is that there is a need 
for a sin g le  en em y in order to ach ieve class consciousness. This em erges 
if w e  look at the texts in which M arx d iscu ssed  the plight o f the bour
geoisie, notably tw o im portant articles from  1852 and 1854:

H a v in g  o b ta in e d , in  18 4 6 , a  g r a n d  v ic t o r y  o v e r  th e  la n d e d  a r is to c r a c y  b y  th e  

re p e a l o f  th e  C o r n  L a w s  | th e  B r it is h  B o u r g e o is l  w e r e  s a t is f ie d  w it h  fo l lo w in g  u p  
th e  m a te r ia l  a d v a n t a g e s  o f  th is  v ic to r y , w h i le  th e y  n e g le c t e d  t o  d r a w  th e  n e c e s 

s a r y  p o lit ic a l a n d  e c o n o m ic a l c o n c lu s io n s  fr o m  it , a n d  t h u s  e n a b le d  th e  W h ig s  to  
r e in s t a t e  t h e m s e lv e s  in to  th e ir  h e r e d it a r y  m o n o p o ly  o f  g o v e r n m e n t . D u r in g  all 

th e  t im e , f r o m  18 4 6  to  1 8 5 2 ,  t h e y  e x p o s e d  t h e m s e lv e s  t o  r id ic u le  b y  th e ir  b a tt le -  

c r y ; B ro a d  p r in c ip le s  a n d  p ra c t ic a l ( re a d  small) m e a s u r e s .  A n d  w h y  a ll  th is ?  
B e c a u s e  in  e v e r y  v io le n t  m o v e m e n t  t h e y  a re  o b lig e d  to  a p p e a l  t o  th e  u w fc in g  

class. A n d  i f  th e  a r is t o c r a c y  is th e ir  v a n is h in g  o p p o n e n t  th e  w o r k in g  c la s s  is  th e ir  
a r is in g  e n e m y . T h e y  p r e fe r  to  c o m p r o m is e  w it h  th e  v a n is h in g  o p p o n e n t  ra th e r  

th a n  to  s t r e n g t h e n  th e  a r is in g  e n e m y , to  w h o m  th e  fu tu r e  b e lo n g s , b y  c o n c e s 
s io n s  o f  a m o r e  t h a n  a p p a r e n t  im p o r ta n c e . T h e r e fo r e  th e y  s t r iv e  t o  a v o id  e v e r ) ' 

fo rc ib le  c o l l is io n  w it h  th e  a r is t o c r a c y ; b u t  h is to r ic a l n e c e s s ity  a n d  th e  T o r ie s  

p r e s s  th e m  o n w a r d s .  T h e y  c a n n o t  a v o id  fu lf i l l in g  th e ir  m is s io n , b a t te r in g  to 

p ie c e s  o ld  E n g la n d , th e  E n g la n d  o f  th e  P a s t , a n d  th e  v e r y  m o m e n t  w h e n  th e y  

w ill h a v e  c o n q u e r e d  e x c lu s iv e  p o lit ic a l  d o m in io n , w h e n  p o lit ic a l d o m in io n  a n d  

e c o n o m ic  s u p r e m a c y  w ill  b e  u n ite d  in  th e  s a m e  h a n d s ,  w h e n ,  t h e r e fo r e ,  th e  

s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  c a p ita l  w i l l  n o  lo n g e r  b e  d is t in c t  fro m  th e  s t r u g g le  a g a in s t  th e

1 " S p e e c h  o n  ih e  q u e s t io n  o f  f r e e  t r a d e " ,  p .  4 5 7 . 2 N<ue Rhein ische Zeitunf 2a . 1  18 4 9
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e x is t in g  G o v e r n m e n t  -  fro m  th at v e r y  m o m e n t  w i l l  d a t e  th e  social revolution of 
England.1

T h e  s a m e  in d u s t r ia l  w a v e  w h ic h  h a s  b o rn e  th e  m id d le  c la s s  u p  a g a in s t  th e  a r is 
to c r a c y , i s  n o w  a s s is t e d  a s  it i s  a n d  w i l l  b e  b y  e m ig r a t io n  b e a r in g  th e  w o r k in g  

c la s s e s  u p  a g a in s t  th e  m id d le  c la s s e s . Ju s t  a s  th e  m id d le  c la s s e s  in flic t  b lo w s  

u p o n  th e  a r is t o c r a c y , s o  th e y  w ill r e c e iv e  th e m  fr o m  th e  w o r k in g  c la s s e s .  It i s  th e  

in s t in c t iv e  p e r c e p t io n  o f  th is  fa c t  th a t  a l r e a d y  fe t te r s  th e  a c t io n  o f  th at c la s s  

a g a in s t  th e  a r is t o c r a c y  . . .  T h e  c o n s e q u e n c e  is  th at th e  fe u d a lis m  o f  E n g la n d  w ill  
n o t p e r is h  b e n e a th  th e  s c a r c e ly  p e r c e p t ib le  d is s o lv in g  p r o c e s s e s  o f  th e  m id d le  

c la s s ; th e  h o n o r  o f  s u c h  a v ic to r y  is  r e s e r v e d  fo r  th e  w o r k in g  c la s s e s .  W h e n  th e  

t im e  s h a l l  b e  r ip e  fo r  th e ir  r e c o g n iz e d  e n t r y  u p o n  th e  s t a g e  o f  p o lit ic a l a c t io n , 

th e re  w ill  b e  w it h in  th e  lis ts  th re e  p o w e r fu l  c la s s e s  c o n fr o n t in g  e a c h  o th e r  -  th e  

f irs t  r e p r e s e n t in g  th e  la n d ; th e  s e c o n d , m o n e y ; th e  th ird , la b o r . A n d  a s  th e  

s e c o n d  is  t r iu m p h in g  o v e r  th e  f ir s t , s o ,  in  its  tu rn , it m u s t  y ie ld  b e fo re  its 
s u c c e s s o r  in  th e  f ie ld  o f  p o lit ic a l a n d  so c ia l c o n f lic t .1

Both texts assert that the capitalists w ill hesitate to destroy the aristoc
racy. The first states that they w ill nevertheless be com pelled to do so, 
the second that this task will be left to the w orking class. The reason for 
the hesitation is m ost clearly stated in the first text. A s  long a s  the 
w ork ing class is d ivided betwreen tw o enem ies, C apital and G o vern 
m ent, it w ill be ineffective in the struggle against either.

This inverted "d iv id e  and con q u er" argum ent is crucial in M arx 's 
an alysis of the class struggles in capitalism . It turns upon the cognitive 
conditions for class consciousness, in the sense that the existence o f tw o 
enem ies w ill m ake the w orkers uncertain about w hom  to blam e for 
w hat. In an article from 1853 M arx refers to "th e  carefully propagated 
delusion s that could be conjured u p  at the hour o f danger, in order to 
deflect the indignation o f the w ork ing classes from  their real antagonist, 
and to direct it against the antagonists o f the m illocracy. against the 
landed a risto cracy".1 He ad d s that this is b y  now  a thing o f the past, and 
that "th ere  is no m ore charging the aristocratic protectionists w ith all the 
anom alies of the industrial sy stem ". A lthough the reference is here to 
the lan d ow n ers as an econom ic class and not as the class possessing 
"th e  m onopoly o f g o v e rn m e n t"/  the p assages cited earlier m ake it p lau
sible that the existence o f one econom ic and one political opponent 
could lead to the sam e cognitive delusions as the existence o f tw o

1 New York Daily Tribune 25.8.1852.
1 Ibid . 1.8.1854. T h is  a r t ic le  is  p r in te d  as an a p p e n d ix  to  th e  Collected IVprftf <CW 13. p p  

6 6 3ft  ), o n  th e  g r o u n d s  th a t  p a r t  o f  it m u s t  b e  a t tn b u te d  to  th e  e d ito r s  o f  th e  New York Daily 
Tribune ra th e r  than  to  M a rx . I b e lie v e , h o w e v e r ,  th a t  th e  c ited  p a s s a g e  is  u n c o r r u p te d .

1 Ibid.. 15 11.1853. * Ibid ,  21 8 1851,
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distinct econom ic enem ies, ft is a lso  w orth  w hile citing a som ew hat earlier 
text, assertin g that "n o w h e re . . .  does social inequality obtrude itself m ore 
harsh ly than in the eastern states o f N orth Am erica, because now here is it 
less d isgu ised  by political in eq u ality ".'

We shall see that M arx applied a sim ilar reasoning to France. First, h o w 
ever, note that this line o f argum ent is incom patible w ith  the v iew , 
expressed  in a passage  cited above, that the English  w orkers deliberately 
w anted to get the landow n ers out o f their w a y  so as the better to focus on 
the m ain en em y. This p resu p p o ses a degree  o f class consciousness that 
according to the later texts w as  precisely blocked by the existence o f two 
enem y classes. Either M arx changed his mind betw een 1848 and 18 52 , or 
the earlier text rests on a confused  inference from the effects o f getting rid of 
the aristocracy to the m otives that could incite the w orkers to overthrow  it. 
If the latter, w e  have the fallacy d iscussed  tow ards the end o f 6 .2 .3  -  an 
explanation o f w orking-class behaviour in term s of the im pact on class 
consciousness.

M arx 's an alysis o f the French case is more com plex. For one thing, he 
d iv ides the class struggle into periods that correspond to the rule of 
different "fractio n s o f the b ou rgeo isie", that is different su rp lu s-appro
priating classes. In The Class Struggles in France the fo llow in g periodization 
is su ggested , w ith som e am biguities. U nder the Restoration, the big 
landed proprietors held the "m o n o p o ly  o f p o w e r";3 under the Ju ly  M on
archy this fell to the financial aristocracy,-3 w hile u n d er the Republic the 
industrial b ou rgeo isiean d  the lan dow n ersacceded  to p o w era lo n gsid e  the 
financial capitalists.4 The m ain am biguity, not to say  contradiction, con
cerns the role o f the industria I bourgeoisie d u rin g  the Ju ly  M onarchy. In the 
open ing pages o f the w ork M arx describes it as being "p art o f the official 
o p p o sitio n '',5 and contrasts it at length with the financial capitalists w ho 
w ant " to  get rich not by production, but b y  pocketing the already a variable 
w ealth o f o th e rs".'’ Later, h o w ever, M arx asserts that u nder the Ju ly  M on
archy the "m o n o p o ly  o f p o w e r" w as held by the finance aristocracy and the 
industrial bou rgeo isie .7 This, m oreover, is also the schem e that Marx 
adopted tw enty years later, in The C ivil War in France. In that w ork, he 
succinctly sa y s  that "th e  Revolution o f 1830 , resulting in the transfer of 
G overnm en t from  the landlords to the capitalists, transferred it from  the 
more rem ote to the m ore direct antagonists of the w orking m en ".*  H ere, 1 2

1 Deutsche-Bruiseler-Zeitung, 11 11.1847. 2 The Class Struggles in France, p. 95.
2 tout, pp 48ft 4 ibtd, p 54. 5 IM., p 48 ‘ iwrfTp j i .  7 ike., p .93.
® The C ivil War in France, p. 1 >8
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h ow ever, I shall follow  the first periodization, which m akes better sense 
o f the m ain argum ents in The Class Struggles in France.

Before 1848 these stru ggles, as depicted by M arx, involved three 
actors: the w orkers, the financial capitalists and the industrial capitalists. 
The pattern is sim ple and classic: an initial alliance betw een the in dus
trial bourgeoisie and the w orkers against the "fin an ce  aristocracy", and 
then a reversal o f the industrial bourgeoisie to form an alliance w ith the 
financial capitalists again st the w ork ers.' The initial alliance w as based 
on the com m on opposition  o f the "m an u factu rin g" or productive classes 
to the parasitic class. "In  the m inds of the proletarians, w ho confused 
the finance aristocracy w ith the bourgeoisie in general . . .  the rule of the 
bourgeoisie w as  abolished with the introduction of the R ep u b lic ."1 * 3 * Or 
again : "th e  Paris proletariat sought to assert its o w n  interests side by side 
w ith the interests o f the bourgeoisie, instead of enforcing them as the 
revolutionary interests o f society it s e lf" .5 Sim ilarly, the industrial bour
geoisie did not in itially perceive the danger o f entering into an alliance 
w ith a partner that m ight soon turn against them selves. The em ergence 
o f this aw aren ess is described as follow s:

Only one faction of the party of Order was directly concerned in the overthrow 
of the finance aristocracy -  the manufacturers. We are not speaking of the middle, 
of the smaller industrialists: we are speaking of the reigning princes of the 
manufacturing interests, who had formed the broad basis of the dynastic oppo
sition under Louis Philippe. Their interest is indubitably reduction of the costs of 
production and hence reduction of the taxes, which enter into production, and 
hence reduction of the state debts, the interest on which enters into the taxes, 
hence the overthrow of the finance aristocracy. In England -  and the largest 
French manufacturers are petty bourgeois compared with their English rivals -  
we really find the manufacturers, a Cobden, a Bright, at the head of the crusade 
against the bank and the stock-exchange aristocracy. Why not in France? In 
England industry predominates; in France, agriculture. In England industry re
quires free trade; in France, protective tariffs, national monopoly alongside of 
the other monopolies. French industry does not dominate French production, 
the French industrialists, therefore, do not dominate the French bourgeoisie. In 
order to secure the advancement of their interests as against the remaining fac
tions of the bourgeoisie, they cannot, like the English, take the lead of the 
movement and simultaneously push their class interests to the fore, they must 
follow in the train of the revolution, and serve interests which are opposed to 
the collective interests of their class. In February they had misunderstood their

1 A similar pattern obtained in Germany after 1848. but with the absolutist regime in the
place of finance capital, and with the difference lhat here the dismantling of the progres
sive coalition occurred so early that it was virtually not formed at all. Cp. also 7.2.

5 The C lan  Struggles in France, p. 57; also Neut Rheinmche Zeitung 39 6 1848.
5 The Class Struggles in France, p 57-
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position; February sharpened their wits. And who is more direetiy threatened by 
the workers than the employer, the industrial capitalist? The manufacturer, 
therefore, of necessity became in France the most fanatical member of the party 
of Order. The reduction of his profit by finance, what is that compared urith the 
abolition of profit by the proletariat

The passage  is nof exem plary  for its lucidity, but the opening and the 
final sen ten ces exp lain  w ell w h y  the industrial bourgeoisie first began a 
struggle against the financial bourgeoisie and then retracted. Their 
dilem m a w as broadly sim ilar to their English counterparts, w ho also  had 
to sacrifice part o f their econom ic interest in order to ensure their 
political su rv iva l. The details are, h ow ever, som ew hat different. The 
English m anufacturers pulled their punches in the struggle w ith the 
lan d ow n ers in order to distract the attention o f their com m on en em y, 
the w orkers. The French industrialists w en t m uch further w hen  they 
entered into active cooperation w ith the other fractions o f the bour
geoisie  in order to repress the w orkers. In England the sum m it o f class 
cooperation within the bourgeoisie w as the dism antling o f the Anti Corn 
Law  Leagu e, in France the clim ax occurred in Ju n e  1848, w ith the brutal 
repression o f the Paris w orkers. O r again : the British ruling classes coop
erated to prevent the form ation o f w orking-class consciousness, the 
French to repress class-conscious w orkers. Su ch  at least w as  M arx 's 
v iew . Its p lausibility is further d iscussed  in 7 .1 .

The parallel to the English class is c loser w hen  w e turn to M arx 's 
an a lysis  o f Bonapartism . The Eighteenth Brumaire and M arx 's first n ew s
paper articles on British politics are virtually  contem porary, hence it is 
not su rp risin g  that they use the sam e conceptual schem e. This is  the 
idea o f a vo luntary  abdication from  p o w er by the bourgeoisie (in France) 
or the vo lu n tary  abstention from  p o w er by the industrial bourgeoisie (in 
England), in both cases m otivated by a desire to split the attention o f the 
subjugated classes. C o n sid er first M arx 's  argum ent that the open rule o f 
the bourgeoisie in the Republic w as less suited to their interest than the 
Ju ly  M onarchy had been:

Instinct taught them that the republic, true enough, makes their political rule 
complete, but at the same time undermines its social foundation, since they 
must now confront the subjugated classes and contend against them without 
mediation, without the concealment afforded by the crown, without being able 
to divert the national interest by their subordinate struggles among themselves 
and with the monarchy. It was a feeling of weakness that caused them to recoil 
from the pure conditions of their own class rule and to yearn for the former more

Ibid., pp. 116-17.t



incomplete, more undeveloped and precisely on that account less dangerous 
forms of this rule.'

Or again:

As long as the rule of the bourgeois class had not been organised completely, as 
long as it had not acquired its pure political expression, the antagonism of the 
other classes, likewise, could not appear in its pure form, and where it did 
appear could not take the dangerous turn that transforms every struggle against 
the state power Into a struggle against capital.1 2

Hence there w as  a need for a new blurring of the class lines, providentially 
ensured  by Louis N apoleon. The advan tage o f h is regim e for capital w as 
precisely that o f the regim e w hich  had preceded the Republic -  to de
liver the bourgeoisie from  the dan gers o f its ow n rule. O bserve that this 
account o f the Ju ly  M onarchy, w hile totally different from that offered 
tw o years earlier in The Class Struggles in France, is not incom patible with 
it. The first w o rk  exp lains the actual m otivations o f the various classes, 
based on their perception o f w ho lost and gained under the rule o f the 
financial aristocracy. The latter w ork add s a theory o f the unperceived 
benefits o f having a political regim e w hose policy did not im m ediately 
and obviously  coincide w ith the interest o f the bourgeoisie. The sam e 
benefits w ere provided by the Second Em pire. In this case M arx also 
believed that they help to explain the establishm ent and (at least) the 
viability o f the regim e. To sh o w  how  M arx view ed  these benefits, and 
their exp lanatory pow er, w e m ust look m ainly to The C ivil War in France 
and the drafts o f that w ork , w here M arx in retrospect com m ents on the 
regim e that in 18 32  he observed in statu nascendi. C onsider first som e 
p assages w h ere  M arx attem pts to distinguish  betw een the appearance of 
the Bonapartist state and its class essence:

The Empire, with the coup d'état for its certificate of birth, universal suffrage for 
its sanction, and the sword for its sceptre, professed to rest upon the peasantry, 
the large mass of producers not directly involved in the struggle of capital and 
labour. It professed to save the working class by breaking down Parlia
mentarism, and, with it, the undisguised subserviency of Government to the 
propertied classes. It professed to save the propertied classes by upholding their 
economic supremacy over the working class; and. finally, it professed to unite all 
classes by reviving for all the chimera of national glory. In reality, it was the only 
form of government possible at a time when the bourgeoisie had already lost, 
and the working class had not yet acquired, the faculty of ruling the nation.5

1 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p. 129; see a ls o  The Civil War i» F ranee, p. yb
2 The Eighteenth Brumaire, p. 142. } The Civil War in F ranee, pp 1 jft-9.
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Apparently the final victory of this governmental power over society, it was in 
fact the orgy of all the corrupt elements of that society. To the eye of the uniniti
ated it appeared only as the victory of the Executive over the legislative, of the 
final defeat of the form of class rule pretending to be the autocracy of society 
under its form pretending to be a superior power to society. But in fact it was 
only the last degraded and only possible form of that class rule, as humiliating to 
those classes themselves as to the working classes which they kept fettered by 
it '

At first view apparently the usurpatory dictatorship of the governmental body 
over society itself, rising alike above and humbling alike all classes, it has in fact, 
on the European continent at least, become the only possible state form in which 
the appropriating class can continue to sway it over the producing class.*

O bserve the difference betw een the first form ulation (from the final 
version) and the others (from the drafts). In the form er, Bonapartism  is 
said to be the only possib le governm ent tout court, in Ihe latter the only 
possible bourgeois governm ent. I  he first form ulation is hard to fathom, 
for if the w orkers w ere not ready to rule, then presum ably the naked 
class rule o f the bourgeoisie w ould not be a danger to that class. Be this 
a s  it m ay, the corresponding an alysis from The Eighteenth Brumaire insists 
only on the incapacity o f the bourgeoisie:

Thus, by now stigmatizing as "socialistic" what it had previously extolled as 
"liberal” , the bourgeoisie confesses that its own interests dictate that it should be 
delivered from the dangers of its awn rule, that, in order to restore tranquility in 
the country, its bourgeois parliament must, first of all, be laid to rest; that, in 
order to preserve its social power intact, its political power must be broken; that 
the individual bourgeois can continue to exploit the other classes and to enjoy 
undisturbed property, family, religion and order only on condition that their 
class be condemned along with the other classes to similar political nullity; that, 
in order to save its purse, it must forfeit the crown, and the sword that is to 
safeguard it must at the same time be hung over its own head as a sword of 
Damocles.*

The bourgeoisie m ust "forfeit the cro w n ", that is abdicate from  the 
pow er it had achieved in the Republic. I return to the theory o f abd i
cation in 7 .1 .4 . H ere I w ant to ask about the nature of the explanation 
that Marx su ggests o f the rise o f Louis N apoleon. C learly  it is an exp la
nation in term s o f the benefits that the bourgeoisie w ould derive from 
his rule, and it sou n ds very m uch like an intentional explanation. Yet 
M arx offers no eviden ce that the united bourgeoisie actually deliberated 
in this w ay , nor that they w elcom ed Louis N apoleon 's rise to pow er A s  
in the corresponding English case, also explained in the next chapter, it

* Ibid , 5$. 1 Ibid , p 100 3 The Eighteenth Brumaire, pp. 142-3
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is m ore p lausible to see M arx as su ggestin g  a functional explanation. 
The coup d'état fitted into a su itably subtle pattern, that o f a class ruling 
through the appearance o f the abolition o f class rule. A s  w as his w ont in 
such cases, M arx im m ediately m ade an explanatory use o f this pattern, 
w ithout pau sin g  to look for a m echanism .

H ence I subm it that it is im plausible to argue that the coup d'étal is to 
be explained by the need o f the bourgeoisie to be delivered from  its ow n 
incapacity. Yet the incapacity can enter the explanation in a different 
w ay , a s  a condition enabling Louis N apoleon to take pow er without 

m uch resistance. This is h o w  M arx considered the situation from  the 
vantage point o f 18 7 1:

[JfJ the party of order is united in its war against the working class, in its capacity 
of the party of order, the play of intrigue of its different fractions the one against 
the other, each for the prevalence of its peculiar interest in the old order of 
society, each for the Restoration of its own pretender and personal ambitions, 
sets in in full force as soon as its rule seems secured (guaranteed) by the destruc
tion of the material revolutionary forces. This combination of a common war 
against the people and a common conspiracy against the Republic, combined 
with the internal feuds of its rulers, and their play of intrigues, paralyses society, 
disgusts and bewilders the masses of the middledass and "troubles" business, 
keeps them in a chronic state of disquietude. All the conditions of despotism arc 
created . . .  under this regime, but despotism without quietude, despotism with 
parliamentary anarchy at its head. Then the hour has struck for a Coup A Etat, 
and the incapable lot has to make room for any lucky pretender, making (an) 
end to the anonymous form of class rule.1

There is nothing in this account that excludes the possibility that the 
bourgeoisie m ight fare a s  bad ly  after the coup d'état as before it. The 
explanatory role p layed b y  its w eakn ess is that o f an enabling condition, 
not that o f som ething to be overcom e. True, the 18 7 1 texts a lso  assert 
that the bourgeoisie d id  in fact benefit from  the n ew  regim e, but this is 
not to say  that the benefits enter into the explanation of the transition 
C learly , even  in  18 7 1 M arx believed that the Bonapartist regim e per
sisted because o f its h idden  class character, but he did not argue, as he 
did in 1852, that this also explains w h y  it w as introduced. A gain , I refer 
to 7 .1  for further discussions.

For all their defects and exaggerations, M arx 's an alyses o f class 
struggle and class alliances in England and France add  u p  to an im pres
sive achievem ent. They tend to sin by excessive optim ism  about the 
prospects o f the w ork in g  class, and also by im puting to the various

1 The Civil Yiar in France, p. yj.
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classes an excessively  clear-sighted view  o f their ow n  interests. M ore
over, they h ave  serious m ethodological flaw s due to M arx 's reliance on 
unthinking functionalism . Too little room  is left for the sheer m uddle of 
social conflict, w h ere  m ost actors do not know  w hat they w ant nor how  
to get it if they do. Yet in spite o f the subservience o f the an alysis to his 
broader ph ilosophy o f history, the analytical tools he forged rem ain 
extrem ely valuable. He anticipated Sim m el and C ap lo w  in his study o f 
the m echanism s o f coalition form ation (although his functionalism  pre
vented  him  from d istin gu ish in g  betw een divide et impera and tertius 
gaudens). He d id  not content h im self w ith  the an alysis o f the struggle 
betw een classes at a g iven  m om ent o f time, but also tried to explain  how  
the anticipated effects o f future struggles m otivated the currently chosen 
strategies. N or d id  he assum e that class alliances took place betw een 
fully form ed collective actors, but considered  the interplay betw een  alli
ance form ation and the developm ent o f class consciousness. That he 
on ly  succeeded partially in these tasks is due largely to his taking them 
on sim ultan eously, as w ell as to an inherent lack of intellectual 
discipline.

6 .3 .4 . C lass  stru ggle  and social conflict
Let u s assu m e that som eone accepts all the argum ents presented, on 
M arx 's behalf, so  far in this chapter. He accepts, that is, that classes as 
defined in 6 .1 tend to acquire class consciousness u nder the conditions 
set out in 6 2 and to en gage in class stru ggles o f the form s set out in 6.3 
u p  to th is point. Yet he m ight w ant to say  that class struggle is b y  no 
m eans all of social conflict. H e could point to the existence o f non-class 
collective actors, w h ose  struggles are b y  no m eans less violently fought 
and no less decisive for the sh ap in g  o f history. Regional conflict in 

Sp ain , religious conflict in Ireland or the M iddle East, ethnic conflict in 
the US or South A frica, linguistic conflict in Belgium  or nationalism  in 
Poland seem  to be at least as potent as class in generating durable and 
consequential social conflict. True, he m ight adm it, the releiwnce o f class 
in these stru ggles is not in question. The presence o f class oppositions 
shapes and m odifies fhe non-class stru ggles in num erous w ays. Yet 
M arx w as  com m itted to the centrality o f class, w hich is increasingly seen 
as an im plausible proposition .1

T o  facilitate the d iscussion  o f this pow erfu l objection, let u s note that 
an y g iven  society can be depicted according to tw o sociological m aps.

1 This objection has been forcefully made by Parkin, M a rx is m  a n d  C lass  T heory .
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O ne is the m ap o f c lasses, as defin ed  in 6 .1 .  The other is the m ap of 
collective actors that form  part of social conflicts. Broadly speaking, 
M arx 's central intuition seem s to h ave  been that these two m aps conver
ged tow ards on e another. This v iew  can be sum m ed up in tw o proposi
tions. (i) O bjectively defin ed  classes tend to acquire class consciousness, 
or else to d isappear, (ii) N on-class collective actors becom e increasingly 
m arginal o ver time.

The first proposition has to som e extent been d iscussed  in 6.2. M arx 
clearly believed that "th e  three great c la sses" that m ake up m odern 
society either had o r rapidly w ere  acquiring class consciousness. The 
landow n in g aristocracy in m ost European countries w as  a m ajor collec
tive actor, w ith  a w ell-developed  class consciousness. The industrial 
bourgeoisie w as som ew hat less developed  as a collective actor, and the 
w orking class even  less, yet these classes w ere rapidly being crystallized 
into class consciousness b y  their m utual opposition and the conditions 
o f m odem  in dustry . The peasantry  and the petty bourgeoisie lived 
under conditions that w ere  less favourable to the developm ent of class 
consciousness, but the introduction of capitalism  in agriculture and the 
concentration o f capital in industry w ould in an y  case tend to elim inate 
them A ccording to M arx this had already taken place in England, the 
country that "sh o w s , to the less d evelo p ed , the im age o f its ow n  
fu tu re".

N o w  M arx w as clearly w ron g  on several o f these counts. O ther classes 
h ave  arrived  on the scene, m ade u p  of those w ho m anage corporate or 
state property. The peasantry h as not d isap peared , but taken advantage 
o f m odern m eans o f com m unication to achieve a degree o f class con
sciousn ess com parable to that o f other classes. Yet he w as  right in the 
broader sen se  that the classes o f m odern society are all in possession  of 
class con sciousness, being w ell organized  politically as w ell as 
econom ically, in  the ancient w o rld , slaves represent a clear counter
exam ple to proposition (i). A lthough they som etim es tried to escape the 
slave condition, they rarely  attem pted to im prove it or to abolish it. The 
freedom  they sought included the right to possess other individuals as 
s la v e s .1 In 1869 M arx took cognizance o f this fact w hen observing that 
the slaves m erely  form ed the "p a ss iv e  p ed esta l" of the class struggles 
betw een the free rich and the free p o o r.2 1 do not think that this retreat in 
the direction o f realism  from  the v iew  o f the Communist Manifesto is m as
sively  dam agin g to M arx 's  theory. It is aw kw ard , but no m ore than that.

1 Finley, Economy and Society in Ancient Greece, p 119.
1 Preface to and edition of The Eighteenth Brumaire, p. 359.
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There took place a latent class stru ggle  (6 .3 .1)  betw een  slaveow n ers and 
slaves, in the sense that the form er w ere  influenced in their behaviour, 
by the dan ger o f slave revolts.

The real challenge com es from  the counterexam ples to proposition 
(ii). In 6 .3 .1  I observed  that the stru ggles betw een orders in the Rom an 
Republic is an exam ple o f social conflict a lo n g  non-class lines. The vari
o u s national, regional, religious, linguistic and ethnic conflicts cited 
above have if an yth in g becom e m ore prom inent over the last century, 
not less. These oppositions cut across class d ivisions, and m ay 
com m and greater loyalty and generate greater hostility than the clash of 
class interests.

Let m e su rvey  som e an sw ers that have been or could be offered by 
M arxists to cope w ith  this objection. A  first line o f reply could be that 
these non-class d ivision s -  "cu ltu ra l d iv is io n s" for short -  a re  n ever 
class-neutral. It is invariably the case that classes are distributed non- 
random ly o ver the cultural g ro u p s. H ence behind the w ar betw een Pro
testants or Catholics, French and Flem ish or blacks and w hites, there is 
the class conflict betw een the propertied  and the unpropertied . True, 
the correlation is rarely perfect, but in general is sufficiently robust to 
justify  the m acro-sociological v iew  that collective action tends to form 
around econom ically defined classes. There m ay be "relegation  to an 
exploited c lass because o f ra c e " ,1 but this does not sh o w  that the 
struggle is not one o f class.

I d en y  both the prem ise and the reasoning o f this rep ly. C o n sid er first 
the cases w h ere  there is indeed a robust correlation, as that betw een 
being black and being exploited in the US. Even in this case, race m ay be 
m ore im portant than exploitation for those w ho are relegated to an 
exploited class because o f race. T h ey  m ay, for instance, m obilize more 
on issu es such as busin g  than on issu es o f exploitation. C on sider next 
cases w here the cross-cutting is more extensive, and the correlation 
w eak or non-existent. A n instance could be w orkers and capitalists in 
the periphery a lly in g  them selves against w orkers and capitalists in the 
centre. T rue, it w ill typ ically  be the case that the capitalists in the centre 
are richer than those in the perip h ery, but w ealth  is not a criterion of 
class. To say o th erw ise is to fall victim  to ad hoc thinking. The undiluted 
M arxist theory o f class must be that the bond betw een rich and poor 
capitalists w ill turn out to be stronger than regional bonds betw een 
w orkers and capitalists.

1 Cohen, review of Perkin'» Marxian and C la n  Theory.
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A n other argum ent could be that cultural d ivisions are a form o f "d iv id e  
and c o n q u e r". N on-class differences, then, could be explained in term s of 
class benefits. This w ou ld  reinstate the centrality o f class, albeit in a more 
indirect w a y  than in proposition (ii). A s stated m ore than once above, this 
argum ent fails because o f its unsupported  functionalism . From  the fact 
that em p loyers benefit from cultural division  betw een w orkers, one 
cannot conclude that these d iv isio n s are to be explained by the b en efits.1 
M oreover, even  w ere on e to accept the valid ity  o f the explanation, w e 
w ou ld  still expect that in the long run the d iv isio n s w ould  be overcom e 
and class con sciousness proper w ould em erge, since otherw ise the cap i
talist dom ination w ould m eet no resistance. "P essim ist M arxism " m ay 
adopt d ivide-and-conquer as an explanation , but the traditional progress
i v e  M arxist m ust believe in proposition  (ii).

Furtherm ore, on e might try to explain  the persistence o f cultural 
d iv isio n s bv the absence o f som e o f the conditions for class consciousnessW
discussed  in 6 .2 .2 . If, for instance, the turn-over rate of the w ork force is 
quite high, there m ay n ever be tim e to overcom e the cultural prejudices 
and hostilities am on g the w orkers. This line o f argum ent, w hile not 
im plausible, form s a  very  w eak reply to the objection. It say s , essentially, 
that cultural d ivision s are not inherently stronger than class d ivisions. 
The form er dom inate the latter on ly  u n d er certain conditions, that m ay or 
m ay  not obtain. N o w  there m ay be som e w h o  w ould  argu e that culture is 
invariably m ore im portant than class, but there is no need to accept this 
v iew  in o rder to object to the M arxist v iew  that the priority invariably is 
the other w ay  around.

Finally, one m ight adopt a broader historical perspective and argu e that 
for epochal transformations c lass struggle alone is decisive.2 O ne might fu lly 
accept, that is. the p ervasive  presence throughout history o f social con
flicts that cannot be reduced to class struggle in an y  o f the proposed w ays, 
and yet argu e that these p lay  no role in the setting-up o f new  relations of 
production. From the point o f view' o f historical m aterialism , cultural con
flicts are so m uch turbulence or noise: sound and fu ry  that sign ify 
nothing. T hey m ay be crucially im portant for the individuals living 
d u rin g  these period s, yet in the end irrelevant for the developm ent o f the 
productive forces and the ultim ate advent of the classless society.

This rep ly  probably is the m ost M arxist in spirit. It insulates econom ic

1 Nevertheless this seems to be the argument underlying Bowles and Cintis. "The Marxian 
iheory o f  value and heterogeneous labour" and Roemer, "Divide and conquer, micro- 
foundations of a Marxian theory of wage discrimination".

* I am indebted to Charles Larmorc for this suggestion, which is closely related to an 
argument offered m Cohen, "Restricted and inclusive historical materialism".
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developm en t from  the influence o f non-econom ic forces, w hile con
ceding som e groun d  on the secondary point that the non-econom ic 
forces m ay be m ore autonom ous than classically conceived. The rep ly  is 
vu lnerable on tw o counts. First, it rem ains to be show n that cultural 
conflicts could not sh ap e  the stru ggles that lead to a change in the rela
tions o f production. Secon d ly , it also rem ains to be show n w h y  class 
stru ggles should  tend to bring about relations o f production that are 
optim al for the developm ent of the productive forces. Marx and M arx
ists have been satisfied w ith postu lating that both o f these conditions 
obtain, w ithout offering argum ent or evidence. I conclude that the 
coun terexam ples to proposition  (ii) cannot be explained aw ay , and that 
the centrality o f class in social conflict cannot be upheld .

Let m e end b y  citing som e d iscussion  in M arx 's w ritings o f this prob
lem . It arises m ainly in connection w ith the "n ational q u estio n " that has 
plagued M arxism  from  its inception .1 This w as the question w hether 
socialists should  support m ovem ents for national in dependence in 
countries, such a s  Poland and Ireland, that w ere  oppressed  by foreign 
nations, or rather w ork on the assum ption  that an international p ro 
letarian inflagration w ould  d o  a w a y  with class oppression  and national 
oppression  in on e fell sw oop . This question did not enter into the earlier 
d iscussion  (5 2 3 and 5.3.2) o f the various scenarios for the international 
proletarian revolution . That d iscussion  concerned m ain ly the problem  
w h eth er the conditions for revolution can ever be united in one country 
or w h eth er there will have to be som e revolutionary d ivision  of labour, 
not w h eth er the countries in question m ust all be independent nation
states. M arx app aren tly  w as  an internationalist on the form er issue, a 
nationalist on the latter. He believed that the revolution w ou ld  take 
place by the interaction betw een several, independent countries.

Y et his m otivation for this nationalist stance is som ew hat unorthodox. 
There are few  if an y sign s in his w orks o f a recognition o f nationalistic 
sentim ents as an o verp o w erin g  m otivation that m ust be satisfied before 
the class struggle can begin. N or does he suggest that the w orkers in the 
o p p ressin g  countries live  off the su rp lu s extracted from w orkers in the 
o p p ressed  countries, and hence are less m otivated to revolution than 
they w ou ld  otherw ise h ave  been. In his d iscussion o f the Irish question 
-  the m ain source for an u nderstanding o f his ideas about nationalism  -  
w e find a series o f quite d ifferent argum ents. The general v iew  is that 
in dependence is a condition for revolution in the oppressing countries:

The following draws heavily on Cummins. M a r x .  E n g t l 1 a n d  N e ltc n a l M o v t m t n t f
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The only means of accelerating (the social revolution in England] is to bring 
about the independence of Ireland. It is therefore the task of the 'International' 
to bring the conflict between England and Ireland into the foreground and 
everywhere to side openly with Ireland. It is the special task of the General 
Council in London to arouse the consciousness in the English working class that 
for them the national emancipation of Ireland is not a question of abstract justice or 
humanitarian sentiment but the first condition of their own social emancip
ation.1

The argum ent is not that the English  w orkers m ust lose the econom ic 
benefits from  the oppression  o f the Irish before they can turn against 
their ow n  oppressors. To the extent that there is an econom ic argum ent 
here, it is rather to the effect that English w orkers fear the Irish as 
com petitors w h o  d ep ress their standard o f living.* The problem , h o w 
ever, is m ain ly a psychological one, not on e o f material interest. The 
presence o f Irish w orkers alon gside  the English  turns the indignation of 
the latter aw ay  from  their real en em y, the capitalist class, and instead 
tow ards the form er. M arx com m ents that " a  people w hich subjugates 
another people forges its o w n  c h a in s" ,1 * 3 echoing R o u sseau 's  "Q u ico n 
q ue est m aitre ne peut être lib re ."4 The u nderlying psychological 
m echanism  h as been su ggested  in 1 . 3 . 1 . 5 * M arx also  adduces a few  
additional argum ents, less im portant than the one just cited.*

A s  observed  in 1 . 3 . 1 ,  M arx tends to transform  the argum ent from 
en d o gen o u s preference form ation into one o f divide-and-conquer. The 
bourgeoisie "k n o w  w ell that this split is the real secret of preserving 
their o w n  p o w e r" ,7 and hence keeps it artificially alive. He held a sim ilar 
view  on the religious strife  w ith in  Ireland. In a singularly ill-judged 
com m ent on Ulster he w rites that "O n ce  the Irish church is d ead , the

1 Marx to Meyer and Vogt 9.4.1870. J "Confidential Communication", p. 416.
y Ib id . , p 417 * Rousseau, Lettres d r  la  M o n ta i t ! * ,  pp 841-2.
3 Note the parallel with the argument (6.3.)) that the worker»' attention i» distracted from 

Capital towards the Government by the apparent independence of the Utter Just as Marx 
wanted to get rid of the aristocracy so that the workers could meet the capitalists head-on, 
he wanted to eliminate the Irish workers from the English class struggle. The former was a 
response to a two-front war strategy, the latter a reply to dlvide-and-conquer.

4 In the "Confidential communication", p 416, Marx notes that IreUnd is "the bulwark of 
English landlordism If it collapsed in Ireland, it would collapse in England." Moreover,
an Irish revolution would deprive the English government of "the only excuse it has for 
keeping up a large reguUr army which can, as we have seen, in case of need attack the 
English workers after having done its basic training in Ireland" (B r id .) , p 417. Finally we
may note the rather absurd suggestion that the preponderance of Irish workers in the 
United States might generate a national opposition between that country and England, 
thus preventing the social revolution in either country (rbrrf.).

7 "Confidential communication ", pp. 416-17; cp. also Marx to Meyer and Vogt 9.4.1870. 
cited in 1.3 .1.
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Protestant Irish tenants in the province o f Ulster w ill unite w ith the 
Catholic tenants in the three other provinces o f Ireland and join their 
m ovem ent; w h ereas up to the present landlordism  has been able to 
exploit this religious h o stility ."1 O nce again w e  m eet the divide-and- 
conquer argum ent, tem pered by optim ism  concerning the em erging 
solidarity betw een tenants o f different religious persuasion .

In the even t o f the com m unist revolution taking place by the m eans o f 
revolutionary w ars betw een independent nation-states, M arx d id  not 
expect nationalist sentim ents to form a serious obstacle to class interest. 
"T h e  w orking-m en have no c o u n try ."1 A  n ew sp ap er article from  1855 
sp ells this out a s  follow s:

The industrial working population has, in both countries, almost the same pecu
liar position with regard to (the Crimean| war. Both British and French pro
letarians are filled with an honorable national spirit, though they are more or 
less free from the antiquated national prejudices common, in either country, to 
the peasantry. They have little immediate interest in the war. save that if the 
victories of their countrymen flatter their national pride, the conduct of the war, 
foolhardy and presumptuous as regards France, timid and stupid as regards 
England, offers them a fair opportunity of agitating against the existing govern
ments and governing classes 1 * 3

The reference to the "hon orable national sp irit" is som ew hat quaint, as 
is the concluding sentence in w hich  it is unclear w h eth er M arx w as 
fooling on ly  his readers or h im self as w ell. Be this as it m ay, there is no 
doubt that M arx relegates nationalist feelings to second place.

There is, h ow ever, one w ay  in w hich  the w orkers and their struggle 
are shaped by their national attachm ent. T h is does not operate via 
nationalistic goals, but via peculiarly national character traits. These are 
particularly striking -  and, to M arx, exasperating -  in the case o f the 
English  w o rk in g  class. In a letter to E n gels he refers to "th e  Christian 
slave n atu re" of the English  w orkers.4 In a docum ent from the Inter
national he states that the English h ave  all the material preconditions for 
a social revolution, "th e y  on ly  lack the spirit of generalization and the revo
lutionary passion” .5 By contrast, he m uch adm ired the "u n iversal charac
ter typical o f the F ren ch "6 and "th e  revolutionary fire o f the Celtic 
w o rk e r" .7 In 2 . 1 .3  I cited an instance o f his Russiophobia that im putes 
certain lo w ly  character traits to a w hole nation. There m ay p erh ap s be a

1 Mar* to Kugelmann 6.4.1868 3 The Communia M a n ife s to , p 502.
* Y o rk  D a i ly  T r ib u n *  27 4 1855. 1 Mar* to Engel* 17 .1t .1862
3 "Confidential communication", p. 415- 4 T h e  G e rm a n  Idevlvgy  P 4 ,a -
7 "Confidential communication", p. 415.
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psychological affinity betw een the presence o f national peculiarities of 
character an d  peculiarly nationalistic goals, but only the latter lead 
directly to the form ation of non-class collective actors (Both, how ever, 
are opposed  to the ideal of proletarian internationalism .) To the extent 
that su ch  traits o f national character form  a problem  for M arxism , they 
d o  so  as counterexam ples to proposition (i) above, not as objections to 
proposition (ii). If the English w orkers stubbornly refuse to acquire the 
class con sciousness for w hich  all the material prerequisites are present, 
this certain ly tells against M arx 's theory o f class a s  set out here.

Let m e conclude on a m ore general observation. There are good philo
sophical, psychological and sociological grounds for thinking that in
d iv id u als w ill a lw ays have a n arrow er focus o f loyalty  and solidarity 
than the international com m unity o f w orkers and capitalists. The in
form ational conditions for class consciousness d iscussed  in 6 .2 .2  require 
sm all, stable groups. The strength o f altruism  declines as the circle of 
in d ividuals exp an d s. M ore profoundly, indiscrim inate solidarity w ith 
vast num bers o f people is hard ly  com patible w ith the personal integrity 
and strength o f character one w ou ld  su rely  w ant to prevail in the post- 
re volution ary so ciety .1 If per im possible the w orkers could be brainw ash
ed into thinking o f them selves as m em bers o f the international pro
letariat, the cau se o f international socialism  w ould  be lost in advance.

1 S ee  Williams, M a ra t  L u c k , notably ch 1
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7 .1 . The nature and explanation of the state
7 .1 .1 .  An ambiguity in the notion
7 .1 .1 .  Theautonomy of the state
7 .1.3 . The instrumentalist theory of the state
7 .1.4 . The abdication theory of the state
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7.3. Communism
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7.3.2. Market socialism vs. state capitalism
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In this study o f M arx 's theory o f political institutions and political 
processes, the focus w ill largely  be on the capitalist societies that M arx 
observed  around 1850. The discussion will build upon and extend that 
o f the previous chapter, to take fu ller account o f the specifically political 
dynam ics o f the class struggle. A lso  M arx 's predictions for the com 
m unist revolution and his v isions about the post-revolutionary society 
w ill be studied in som e detail, supplem enting d iscussions in earlier 

chapters.
In 7 .1  the em phasis is on the relation betw een the state and the class 

structure. I argue that, w ithout fu lly  adm itting it, M arx found him self 
com pelled by even ts to accord to the capitalist state a large m easure o f 
auton om y, certainly larger than his theoretical preconceptions had pre
pared him  for. In 7 .2  I turn to his theory o f political process, and notably 
his theory o f revolution. T h is in volves exam ining, first, his theory o f the 
classical bourgeois revolutions in England and France; next, his practical 
and theoretical interest in the revolutionary w ave  that sw ep t o ver G er
m any in 1848-9; and finally, his ideas about the im pending com m unist 
revolution. In 7 .3  I consider his theory o f the outcom e o f that revolution, 
that is the su ccessive  political and econom ic stages o f com m unist 
society. I d o  not d iscu ss M arx 's w ritin gs on international politics. D oing

ris
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so  w ould  require an am ount o f space out o f proportion to the interest they 
can com m and to d ay .'

7.1. The nature and explanation of the state

The theory o f the capitalist state or, less tendentiously, o f the state in capi
talist society, has been am ong the m ost influential o f M arx's ideas. By and 
large, the influence has been harm ful rather than benign. The theory is set 
out in a half-conspiratorial, half-functionalist language that invites lazy, 
frictionless thought.2 The parts that can be salvaged  from it are the ones in 
w hich M arx, alm ost in spite o f him self, v iew s politics as an autonom ous 
phenom enon that is constrained by econom ics but not reducible to it.

Since the notion of state autonomy is central, I begin in 7 . 1 . 1  by explaining 
the concept o f the state and go on in 7 .1 .2  to d iscuss the concept o f auton
om y. In 7 . 1 . 3 1 set out the best-know n M arxist theory o f the state, according 
to w hich  it (or its "execu tive") " is  but a committee for m anaging the 
com m on affairs of the w h ole  b ou rgeo isie".3 In 7 . 1  4 1 argue tha t in the after- 
math o f 1848 M arx w orked  out a m ore com plex theory, according to which 
the bourgeoisie abdicates from  political p o w er (or abstains from taking it) 
because this best serves its interest. In 7 .1 .5  1 d iscuss an alternative and 
m ore far-reaching w a y  of stating the abdication theory, according to which 
the autonom y o f the state em erges as a perm anent feature o f the m odem  
epoch, d u e  to the continued presence o f several opposed classes.

7 .1.1. An ambiguity in the notion
The state m ay be defin ed  either by what it does or by how it does w hatever it 
does. A n exam ple o f a definition o f the second type is W eber's, in terms o f 
the m onopoly on the legitim ate use o f violence. M arx d early  tends tow ards 
a definition o f the state in term s of its functions. In this he follows the 
tradition, or one tradition, in political theory. The state w as com m only 
seen as the provider o f public goods, notably law  and order, but also 
econom ic good s that could not be provided efficiently by individuals. 
Broadly speaking, the state em bodies the cooperative solution to a P ris
o n er's  D ilem m a in volving all individuals in the society of which it is the 
state.4 A ccording to M arx, the task o f the state can indeed be form ulated in

* On this topic, sw  Papainannou, Or Marx et du Mnrrisme and Molnar. Marx, Engris tt h  
Politique Internationale

2 For discussion and references see my "Marxism, functionalism and game theory".
3 The Com m unist M anifesto, p. 486
* For modem discussions, see Olson, The Logic of Collective Action, ch. IV. Baumui. Welfare 

Economics and the Theory of the State; Taylor. Anarchy and Cooperation. Schotter. The Economie 
Theory of Social Institutions.
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term s o f this dilem m a, but with different players. The task o f the state is to 
provide a cooperative solution for the Prisoner's Dilem m a faced by the 
m em bers o f the econom ically dom inant class, and, as part of this task, to 
prevent the m em bers o f the dom inated class from solving their dilem m a. I 
shall return to this instrum entalist conception in 7 .1 .3 .

We m ust ask, how ever, w hether M arx totally neglected the tasks o f the 
state that benefit all m em bers o f society (even though possib ly to unequal 
extents) In the Grundrtsse there is a lengthy discussion of the conditions 
u n d er which public w orks, for exam ple road construction, w ill be u nder
taken by private en terp rise .1 First, there mu st be a sufficiently large concen
tration o f capital to carry out the w ork Secondly, the enterprise must be 
profitable. Thirdly, as a condition for the profitability, there m ust exist a 
dem and for the public good. A s  M arx knew , the dem and m ay in part be 
created b y  the good itself: " A  road itself m ay so increase the forces of pro
duction that it creates n ew  traffic which then m akes the road pro fitab le ."2 
A ccording to M arx, in a fu lly  developed capitalist m ode 0/ production all 
public goods w ould be provided privately:

All general conditions of production, such as roads, canals, etc. whetherthey facilitate 
circulation or even make it possible at all, or whether they increase the force of 
production (such asirrigation works etc as in Asia and, incidentally, as still built by 
governments in Europe), presuppose, in order to be undertaken by capital instead 
of by the government which represents the community as such, the highest 
development of production founded in capital. The separation of public uvrks from 
the state, and their migration into the domain of the works undertaken by capital 
itself, indicates the degree to which the real community has constituted itself in the 
form of capital.’

M arx does not seem  to have been aw are of the obstacles to such transfers of 
public good s to private industry. It m ay be im possible to internalize the 

benefits from  the public good; and even if this obstacle is overcom e, by 
m eans of a toll or a sim ilar arrangem ent, private provision m ay lead to a 
w astefu l duplication of efforts.4 True, Marx does m ention in passing that 
private in dustry , to get a profit from public w orks, requires "protective 
tariffs, m onopoly, state co erc io n ".5 but the reasoning behind this state
m ent is obscure, and the m ention of the state is in any case at odds w ith the 
central idea being defended

The tasks that will devo lve on private industry'apparently do not include 
the provision o f health and education services. The question, how ever, is

1 Crundrnsc.pp  324 !!. * Ibid , p 5 3 1 .  3 Ibid., pp 550-1.
* The patent system, for instance, typically leads to a great deal of duplication of innovative 

activities, as briefly explained In ch. 4 of my Eipiaimng Technical Change 
1 Crundmtc, p. 531.
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w h eth er these are undertaken on behalf o f all m em bers in society, or on 
behalf o f the capitalist class only. In 4 .1 .4  I argued that M arx w as incon
sistent on th is point, som etim es exp lain ing  the health and education 
clau ses in the factory legislation by the interests o f "so c ie ty ”  and at other 
tim es by the interests o f the capitalist. If w e  adopt the latter v iew , and add 
the idea that the genera] conditions of production w ill be provided by pri
vate in dustry , then it ap p ears that all the tasks o f the state will either be 
perform ed on behalf o f capital or d evo lve  on capital. N o  tasks will truly be 
perform ed because they are in the interest o f all m em bers o f society. This is 
certainly one m ajor strand in M arx 's th inking about the state, exp ressed  in 
the general statem ents to be quoted in 7 .1 .3 .

O n the other hand M arx often m akes a distinction betw een the d ass- 
sp ec ifican d  class-neutral tasks of the state, for instance in Capital III w hen 
he d iscu sses the sim ilarly dual nature of su pervision  in the capitalist 
factory:

The labour of supervision and management is naturally required wherever the 
direct process of production assu mes the form of a combined social process, and not 
of the isolated labour of Independent producers. However, it has a double nature. 
On the one hand, all labour in which many individuals cooperate necessarily re
quires a commanding will tocoordinateand unify the process, and functions which 
apply not to partial operationsbut to the total activity ot the workshop, much as that 
of an orchestra conductor. This is a productive |ob, which must be performed in 
every combined mode of production. On the other hand -  quite apart from any 
commercial department -  this supervision work necessarily arises in all modes of 
production based on the antithesis between the labourer, as the direct producer, 
and theowner o f the means of production Thegreaterthisantagonism, the greater 
the role played by supervision. Hence it reaches its peak in the slave system. But it is 
indispensable also in the capitalist mode of production, since the production pro
cess in it is simultaneously a process by which the capitalist consumes labour- 
power. Just as in despotic states supervision and all-round interference by the 
government involves both the performance of common activities arising from the 
nature of all communities, and the specific functions arising from the antithesis 
between the government and the mass of the people.1

In several texts from  18 7 1- 5  M arx d iscusses these "com m on  activities 
arisin g from  the nature o f ail com m unities” . T h ey  refer to the "s ta te "  that 
will rem ain u nder com m unism , in the sense that adm inistrative as distinct 
from  governm ental functions will still exist. These p assages are cited and 
d iscu ssed  in 7 .3 .3 . For the present p u rp o ses the im portant fact is that the 
need for coordination and public good s will persist in com m unism . There 
is no reason w h y  w e should  not refer to the coordinating agency as a state,

1 C a p ita l I I I ,  pp. >83-4.
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in conform ity w ith a m ain strand in political theory. The substantial q u es
tion is w h eth er there w ill be a need for vio lence to back the decisions o f this 
agen cy. A lthough  M arx is silent on the issu e, the general tenor o f his refer
en ces to com m unism  m akes it hard to believe that he thought violence 
w ould  be required.

Shou ld  w e , then, define the state as an agen cy that executes thecom m on 
interests o f  the econom ically dom inant c lass? Or as an agency that realizes 
the com m on interests o f society? O r is there som e third alternative? 
N either o f the proposals w ill w ork both for capitalism  and com m unism . 
U nder com m unism , the first is u seless; under capitalism , the second is 
m isleading, as can be seen  from  the follow ing case. Im agine that som e 
pu blic project, for exa m pie the construction o f a rail w ay , w i 11 bring m a teria I 
benefits to all m em bers o f society, but that w orkers benefit m ore than cap i
talists. If the latter control the state apparatus, they m ight abstain from the 
project if they fear it w ill upset the balance o f class pow er to their detrim ent. 
In other w o rd s, a  class state will act to further the com m on interest on ly  to 
the extent that it coincides w ith the particular interest o f the class.

A ctually  the proposals fail because they preem pt im portant substantive 
questions. Wp need a definition o f the state that enables us to locate it 
indepen den tly  o f w hat interests it serves. We m ay then ask w hether the 
state, thus defined, actually serves som e particular or general in terest. The 
defin ition  m ust also  be consonant w ith M arx 's general view's if it is to be of 
an y help  in und erstandin g h is political theory. T hus W eber's definition 
fails doubly: first because M arx w ould den y that the capitalist state has 
legitim acy, and also  because he w ould d en y  that thecom m unist state rests 
on violence. A  satisfactory definition could be in term s o f the capacity to 
im pose decisions that as a m atter o f fact have binding force, leaving it an 
open question w h eth er the com pliance rests on violence, a belief in 
legitim acy, solidarity or som e other source. O r one could sim ply define the 
state a pparatus in term s o f  its core com ponent, the m aintenance o f internal 
order and defence against external enem ies. Since m y task here is not to 
p rovid e a theory o f the state, I do not have to choose on e or the other o f 
these options, since for practical pu rposes they g ive  the sam e result. A lso , 
they d o  not in an y  w a y  preem pt the question as to the interests, it any, 
served by the state.

7.1.2. The autonomy of the state
The central question in the M arxist theory o f the state is w hether it is 
autonom ous w ith respect to class interests, or entirely reducible to them. 
The m ain issue that w ill concern us here is the causal, or -  m ore generally -
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the explanatory autonomy of the stale. N o w , for this issue to be a m eaningful 
one, the state an d  the econom ic structure m ust in som e sense be distinct 
entities. A s in the case o f the relation betw een  productive forces and rela
tions o f production ( 5 .1 . 1  ), the conceptual separation m ust be established 
before the question o f a causal or explanatory link can be raised. H ence I 
begin by d iscussin g the conceptual autonomy of the state.

This conceptual autonom y can be denied on tw o grounds: either by an 
argum ent that in all societies political phenom ena, broadly conceived, are 
part o f the econom ic structure: or, m ore specifically, by arguing that this is 
the case at least in some societies. I shall d iscu ss these argum ents in that 
order.

The first issu e  can be phrased a s  a  question: "C a n  the base be d is
tinguished from  the superstructure7" ’ Briefly stated, the argum ent against 
the distinction is that since ow n ersh ip  m ust be backed by the state and 
hence p resu p p oses a political system , it cannot enter as an independent 
variable in the explanation o f that system . G . A . C ohen  has recently 
attem pted to an sw er this objection, by his distinction (referred to in 5 . 1 . 1 )  
betw een legal o w n ersh ip  and effective control. On his view  the econom ic 
structure can be defin ed  in term s o f relations o f effective control, which in 
turn enter into a functional explanation o f the legal relations o f ow nersh ip . 
The form s o f de jure o w n ersh ip  exist because they stabilize de facto rela tions 
o f effective control. C oh en  cites several historical exam ples to sh o w  that 
m any legal innovations did in fact arise in this w a y .1 The question is 
w hether the program m e can be carried out in alt cases. I doubt that it can, 
since in m an y cases there is no independently  existing control that is 
stabilized by the legal relations. In som e cases, su ch  as patentable kn o w 
ledge, the control can only be ach ieved  through legal rights ( 5 . 1 . 1  ). In other 
cases the control as a  m atter o f  fact has n ever been achieved by non-legal 
m eans, hence there is nothing for the law  to stabilize. True, even in these 
cases one can sa y  that the control is m ore stable than it w ould  otherw ise 
have been -  but this is not to say  that there is som ething (nam ely the effec
tive control) that is stabilized by the law .

H ow  serious is this difficulty? D oes it d o  aw ay  w ith the am bition o f h is
torical m aterialism  to ex plain political phenom ena in terms o f the econom ic 
structure? I do not believe it does. O bserve that the explanandum  includes 
both the structure o f the political system  and the actual decisions m ade.

1 Cp. Lukes's essay with this till*. Actually this question is more general lhar the issue ot
state autonomy, since it also rovers ihe problem ol distinguishing the economic base from
kinship, religion etc.

* Cohen, kari Marx't Theory af HtMory, pp. 226ft.
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A m on g the latter, som e take the form  o f enacting law s w h ile  others do 
not; o f the law s enacted som e concern the form s of ow n ersh ip  w hile 
others d o  not. It is perfectly consistent to try to exp lain  all political 
phenom ena that do not relate to m atters o f legal ow n ersh ip  in term s of 
those that do. M oreover, one m ay attem pt to explain  changes in the legal 
ow n ersh ip  structure in term s o f the interest o f an econom ically dom inant 
class. These attem pts m ay or m ay not succeed, but at least there is no 
ground for th inking that the b ase-su perstru ctu re problem  prevents them 
from  getting off the ground.

The second objection to the conceptual autonom y o f the state is m ore 
specific and m ore dam aging. It concerns the problem  o f d istinguishing 
the econom ic from  the political in societies w here the state is the principal 
ow n er of the m eans o f production, as in the A siatic m ode of production 
w here rent and tax co in cid e.1 The point is not that in such cases the theses 
o f historical m aterialism  are false: rather they cannot even be coherently 
stated. H ow  can the state be explained b y  the econom ic structure if the 
state is the econom ic structure?

To bring the problem  into focus, w e m ay distinguish  betw een three 
w ays in w hich econom ic and political phenom ena can be separated from 
one another. First, they m ay be sustained  by entirely different gro u p s of 
people. This w as  approxim ately  the case in classical G reece, w here pro
duction w as  largely carried o u i by slaves, and trade by free non-citizens. 
M. I. F in ley  quoted X enophon on the m easures that "sh o u ld  be taken by 
the state in o rder that ev ery  A thenian m ay be m aintained at public 
ex p e n se ", and add s that the schem e reveals " a  m entality w hich  pushed 
to the extrem e the notion that w hat w e call the econom y w as properly  the 
business o f ou tsid ers".*

N ext, the tw o dom ain s m ay be seen  as sets o f roles rather than persons, 
w ith  the possibility that an y  g iven  person m ay occupy both econom ic and 
political roles. This according to M arx is w hat d istinguishes the m odern 
state from  the ancient: 'T h e  contradiction betw een  the democratic repre
sentative slate and civil society is the com pletion o f the classic contradiction 
betw een public commonweal and slavery. In the m odern w orld  each person 
is al the same time a m em ber o f slave  society and o f the public com m on
w e a l ." ’  In this case it is perfectly possible to argue that how  people 
behave in on e dom ain  enters into the explanation o f how  they behave in 
other spheres. It could be the case, for instance, that the political relation

' Capital/U. p. 791.
1 Finley, "Aristotle and etuni*micanalysis", pp. 31-a.
•’ The Holy Family, p 116; see also Contribution to Ihe Critique-o f  Hegel* Philosophy of ta tv, p 32.
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o f dom ination is explained b y  the econom ic relation o f exploitation even  if 
the sam e in d ividuals participate in  both.

Thirdly, w e  m ay not be able to distinguish  betw een the dom ains other
w ise than b y  the fact that a g iven  action m ay h ave  different aspects, som e 
o f w hich  m ay be singled  out as econom ic and others as political. This is 
the case for the A siatic m ode o f production as described by M arx, or for 
contem porary com m unist societies. The action o f the im perial tax col
lector or the regional secretary for planning has an econom ic aspect in the 
sense that it has consequences for production, distribution and consum p
tion. Sim ilarly it has a political aspect in the sense that it has consequences 
for law  and order, rebellion and acquiescence. These consequences could 
o f course enter into the explanation o f the action -  but could they also 
serve to explain  on e another? G . A . Cohen has show n, by an ingenious 
exam ple, that the econom ic aspect or consequence o f a policy can indeed 
serve  to explain  the political aspects o f the sam e po licy ,1 so  there is no co n 
ceptual objection to this idea. The em pirical issu e is w hether the historical 
tributary societies w ere  relevantly sim ilar to the society im agined in  this 
exam ple. In m y opin ion  they w ere  not, and so  it app ears that there are 
cases in w hich the base is indistinguishable from  the political superstruc
ture and in w hich , therefore, historical m aterialism  is inapplicable. Since 
m y concern below  is exclusively  w ith the capitalist state, h ow ever, this 
need not retain us.

I shall say  that the state h as explanatory autonom y w hen  (and to the 
extent that) its structure and policies cannot be explained by the interest 
o f an econom ically dom inant class. The explanation m ay be found in 
som e other set o f interests, for exam ple the interest of the ruling clique or 
the interests o f society as a w hole. O r the actions o f the state m ay be 
explained as the outcom e o f the internal decision-m aking apparatus of 

bureaucracy, including routines and bargaining procedures that d o  not 
realize a n y  w ell-defined  interest.2 W hatever the alternative is, the auton
om y is defined negatively, as the absence of class-interest explanation. It 
m ight ap p ear obvious that M arx den ied  the autonom y o f the state in this 
sen se, but m atters are m ore com plex. Rather he tended to affirm it in 
m any cases -  and then go  on to assert, paradoxically, that the autonom y 
itself can be explained  in term s o f class interest or, alternatively, in terms 
o f class structure. State autonom y, that is, m ay be explained by the fact

1 C o h e n , " R e s t r ic t e d  a n d  in c lu s iv e  h is to r ic a l m a t e r ia l is m " , n o te  >0 H e  im a g in e s  th a t th e  
r u l in g  c la s s  C o u ld  is s u e  in s tr u c t io n s  s im u lta n e o u s ly  to  p e a s a n t s  a n d  to  th e  p o lic e  th at a re  
to  s u p e r v i s e  th e  p e a s a n t s ,  s in c e  o n e  a n d  th e  s a m e  se t  o f  p h o n e m e s  c o u ld  m e a n  d if fe re n t  
th in g s  in  th e  p e a s a n t  la n g u a g e  a n d  in  th e  la n g u a g e  s p o k e n  b y  th e  p o lic e m e n  

* S e e  A l l is o n ,  The Essence of Decision.
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that it is usefu l for the econom ically dom inant class -  or it m ay  be allow ed 
b y  the fact that there is no sin gle  dom inant class.

T h ese  ideas form  the topic o f 7 .1 .4  and 7 .1 .5  below . I shall anticipate 
som ew h at on that d iscu ssion  by offering an  an alysis o f w hat it m eans to 
h ave  political pow er. 1 believe that M arx held a n arrow , pre-stratefiic con
ception o f p o w er that prevented  him from  recognizing that the state had 
autonom y in a real sen se  and not on ly  as a fief from  the capitalist class. 
O bserve first that there are tw o w a y s  in  w hich group  interest can shape 
political policies: by serv in g  as a m axim and for the policy choices or a s  a 
constraint on them . O n first glance, it is tem pting to say  that if the choice 
betw een the feasible political alternatives is a lw ays m ade according to the 
interest o f one group , then it has concentrated all pow er in its hands. O n 
reflection, h o w ever, w e  see that pow er also  m ust include the ability to 
define the set o f alternatives, to set constraints on w hat is feasible. The 
fo llow ing scenario is intended to bring out the relation betw een these tw o 
w a y s  o f w ie ld in g  pow er, it is constructed so  a s  to be applicable to n ine
teenth-century European  politics, as a strategic gam e betw een Capital 
and G overn m en t, w ith the w ork in g  class as an im portant background 
variable. In slightly  m odified form , h ow ever, it could also  be applied to 
aspects o f tw entieth-century politics.

Im agine that there are tw o agents: A  ("C a p ita l")  and B ("G o v ern 
m en t"), in itially facing a g iven  num ber o f alternatives. B h as the formal 
p o w er o f decision to choose am ong the feasible alternatives, A  m ay have 
the p o w er to exclu de som e o f the alternatives from  being considered. We 
assum e that in A 's  judgm ent som e alternatives are very  bad , to be 
avo ided  at all costs. A m on g those rem ain ing, som e are judged better than 
others, but none is outstan din gly superior. If the bad alternatives can 
som eh ow  be excluded from  the feasible set, it m ight not m atter m uch if B 
w ithin  the restricted set chooses an alternative that is not h ighly ranked 
b y  A . It m ight not even  be n ecessary  for A  to exclude the inferior alterna
tives. B -  acting on "th e  law  o f anticipated reactio n s"1 -  m ight abstain 
from  choosing an y o f these, kn o w in g  that if he does A  h as the p o w er and 
the m otive to dethrone him . M oreover, to the extent that w hat is bad for A  
is a lso  bad for B, perh aps because B 's affluence d ep en d s on that o f  A , B 
m ight not w ant to choose an  in ferior alternative even if he could get aw ay  
w ith it. On the other han d , A  m ight actually w elcom e the fact that B does 
not choose the alternative top-ranked b y  A , for exam ple if A  does not 
w ant to be seen  as h avin g  p o w er or if he deplores his ow n  inability to

1 F r ie d r ic h . Man and his Government, c h . » t .
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defer satisfaction. O r, if he does not w elcom e it, he m ight at least tolerate it 
as the lesser evil, com pared to the costs involved in taking the formal pow er 
o f decision (as distinct from the costs in volved  in having it). In either case B 
w ould  be invested w ith  som e autonom ous pow er o f decision, although its 
substance m ight be questioned, since ultim ately it can be said to derive 
from  A. B, one m ight say , has autonom y as a fief from A.

C onsider, h o w ever, the sam e situation from B 's perspective. He will 
correctly perceive his pow er as deriving from the cost to A  o f havin g or 
taking pow er. To be sure, B 's pow er is limited by the fact that there are 
certain bounds that he cannot transgress w ithout provoking A  into taking 
pow er for him self, possib ly also by the need to a void killing the goose that 
lays the golden  eggs. But con versely  A 's  pow er is limited by his desire not 
to assum e p o w er u nless provoked. Both actors, in fact, have pow er, o f an 
equally substantial character. They need not, o f course, have equal 
am ounts o f pow er. The exact distribution o f their pow ers to shape the out
com e depen d s on the strength o f A 's  a version to having or taking pow er, as 
well as on B 's need to avoid  harm ing A.

A nticipating on 7 .1 .4 , w e m ay speculate on the m otive A  could have for 
not w anting pow er. O ne reason m ight be the presence of a third actor C  
("th e  w orking c lass"), w h o  is already involved  in a struggle w ith A  and 
w h o  also tends to oppose w hoever has the form al pow er of decision. For A 
it m ight then be better that B h ave  the form al pow er, so  that som e o f C*s 
attention and en ergy should be directed tow ards B and correspondingly 
d iverted from  A . A nother reason m ight be that A  kn ow s that if in pow er he 
will take decisions m otivated by short-term  gains to him self, and that he 
w ants to prevent this by letting the pow er rem ain safely outside his reach. 
From the point o f v iew  o f A 's  long-term  interest it m ay be better having the 
decisions taken in accordance with B 's  interest (although not as good a s i f  B 
w ould  take them to prom ote A 's  long-term  interest). A  third reason could 
sim ply be that if one has to devote som e o f o n e 's  time to political decision
m aking there is less time left for pursu ing private interests. A gain , those 
interests m ay be harm ed by som eone e lse 's  exercising the form al pow er, 
but perhaps less so than if one is distracted by ha ving toassu m e it oneself. 
A s to the reason s for not w anting to take pow er, assum ing one w ould not 
mind havin g it, on e explanation could be a short time horizon. To go  into 
politics is lik ea  costly investm ent, bearing fruit only after som e time, w hile 
requiring outlays in the present. If o n e 's  interests are reasonably well 
respected in the present, the prospect o f a future in which they m ight be 
even  better respected need not be very  attractive, considering the costs 
involved in the transition . This also creates an incen ti ve for B to m ake these



4o8 7. Politics and the state

costs as large as possible, and to m ake sure that A 's  interests are just su f
ficiently respected to m ake the costs an effective deterrent.

If M arx believed that the governm ent held pow er as a fie f from capital, it 
w as because he held a lim ited v iew  o f w hat constitutes a political resource. 
O n this v iew , p o w er g ro w s out o f the end o f a  gu n  -  or, m ore generally, out 
o f m oney and m anpow er. Yet the pow er base of a political actor can also be 
his place in a w eb  o f strategic relationships. The capitalists' fear o f the 
w o rk in g tla ss , forinstance, g iv esa  lever to theahstocraticgovem m ent that 
has little to d o  w ith the positive resources which it actually has at its 
d isposal. F ro m aq u ited ifferen td o m ain .o n em ayrite th ed isp ro p o rtio n ate  
p o w er that can accrue to a political party that happens to be in a pivotal 
position betw een the tw o m ajor political blocs. These are form s o f pow er 
that arise out o f the political system  as such, not out o f pre-political 
resources.

I conclude that in such cases the fact o f state autonom y can be explained 
in term s o f class interest, even if the autonom ously m ade state d ed sio n s 
cannot. A  class m ay have the ability to take the political p o w e r  that option 
is w ith in  its feasible set. Yet it m ay have som e w eakn ess that m akes 
abstention a superior o ption . I have been argu in g  that the autonom y o f the 
state is not m ade less substantial by the fact that the c lass keeps out of 
politics rather than being kept out o f it. We are, in fact, dealing w ith an 
interm ediate case betw een tw o “ norm al" situations. At one extrem e is the 
situation in w hich  no class w ould be able to dethrone the governm ent, 
because the latter h as superior m eans o f coercion at its d isposal. At the 
other extrem e w e have the situation in which the econom ically dom inant 
class h as nothing to fear from taking pow er, and consequently takes it. 
M arx w as  concerned w ith the paradoxical case in w hich a dom inant class 
has the ability, but not the inclination, to concentrate the form al pow ers o f 
decision in its o w n  hands.

7 .1 .3 .  T h e instrum entalist theory o f the state
I first set out M arx 's best-know n theory o f the state, according to w hich  it is 
a m ere instrum ent for the econom ically dom inant class, w ith no autonom y 
-  derived  or substantial -  o f its ow n . I shall argu e  that M arx held this view  
u p  to about 1850, and then abandoned it w hen  he saw  that the European 
bourgeoisies sh ied  aw ay  from  the p o w er that w as  su pposed  to be theirs for 
the taking The intellectual problem  this created for him is well form ulated 
b y  Eric H obsbaw m : "In  short, the bourgeois revolution had failed in iH48or 
led to unpredicted regim es w hose nature probably preoccupied Marx 
m ore than a n y  other problem  concerning the bourgeois state: to states
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plain ly serv in g  the bourgeoisie 's interest, but not directly representing it 
as a c la s s ." 1 In 7 .1 .4  I argue that M arx 's solution to this dilem m a w as the 
abdication theory o f the state.

The canonical form ula is that "th e  executive o f the m odern State is but a 
com m ittee for m anaging the com m on affairs o f the w hole bourgeoisie".* 
The "b u t"  (nur) exp resses the reductionist conception o f the state that 
M arx held before 1850. W hat are these com m on affairs? C learly , they 
include the defence o f the bourgeoisie against the w orkers, through anti
com bination acts to prevent trade unions, u se  of police and arm y to re
press strikes, harsh  la w s  against theft etc. In addition they include the 
defence o f the interests o f the bourgeoisie as a w hole against its individual 
m em bers. "T h e  bourgeois state is nothing m ore than the m utual in sur
ance o f the bourgeois class against its individual m em bers, as w ell as 
against the exploited c la s s ."5 1 shall d iscuss the second task in som ew hat 
m ore detail.

In The German Ideology M arx m akes it clear that the relation betw een 
in dividual capitalists is that o f a P rison er's Dilem m a (6.2.3): "T h e  attitude 
o f the bourgeois to the institutions o f h is regim e is like that o f the Je w  to 
the law ; he evad es them  w h en ever it is possible to d o  so in each individual 
case, but h e w an ts everyb o d y  else  to observe th e m ."4 E lsew here in the 
sam e vo lu m e he d w ells at length on the opposition  betw een the indi
vidual and the collective interest o f the capitalist class. The discussion is 
em bedded in a polem ic against M ax Stirner, w ho had argued that the 
state w as the real o w n er o f private property. M arx com m ents:

T h e  fa c t  th a t  th e  r u l in g  c la s s  e s t a b l is h e s  its  jo in t  d o m in a t io n  a s  p u b lic  p o w e r ,  a s  
th e  s ta le , (S tirn e r)  in t e r p r e t s  a m i d is t o r t s  in  th e  G e r m a n  p e tt y -b o u r g e o is  m a n n e r  

a s  m e a n in g  th a t  th e  " s t a t e "  is  e s ta b lis h e d  a s  a  th ird  fo rc e  a g a in s t  th is  r u lin g  c la s s  

a n d  a b s o r b s  a ll  p o w e r  in  th e  fa c e  o f  i t . .  B e c a u s e  th e  b o u r g e o is  d o  n o t a l lo w  the 

s ta te  to  in t e r fe r e  in  th e ir  p r iv a te  in t e r e s ts  a n d  g iv e  it o n ly  a s  m u c h  p o w e r  a s  is 

n e c e s s a r y  fo r  th e ir  o w n  s a fe t y  a n d  th e  m a in t e n a n c e  o f  c o m p e t it io n  a n d  b e c a u s e  

th e  b o u r g e o is  in  g e n e r a l  ac t a s  c it iz e n s  o n ly  to  th e  e x te n t  th a t  th e ir  p r iv a te  in te r 
e s t s  d e m a n d  it, (S t ir n e r J  b e l ie v e s  th a t  Ih e y  a r e  " n o t h in g ”  in  th e  fa c e  o f  th e  s ta le  
. . .  F u r t h e r ,  s in c e  th e  b o u r g e o is  h a v e  o r g a n is e d  th e  d e fe n c e  o f  th e ir  o w n  p r o p e r ty  

in th e  s t a te  . . .  [S t irn e r ]  b e l ie v e s  th a t  " t h e  s ta te  h a s  th e  fa c t o r y  a s  p r o p e r t y ,  the 
m a n u fa c tu r e r  h o ld s  it o n ly  in  fe e , a s  p o s s e s s io n " .  In  e x a c t ly  th e  s a m e  w a y  w h e n  a 
d o g  g u a r d s  m y  h o u s e  it " h a s "  th e  h o u s e  " a s  p r o p e r t y " ,  a n d  I h o ld  it o n ly  " i n  fe e , 

a s  p o s s e s s io n "  fro m  th e  d o g . S in c e  th e  c o n c e a le d  m a te r ia l c o n d it io n s  o f  p r iv a te  

p r o p e r t y  a r e  o f t e n  b o u n d  to  c o m e  in to  c o n tra d ic t io n  w ith  th e  tunJuvl illusion

1 t io b sb aw m , " M a r x ,  K n g e U a n d  p o litic*", p  x«ç.
1 The Comm un ill Manifesto, p . 486. Similar e x p r e s s io n *  a r e  fo u n d  in  The German M opfcgy,

p . 90; DcuisdK-BrQsoHer-Z/ntung 1 1 . 1 1 . 1 8 4 7 ;  rk w  Rhcnusche Zeituny r j .* . 18 49 .
* M a rx , review o f  Cirardin’s le  Sorinliime r t  l'Impôt. * The German Ideology, p 18 0 .
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about private property -  as seen, for example in expropriations -  |Stirner] con
cludes that "here the otherwise concealed principle, that only the state is the 
property-owner whereas the individual is a feudal tenant, strikes the eye" . . .  
jStimer] here transforms the contradictions belonging to the exista** of private 
property into the negation o f pnvate property. . .  |The| bourgeois, and in general all 
the members of civil society, are forced to constitute themselves as "w e", as a jur
idical person, as the state, in order to safeguard their common in terestsand -  if only 
because of the division of labour-to delegate the collective power thus created to a 
few persons.1

In addition to the tasks cited here -  the m aintenance o f com petition and the 
law s o f expropriation -  w e  should  m ention the limitation o f the w orking 
d ay  d iscussed  in 4 .1 .4 . O bserve that the reference to the m aintenance of 
com petition sh o w s that M arx had in mind the long-term interest o f the cap i
talist class (6 .2 .1) . At an y g iven  m om ent, it m ay rather be in the collective 
interest o f that class, or o f capitalists in individual industries, to form  a 
cartel to m axim ize their joint profits. This, how ever, might jeopardize the 
dynam ic force o f com petition that underw rites the continued viability o f 
capitalism .2 W e m ay recall that M arx w as also aw are  o f the need for inter
tem poral capitalist solidarity w ith respect to the lim itation o f the w orking 
d a y .5 H ence the state at an y  g iven  time is not sim ply  the instrum ent o f the 
current generation o f capita lists, buta m eans to th esu rv iva lo f capitalism  as 
a system . It is in principle ready to sacrifice not on ly  individual capitalists, 
but even  the short-term  interests o f the class a s  a w hole.

If this is so , w e  m ust ask w hether the state could not also counteract the 
tendency to econom ic crises that according to M arx w ould  bring about the 
dow nfall o f capitalism . If capitalism  is in the dan ger o f being destroyed  by 
in dividual entrepreneurs actingout o f self-interest, w h y  could not the state 
curb their greed  as it did in the case o f the Ten H ours Bill? To an sw er the 
question , w e  m ust consider the nature o f the crises that according to M arx 
w ou ld  bring capitalism  to a  halt (3.4). Broadly speak in g, these rest on the 
falling rate o f profit d u e  to labour-saving innovations and on difficulties in 
realizing profit d u e  to lo w  effective dem and. M arx w ou ld  probably have 
dism issed as absurd the idea that the process o f technical change could be 
controlled by the state so as to prevent a fall in the rate of profit, and it is 
indeed hard to im agine h o w  this could be done. By contrast, creation o f 
effective dem and by the state has been a m ain tool in the regulation of 
m odern capitalism . M arx d iscu sses this idea in connection with M althas, 
w ho had argu ed  that to create "a n  adequate d em an d ", the income from

1 Ibid , pp 2 Cp. my / r,- a tut Society, pp 129-yo.
'  Z n rK riM (iféi-}K p  16a, d ie d  in 4.1.4.
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rent m ust be supplem ented by other m eans; "T h ese  consist o f heavy 
taxation, o f a m ass of sinecurists in State and C hurch , o f large arm ies, 
pen sions, tithes for the priests, an im pressive national debt, and, from 
time to tim e, exp en sive w a r s ." 1 There is no indication, h ow ever, that 
M arx believed these proto-K eynesian  rem edies w ould  have an y effect in 
d elayin g  the dow nfall o f capitalism  or in m aking it less probable.

7 .1 .4 . T h e abdication  theory o f the state
In M arx 's  political w ritings from  the 1850s w e repeated ly encounter the 
idea that the state serves the interest o f the capitalist class, w ithout being 
the direct extension o f its w ill as the earlier w ritings had argued. M ore
o ver h e strongly  su ggests that it is no accident that the state serves that 
interest. There is an  exp lanatory connection: the bourgeoisie abdicate 
from p o w er (France) or abstain from  taking it (England, G erm any) 
because they perceive that their interests are better served  if they rem ain 
outside politics. I shall refer to this as "th e  abdication theory o f the state", 
taking "ab d icatio n " in the extended sense in which it a lso  includes delib
erate abstention from  pow er. It w ill be clear from  the context w hen I am 
referring to abdication in the narrow , literal sense o f g iv in g  up som ething 
one has and w hen  it covers the case o f not taking som ething one could 
get.

In M arx 's w ritings the notion o f abdication arises in several contexts, 
not ju st w ith respect to the state in capitalist society. I shall say  a few 
w ord s about the other references tow ards the end o f this subsection, in 
order to support som e general propositions about the reasons an actor 
could h ave  for abdicating pow er. First, h ow ever, I su rvey  the abdication 
theory o f the state in capitalist society. Before 1848 M arx explicitly rejected 
the idea that the capitalist class w ould  ever be content w ith governm ent 
by proxy:

[A c c o r d in g  to  S t ir n e r J  " i t  m a k e s  n o  d i f f e r e n c e "  to th e  b o u r g e o is ie  w h e t h e r  it r u le s  

u n r e s t r ic te d ly  o r  w h e t h e r  its  p o lit ic a l a n d  e c o n o m ic  p o w e r  is  c o u n te r b a la n c e d  b y  
o t h e r  c la s s e s .  |5 t im e r J  b e l ie v e s  th a t  a n  a b s o lu t e  k in g , o r  s o m e o n e  e ls e ,  couJd 

d e fe n d  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  ju s t  a s  s u c c e s s fu l ly  a s  it d e fe n d s  it s e lf .  A n d  e v e n  " i t s  

p r in c ip le s ' ' ,  w h ic h  c o n s is t  in  s u b o r d in a t in g  s ta te  p o w e r  to  "chacun pour soi, cJiacun 
chez soi”  a n d  e x p lo i t in g  it fo r  th a t  p u r p o s e  -  a n  " a b s o lu t e  m o n a r c h "  i s  s u p p o s e d  to 
b e  a b le  to  d o  th a t! L e t |S t irn e r |  n a m e  a n y  c o u n t r y  w ith  d e v e lo p e d  t r a d e  a n d  

in d u s t r y  a n d  s t r o n g  c o m p e t it io n  w h e r e  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  e n t r u s t s  its  d e fe n c e  to  a n  
" a b s o lu t e  m o n a r c h "  2

Theories of Surplus-Value, v o l  y  p. 5 1 .  ? The Gentian Lteetofty, pp. 200-1 .
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The v iew  w-as reiterated a few  y ears later, in an article in Neue Rhcinische 
Zeitung criticizing the constitution o f D ecem ber 1848:

(T h e re )  is  n o t th e  s l ig h t e s t  d o u b t  th a t  th e  im p o s e d  C o n s t itu t io n  s o lv e s  th e  ' so c ia l 

q u e s t io n ’ ’ in  k e e p in g  w it h  th e  v ie w s  o f  th e  a r is to c r a c y  a n d  th e  b u r e a u c r a c y , in  
o t h e r  w o r d s ,  it  p r e s e n ts  th e s e  g e n t le m e n  w it h  a  fo rm  o f  g o v e r n m e n t  w h ic h  

e n s u r e s  th e  e x p lo ita t io n  o f  th e  p e o p le  b y  th e s e  d e m ig o d s  B u t h a s  th e  im p o s e d  

C o n s t i t u t io n  s o lv e d  th e  " s o c ia l  q u e s t io n "  fr o m  th e  s ta n d p o in t  o f  th e  bourgeois*? 
In  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  d o e s  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  r e c e iv e  a p o lit ic a l s y s t e m  e n a b lin g  it f r e e ly  to  
a d m in is t e r  th e  a f fa ir s  o f  it s  c la s s  a s  a  w h o le ,  i .e . th e  in t e r e s ts  o f  c o m m e rc e , in d u s 

t r y  a n d  a g r ic u lt u r e , to  m a k e  th e  m o s t  p r o d u c t iv e  u s e  o f  p u b lic  f u n d s ,  to  m a n a g e  

th e  s t a te  b u d g e t  a s  c h e a p ly  a s  p o s s ib le ,  to  p ro te c t  n a t io n a l la b o u r  e f fe c t iv e ly  fro m  

w it h o u t ,  a n d  w it h in  th e  c o u n tr y  to  o p e n  u p  a ll  s o u r c e s  o f  n a t io n a l w e a lth  s ilte d  b y  
fe u d a l  m u d ?  D o e s  h is to r y  p r o v id e  a s in g le  e x a m p le  s h o w in g  th at u n d e r  a  k in g  

im p o s e d  b y  th e  g r a c e  o f  C o d ,  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  e v e r  s u c c e e d e d  in  a c h ie v in g  a 

p o lit ic a l s y s t e m  in  k e e p in g  w it h  its  m a te r ia l in t e r e s t s ? . . .  B o u r g e o is  in d u s t r y  must 
b u r s t  th e  fe t t e r s  o f  a b s o lu t is m  a n d  fe u d a l is m  A  r e v o lu t io n  a g a in s t  b o th  o n ly  

d e m o n s t r a t e s  th a t  b o u r g e o is  in d u s t r y  h a s  re a c h e d  a  c e r ta in  le v e l w h e n  it m u st  
e it h e r  w in  a n  a p p r o p r ia t e  p o lit ic a l s y s t e m  o r  p e r i s h . 1

The event o f the 1850s d isproved  this dilem m a. The bourgeoisie in the 
m ain European countries flourished under a political system  not so  
directly geared to their interest. H ence M arx m ade a theoretical retreat in 
order to explain  this anom aly in a w ay  consistent with historical m ateri
alism . H e had to face the fact that the bourgeoisie w as " la  prem ière classe 
possédante à n 'être pas g o u vern an te ",2 and yet retain the view  that ulti
m ately econom ics is the explanation o f politics. The abdication theory 
w as su p p o sed  to provide the solution. 1 shall d iscu ss it with respect to 
England, France and G erm an y, w ith the main em ph asis on the English 
case . The reason  for singling out England is that a num ber of w riters have 
been struck by the apparen tly  anom alous relation betw een state and 

society in m id-nineteenth-century Britain, and offered w idely  different 
com m ents on this fact. U sing these as reference points, the specific 
character o f M arx 's explanation is better brought into focus.

(1) A n  editorial in V ie  Economist from 1862 -  possib ly  b y  W alter Bagehot -  
w as titled "T h e  ad van tage  to a com m ercial country o f a non-com m ercial 
go vern m en t". It argu ed  that "n o t only for the interest o f the country at 
targe, but especia lly  for the interest o f its com m erce, it is in the highest 
degree desirable that the G overnm ent should  stand high above the 
influence o f com m ercial interest".-' This su ggests that the aristocratic

* Neue Rhetmsche Zeitung 22.1 18 4 9 : c p . ibut. 10 .12 . 18 4 8  
1 V eyn e, Is  Pam ri le Cirque. p . 1 1 7 .
* The Economat 4 . 1  18 6 2  I o w e  (h is  r e fe r e n c e  to  O .r in d h e im , " H o w  c o u ld  rh e  a r is to c ra c y  

g o v e r n  when th e  b o u r g e o is ie  r u le d ? "
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govern m en t o f England w as a solution to the bourgeoisie 's w eakn ess of 
will. L ike U lysses binding h im self to the m ast, the bourgeoisie accepted 
the aristocratic governm ent because they could not trust them selves not 
to succum b to the tem ptation o f short-term  g re e d .1

(2) A  related argum ent w as offered by Jo sep h  Schum peter, substituting 
lack of ability for w eakn ess of w ill. In his w ords, " a  gen ius in the business 
office m ay b e , and o ften is , utterly unable outside it to say  boo to a g o o se -  
both in the d raw in g room  and on the platform . K now ing this he w'ants to 
be left alone and to leave politics a lo n e ."  H ence, "w ith o u t protection by 
som e non-bourgeois group , the bourgeoisie is politically help less and 
unable not on ly  to lead its nation but even  to take care of its particular 
class interest. W hich am ounts to sayin g that it needs a m aste r."1 2 *

(3) A  m ore sober explanation w as offered by G . D. H. Cole. He argued 
that the industrial capitalists "w e re  too occupied with their ow n  affairs to 
w ish  to take the exercise of political authority directly into their ow n 
h an d s" -  "p ro v id ed  that the governm ent did not govern  too m uch, and 
protected their property again st levellers from  below' as w ell as against 
extortions in the interest o f the old aristocratic c lass".*  1 read this as 
suggestin g that to the bourgeoisie the opportunity cost o f going into 
politics exceeded the expected gains, g iven  the know ledge that the 
governm ent w ould  not go too far against their interest.

(4) Seym ou r L ipset, citing Engels, argu es in a quite different w ay  from all 
the preceding w riters. Engels had written that "th e  English bourgeoisie 
are, up to the present d ay , so  d eep ly  penetrated by a sense of their social 
inferiority that they keep up, at their ow'n expense and that of the nation, 
an ornam ental caste o f drones to represent the nation w orthily at all state 
fu n ctio n s". A ccording to Lipset, this " is  a situation in w hich an old upper 
class, w hich  had declined in econom ic pow er, continued to m aintain its 
control over the governm ental m achinery because it rem ained the highest 
status group in so c ie ty ".4

O f these, the first three w riters argue that it w as som ehow  in the 
interest of the bourgeoisie to stay aw ay  from  pow er, but it is doubtful 
w h eth er an y  o f them  offers an explanation of the abstention in term s of 
these benefits. This is rather im plausible in the case o f The Economist and 
Schum peter, probably also  with regard to Cole. The last clause cited from

1 S e e  a l s o  m y  Ulysses and t h e  Sirens, c h . 11.8 .
2 S c h u m p e t e r .  Capital ism. Smulism and Democratv . p . iyB.
i  C o le ,  Studies in Class Structure, pp. 8 4 - 5 . * Lipset, " S o c ia l  s tra tific a t io n : s o c ia l c l a s s " .
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Cole is best taken to say  that the bourgeoisie w ould  have taken pow er if 
provoked, not that they decided to keep aw ay  from  p o w er u nless pro
voked . The last idea is quite im plausible, since the very  point o f C o le 's  
argum ent is that the bourgeoisie w ere not a " th e y '' in the sense o f being a 
collective actor. U pset, by contrast, defin itely d o es propose an exp lan a
tion. in w hich , h o w ever, the interest o f the bourgeoisie p lays no role 
w hatsoever. H is explanation nevertheless is com patible w ith either (1) or 
(2). It m ay be the case, that is, that the w eakn ess o f the bourgeoisie which 
perm itted the aristocracy to retain pow er w as also a w eakn ess that m ade 
it in the interest o f the bourgeoisie that the aristocracy should have the 
p o w e r.1

M arx differs, then, from  all the preceding in arguing that the exp lana
tion o f b ou rgeo is abstention from  p o w er is to be found in the benefits it 
provided . In 6 .3 .3  I have cited som e o f the texts in which he m akes this 
argum ent, to w hich I n ow  add  a few  other, m ore im m ediately political 
passages. The central idea is that in England the W higs traditionally held 
the m onopoly on governm ent, but that from a certain point onw ard  it had 
to be exercised in the interest o f the capitalist class:

The Whigs are the aristocratic représentât i ifs ot the Bourgeoisie, of the industrial 
and commercial middle class. Under the condition that the Bourgeoisie should 
abandon to them, to an oligarchy of aristocratic families, the monopoly of govern
ment and the exclusive possession of office, they make to the middle class, and 
assist it in ronquering, all those concessions, which in the course of social and 
political development have shown themselves to have become unavoidable and 
undelayable. Neither more nor le ss . . .  Ever since the "glorious revolution" of 1688 
the Whigs, with short Intervals, caused principally by the first French Revolution 
and the consequent reaction, have found themselves in the enjoyment of the 
public offices. Whoever recalls to his mind this period of British history, will find 
no other distinctive mark of Whigdom but the maintenance of their family oligar
chy. The interests and principles which they represent besides, from time to time, 
do not belong to the Whigs; they are forced upon them by the development of the 
industrial and commercial class, the Bourgeoisie. After 1688 we find them united 
with the Bankocracy, just then rising into importance, as w e find them in 1846, 
united with the Millocracy. The Whigs as little carried the Reform Bill of 1831, as 
they carried the Free Trade Bill of 1846. Both Reform movements, the political as 
well as the commercial, were movements of the Bourgeoisie. As soon as either of 
these movements had ripened into irresistibility; as soon as. at the same time, it 
had become the safest means of turning the Tories ou t of office, the Whigs stepped 
forward, took up the direction of the Government, and secured to themselves the 
governmental part of the victory. In 1831 they extended the political portion of

1 Hence it might be possible to establish a lawlike generalization to the effect that "When
ever abstention would be in the interest of the bourgeoisie, the bourgeoisie abstains", yet 
this would not provide an explanation



reform as far as was necessary in order no! to leave the middle class entirely 
dissatisfied; after 1846 they confined their Free Trade measures so far as was 
necessary, in order to save the landed aristocracy the greatest possible amount of 
privileges 1

A nother article extends this reasoning to all "three fractions o f the A ris
tocracy. Tories, Peelites and W h igs":

the entire Aristocracy agree, that the Government has to be conducted for the 
benefit, and according to the interests of the middle-class, but they are 
determined that the bourgeoisie are not to be themselves the governors of this 
affair; and for this object all that the old Oligarchy possess of talent, influence and 
authority are combined, in a last effort, into one Administration, which has for its 
task [to keepj the bourgeoisie, as long as possible, from the direct enjoyment of 
governing the nation. Thecoalized Aristocracy of England intend, with regard to 
the bourgeoisie, to act on the same principle upon which Napoleon I pmgessed to 
act in reference to the people: " Tout pour le peupie, rien par le peuple " 2

Read in itself this m ight suggest an enlightened paternalism  by the aris
tocracy on behalf o f fhe bourgeoisie, but the first passage sh ow s that the 
aristocracy w as also m oved by self-interest: that o f the W higs qua go vern 
ing clique and that o f the landow n in g class to which they belonged. The 
interests o f the bourgeoisie w ere constraints on the realization o f the 
aristocratic interests, buf w ithin them  som e scope w as left for m anoeuv
ring, because the bourgeoisie had positive incentives to stay aw ay  from 
pow er(6 .3-3). T heabstract logic o f this argum ent w as set out in 7 .1 .2 ,  and 
there is no need to repeat it here.

N ote, h ow ever, a crucial prem ise o f that argum ent: the bourgeoisie w as 
a collective actor that as such decided to abstain from political pow er. In the 
absence of this prem ise it is difficult, 1 believe im possible, to m ake 
exp lanatory use of the benefits that the bourgeoisie derived from having 
the w orking class fight a two-front w ar against Capital and G overnm ent. 
This is a rather paradoxical idea, that a class should crystallize only to 
decide to return to its form er, uncrystallized state. Yet w e m ust d istin 
gu ish , as did M arx, betw een different levels o f class consciousness. A s 
stated in 6 .3 .3 , his argum ent w as that after the victory o f the A nti Corn 
Law  League the next, logical step  w ould  have been to go forw ard  and 
form  a political party. The refusal to do this, and the dism antling o f the 
League, m ay be seen as a collective decision to leave politics in the hands 
of the aristocracy. Yet I also believe that in M arx this intentional reasoning 
w as inextricably com bined with subterranean functionalism , to the point 
w h ere  they becom e indistinguishable.
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1 New York Daily Tribune 21 .8.1852. 1 Ibiii . a8 1.185J.
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This is also true o f his an alysis o f French politics. T rue, the English  and 
the French case differ in m any respects. W hereas in England the bour
geoisie confronted (and m ade use of) the traditional W hig m onopoly on 
pow er, in France they had to com e to grips w ith  a long tradition of 
étatisme. Y et, as already indicated in 6 .3 .3 , the sam e intentional-cum - 
conspiratorial-cum -functional an alysis u nderlies both argum ents.

C o n sid er First a statem ent about the independence en joyed  by the 
Bonapartist state:

[Under] the absolute monarchy, during the first revolution, under Napoleon, 
bureaucracy was only the means of preparing the class rule of the bourgeoisie. 
Under the Restoration, under Louis Philippe, under the parliamentary republic, it 
was the instrument of the ruling class, however much it strove for power of its 
own. Only under the second Bonaparte does the state seem to have made itself 
completely independent. As against civil society, the state machine has con
solidated its position so thoroughly that the chief of the Society of December 10 
suffices for its head 1

In an article entitled "T h e  rule of the P retorian s" M arx later m ade the 
sam e point w ith  respect to the French army, w hich  from  being a tool for a 
"sp ecific  social in terest" had itself becom e the predom inant interest 
g ro u p .2 N um erou s statem ents to the sam e effect occur in the various 
versions of The Chril War in France.3

In all these p assages M arx points to the independence o f the state, and 
then ad d s that this is on ly  an appearance In essen ce the Bonapartist state 
w as  a class state Yet the w a y  in w hich he tries to anchor it in the class 
structure is am biguous. In the first o f the cited p assages he goes on to say  
that the state p o w er is not su sp en d ed  in m id-air, but rests on the support 
o f the sm all peasantry . This support d id  not sprin g  from  the real interest 
o f the peasants, but from  their im aginary interests -  the idées napoléonien
nes that had  m ade sen se  fifty years earlier, but w ere by then obsolete. This 
p o w er base w as  not econom ic but ideological, yet none the less solid for 
that. It w as not, h o w ever, a sufficient condition for the Bonapartist 
regim e In addition, it needed the support or at least the acquiescence of 
the bourgeoisie.* Bonaparte stood for tradition; he em bodied a historical 
continuity that as it w ere  brought him  o ver the threshold to a plausible 
candidacy For that candidacy* to be crow ned w ith success, the offer had 
to m eet a correspondin g dem and. The h elp lessn ess o f the bourgeoisie -  
w hich  M arx interpreted as a cry for help -  g ave  him  w hat he needed.

1 Thr Eighteenth dm nut ire, p  186. 1 Nrti* York Deity Tribunt ta .j  1858.
3 The C iv il Warm France, pp. 53 fi. looff. i>7Éf.
4 Cp. the analogous explanations at fascism in terms of the active support of the petty

bourgeoisie and the tacit support of capital.
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In 6 .3 .3  I d ie d  a passage w here M arx says thal the bourgeoisie "m ust 
forfeit the c ro w n " to save  its purse, a clear statem ent o f the abdication 
theory. A  sim ilar assertion occurs tow ards the end o f the wrork:

Manifestly, the bourgeoisie had now no choice but to elect Bonaparte. When the 
puritans of the Council of Constance complained of the dissolute lives of the popes 
and wailed about the necessity of moral reform. Cardinal Pierre d Ailly thundered 
at them: "Only the devil in person can still save the Catholic Church, and you ask for 
angels." In like manner, after the coup d'état, the French bourgeoisie cried; Only 
the rhief of the Soriety of December 10 ran still save bourgeois society! Only theft 
can still save property; only perjury, religion; bastardy, the family; disorder, order' 
As theexecu five authority which has made itself an independentpowor, Bonaparte 
feels it to be his mission to safeguard "bourgeois order". But the strength of this 
bourgeois order lies in the middle class. He looks on himself, therefore as the repre
sentative of the middle class and issues decrees in this sense. Nevertheless, he is 
somebody solely due to the fact that he has broken the political power of this midd le 
dassand daily breaksitanew. Consequently he lookson himself asthe adversary of 
the political and literary power of the middle class. But by protecting its material 
power, he generates its political power anew .1

N o w , it m ay be true that the bourgeoisie offered little resistance to the coup 
d'état, and that they did well for them selves under the regim e that 
follow ed. These tw o facts do not, h ow ever, add up to an act of abdication, 
nor to a deliberate acquiescence. O nce again , M arx w as m isled by his 
search for m eaning in history.

There are no sim ilarly clear statem ents about the abdication of the 
G erm an bourgeoisie after 1850. A fter the defeat of the 1848 revolution in 
G erm an y M arx m ade no dissection of its causes and consequences even 
rem otely com parable to The Eighteenth Brumaire. In his articles during the 
1850s there is virtually no m ention o f internal Germ an developm ents until 
his visit to G erm an y in Decem ber 1858  and Jan uary 1859. H ere he first 
describes how  the revolution, and the ensuing counterrevolution, 
"su cceed ed  in d riv in g  the G overnm ent back, not behind 1848, not behind 
18 15 , but even  behind 18 0 7 " ,2 by restoring the pow er o f landed aristocracy 
and gentry, corporations and guilds. H e then ad d s that w hat the bour
geoisie thus lost in political pow er, it gained in wealth:

But there is another side to the medal. The revolution had dispelled the ideological 
delusions of the bourgeoisie, and the counter-revolution had done away with their 
political pretensions. Thus they were thrown back upon their real resources -  trade

1 Pie Eighteenth Brumaire, pp. 19J-4
2 This, in fact, is the normal pattern of a counterrevolutionary movement: it attempts to eo 

beyond the pre-revolutionary situation, not back to it, for a reason well expressed by 
Giscard d'Estaing in an interview with Le Monde 8.1.1973: "Il n'est certainement pas 
question de revenir à la situation d'avant 1968, etd'abord paroeque la situation avant 1968 
comportait les conditions qui ont crée 1968."
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and industry -  and 1 do not think that any other people have relatively made so 
immense a start in this direction during the last centennial epoch as the Germans, 
and especially the Prussians . . .  The rage of getting rich, of going ahead, of 
opening new mines, of building new factories, of constructing new railways, and 
above all of investing in and gambling with joint-stock company shares, became 
the passion of the day, and infected all classes from the peasant even to the 
coroneted prince, who had once been a reichsunrmitelharer Fürsl So you see the 
days when the Bourgeoisie wept in Babylonian captivity and drooped their 
diminished heads, were the very days when they became the effective power of 
the land.1

The last phrase closely parallels the conclusion of the text from The 
Eighteenth Brumaire: by protecting the material p o w er o f the bourgeoisie, 
Bonaparte generates its political p o w er an ew . The vanquished , turning 
inw ard on them selves and the pursuit o f their private interest, becom e 
rich and p rosperou s to the point w here a new  bid for pow er becom es 
tem pting. (C p. also the "B abylon ian  cap tiv ity" of G erm an y and Japan 
after 1945.) In the com m ent on G erm an y, h o w ever, there is not an y 
suggestion that this prosperity  could in retrospect be invoked to explain 
the defeat o f the G erm an bourgeoisie in 1849 as a voluntary abdication 
from  pow er.

I h ave  su rveyed  various texts in which M arx su ggests that the capitalist 
class m ight abstain from  entering the political arena I now* turn to a few  
other texts that d iscu ss the problem  o f abdication or political abstention 
w ith regard to other groups. In a  text from  1847 M arx first exp lains w h y 
the G erm an bourgeoisie "seek  as far as possib le to m ake the chan ge from 
absolute to bourgeois m onarchy w ithout a revo lu tion ", and then ad d s w h y 
the prospects for a constitutional m onarchy are poor:

But the absolute monarchy in Prussia, as earlier in England and France, will not let 
itself be amicably changed into a bourgeois monarchy. It will not abdicate 
amicably. The princes' hands are tied both by their personal prejudices and by a 
whole bureaucracy of officials, soldiers and derics -  integral parts of absolute 
monarchy who are far from willing to exchange their ruling position for a subser
vient one in respect of the bourgeoisie Then the feudal estates also hold back; for 
them it is a question of life and death, in other words of property or expropriation 
It is clear that the absolute monarch, for all the servile homage of the bourgeoisie, 
sees his true interest on the side of these estates.2

The passage m ay be read in the light of A dam  P rzew orsk i's  theory o f the 
conditions for a negotiated transition from authoritanan to dem ocratic 
regim es. O n his v iew , the m ain condition is that one finds an institutional 
com prom ise w hich  en su res "that the forces associated with the

1 Ncu> York D aily  T r ib u n e  t .z  1859 1 D a iltc h e -B r t its e le r  Z a tu n g  18  1 1  18*7
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authoritarian regim e find a significant presence under dem ocratic condi
t io n s " .1 The em ph asis is on the institutional com prom ise, as opposed to a 
substantive one. Substantive com prom ises have no enduring stability 
under dem ocratic conditions; they m ay change as m ajorities com e and 
go. O nly if the com prom ise is built into the dem ocratic institutional struc
tures is there a chance that the authoritarian regim e will be prepared to 
abdicate peacefu lly, as an alternative to violent dethronem ent. According 
to M arx, this condition w as not met in G erm an y. For the feudal estates the 
continued presence o f the regim e w as " a  question o f life and d eath " over 
w hich no com prom ise w as possible.

T o w ard s the end o f his life M arx also becam e concerned with a different 
form  of political abstention a s  a possible strategy for the w orking class. In 
an article from  1873 on "Political indifferentism " he w arns against ad o p 
tion 0/ this policy, arguing that it is an ultra-leftist deviation that on the 
pretext o f aw aiting the definitive "social liquidation" leads to quietism  in 
the present. H e cites his an onym ous opponent as arguing that "to  combat 
the state is to recognize the state", because an y involvem ent -  even 
hostile -  w ith  bourgeois institutions m ust lead to a betrayal o f the true 
principles. H ence, presum ably, the w orking class should bew are of 
accepting universal suffrage, should the ruling classes offer to abdicate 
from  their m onopoly on political pow er. A gainst this v iew  M arx offers 
tw o argum ents: in the first place p o w er m ust be achieved step  by step, 
and in the second place one does not have the right to neglect the suffer
in gs o f those currently living, if they can be allayed by political action 
w ithin the system . I return to this issue in 7 .1 .2 .

On this background w e m ay conclude by a brief typology o f the reasons 
for abdication from pow er, including "active  indifference" and other 
form s o f deliberate abstention. With one exception they are all taken from 
the w orks cited and discussed earlier.

First, one m ay abdicate from pow er because one has no trust in o n e 's 
ability to use it in o n e 's best interest, fearing that one m ay be betrayed by 
w eakn ess o f w ill or sh eer incom petence. I have indicated how  such argu 
m ents w ere used on behalf o f the capitalist class in the nineteenth 
century. Interestingly, exactly the sam e reasoning has been applied to the 
w orking class in the twentieth century. It has been argu ed , for instance, 
that the w ork ing class should bew are o f w orker-ow ned firm s, because of 
the short time horizon and the low  rate of investm ent they w ould im ply.2 
" I f  capitalism  did not exist, the w orkers w ould  have to invent it ."  A lso

1 Przeworski. "Democracy as a contingent outcome ot conflict".
* k y d l a n d  and Prescott. "Rules rather than discretion'', p. 486.
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trade unions have argued  against industrial dem ocracy on the grounds 
that their m em bers do not possess the necessary com petence. "W e are 
not ready tor it y e t ." 1

Secondly, abdication m ay be the preem ption o f dethronem ent, that l s  

the lesser o f ev ils. This m ay happen both in the negotiated transition from 
authoritarian to dem ocratic regim es, and in the reverse transition from 
dem ocracy to authoritarianism . In both cases the abdicating group will 
need a guarantee that its interests will in fact be better protected than they 
w ould have been in the case o f a violent overthrow . Follow ing 
Przew orski, I have indicated that in the transition to dem ocracy this 
w ould  be som e institutional com prom ise. In the reverse case, the 
abdicating group  w ould have a guarantee against being killed off if in 
som e sense it is the goose that lays the golden  eggs. H ence the bour
geoisie m ay g ive  u p  dem ocracy and abdicate to Bonapartism  or fascism  
because they kn ow  that their presence and their prosperity are required 
to fill the coffers o f the state 1 2

Thirdly, there is the them e o f the poisoned gift. The holder o f pow er 
m ay give it aw ay  to an ad versary  in the expectation that the latter w ill use 
it "re sp o n sib ly " an d , in fact, in the interest o f the former. Thus intelligent 
capitalists m ay g ive  aw ay  part of their decision-m aking pow er, expecting 
that the w orkers will be more restrained in their w age claims w hen they 
are co-responsible for the firm. C on versely  trade unions h ave  often 
resisted cooptation, on the ground that their role is in the opposition, not 
in the govern m en t.1 The ultra-leftist form  o f political indifferentism  
clearly rests on a sim ilar argum ent

Fourthly, there is the sheer opportunity cost o f taking pow er or having 
it. A gain , this app lies to w orkers no less than to capitalists. Resistance to 
industrial dem ocracy is som etim es due to the w orkers' belief that they 
have better things to do in their free time than participate in m eetings 
about how  to run the firm. Or at least they m ay be averse to undertake the 
training process that w ould be needed to be able to do so. Sim ilarly, the 
capitalists m ay prefer to use all their time to run the firm instead o f taking 
som e time off to run the country.

Fifthly, abdication can be a w ay  of defusing opposition, or shifting it

1 This attitude is amply demonstrated in unpublished work, by Trond Bcrgh on the Nor
wegian debate on industrial democracy alter 1945.

2 Note, however, that the tax policy that maximizes tax income will not in general be the 
same as the one that maximizes before-tax profits, hence the interest of the rulers is not in 
the prosperity per se of the bourgeoisie.

1 This view has notably been championed by II A Clegg, e g. in  his Induslntl Dtnkicracy 
and N*tn»tnliuitnw, p p , iqH .
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onto another agent or group. This, w e  have seen , w as  M arx's m ajor 
argum ent. H e believed that the capitalists kept aw ay  from  pow er in order 
to deflect the indignation o f the w orkers against the governm ent or 
again st the landow n in g classes. This differs from  the poisoned-gift 
strategy in that pow er is not shifted onto the m ain enem y, but to a third 
agent w h o  can absorb som e o f the attention o f that enem y.

Lastly, abdication m ay be m otivated by the desire to im prove o n e 's 
bargaining situation by m aking certain concessions to the adversary 
physically  im possible. This is the m ethod o f "p u b lic  side b ets" discussed 
w ith great subtlety by Thom as Sch ellin g.1 In typical cases, o f course, a 
reduction o f the set o f options available to one entails a loss of pow er, but 
in certain situations this m ay actually enhance the probability o f getting 
o n e 's  w ay . T hus the governm ent in som e countries has abdicated pow er 
to the International M onetary Fund in order to be able to reject in
flationary w ag e  claim s. T h is reason for abdication has not been discussed 
in an y  o f the exam ples cited earlier. It is not surprising that it is absent in 
M arx, g iven  w hat I have called his pre-strategic conception o f power. 
There is no inherent reason, h o w ever, w h y  it should not find application 
to the kind o f cases that concerned him . Local branches o f multinational 
firm s often abdicate p o w er to the central office, so  as to be able to resist the 
claim s m ade by the w orkers. "O u r  hands are tied ." (But, like U lysses, w e 
asked  for the tie.)

To conclude, M arx n ever succeeded in proving that the slate in a cap i
talist society m ust be a capitalist state. It is obvious that the governm ent in 
an y  society based on private enterprise m ust take account of the interests 
o f the entrepreneurs, since the state depen d s on them both for its tax base 
and for provid in g em ploym ent and w elfare for the w orkers -  a task that 
could otherw ise fall to the state. M oreover, there is som etim es a real 
d an ger that the bourgeoisie m ight dethrone the governm ent if its inter
ests are not sufficiently respected. I suspect that in m odem  capitalist 
societies the latter constraint u sually  is redundant or slack, and that the 
first reason  for respecting private property will m ake the governm ent 
adopt a policy that is "g o o d  en o u gh " for the bourgeoisie, given its various 
reason s for not w an tin g  to take pow er and assu m in g that it could do so if 
it w anted to. (In feudalism , by contrast, the political constraint m ay have 
been the binding one.)J Y et, even  adm itting these facts, there will be som e 
scope for autonom ous decision-m aking by the state officials according to 
other criteria than the interest o f the capitalist class. H ow  m uch scope is a

1 S c h e llin g , The Strategy cfCenflKt. c h . 5.
2 Set notably Brenner, "The agrarian roots of European capitalism", pp 50ft
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strictly em pirical issue. It could turn out that the political risks to the 
bourgeoisie o f taking p o w er w ere  so large that it could be m ade to accept a 
policy that w en t quite strongly  against its interest, and that at the sam e 
time the policy that m axim izes state income is quite different from the one 
that w ou ld  m axim ize capitalist profit. If these tw o conditions are met, the 
state could in a real sense be m ore pow erfu l than the econom ically 
dom inant class. O r it could turn out that the state out o f its self-interest is 
constrained to track very  closely the policies that are optim al from  the 
point o f v iew  o f capitalists. The argum ent m ust be m ade on such em 
pirical g ro u n d s, not in term s o f conceptual juggling.

7 .1 .5 . T h e class-balance theory o f the state
M arx also  su ggests a different explanation for the autonom y o f the state, 
nam ely that the struggle betw en tw o opposed  classes allow s the state to 
assert itself by d ivide-and-conquer. This holds especially  for absolute 
m onarchy, but the theory also  has som e claim  to be considered as M arx 's 
general theory o f the m odern state.

A ccord in g to M arx, absolute m onarchy in its inception w as not the tool 
or the representative o f an y  class -  be it the aristocracy or the bourgeoisie. 
Perry A n d erso n , for instance, argu es that it w as a "feu d a l m o n arch y", 
w h ose  seem in g  "d istan ce from  the class from  w hich it w as recruited and 
w h ose  interests it se rv e d " w as in fact "th e  condition o f its efficacy as a 
s ta te " .1 This says that absolute m onarchy w as for the feudal aristocracy 
w hat in M arx 's  v iew  the Bonapartist state w as for the bourgeoisie -  a  tool, 
but at one rem ove. M arx, h ow ever, d id  not ap p ly  this theory to 
absolutism . Rather, he looked at absolute m onarchy as a  com petitor to the 
m ain classes, not as a tool, h ow ever indirectly, o f either. In The German 
Ideology form ulations abound to this effect H e refers to the period a s  one 
in w hich  "ro yal pow er, aristocracy and bourgeoisie are contending for 
dom ination and w h ere , therefore, dom ination is sh a re d ".2 E lsew h ere w e 
find this characterization o f the state in G erm any:

The impotence of each separate sphere of life (one can speak here neither of 
estates nor of classes, but at most of former estates and classes not yet bom) did 
not allow any of them to gain exclusive domination The inevitable consequence 
was that during the epoch of absolute monarchy, which assumed here its most 
stunted, semi-patriarchal form, the special sphere which, owing to division of 
labour, was responsible for the administration of public interests acquired an 
abnormal independence, which became still greater in the bureaucracy of modern 
times. Thus, the state built itself up into an apparently independent force, and

1 Anderson. Lineages o f  the Absolutist Stale, pp. 18, 108. 3 The German Ideology, p. 59.



this position, which in other countries was only transitory -  a transition stage -  it 
has maintained in Germany until the present day.1

In a characteristically teleological vein, M arx here conflates the apparent 
independence o f the state with its transitory independence, as if future 
w eakn ess proved the illusionary character o f present strength. Elsewhere 
a more interesting argum ent is offered, to the effect that the autonom y of 
the state w as self-defeating, in that it w as harnessed to a purpose that in the 
long run favoured  one o f its com petitors, nam ely the bourgeoisie. The 
"actual progressive function" o f the absolute m onarchy, M arx writes in 
1847, w as the encouragem ent o f "trad e  and industry and thereby at the 
sam e time the rise o f the bourgeois class as necessary conditions both for 
national strength an d  for its ow n  g lo ry " .2 Sim ilarly, in the articles on 
"R evolutionary S p a in " , he contrasts the developm ent in that country 
w ith that o f the "o th er great states of E u ro p e". In the latter,

absolute monarchy presents itself as a civilizing center, as the initiator of social 
unity. There it was the laboratory in which the various elements of society were so 
mixed and worked, as to allow the towns to change the local independence and 
sovereignty of the Middle Ages for the general rule of the middle classes, and the 
common sway of civil society.3

This corresponds to the relation betw een Bonapartism  (or the Germ an 
governm ent after 1849) and the bourgeoisie: "b y  protecting its material 
pow er, he generates its political pow er a n e w ". The absolute m onarchies 
could not assert them selves w ithout prom oting the interest of their main 
com petitor, the bourgeoisie. "P le n ty "  w as  a m eans to "P o w e r" , and soon 
a rival to p o w er.4 A ccording to the pre-1850 w ritings the absolute m on
archy paved the w ay  for the naked class rule o f the bourgeoisie, by 
strengthening it to the point w here it "h a d  to claim  its share o f political 
pow er, if on ly  b y  reason  o f its material in terest".5 According to the later 
w ritings, the developm ent o f the bourgeoisie show ed that w ith the 
strength w ent a new  w eakness, its vulnerability to w orking-classopposi- 
tion. 1 return to this perspective below.

1 lbkl..p 195; see also p 90
1 Deutsche-Bnuseler-Zeitung 1 8 . 1 1 . 1 8 4 7 .  T h e  p a s s a g e  is  q u o te d  m o re  fu l ly  b e lo w  
9 New York Daily Tréuru 9 .9 .18 5 4 :  s e e  a ls o  th e  " U r t e x f  to  A Contribution to the Critique of 

Political Econom y, p p .  1 9 - 2 0 .
* F o r  th is  c o n tr a s t , s e e  V ln e r , '  P o w e r  v e r s u s  p le n ty  a s  o b je c t iv e s  o f  fo re ig n  p o l ic y " .  In  th e  

p r e s e n t  c o n te x t  th e  p o in t  is  th a t th e  p o w e r  s t r u g g le  b e tw e e n  th e  a b s o lu t is t  s ta te  a n d  th e  
b o u r g e o is ie  w a s  n ot s im p ly  o v e r  th e  d iv is io n  o f  th e  s u rp lu » , b u t  a ls o  o v e r  its  c re a t io n . B y  
c o n tr a s t , th e  re la t io n  b e tw e e n  th e  s ta te  a n d  th e  fe u d a l n o b ility  w a s  c lo s e r  to  z e ro -su m  
(w ith  th e  q u a lif ic a t io n s  m e n t io n e d  in  6 . j . a ) ,  s in c e  th e y  fo u g h t  o v e r  th e  d iv is io n  of th e  
s u r p lu s  e x tra c te d  fro m  th e  p e a s a n tr y . S e e  a ls o  B re n n e r , "T h e a g r a r ia n  ro o ts  o f  E u ro p e a n  
c a p it a l i s m " ,  p p . 7 8 8 .

5 Neue Rhemisclte Zeitung 10.12.1848.

7-1 . The nature and explanation of the state 423



The Span ish  case turned out differently. Initially the rise o f absolute 
m onarchy took place according to the general schem e just set out:

S e v e r a l  c ir c u m s t a n c e s  c o n s p ir e d  in  fa v o u r  o f  th e  r is in g  p o w e r  o f  a b s o lu t is m . T h e  

w a n t  o f  u n io n  b e t w e e n  th e  d if fe re n t  p r o v in c e s  d e p r iv e d  th e ir  e f fo r ts  o f  th e  n e c e s 
s a r y  s t r e n g t h ; b u t  it w a s .  a b o v e  a ll .  th e  b it te r  a n t a g o n is m  b e t w e e n  th e  c la s s e s  o f  

th e  n o b le s  a n d  th e  c it iz e n s  o f  th e  t o w n s  w h ic h  C h a r le s  e m p lo y e d  fo r  th e  d e g r a d a 
tion  o f  b o th . '

Yet unlike w hat happened elsew h ere  on the continent, this process did 
not lead to the rise of the bourgeoisie. Spanish  absolutism  vegetated for 
several centuries, sh o w in g  that it really belonged to a different gen us 
altogether:

| W h ile )  th e  a b s o lu te  m o n a r c h y  fo u n d  in  S p a in  m a te r ia l in  its  v e r y  n a tu r e  r e p u ls iv e  

to  c e n tr a liz a t io n , it d id  a ll in  its  p o w e r  to  p r e v e n t  th e  g r o w th  o f  c o m m o n  in te re s ts  
a r is in g  o u t  o f  a  n a t io n a l d iv is io n  o f  la b o u r  a n d  th e  m u lt ip l ic ity  o f  in te r n a l e x 

c h a n g e s  -  th e  v e r y  b a s is  o n  w h ic h  a lo n e  a  u n ifo r m  s y s t e m  o f  a d m in is t r a t io n  a n d  
th e  r u le  o f  g e n e ra l la w s  c a n  b e  c r e a te d . T h u s  th e  a b s o lu te  m o n a r c h y  in  S p a in , 
b e a r in g  b u t  a s u p e r f ic ia l  r e s e m b la n c e  to  th e  a b s o lu te  m o n a rc h ie s  o f  E u r o p e  in 

g e n e r a l ,  is  r a th e r  to  b e  r a n g e d  in  a c la s s  w it h  A s ia t ic  fo r m s  o f  g o v e r n m e n t . S p a in , 
l ik e  T u r k e y ,  r e m a in e d  a n  a g g lo m e r a t io n  o f  m is m a n a g e d  r e p u b lic s  w it h  a  n o m in a l 
s o v e r e ig n  a t  th e u  h e a d .2

This su ggests a general principle. A  monarchical d yn asty , to retain its 
pow er, m ust take care not to strengthen it, since it can do so on ly  by 
strengthening its m ain com petitor, the bourgeoisie. O f course, it then 
runs the risk that if it does not strengthen its pow er, it will be annexed by 
rival nations less cautious in this respect. The autonom y o f the state is 
threatened from  w ithin, by the bourgeoisie, and from outside, by other 
states. W hat is strength w ith respect to the external enem y is w eakn ess 
w ith respect to the internal, and vice versa. A  balance m ay be found , but 
not easily. It can be stabilized only by the em ergence of an enem y of the 
internal enem y -  by the rise o f the w orking class that d rives the bour
geoisie to ally  itself w ith Its form er opponent against the n ew  o n e.3

This, in fact, corresponds w ell to M arx 's an alyses before and after 1848. 
Let m e quote m ore fu lly  from the 1847 article partly excerpted above: 1
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1 New York Daily Tribune 9.9.1854. 2 Ibid.
3 I do not suggest that many, or any, absolutist rulers were so clearsighted In most cases 

they no doubt believed it possible lo have thcircakeand eat it too; to have industrialization 
without modernization; an economically strong bourgeoisie with no political ambitions. 
For discussions of this form of wishful thinking in Russia and China around the turn of the 
century, see Knei-Paz, The Social and Political Though! of Leon Trotsky, pp loofl and >«>.<i»*r, 
and Levenson, Confucwn China and ils Modern Tate, vol. I. especially chaps. IV jnd VII
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O n c e  s o c ie t y 's  m a te r ia l c o n d it io n s  o f  e x is t e n c e  h a v e  d e v e lo p e d  s o  fa r  th a t  th e  

t ra n s fo rm a tio n  o f  it s  o ff ic ia l p o lit ic a l fo rm  h a s  b e c o m e  a v ita l n e c e s s ity  fo r  it, th e  
w h o le  p h y s io g n o m y  o f  th e  o ld  p o lit ic a l p o w e r  is  t ra n s fo rm e d . T h u s  a b s o lu te  
m o n a rc h y  n o w  a t te m p ts , n o t to  centralise, w h ic h  w a s  its  a c tu a l p r o g r e s s iv e  

fu n c t io n , b u t to decentralise. B o rn  fro m  th e d e fe a t  o f  th e  fe u d a l  e s ta te s  a n d  
h a v in g  th e  m o st  a c t iv e  s h a r e  in  th e ir  d e s t r u c t io n  it s e lf ,  it n o w  s e e k s  to  re ta in  at 

le a s t  th e  semblance o f  fe u d a l d is t in c t io n s . F o r m e r ly  e n c o u r a g in g  tra d e  a n d  in d u s 
try  a n d  t h e r e b y  a t th e  s a m e  t im e  th e  r is e  o f  th e  b o u r g e o is  d a s s ,  a s  n e c e s s a r y  

c o n d it io n s  b o th  fo r  n a t io n a l s t r e n g t h  a n d  fo r  its  o w n  g lo r y ,  a b s o lu te  m o n a rc h y  

n o w  e v e r y w h e r e  h a m p e r s  tra d e  a n d  in d u s t r y ,  w h ic h  h a v e  b e c o m e  in c r e a s in g ly  
d a n g e r o u s  w e a p o n s  in  th e  h a n d s  o f  a n  a lr e a d y  p o w e r fu l  b o u r g e o is ie .1

At this time M arx believed that the sorcerer's apprentice w ould not be 
able to call back the forces he had unleashed. G erm an absolutism  w ould 
not be able to turn the clock back. The early  phase o f the 1848 m ovem ent 
seem ed to prove him right, yet the outcom e w as the very  re-feudaliz- 
ation w hich the regim e had in vain  strived for before the revolution. 
W riting in 1859, M arx describes the strengthening o f feudal institutions 
and concludes that "th e  boldest dream s of the K ing, which had 
rem ained dream s during the eight years o f his absolute regim e, had  all 
becom e fulfilled by the Revolution, and shone as palpable realities in the 
light o f d ay  during the eight years from  1850 to 1 8 5 / ' . 1 A lthough the 
presence o f the w ork ing class is not m entioned in this context, it is clear 
from other w ritings (7 .2 .1)  that the retreat in 1849 w as  in fact due to the 
increasing salience o f this n ew  enem y.

The Bonapartist state m ay be understood in the sam e light, if w e  recall 
the various texts from  The C ivil War in France cited in 6 .3 .3 . In the pub
lished version  M arx says that the em pire "p ro fessed  to save  the w orking 
class by breaking dow n  Parliam entarism , an d , w ith it, the undisguised 
subservience o f G overnm ent to the propertied c lass". At the sam e time, 
" it  professed to save  the propertied classes by uphold ing their econom ic 
suprem acy o ver the w orking c la ss " . A nd M arx concludes that the 
em pire "w a s  the on ly  form  o f governm ent possible at a time w hen  the 
bourgeoisie had already lost, and the w orking class had not yet 
acquired, the faculty o f ru ling the n ation ''.3 C learly , this is a class- 
balance theory of the state By prom ising to each of the m ajor classes to 
protect it against the other, the governm ent can rule autonom ously. 
True, in the d rafts M arx says that the Bonapartist state w as the only 
possible bourgeois governm ent, which rather su ggests an explanation in 
term s o f abdication. There is an apparent tension betw een these tw o 1

1 Drutxhe-Bru&srlrr-Zeilung 1fl.11.t847. 1 New York Daily Tribune 1.2.1859.
* The Civil War in France, pp 1 }8-g.
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points o f v iew  on the Bonapartist state. D id it exploit the conflict betw een 
the classes to prom ote its ow n  interest, or did it exist to prom ote, albeit 
indirectly, the interest o f the bourgeoisie?

From  the discussion  in 7 .1 .4  it should be clear that this nuance is little 
more than a verbal one. The state can indeed exploit the conflict betw een 
the c lasses present on the social arena to further its o w n  interests, w h at
ever these m ight be -  im perialist expansion , econom ic grow th, m oderniz
ation o f  the nation, m ore pow er to the bureaucracy etc. Yet its interests 
can to a large extent on ly  be prom oted b y  respecting the interests o f these 
classes them selves. This ho lds w ith  respect to the bourgeoisie (7 .1.4 ), as 
w ell as the w orkers, w h ose  continued w ell-being and reproduction is a 
condition for their productive capacity (4 .1.4 ). In fact, one peculiarity of 
the capitalist m ode o f production is that the state m ust relate itself to tw o 
distinct productive classes, each o f w hich  is indispensable for production 
and hence for the tax basis o f the state. There is a contrast here to the 
absolutist state, w hich  had an incentive to encourage the grow th o f the 
bourgeoisie at the expense o f the unproductive nobility. The m odern 
state m ust face the fact that there is not a single goose that lays the golden 
eggs. Rather, tw o geese  are needed , and the state m ust take care that 
neither kills o ff the other. A s long as it does, it can p lau sib ly  represent 
itself as d efen d in g  the interests o f the one against the other, and hence be 
able to dem and concessions in retu rn .1

To conclude, it is hard ly  too m uch to say  that M arx m ade the autonom y 
o f the state into the cornerstone o f h is theory. True, his intention w as no 
doubt to exp lain  it in term s o f the deliberate abstention or abdication from  
p o w er by the bourgeoisie , im plying that the autonom y w as granted 
rather than achieved, illusory' rather than substantial. Yet w e  h ave  seen 

that it is difficult to u ph old  this v iew . From  his w ritings there em erges a 
picture that correspon d s better to the actual historical developm ent than 
to the theoretical p rofession s he form ed early  on. It is a v iew  o f the state as 
an active, autonom ous agent from  the sixteenth century onw ards, p u r
su ing its o w n  interests by harnessing those o f others to its pu rpose. The 
basic explanation is to be found in the presence o f several opposed  
classes, allow in g the govern m en t to p lay  an active rule by m ediation and 
divide-and-conquer.

O n ly  d u rin g  one period, perhaps, w as the state in d an ger of being

1 In modem capitalist societies matters are more complicated, not only because of universal 
suffrage, but also because the mam das?e$ have become strategic actors in the full sense 
instead of dimply bring dummies !o be manipulated by the slate For an illuminating 
approach tu the problem see Przewurski and Wallerstcin, "The structure of class conflit t 
in democratic capitalist societies".
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reduced to a m ere tool o f the bourgeoisie -  an organ w hose actions 
could be exp lain ed  functionally through the interests o f that class. This 
is the period separating the two great bourgeois revolutions, that of 
1640-88 and that o f 1789. Broadly speakin g, this w as  the time w hen  the 
bourgeoisie w as  yet unaw are that w hen  rising they carried w ith them a 
class that w ould  ultim ately be a greater threat to their interests than 
m onarchy, landow n ers and bureaucrats had ever been. It did not take 
long, h o w ever, before the first confrontations w ith the w orkers 
im pressed  on them  the need to com prom ise w ith their form er en em y -  
g iv in g  the state a n ew  leverage and independence o f action. This 
closing o f the ranks is now here better described than in a passage from  
the 77teories of Surplus-Value. H ere M arx first com m ents on A dam  
Sm ith 's "h a tre d "  o f the unproductive state and church officials, sayin g 
that his " is  the lan gu age o f the still revolutionary bourgeoisie, which 
has not yet subjected to itself the w hole o f society, the State e tc ." . He 
then goes on as fo llow s:

W h e n  o n  th e  o t h e r  h a n d  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  h a s  w o n  th e  b a tt le , a n d  h a s  p a r t ly  

it s e lf  ta k e n  o v e r  th e  S ta te , p a r t ly  m a d e  a c o m p r o m is e  w it h  its  fo r m e r  p o s s e s 
s o r s ; a n d  h a s  l ik e w is e  g iv e n  r e c o g n it io n  to  th e  id e o lo g ic a l p r o fe s s io n s  a s  fle sh  

o f  it s  f le s h  a n d  e v e r y w h e r e  t r a n s fo r m e d  th e m  in t o  its  fu n c t io n a r ie s , o f  lik e  

n a t u r e  to  it s e lf ;  w h e n  it it s e lf  n o  lo n g e r  c o n fr o n ts  t h e s e  a s  th e  r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  o f 

p r o d u c t iv e  la b o u r , b u t w h e n  th e  re a l p r o d u c t iv e  la b o u re r s  r is e  a g a in s t  it a n d  
m o r e o v e r  te lls  it th a t  it l iv e s  o n  o t h e r  p e o p le 's  in d u s t r y ;  w h e n  it i s  e n lig h t e n e d  

e n o u g h  n o t  to  b e  e n t ir e ly  a b s o r b e d  in  p r o d u c t io n , b u t to  w a n t  a ls o  to  c o n s u m e  
" i n  a n  e n l ig h t e n e d  w a y " ;  w h e n  th e  s p ir i t u a l  la b o u r s  t h e m s e lv e s  a r e  m o r e  a n d  

m o r e  p e r fo r m e d  in  its  service a n d  e n t e r  in to  th e  s e r v ic e  o f  c a p ita lis t  p ro d u c t io n
-  th e n  t h in g s  ta k e  a n e w  t u r n , a n d  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  t r ie s  to  ju s t i fy  

" e c o n o m ic a l ly " ,  f r o m  its  o w n  s t a n d p o in t , w h a t  a t a n  e a r l ie r  s t a g e  it h a d  
c r it ic iz e d  a n d  fo u g h t  a g a in s t .1

If w e look closely  at M arx 's  w ritings, it is difficult to escape the con
clusion that w hat in M arxist theory is su pposed  to be the "norm al 
case"*  -  the subservien ce o f the state to the interests o f the bourgeoisie
-  is o n ly  exceptionally realized. Sim ilarly, "th e  'natural' alliance 
betw een an im patient radically-m inded industrial bourgeoisie and a 
form ative proletariat w as  broken as soon as it w as fo rm ed ".5 A n

• Theories a f Surplus-Value, vol. i, pp. 300-1. To be sure, this passage tries to present the 
bourgeoisie as the main actor in the process; but 1 think the substance of the analysis fits 
into the perspective 1 have proposed.

1 Draper. K arl Marx's Theory of Reivtuhon. vol. I, p 497.
5 Thompson, The Making of IheEnglish W orking Gass. p .  195. I quote the phrase somewhat 

out of context, since Thompson does not use it as a general characterization of the modem 
period, but only with reference to England.
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essence that m akes such rare appearan ces on the historical scene cannot 
be that essential.

7 .2 . T h e  theory o f revolution

M arx’ s theory o f m odes o f production (5 .1)  says that chan ges in the 
relations o f production occur w hen  and because they enter into contradic
tion w ith the productive forces. A t that point, according to the 1859 
Preface, "b eg in s an epoch o f social revolution" -  new  relations o f produc
tion replace the old ones. A ccording to the usual v iew , this social revolu
tion is stabilized by  the legal and institutional chan ges brought about by a 
political u ph eaval, or revolution in the n arrow er se n se .1 Pre-legal and 
illegal chan ges in the relations o f production are necessarily m ore limited 
in their effect than a political revolution. The form er occur on ly  or m ainly 
to the extent that they correspond to in dividual interests, and w ill not 
respond to the collective interests o f a class a s  such. In order to realize 
these class interests, form al chan ges in the legal system  o f rights and 
com pulsions are needed. C apitalism  m ay have em erged piecem eal by the 
in dividual actions o f en trepreneurs, but for its full developm ent it needed 
the stable fram ew ork o f law . A s  for com m unism , M arx apparently  
thought that increm ental and local step s w ere  out o f the question, som e 
rem arks on cooperatives and joint-stock com panies notw ithstanding
(7.2.2). The su periority  of com m unist relations o f production p resu p
poses that com m unism  is established on a nation-w ide scale.2

G iven  the central role o f political revolutions in the process of social 
change, it is o bvio u sly  im portant to arrive at an u nderstanding o f their 
cau ses and consequences. M arx has little to offer by w a y  o f a system atic 
account. H is theory o f revolution m ust be reconstructed from  scattered 
passages, m ost o f w hich w ere w ritten w ith  an im m ediately political p u r
pose In 7 .2 .1  I con sider his accounts o f the bourgeois revolutions in the 
three European countries that w ere  his constant points o f reference: The

1 I have suggested in 7 u  that in some cases the political change may be part and parcel of 
the social change, in that the process of de facie change may be inseparably bound up with 
the changes made d f  ju re  See also the following note.

} Hence we have to ask whether the explanation of the relations ol production suggested by 
Cohen {K a rl M a rx 's  Theory o f H istory, ch. VI) refers to their stabilized or non-stabiliz.ed 
form. It could be the case that the pre-legal form of new relations of production were 
inferior {qua promoters of the productive forces) to the legal form of the old relations, yet 
that the new relations would be superior when stabilized by law. Indeed. I argue below 
that Marx believed this to be true of communist relations 0/ production as compared to 
capitalist ones. If this is the case, there can be no autonomous economic development: 
either there is no development (because the pre-legal forms are not taken up) or the 
development is not autonomous (because the legal form is essentially involved).
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English  R evolution  o f 1640-88, the French Revolution of 1789 and the 
G erm an  R evolution  o f 1848. In 7 .2 .2  I consider his van o u s su ggestion s 
about the com m unist revolution -  w h at could trigger it o ff and how  it 
could d eve lo p  subsequently.

7.2.1. The bourgeois revolutions
W ith the exception o f a  few  rem arks in The Holy Family, M arx now here 
offers m ore than brief com m ents on the French Revolution.* He deals 
so m ew h at m ore exten sively  w ith  the English  R evolution, in a review  
from  1850 o f G u izo t's  Discours sur l'Histoire de la Révolution d'Angleterre. 
This a lso  offers som e usefu l com parisons betw een  the tw o bourgeois 
revo lu tion s, pointing to sim ilarities as w ell as d ifferences. By contrast, the 
com m ents on the G erm an R evolution  are abundant in the extrem e, but 
often too im m ersed in the details to be o f analytical value. For England 
and France w e have a b ird 's-eye  v iew  that does not allow  u s to identify the 
actual m echanism s an d  forces at w ork ; for G erm an y w e see the m echan
ism  at such close quarters that the overall d esign  is lost. T h ese  textual 
constraints m ust be kept in m ind.

M arx perceived  the classical b ou rgeo is revolutions as the transition 
from  absolu te to constitutional m onarchy, w ith a republican interreg
num . "E v e ry w h e re  the transition from  absolute to constitutional m on
arch y is effected on ly  after Fierce struggles and after passage through a 
republican fo rm ."2 H ence it w ou ld  be w ron g  to focus on the transition 
from  m onarchy to republic as the revolution; this is on ly  a stage in a 
process w h o se  overall form  is " tw o  step s forw ard , one step b ack w ard ". 
Som e other sim ilarities betw een  the English  and the French Revolutions 

are the fo llo w in g . First, in their origin  they w ere con servative rather than 
in n ovative , especia lly  in France:

IT h e )  F r e n c h  r e v o lu t io n  b e g a n  ju s t  a s  c o n s e r v a t iv e ly  a s  th e  E n g l is h , in d e e d  m u c h  

m o r e  s o . A b s o lu t is m , p a r t ic u la r ly  a s  it m a n ife s t e d  i t s e l f  f in a l ly  in  F ra n c e , w a s  

h e r e .  t o o . a n  in n o v a t io n ,  a n d  it w a s  a g a in s t  th is  in n o v a t io n  th a t  th e  p a r l ia m e n ts  

r o s e  a n d  d e fe n d e d  th e  o ld  la w s ,  th e  u s et coutumes o f  th e  o ld  m o n a r c h y  b a s e d  o n  
e s t a t e s . '

Furtherm ore, both even ts w ere  characterized by a vain  appeal by the king 
to the people. Q u otin g  I io b b es, M arx refers to the people as " puer robustus 
sed malitiosus, a robust, but ill-natured youth , w hich  perm its no k in gs, be 1

1 The Holy Family, pp  u W f.
J Review of Guizot, p. 254  With respect to France, the constitutional monarchy is the one 

established in 1815, not the brief episode after 1789.
Review of Guizot, p J53.
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they lean or fat, to get the better o f h im ". Both C harles 1 and Lou is XVI 
appealed  to "th e ir  P eop le" a s  an ally  against parliam ent, but the people 
responded b y  behead in g  them 1 This should be read in the light o f the 
fo llow ing an alysis o f the triangular p o w er struggle in the classical 
revolutions:

As we know, it is much easier for the peoples to cope with Jungs than with 
legislatur assemblies History gives us a whole list of abortive revolts of the people 
against national assemblies. It knows only two important exceptions to this rule. 
The English people in the person of Cromwell dissolved the Long Parliament, and 
the French people in the person of Bonaparte dissolved the Corps Législatif. But the 
Long Parliament had long ago become a Rump, and the Corps Législatif a corpse. 
Are the kings more fortunate than the peoples in their revolts against legislative 
assemblies? Charles I, lames II. Louis XVI and Charles X are hardly promising ances
tral examples.1

The an alysis is d istinctly w eak. The reference to "th e  French people in the 
person o f B o n ap arte" is ludicrous, com ing from M arx. The passage says 
little m ore than that in a bourgeois revolution the bourgeoisie will com e 
out on top. M oreover it neglects a w ell-know n phenom enon from  pre- 
industnal societies, the alliances betw een king and people against the 
interm ediate pow ers.* Si le Roi savait! U nfortunately, m any o f M arx 's 
w ritin gs on the bourgeois revolutions have this trite character.

A  further com m on feature o f the classical revolutions is that the re
publican phase is accom panied by the form ation o f com m unist m ove
m ents. M arx refers to "th e  m ost consistent republicans, in England the 
Levellers, in France Babeuf, Buonarroti e tc ."  as instances o f this general 
proposition .4 In The Communist Manifesto there is a brief com m ent on these 
"first, direct attem pts o f the proletariat to attain its ow n  en ds, m ade in 
tim es o f universal excitem ent, w hen  feudal society w as being o ver
th ro w n ". In the u n d evelop ed  state o f the proletariat, these attem pts had 
to fail. They m ainly produced a  revolutionary literature w hich "in c u l
cated universal asceticism  and social levelling in its crudest fo rm ".5 (See 
also  7 .3 .2 . b elow .) E lsew h ere the even ts o f 1794 are also  said to represent 
a prem ature bid for p o w er by the proletariat.*

M arx, h o w ever, could not resist the tem ptation to find a meaning in

’ Deutsche-Brûsseler Z e itu n g  12.9.1847. 1  N eue Rheinische Zeitung  1a .1t . 1848.
5 For Germany in 1848 and the aftermath, see Hamerow, Restoration. Revolution. Reaction, 

p p .  175. 21 iff. In England, such alliances came largely to an end with the eighteenth 
century, as explained in Thompson. The M akin g o f the English W orking Class, ch. 2, notably 
pp. 79ft. For the general tendency of the subjects to invest the ruler with far greater 
wisdom than his bureaucratic underlings, see Veyne, Le Pain et le  C irque, pp 5588

4 D eutsehe-Bnlsseler-Zeitung  n  u  1847.
5 The Com m unist M anifesto, p . 514. 6 D eulsche-Briisseter-Zeitung  11.11.18 4 7 .
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these aborted attem pts. The tem porary victory o f the proletariat is "o n ly  
an elem ent in the service o f the bourgeois revolution i t s e l f '. 1 E lsew h ere he 
m akes the point even  more explicitly: w hen  the w orkers "o p p o sed  the 
bourgeoisie, as they d id  in France in 1793 and 1794, they fought on ly  for 
the attainm ent o f the aim s o f the bourgeoisie, even if not in the manner o f 
the bourgeoisie. All French terrorism w as  nothing but a plebeian u v y  o f 
dealing w ith the enemies o f the b o u r g e o is ie M arx might w ell have used a 
phrase that he em ploys e lsew here, that the w orkers w hen opposin g the 
bourgeoisie w ere  "th e  unconscious tool o f h isto ry ",’  the em bodim ent of 
the Ruse of R eason. A s  in H egel's an alysis in the Phenomenology* there 
w as a need to m ake a clean sw eep  of the past before the bourgeois order 
could be constructed. A ccording to M arx, this task fell to the w orkers. No 
sim ilar historical function, how ever, is attributed to the English Levellers.

In his rev iew  o f G uizot, M arx cites the follow ing as "im m ediate cau ses" 
o f the English  Revolution:

the fear of the new big landed proprietors created by the Reformation that Cath
olicism might be re-established, in which event they would naturally have to give 
back all the lands of which they had robbed the Church -  a proceeding in which 
seven-tenths of the entire area of England would have changed hands; the 
commercial and industrial bourgeoisie's dread of Catholicism, which in no way 
suited their book; the nonchalance with which the Stuarts, to their own advantage 
and that of the court aristocracy, sold all English industry, as well as trade, to the 
Government of France, that is, to the only country which at that time danger
ously, and in many respects successfully, competed with the English. -

A gain  the an alysis is unconvincing O f the three causes singled out, the 
first is com m onplace; the second rem ains m ysterious (why did C ath 
olicism  not "su it  the b o o k " o f the bourgeoisie?); and the third has an 
uncom fortably sim plistic sound. M oreover, these are only "im m ediate 
c a u se s", or "p réc ip itan ts" in Law rence Ston e 's term inology.4 M arx has 
little to say about the "p reco n d itio n s" o f the revolution, long-term  trends 
that lent efficacy to the precipitant causes.

T h e  main d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  English a n d  t h e  F r e n c h  R e v o l u t i o n s  

concerns the structure o f the alliances that carried them out:

1 thJ 3 Neue Rheinische Zeitung 15.1a. 184a.
* New York Darin T r ib u n e  15 6.1853. The passage is ciled more extensively i n  2 .4 .1
* Hegel, Phemmemlogy of Spirit, pp. 355ft.
* Review of Guizot, p. 354
* Stone, The Causes of Ihe English Revoiuhtm, p. 117. He distinguishes the précipitants 

(1629-34) from the loggers (1640-2), and rites among the latter the refusal to pay lanes, 
bringing about the financial bankruptcy that together with military defeat form the "two 
necessary preludes to a Great Revolution"’ (iM  . p 135) Mam also mention» that the 
English Revolution, like the American one, "began with a refusal to pay taxes” (bleue 
Rkeimsebe Zeilung 27 2.1849).
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In 1648 the bourgeoisie was allied with the modem aristocracy against the mon
archy, the feudal aristocracy and the established church In 1789 the bourgeoisie 
was allied with the people against the monarchy, the aristocracy and the estab
lished church.1

The big riddle for M. G uizot. . .  is the persisting alliance of the bourgeoisie with 
the majority of the big landowners, an alliance that distinguishes the English 
Revolution essentially from the French, which eliminated big landed property by 
parcellation. This class of big landowners allied with the bourgeoisie -  which, 
incidentally, arose as early as under Henry VIII -  found itself not in contradiction 
with the conditions of existence of the bourgeoisie as did French landed property 
in 1789, but, on the contrary, in perfect harmony with them. In actual fact their 
landed estates were not feudal but bourgeois property. On the one hand, the 
landed proprietors provided the industrial bourgeoisie with the labour force 
necessary to operate its manufactories and, on the other, were in a position to 
develop agriculture in accordance with the level of industry and trade. Hence 
their common interests with the bourgeoisie; hence their alliance with it.1 * 3

Stone com m ents on the theory o f the "d iv id ed  g en try ", attributing it to 
Engels and T aw n ey, w ithout noting its origin in M ar*. H e Finds it "attrac
t iv e " , but ad d s that "th ere  is at present not a shred o f evidence to support 
i t " .3 M oreover, the idea that the provision o f labour by the landow ners to 
the "in du strial b ou rgeo isie" cem ented their alliance is as patent a piece of 
anachronistic functionalism  as one could im agine. Finally, the contrast 
betw een  England and France is m isleading, in that the "French  landed 
p ro p erty " w as m ore integrated w ith "b o u rgeo is  p ro p erty" than su g 
gested  by M arx .4 5

The point is not that M arx erred on this or that specific point; it w ould 
have been surprisin g if he had not. Rather I w ant to em phasize the a priori 
nature o f his reasoning -  the speculative, teleological strand in his 
thought. The sum m it in this respect is reached in the assertion that these 
classical revolutions "reflected  the needs o f the w orld  at that time rather 
than the needs o f those parts o f the w orld  w here they occurred, that is 
England and F ra n ce".3 True, the statem ent leads u p  to a denunciation of 
the provincial character o f the P russian  M arch revolution, and m ay to 
som e extent be seen as a rhetorical device. Yet it fits in very  w ell with 
M arx 's general tendency to exp lain  the classical revolutions in term s of 
Final causes -  by looking at their achievem ents rather than at the social 
forces that set them in motion.

1 Neue Rheintsche Zeitung 15.12.1848. 3 Review of Guizot, p. 254.
3 Stone, The Ctuses of the English Revolution, p. 56.
4 Furet, Penser la Révolution Françaisc, pp 137# The objection concerns Albert Soboul, but

applies equally to Marx.
5 Neue RkeinhcheZeilung t5.12.t848.
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Their m ain achievem ent, according to M arx, w as the abolition o f feudal 
privilege and the creation of a regim e of free com petition. In The German 
Ideology M arx notes parenthetically that "F ree  com petition inside the 
nation itself had  everyw h ere  to be w on  by a revolution - 16 4 0  and 1688 in 
En glan d , 1789 in F ra n c e / '1 A  slightly m ore elaborate statem ent is the 
follow ing:

In the English as well as the French revolution, the question of property presented 
itself in such a way that it was a matter of asserting free competition and of 
abolishing all feudal property relations, such as landed estates, guilds, monopo
lies etc which had been transformed into fetters for the industry which had 
developed from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries 2

This, h o w ever, offers a puzzle. On the one hand w e  have seen in 7 .1 .5  
that M arx perceived the "actu al progressive function" o f the absolute 
m onarchy as the encouragem ent of trade and industry, "a llo w in g  the 
general rule o f the m iddle c la sses". On the other hand w e now  see him 
explain ing the bourgeois revolutions as directed against the absolute 
m onarchy for the pu rpose o f furthering that very  goal. The tw o v iew s are 
reconciled in various p assages in the C ivil War in France and the drafts of 
that w ork:

The centralized State power, with its ubiquitous organs of standing army, police, 
bureaucracy, clergy and judicature -  organs wrought after the plan of a systematic 
and hierarchic division of labour -  originates from the days of absolute monarchy, 
serving nascent middle-class society as a mighty weapon in its struggles against 
feudalism. Still, its development remained clogged by all manner of seignona! 
rights, local privileges, municipal and guild monopolies and provincial constitu
tions.3

The first French Revolution with its task to found national unity (to create a 
nation) had to break down all local, territorial, townish and provincial indepen
dences. It was, therefore, forced to develop what absolute monarchy had com
menced, the centralisation and organization of state power.*

O bserve that here absolute m onarchy is not said to be on a par w ith , and a 
rival to, the class p o w er o f bourgeoisie and nobles. Rather it is a 
"w e a p o n "  o f the form er class against the latter. It m ight thus appear as if 
M arx had given up the idea that absolute m onarchy is a form ofdhnde et 
impera.3 T h e discussion  in 7 . 1 .5  should have m ade it clear that m atters are

1 The German ideology, pp. 72-). 1 Deutsche-Brusseler-Zeilung 11.11.1847.
* The Civil War in France, p. 137.
* Ibid. . p. 33; sec also TV Eighteenth Brumaire, p. 185.
* This belies Furet, Penser la Revolution Française, p. i)8, note 55. Furet manifestly errs when 

he says that “ there is no trace of a reference to the State of the Ancien Regime in The Civil 
War in France". Yet I agree with the substance of his interpretation, which underlines the 
autonomy of the absolutist state as conceived by Marx.
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m ore com plex. It is not a question o f d en yin g  the autonom y o f the absolu
tist state, but o f pointing to the self-defeating nature o f these autonom 
ou sly  chosen policies. O ne w ou ld  go too far if one said that this v iew  is 
stated in The Citnl War in France, but it is fu lly  com patible w ith the cited 
texts an d  supported  by textual eviden ce from other w orks.

H ence an  interpretation o f the p assages cited here and in 7 .1 .5  could be 
the fo llow ing. O n the one hand the absolutist state finds that it is in its 
interest as an autonom ous agent to strengthen industry and hence the 
bourgeoisie. O n the other hand, the protection o f the m aterial pow er o f 
the bourgeoisie also tends to generate its political pow er and hence to 
threaten the autonom y o f the state. The state, therefore, w ill be som e
w hat halfhearted in its defence of the bourgeois interest, and at som e 
point the bourgeoisie w ill feel the need to go further than the m onarchy 
w an ts to do. The revolution occurs w hen  and because the bourgeoisie has 
becom e so strong that the m onarchy attem pts to fetter its further d eve lo p 
m ent -  and also  strong en ough  to oppose that attem pt. This fits in w ith a 
w ell-know n view  o f revolution, according to which advan ce follow ed by 
retreat is the m ost potent cau se o f social ch an ge.1 The advan ce generates 
expectations o f further progress, com pared to w hich the actual retreat is 
dou bly  d isappointing.

I am  not sayin g that these v iew s are totally vitiated by their teleological 
tendency'. If the bourgeoisie had been a fu lly class-conscious collective 
actor, they m ight w ell have behaved in this w ay . Since they certainly had 
som e degree  o f organization and com m on resistance to absolutist en 
croachm ents, the theory m ay  go  som e w ay  tow ards explain ing their 
behaviour. Yet the objection rem ains that M arx largely took for granted 
w hat n eeds to be proved, nam ely that the world-historical consequences 
o f the revolutions enter into their explanation. The sam e holds for his 
an a lyses o f the G erm an revolutionary m ovem ent, to w hich  I now  turn.

The m ain difference, perhaps, betw een  the G erm an Revolution and the 
classical bourgeois revolutions concerns the role of the w ork ing people. 
In the English  R evolution the people played no role. In the French they 
w ere an  a lly  o f the bourgeoisie, occasionally doing their dirty w ork for 
them . In the G erm an R evolution o f 1848 they could no longer be content 
w ith  this role. T h ey  m ight still fight the battles o f the bourgeoisie, but only 
as a stepping-stone to the proletarian revolution. Such at least is the 
m essage o f the concluding page o f The Communist Manifesto, w ritten on 
the eve  o f the revolution:

1 D a v ie s .  'T o w a r d  a t h e o r y  o f  r e v o lu t io n "
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In Germany [the Communists] fight with the bourgeoisie whenever it acts in a 
revolutionary way, against the absolute monarchy, the feudal squirearchy, and the 
petty bourgeoisie. But they never cease, for a single instant, to instil into the 
working class the clearest possible recognition of the hostile antagonism between 
bourgeoisie and proletariat, in order that the German workers may straightway 
use. as so many weapons against thebourgeoisie.thesocialandpoliticalconditions 
that the bourgeoisie must necessarily introduce along with its supremacy, and in 
order that, after the fall of the reactionary classes in Germany, the fight against the 
bourgeoisie itself may immediately begin. The Communists turn their attention 
chiefly toGermany, becausethatcountryison the eve ofa bourgeois revolution that 
is bound to be carried out under more advanced conditions of European civilis
ation, and with a much more developed proletariat, than that of England was in the 
seventeenth, and of France in the eighteenth century, and because the bourgeois 
revolution in Germany will be but the prelude to an immediately following pro
letarian revolution.1

II is difficult to know  h o w  seriously  the twice asserted "im m ed iate ly " is to 
be taken. R ichard H unt has argued, p lausib ly  to m y m ind, that it repre
sents a com prom ise betw een  the real view  o f M am  and Engels, that the 
proletarian revolution w ould  becom e possible on ly  after a lengthy period 
of capitalist developm en t, and those o f their artisan su pporters, w ho 
w anted com m unism  on the agen da «it once.2 In an y  case, w hen the revo lu 
tion w as  a fact. M am  initially devoted  his en ergy to supporting the bour
geoisie, exhorting them  to stand fast and not be restrained by constitu
tional n iceties.1 In Ju n e  1848 he ridicules Prim e M inister C am phau sen  for 
say in g  that the "n e w  constitution (must) evo lve  from  the existing structure 
w ith the legal m achinery offered by it, w ithout the bond which ties the old 
to the new' being se v e re d " .4 In Septem ber he returns to the constitutional 
issue in the fo llow in g term s:

"Constitutional principle!" But the very gentlemen who want to save the constitu
tional principle at all costs should realise first of all that at a provisional stage it can 
only be saved by energetic action. . .  Every provisional political set-up following a 
revolution requires a dictatorship, and .in energetic dictatorship at that From the 
very beginning we blamed Camphausen for not having acted in a dictatorial 
manner, for not having immediately smashed up and removed the remains of old 
institutions . . .  In any unconstituted state of affairs it is solely the salut public, the 
public welfare, and not this or that principle that is the decisive factor.5

This p assage  is  im portant in several respects. It provides a clue to the 
"d ictatorsh ip  o f the p ro letariat", su ggestin g  that it refers to a breach of 
constitutionalism , not o f  dem ocracy (7 .3 .1) . A lso , the em phasis on the

' The Ccnmunist Manifesto. p. 519.
J Hunt. The Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, vot. I, d v  6.
J The following owes much to Maguire. Marx’s Theory of Pohtks, pp. s6ff.
* NeueRheinischeZnlung 3.6.1848. 5 Ibid.. 14.9.1R48.
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need to sm ash the old institutions foresh ad ow s the w ritings on the Paris 
C o m m u n e.’ T h e H ansem ann governm ent, follow ing that o f Cam p- 
hausen , m ade the m istake o f thinking that since "th e  old Prussian  police 
force, the jud iciary, the bureaucracy and the arm y . . .  receive their pay 
from  the bourgeoisie, [they} also  serve the b o u rgeo isie ".1 Finally, note that 
M arx rejects the idea o f constitutional bootstrap-pulling, o f rebuilding the 
political sh ip  in the open sea. A revolution is an alternative source of 
legitim acy that o verrid es the existing constitution.

In addition to payin g  excessive  respect to the existing constitution, the 
bourgeoisie betrayed their natural allies -  peasants and w orkers. In an 
article on 'T h e  bill proposin g the abolition o f feudal obligations”  from 
Ju ly  1848 M arx sum m arizes the proposals b y  say in g  that "th e  right to 
pluck the p easan ts' geese is out o f date, but the right to pluck the peasants 
themselves is not " ?  The contrast to the French revolution is clear:

The French bourgeoisie of 1789 never left its allies, the peasants, in the lurch It 
knew that the abolition of feudalism in the countryside and the creation of a free, 
landowning peasant class was the basis of its rule. The German bourgeoisie of 
1848 unhesitatingly betrays the peasants, who are its natural allies, flesh of its own 
flesh, and without whom it cannot stand up to the aristocracy.1 * * 4 *

The reason for the betrayal is cited as fear that an attack on landed 
property m ight be perceived as an attack on property tout court. What 
M arx on 15  Ju n e  saw  as a prom ise o f "another night o f A u gu st 4 ”  -  the 
date in 1789 w hen  the French Constituent A ssem b ly  abrogated the feudal 
obligations -  n ever m aterialized .'

In his articles on 'T h e  bourgeoisie and the counter-revolution ", M arx 
offers h is m ain explanation o f the hesitation o f the G erm an bourgeoisie: 
"T h e  G erm an bourgeoisie d evelo p ed  so sluggish ly, tim idly and slow ly  
that at the m om ent w h en  it m enacingly confronted feudalism  and 
absolutism , it saw  m enacingly confronting it the proletariat and all 
sections o f the m iddle class w hose interests and ideas w ere related to 
those o f the p ro letariat."6 Their dilem m a has been w ell stated by John 
M aguire: "b o u rgeo is  pow er could not rest on the bourgeois class alone, 
and the bourgeoisie had to choose betw een realising their o w n  political

1 See The Eighteenth B rum aire, p .  139, fo r  » s im ila r  id e a , wilh the additional c o m m o n ! that the
materia! interests o f  the bourgeoisie were too much tied up with the state apparatus fo r  a
dismantling to be easily carried out As individuals, the bourgeoisie stood to gain fro m  the 
state apparatus, even i f  as a class they did not.

? N eue Rhem ische Z eitu n g  31. 12.1848. '  Ibid.,}0 7 1 8 4 8 . 1 Ibid
s Ibid 18.6.1848. Later he comments o n  the non-materialiration of this e v e n t  in issues dated 

24.6.1848 and 30.7.1848.
6 Ibid . 15.12.1848
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ideals m ore fu lly  than they cared to, on the foundation of a popular 
alliance, an d  reverting to the old political fo u n d atio n ".1 T hey found 
them selves, in fact, in a predicam ent sim ilar to that o f the French in d u s
trial capitalist in 1848: " th e  reduction o f his profit by finance, w hat is that 
com pared w ith the abolition o f profit by the proletariat?" The bourgeois 
retreat from  p o w er w as the choice o f the lesser evil.

A fter the defeat or the retreat o f the bourgeoisie M arx urged the 
w orkers and other "d em o crats" to continue the revolution. H is an alysis 
and tactics are further d iscu ssed  in 7 .2 .2 . H ere I o n ly  w ant to point out 
that the cited explanation o f the retreat o f the bourgeoisie rests on the 
sound m ethodological prem ise (5 .2.3) that they w ere no less rational than 
him self. If he could foresee that, havin g helped the bourgeoisie to pow er, 
the w ork ers w ou ld  go on to take it aw ay  from them , presum ably the 
bourgeoisie could also foresee w hat lay  in store for them if they accepted 
that help.* Even if " th e  Neue Rheinische Zeitung  w as alm ost em barrassingly 
silent on specific proletarian d e m a n d s" ,1 for fear o f  provoking the bour
geoisie, the leading m em bers o f that class w ere  perfectly capable o f 
reading the sign s for them selves. M arx m ay initially have held the b e lie f-  
and acted u pon  it -  that the bourgeoisie w ould behave as the m arionnet
tes o f their historical d estin y , but later he cam e to see  that they w ere 
m oved by en lightened self-interest. W riting in 1847 he asserts that "th e  
proletariat d o es not ask w hat the bourgeoisie m erely wishes to do , but 
w hat it must d o " .1 * * 4 This m ay be seen  as a statem ent that the constraints 
w ithin  w hich the bourgeoisie had  to m ove w ere so strong that little scope 
w as left for choice ( 1 .2 .1 ) ,  but it can also be seen as a sign  o f M arx 's 
constant tendency to fuse, or confuse, ph ilosophy o f history and h is
torical an alysis.

7 .2 .2 . T h e com m unist revolution
In one sen se  th is is the central them e o f the present w ork Earlier chapters 
h ave  d iscu ssed  in som e detail the causes, the process and the outcom e of 
the com m unist revolution as M arx expected it to occur. The causes include 
alienation (2.2), econom ic crises (3.4), exploitation (4 .1) and the con
tradiction b etw een  the productive forces an d  the relations o f production

1 Maguire, M a r t s  T h e o ry  o f  P o lit ic s , p. 67
* Similarly. Marx for some time hoped lhai Russia would Intervene againsr Germany and 

thus ignite the revolutionary struggle [N e u e  R h e im s c h e  Z f i t u n g  35 6 184**: see also Molnar, 
M a r t .  E n g e ls  et la P o lit iq u e  In te rn a t io n a le , pp. 112(f). Yet "Russia, tearing revolutionary 
energy, avoided confrontations" (Felix, M a r t  as P o lit ic ia n , p. 87).

1 Hunt, T h e  P o lit ic a l Id ea s  of M a r t  a n d  E n g e ls ,  p. 196.
4 D e u t s c h f -B r ù s s e le r -Z e it u r ig  12.9.1847.
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(5.2). The outcome -  the com m unist society -  has been described as one 
perm itting the full and equal self-realization o f in d ividuals (2 .2 and 4.3). 
Som e further com m ents on the post-revolutionary society are offered in 
7 .3  below . The process o f revolution is c losely  connected to the form ation 
o f class con sciousness (6.2) and the form s o f class struggle (6.3). Yet there 
has not been an y occasion to offer a synthetical exposition  o f these them es 
and their interrelation, nor is it easy  to do so  on a pu rely  textual basis. On 
the on e hand M arx w as so  persuaded of the necessary ad ven t o f com 
m unism  that he neglected to explain  how  the various reasons for intro
ducing it could also h ave  motivating efficacy. O n the other hand he tended 
to see all the defects o f capitalism  as so intim ately connected w ith one 
another that he did not bother to sort them  out from one another. 1 return 
to som e o f these difficulties in the concluding chapter. H ere I su rvey  som e 
o f the w ritin gs that bear m ore directly on the political process o f revo lu 
tion: its d ynam ics, m ethods and goals.

First there is a m ethodological point to be m ade, concerning the prin 
ciples o f textual interpretation. M an y o f the w orks in w hich  M arx raises 
problem s o f revolutionary tactics and strategy m ainly had a practical 
pu rpose. T hey w ere  w ritten du ring , or in the hope of, a revolution and 
m ust be understood a s  m eans to furthering that goal. This introduces tw o 
distinct b iases, w hich l shall refer to as the bias of compromise and the Mrs of 
exhortation. T h ey  should be d istinguished from  the om nipresent has of 
wishful thinking in M arx 's  w o rk .1 The last distorted his thinking, w hereas 
the form er distorted the w ay  in w hich he expressed  it. Yet in an y given 
case the distinction m ay be hard to m ake -  w e  cannot know  for sure 
w hether M arx exp ressed  h im self in an excessively  optim istic vein  because 
he fooled h im self or because he w as trying to encourage his readers 2 

The bias o f com prom ise stem s from  the fact that som e o f the w ork s in 
question w ere  w ritten on behalf o f organizations that d id  not a lw ays 
share M arx 's v iew s in every  detail, hence som e o f the Final form ulations 
m ay reflect the ideas o f other m em bers as w ell as his ow n . Richard H unt, 
notably, has d raw n  attention to the possible im portance o f this bias in

1 A ls o  I s h o u ld  m e n t io n  Ihf bus o f  anticipated censorship. It i t  k n o w n  th at th e  e d ito r s  o f  th e  
New York Daily Tribune s o m e t im e *  a lte r e d  th e  te x t  o f  M a r x 's  a r t ic le s , to  to n e  d o w n  th e ir  
r é v o lu t io n a r y  fe r v o u r  ( s e e  for in s ta n c e  Nat' York Daily Tribune 1 8 1 8 5 4 ) .  h e n c e  h e  m a y  
w e ll  h a v e  p u l le d  h is  p u n c h e s  o n  s o m e  o c c a s io n s  T h is  is  a ls o  a r g u e d  w ith  re s p e c t  to  th e  
a b s e n c e  o f  datte» f r o m  th e  18 5 9  P re fa c e  (P r in t* , " B a c k g r o u n d  a n d  u lte r io r  m o t iv e *  o f  

M a r x 's  'P r e fa c e ' o f  18 5 9 " )  a n d  w ith  re s p e c t  to  th e  a n ti-c lim a c tic  f in a l c h a p te r  o f  Capital I 
(R u b e l, e d ito r ia l  c o m m e n ts  in  M a r x ; Üeuines. Econome, v o l .  I . p .  5 4 1 ) .

* Y e t  t h e r e  a r e  s o m e  p r iv i le g e d  s o u r r e s ,  s u c h  a s  h is  le tte r s  to  Engels a b o u t  th e  r e v o lu t io n a r y  
p r o s p e c t s ,  th a t  s h o w  h is  s a n g u in ity  to  b e  q u ite  g e n u in e  (a s s u m in g  th a t  h e  fe lt  r>o n e e d  to  
e x h o r t  E n g e ls  to  b e lie v e  In  th e  im m in e n c e  o f  th e  re v o lu t io n ) .



7 - 2 .  The theory of revolution 4 3 9

M arx 's w ritin gs on the G erm an Revolution. I have cited his v iew  that The 
Communist Manifesto, written on behalf o f the Com m unist League, reflec
ted a com prom ise betw een the "econom ically  determ inist" position o f 
M arx an d  the m ore "vo lu n ta rist" v ie w s  of the artisan m em bers. Hunt 
argues that a sim ilar com prom ise is em bodied in the notorious Address of 
the Central Committee to the Communist League o f M arch 1850, often cited as 
evidence o f a tem porary Blanquist attitude (or as reflecting a perm anent 
Blanquist attitude that M arx norm ally kept w ell hidden from the w orld ).1 
I find H un t's argum ent p lausible in both cases, but 1 lack the historian 's 
com petence that w ould  be needed to form a definite judgm ent.

The bias o f exhortation is m ore com plex. There are several reasons w hy 
a theorist o f revolution , w h o  w as also  engaged in preparing or fighting 
one, m ight use "th e  an alysis o f the situation" as a tool to change the 
situation. First, the an alysis m ight be offered as a self-fulfilling prophecy, 
that is w ith  the intent of creating a state o f confidence am ong the w orkers 
so that they w ill accom plish the task defined for them . This, how ever, 
com es u p  against the difficulty that even  if w e assu m e a self-fulfilling 
prophecy, a "fixed  p o in t" o f revolutionary prediction,2 to exist, it might 
not be very  favourable to the cause o f the w orkers. N orm ally it w ill not be 
possible to em it predictions that are both self-fulfilling and optim al w ith 
respect to a g iven  go al.3 Secondly, then, the exhortation m ight be har
nessed just to that goal, w ithout an y am bition o f m aking true predictions. 
In that case, h o w ever, the w orkers m ight soon com e to lose faith in the 
predictions, causing them  to lose w hatever efficacy they m ay have had 
in itia lly .4 Thirdly, the exhortation m ight be part o f the process of 
discovering the nature o f the situation, in the spirit o f on e o f Blake's 
Proverbs of Hell: "Y o u  n ever know  w hat is enough unless you know  w hat 
is m ore than e n o u g h ."  This m ay be w hat is m eant by Hal D raper w hen, 
w riting about 1848, he asserts that "th e  revolution had to p ass the bounds 
o f  practicality in order to reach them ; it had to go too far in order to go as 
far as possib le” .5 T h e context show s, how ever, that he m ay also have had 
in m ind the second use o f exhortation, that o f dem anding too m uch to 
m ake sure that one gets at least som ething. In w hat follow s these various 
b iases should  be kept in m ind, although their im portance in an y  given 
case is a lw ays hard to assess.

To d iscuss M arx 's strategy for the transition to com m unism , the

1 H u n t , The Pot it teal Ideas of Marx and Engels, p p . 2 3 5 ® .
2 S e e  my Logic and Society, p . i n .
2 H a a v d m o , " T h e  ro le  o f  e x p e c ta t io n s  in  e c o n o m ic  t h e o r y "  m a k e s  a n  a n a lo g o u s  p o in t .
4 Ibid.
5 D r a p e r , Karl Marx's Theory of Revolution, vol. II, p .  17 4 .
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an alysis offered b y  Stan ley  M oore p ro vid es a usefu l starting-point He 
finds three different stran ds in M arx 's w ritings: the m inority revolution, 
the m ajority revolution and the reform ist strategy o f "com peting  
sy s te m s" .1 H e d efin es these strategies by the tem poral order in which 
they p ropose  to accom plish the fo llow in g goals: the seizure o f pow er, the 
w inn in g o f a m ajority and the transform ation o f society. A ccording to the 
strategy o f m inority revolution, on e should first seize pow er, then start 
transform ing society and finally w in  a m ajority. We m ay think o f this as a 
Leninist strategy, in w hich the pow er is used to transform  the peasantry 
into industrial w orkers w ho will adhere to the com m unist goal. A ccord
ing to the strategy o f  m ajority revolution, one m ust first w ait until the 
w orkers are in a m ajority, then (assum ing that all the w orkers are tor the 
revolution) seize pow er and use it to transform  society. The strategy of 
com peting system s starts w ith  the transform ation o f capitalist society 
from w ith in , u ses this to w in  a m ajority in the population and then to 
seize pow er form ally.

M oore is right that there are elem ents o f all o f these in M arx 's w ork, 
and, I m ay ad d , o f a few  others a s  w ell. In m y opinion, the strategy of 
com peting system s is the least im portant. A lthough M arx refers to joint- 
stock com pan ies an d  w orkers' cooperatives as "th e  abolition o f the cap i
talist m ode o f production w ith in  the capitalist m ode o f production 
i t s e l f ', 1 2 w e  should  not in fer that he thought this w ould  be the m ain road 
to com m unism . This is pretty obvious w ith respect to joint-stock com 
panies. but the case for w ork ers' cooperatives m ight seem  m ore plausible. 
The obstacle that w ill soon be found on this path, h ow ever, is that such 
com m unist en claves w ith in  capitalism  w ill function bad ly  precisely 
because they operate w ith in  a hostile and foreign environm ent. Reform s 
that are viable in the large m ay w ork out d isastrously  w hen  im plem ented 
in the sm all.3 M arx sa y s  as m uch in his "In stru ctio n s" for the G eneva 
m eeting of the International:

(The great merit of the co-operative movement) is to practically show that the 
present pauperising and despotic system of the subordination of labour to capital 
can be superseded by the republican and beneficent system of the association of free 
and equal producers . . .  Restricted, however, to the dwarfish forms into which 
individual wage slaves can elaborate it by their private efforts, the co-operative

1 Moore. Three Tactics, p p .  6o- i  and passim.
2 Capital III, p 4 )8  A c t u a lly  th i*  p h r a s e  r e fe r s  to joint-stock companies, but a similarexpres- 

hop is used for the cooperatives a few pages later.
3 F o r  a n  a r g u m e n t  to  th is  e ffe c t , s e e  M ille r . " M a r k e t  n e u tr a lity  a n d  th e  fa ilu r e  of c o - o p e r a 

t i v e s " .  O n  th e  g e n e r a l  id e a  t ha t  " a  litt le  s o c ia lis m  m a y  b e  a  d a n g e r o u s  t h in g " ,  s e e  K o lm . La 
Transition Socialiste.



7»2 .  T h e  t h e o r y  o f  r e v o l u t i o n  441

s y s t e m  w ill n e v e r  t ra n s fo rm  c a p ita l is t ic  s o c ie ty . T o  c o n v e r t  so c ia l p r o d u c t io n  in to  

o n e  la r g e  a n d  h a r m o n io u s  s y s t e m  o f  f r e e  a n d  c o -o p e r a t iv e  la b o u r , general social 
changes a r e  w a n t e d ,  changes of the general conditions of society, n e v e r  to  b e  re a l iz e d , 
s a v e  b y  th e  t r a n s fe r  o f  th e  o r g a n iz e d  fo r c e s  o f  s o c ie ty , n a m e ly  th e  sta te  p o w e r , 
fro m  c a p ita l is t s  a n d  la n d lo r d s  to  th e  p r o d u c e r s  t h e m s e lv e s  1

The textual evidence for the m inority revolution v iew  com es m ainly from 
the w ritin gs on the Germ an Revolution, after the retreat of the bour
geoisie in D ecem ber 1848. H avin g given up the hope of a bourgeois 
revolution b y  a broad alliance betw een the bourgeoisie and other progres
sive elem ents, M arx first opted for a dem ocratic revolution w ithout the 
bourgeoisie. Even ts had  show n  that " a  purely bourgeois revolution and the 
establishm ent of bourgeois rule in the form  of a constitutional monarchy is 
im possible in G erm any, and that only a feudal-absolutist counterrevo
lution or a social republican revolution is p o ssib le " .2 A fter the (lim ited’ ) 
success o f the dem ocratic candidates in the elections o f 22  Jan uary 1849, 
M arx w rote that "th e  petty bourgeoisie, peasants and proletarians em an 
cipated them selves from  the big bourgeoisie, the upper nobility and the 
h igher b u reau cracy".4 The form er bloc o f classes constituted the dem o
cratic republican alliance. If the bourgeoisie w ould not itself uphold their 
interest, this popular alliance w ould  have to do it on their behalf. 
Im m ediately before the elections M arx had m ade the follow ing appeal to 
these groups:

W e  a r e  c e r ta in ly  th e  la s t  p e o p le  t o  d e s ir e  th e  r u le  o f  th e  b o u r g e o is ie . W e  w e r e  th e  

f ir s t  in  G e r m a n y  to  ra is e  o u r  v o ic e  a g a in s t  th e  b o u r g e o is ie  w h e n  t o d a y 's  " m e n  o f  
a c t io n "  w e r e  s p e n d in g  th e ir  t im e  c o m p la c e n t ly  in  p e t t y  s q u a b b le s . B u t w e  s a y  to 
th e  w o r k e r s  a n d  th e  p e t t y  b o u r g e o is : it i s  b e tte r  to  s u ffe r  in  m o d e rn  b o u r g e o is  

s o c ie ty , w h ic h  b y  its  in d u s t r y  c re a te s  th e  m a te r ia l m e a n s  fo r  th e  fo u n d a t io n  o f  a  

n e w  s o c ie ty  th a t  w i l l  l ib e r a te  y o u  a ll, th a n  to  r e v e r t  to  a  b y g o n e  fo rm  o f  s o c ie ty , 

w h ic h , o n  th e  p r e te x t  o f  s a v in g  y o u r  c la s s e s ,  th ru s t s  th e  e n t ire  n a t io n  b a c k  in to  
m e d ie v a l b a r b a r is m .*

A s a political appeal this exhortation to self-denial is som ew hat defective. 
H ad it been successful, it w ould  have involved skippin g the stage o f a 
bourgeois regim e such a s  a constitutional m onarchy, and m oving directly 
to a dem ocratic republic govern in g on behalf o f the bourgeoisie.4 It w ould

’ "Instru ctions to the d elegates o f the G en eva C o n g re ss" , p . 195 .
:  Neue Rheintsdie Zeitung 3 1 .12 .18 4 8 .
5 H am cro w , Restoration. Revolution. Reaction, p. 189. refers to the election as “ a lim ited but 

d istinct v ic to ry " for the royalist cause?
4 Neue Rheinische Zeitung 1 . 2 1 8 4 9  * Ibid . 22 . 1  1849.
4 It w ou ld , in fact, h ave  in vo lved  the abdication o f the bourgeoisie  to political fo rte s  left o f 

itse lf. D raper, Karl Marx's Theory of RrvNulton. vol. II, p p  1 *8-9 notes the partial an alogy to 
Bonapartism .
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not, h ow ever, have in volved  m inority rule. It has been argued that this 
further step  w as  taken in A pril, practically as w ell as theoretically.' Marx 
w ith d rew  from the local Com m ittee o f Dem ocrats, asserting that it w as  too 
heterogeneous in com position and that there w as a need to devote the 
energies to "a  closer union o f the w orkers' so cieties".1 2 * A roun d  the sam e 
date, the articles on "W age  labour and cap ita l" opened by opposin g the 
feudal-abso lu  tistk  counterrevolution to the proletarian and no longer to the 
dem ocratic re vo lu tio n .1 To these indirect pieces o f evidence one m ay add 
the explicit statem ent from  the 1850 A d d ress that the dem ocratic party is 
" fa r  more dangerous to the w orkers than the previous liberal o n e " .4

O thers have argued  that the A pril w ithdraw al d id  not really m ean  that 
M arx g ave  u p  the idea o f a broad dem ocratic a llian ce .' A lso , recall H unt's 
argum ent that the 1850 A d d ress m ay reflect the bias o f com prom ise, and 
hence itself be com prom ised as eviden ce for M arx's v iew s It is not clear to 
m e that the w eight o f the eviden ce falls neatly on one or the other sid e  o f the 
d iscussion. Let m e ad d , h ow ever, a couple o f considerations to sh o w  that 
M oore's trichotom y d o es not exhaust all the possibilities.

For one thing, at least u p  until A pril 1849 M arx believed that the revo lu 
tion w ould  occur in tw o stages. The first w ould  be m ade by a m ajority 
coalition, that m ight include the bourgeoisie and the "dem ocratic b loc", or 
on ly  the latter. The second w ould  be m ade by the w orkers that initially 
w ere  a m inority in the m ajority coalition. O ne crucial question is w hether 
the second revolution w ould be m ade w hile the w orkers rem ained a 
m inority, or be postponed until they had gained a m ajority. A nother 
crucial question, not to becon fused  w ith the first one, is w hether M arx gave 
u p  the tw o-stage theory and instead opted for an im m ediate proletarian 
revolution. H ence there are not tw o but three v iew s confronting one 
another, that m ay be labelled (i) m ajority +  m ajority, <ii> m ajor
ity +  m inority an d  (iii) m inority.

For another, the sequence o f stages in M oore's m inority scenario might 
be different from  the one he proposes. In the early  1870s w e find Marx 
rep lyin g  to B aku n in 'sch arge  that under M arxist rule the peasants w ould  be 
dom inated by the urban proletariat. M arx com m ents that "th e  proletariat 
m ust, as the governm ent, take m easures w hereby the peasant sees his 
situation im m ediately im proved and which therefore w in  him  over to the 
revo lu tio n ".4 T h is reverses the order of the last tw o steps: h avin g  taken

1 Draper, ibid., p. 247. * Neut RManache Zeitung 15.4.1849. 3 JM .. 5.4.1844
4 "Address of the Central Authority to the League", p. 279.
5 Hammen. The Red 48'ers. p jflo; Hunt. The Political ideas of Mars and Engel*, p. 222.
4 " O n  Baku n in 's Suttsmmd Anarchy", p 6yy
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p o w er as a m inority, the proletariat creates a m ajority for the revolution 
before setting out to transform  society. M ore than the other scenarios, this 
suffers from  lack o f realism , as do also the tw o rem aining logical possibili
ties .1

W hether or not M arx believed it m ade sense to w ork for a m inority revo 
lution in G erm an y, he d id  not think tha t by itself it could ensure the victory 
for com m unism . The revolution w ou ld  h ave  to m ove w estw ard s, to France 
and notably to England (3.2 .3). In England there w as a w ell-developed 
w orking class and hence no reason to w ork  fo ra  m inority proletarian revo
lution. M arx certainly n ever entertained the idea o f m aking a revolution 
against the m ajority o f the w orking class, nor against a m ajority that w ould 
include a substantial m inority o f the w orking class. In the second politically 
active period o f M arx 's life, from  1865 to 1875, took it for granted that the
revolution in an advanced industrial country such as England w ould be 
carried out by a m ajority.

C on cern in g the goal and the m ethods o f these stru ggles, M arx had to 
face three, interrelated problem s. First, w as the w orking class to organize 
itself secretly or open ly? Secondly , how  should  it relate itself to the existing 
political institutions? Thirdly, w ould  it be possible to introduce com m un
ism  by peaceful m easures, or w ould a violent revolution be necessary? The 
com binations o f possib le an sw ers to these questions include two extrem e 
cases: a secret conspiracy plotting the violent overthrow  o f the existing 
system , and a peaceful transition using the capitalist state to transform  the 
system  from  w ithin. M arx definitely did not hold the form er view  and 
probably not the latter, but it is not clear w hich o f the interm ediate posi
tions can m ost p lau sib ly  be ascribed to him . The texts are am biguous, and 
possib ly  distorted by the biases m entioned ab o ve.2

Even during the earlier period there is no evidence that M arx ever ad vo 
cated the conspiratorial m ethod. On the contrary, he strongly argued 
against it even  at the time o f the M arch 1850 A d d ress -  the alleged sum m it 
o f h is ultra-leftist deviation (or the alleged revelation o f his deeply  held but 
u sually  w ell-h idden  ultra-leftist v iew s). In his review  o f A . C h en u 's Les 
Conspirateurs w e  find the fo llow ing characterization o f these agitators:

It is precisely their business to anticipate the process of revolutionary development, 
to bring it artificially to crisis-point, to launch a revolution on the spur of the 
moment, without the conditions for a revolution. For them the only condition for

1 Logically there are  tw o other w a y s  o f  o rd erin g  M oore'» stages, in both o f w hich  the
transform ation o f society im m ediately  precede* the seizure o f p ow er Both are  im 
plausible: if the m ajority exists it need not w ait to take p ow er, and if it d o es not there w ill
be n o  transform ation

2 See C o llin s and A bram sky, Kart Marx and the British labour Movement, pp. *96ff.
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revolution is the adequate preparation of their conspiracy They are the al
chemists of the revolution and are characterised by exactly the same chaotic 
thinking and blinkered obsessions as the alchemists of old. They leap at inven
tions which are supposed to work revolutionary miracles: incendiary bombs, 
destructive devices of magic effects, revolts which are expected to be all the more 
miraculous and astonishing in effect as their basis is less rational. Occupied with 
such scheming, they have no other purpose than the most immediate one of 
overthrowing the existing government and have the profoundest contempt for 
the more theoretical enlightenment of the proletariat about their class interests 1

T w en ty  years later the point is reiterated, follow ing an accusation against 
m em bers o f the Parisian federation o f the International for havin g pre
pared the assassination  o f N apoleon III:

If our statutes were not formal on that point, the organisation of an Association 
which identifies itself with the working classes, would exclude from it every form 
of secret society. If the working classes, who form the great bulk of all nations, 
who produce all their wealth and in the name of whom even the usurping powers 
pretend to rule, conspire, they conspire publicly, as the sun conspires against 
darkness, in Ihe full consciousness that without their pale there exists no 
legitimate power.2

M arx 's attitude tow ards the use o f the existing political institutions w as 
m ore com plex. Broadly speak in g, he w arned against it in the 
authoritarian G erm an  and French regim es, but accepted it in the more 
dem ocratic English  system . In The C ivil War in France he insists that "th e  
w ork ing class cannot sim ply  lay hold on the ready m ade state-m achinery 
and w ield  it for its o w n  pu rpose. The political instrum ent o f their 
en slavem en t cannot serve as the political instrum ent o f their em ancipa
tion .'0  Sim ilarly the Critique of the Gotha Program com es out against the 
Lassallean attem pt to enlist state aid for the building o f  socialism . A n y  
Such a id , in fact, w ould  be a poisoned gift: " in  so  far as the present 
co-operatives are concerned, they are o f value only in so far as they are the 
independent creatures o f the w orkers and not protégés either o f the 
governm ent or o f the b o u rg eo is".4

But if M arx had to m ark his distance from  the Lassalleans on his right, 
he also had to dem arcate him self from the anarchists on his left, to steer a 
m iddle course betw een state socialism  and the anarchist opposition  to all 
state activities. In 7 .1 .4  1 cited from  his article on "Political indifferentism " 
in w hich he w arn s against the idea that an y  involvem ent w ith the state is 
contrary to the interests o f the w orkers. T o  p rove the falsity o f this v iew ,

1 Review of Chenu, p 318 2 "ProcUirnf k>n of the General Council".
5 ThfCnnl War in f  ronce, p. »oo;cp. pp 114, 137.
4 Cnhqutof Ihr Gotha Program, p. 27.
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he cites the English  Factory A cts as instances o f w hat can be achieved by 
political m eans. In his "In stru ctio n s" to the G eneva C on gress M arx also 
insists on this idea. In the section dealing w ith  the need for education of 
w orking-class children, he first sta tes t ha t u nder the given circum stances it 
can on ly  be realized by “ general law s, enforced b y  the pow er o f the state". 
He then an sw ers the obvious objection from  the left by asserting that "in  
enforcing such law s, the w orking class do not fortify governm ental pow er. 
O n the contrary, they transform  that pow er, n ow  used against them , into 
their o w n  a g e n c y ." 1

In G erm an y, M arx w as afraid that octroyed m easures w ould in volve the 
cooptation o f the w orkers. In France he feared that the state m achinery w as 
so stro n g  that, if left in existence, it w ould end u p  asserting itsow n  interests 
and not those o f the w orkers. In England and other dem ocratic countries 
the state apparatus, w h ile  largely  reflecting the interest o f the bourgeoisie, 
w as yet sufficiently open to m ake political opposition a w orthw hile task. In 
the 1850s he had been m ore sceptical in this respect. He twice referred to the 
political opposition  as a m ere "sa fe ty -v a lv e "  o f the system ; it "d o e s  not 
stop the m otion of the engine, but preserves it b y  letting off in vapour the 
pow er w hich m ight otherw ise blow  up the w hole con cern ".1 2 3 In the 1860s 
his attitude, or at least his expressed attitude, had changed. In addition to 
the published w ritings, one m ay consult the procès-verbaux o f the Ixm don 
m eeting o f the International in Septem ber 18 7 1 , w here he constantly 
criticizes the tendency to political abstention.3

With respect to a possib le peaceful transition to socialism , the follow ing 
texts m ay be cited .4 In 1852, M arx su ggests that the "inevitable resu lt" of 
the introduction o f universal su ffrage in England will be "th e  political 
suprem acy o f the w orking c la ss " .5 In an  interview  w ith an Am erican jour
nal in M ay 18 7 1 he m akes a distinction betw een the countries w here the 
transition to socialism  m ay proceed peacefully and those in w hich this does 
not seem  possible. " In  England, for instance, the w a y  to sh o w  political 
pow er lies open to the w ork ing class. Insurrection w ould  be m adness 
w here peaceful agitation w ould  more sw iftly  and surely do the w ork. In 
France a hundred law s o f repression and a m ortal antagonism  betw een 
classes seem  to necessitate the violent solution o f social w a r ."6 In his

1 "Instructions for delegates of the Geneva congress", p. 194.
2 New York Daily Tribune 6.5.185y, cp. also Neue Oder Zeitung 28.2.1855. Another sarcastic 

comment on parliamentarism as mere play-acting occurs in ifnf. 26.5.1855.
5 "Procès-verbaux", pp 698-9, 703. 710.
4 The following draws on Avineri. The Social and Political Thought of Karl Marx. pp. 214ft.
3 New York Daily Tnbune 25.8.1852.
* "Account of an interview with Karl Marx", p. 454.
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speech in A m sterdam  in 1872 he told the audience that "W e kn ow  that 
heed m ust be paid to the institutions, custom s and traditions o f the vari
o u s countries, and w e do not d en y  that there are countries, such as 
A m erica an d  England, and if 1 w as fam iliar w ith its institutions, I m ight 
include H olland, w h ere  the w orkers m ay attain their goal b y  peaceful 
m e a n s ." '

The lan gu age o f en d s and m eans w ould  have seem ed inappropriate to 
the early  M arx. In The German Ideology w e  find him  holding the proto- 
Sorelian  v iew  that "th e  revolution is necessary . . .  not only because the 
ruling  c lass cannot be overthrow n  in an y  other w ay , but also because the 
class overthrowing it can o n ly  in a revolution succeed in ridding itself o f all 
the m uck o f ages and becom e fitted to found society a n e w " .1 A s  Bernstein 
and others after him , but on diam etrically opposed groun ds, he held that 
the m eans w ere  not neutral w ith respect to the ends. In his op in ion , the 
revolutionary m ean s w ould transform  the class w ie ld in g  them so as to 
m ake it capable o f attaining its end -  w h ile  the later revisionists argued 
that they w ould  have the result of incapacitating the class using them . It is 
hard to tell w h eth er M arx really cam e to g ive u p  his earlier v iew , or 
w h eth er he m erely affected to have done so. M y conjecture, for w h at it is 
w orth , is that after a lifetim e o f revolutionary fervour M arx could hardly 
bring h im self to start th inking in a w h olly  n ew . instrum entalist 
fram ew ork. The context o f the International m ade it expedient to use this 
language, but it m ay not have corresponded to his inner beliefs.

7.3. Communism

C om m unism  for M arx w as  the u nity o f self-realization and com m unity -  
self-realization o f the in dividual for the sake o f the com m unity. The exact 
institutional im plem entation o f that ideal rem ains elusive, both a s  con
cerns the system  of production and distribution and as concerns the 
app aratu s for political decision-m aking. In 7 .3 .3  I offer a tentative recon
struction o f M arx 's U topia, but I can hardly stress too m uch the difficulty 
o f steering a m iddle course betw een vagu en ess and im plausibility. By 
contrast, it is easier to m ake sen se  o f his w ritings about the paths to 
Utopia Betw een capitalism  and the final form  o f com m unism  w e find 
both a political transition stage ("th e  dictatorship o f the proletariat") and 
an econom ic transition stage ("th e  first stage o f com m unism "). O f these, 
the first transition occurs before the second, if w e  are to take literally

1 "$p**ch on t h *  Hague Congrrs*". p 160. 1 TV G e rm a n  Untogy, p. 53
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M ara 's statem ents in the Critique of the Gotha Program. The revolutionary 
dictatorship o f the proletariat is here said to lie "b etw een  capitalist and 
com m unist so c ie ty "/  hence it m ust occur before the advent o f "th e  first 
stage o f com m u n ism " to w hich corresponds the principle "T o  each accord
ing to h isco n trib u tio n ."J The political transition to com m unism  is the topic 
o f 7 .3 . 1 .  In 7 .3 .2  I consider the econom ic transition w ithin com m unism , 
w ith m ain em phasis on the "state  capitalism " described in theCritiqueofthe 
Gotha Program, buta Iso w ith a brief reference to the "m arket socialism " that 
M ara considered  an d  rejected a s  an alternative transitional form.

7.3.1. The dictatorship of the proletariat
A fter the exhaustive researches o f H al D rap eran d  Richard H u n P w e  h avea  
fairly clear idea o f w hat M arx m eant b y  that phrase -  and w hat he did not 
m ean by it. A s these authors point out, and as is clear from  M arx 's ow n 
w ritings, dictatorship at his time and in h is w ork  did not necessarily mean 
an yth in g incom patible w ith dem ocracy. Rather it involved a form o f extra
legality, a political rule in breach o f theexistingconstitution. That violation 
of a constitution need not in volve  a violation of dem ocracy is easily  show n 
by u sin g  as an exam ple the extrem e case in w hich the existing constitution 
requires unanim ity for constitutional change. If a m ajority 0195 per cent o f 
the population take m atters in their ow n  hands an d  set u p  a new  constitu
tion requiring on ly  a  tw o-thirds m ajority, they act unconstitutionally but 
hardly undem ocratically. Rather the latter term w ould app ly  to the 5 per 
cent w h o  o p p o se  the change. I am  not suggestin g that constitutional guar
antees should never be respected in a dem ocracy,4 although w e shall see  in 
a m om ent that M ara d id  not see the need for an y such guarantee. M y point 
is sim p ly  that there m ust be som e correspondence betw een how  difficult it 
isto ch an ge  the constitution and the proportion o f citizens w ho w ant it to be 
that difficult to change it.5 If this correspondence does not obtain, there is a 
need for a political revolution and a new constituent assem bly.

C ould  on e consider the dictatorship o f the proletariat a s  a constituent 
assem bly, in which the w orking-class m ajority of the nation dem ocratically 
but ^co n stitu tio n ally  im poses a  new  constitution? In 1848 M arx refers to 
"th e  right o f the dem ocratic popular m asses, by their presence, to exert a

‘ Critique of the Gotha Prognm, p. 2$ * IM .. p 21.
* Draper. "Marx and the dictatorship of the proletariat” ; Hunt. The Poiilictl Ideas of Man and 

Engels, ch. 9.
* The need for a constitutional foundation of democracy is well argued in Holmes. “ Precom 

mitmcnt and self-rule” .
* Cp my Ulysses and the Sirens, pp. 95-6 and, especially, my "Constitutional choice and the 

transition to socialism” .
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m oral in fluence on the attitude o f constituent assem b lies"1 -  and one 
m ight consider the dictatorship o f the proletariat as a m ore direct m eans 
for ach ievin g  the sam e en d . This, h ow ever, w ould  be m isleading. I have 
quoted in 2 .2 .6  the passage  from  The German Ideology w here M arx 
d iscusses and rejects the idea that in d ividuals m ight w ant to "b in d  them 
se lv e s "  politically, through a constitution.1 2 In The C ivil War in France M arx 
em phasizes that in the political transition stage all representatives should 
be im m ediately revocable at all tim es. The C om m une -  the prim e h is
torical instance o f the dictatorship o f the proletariat3 -  involved  "d o in g  
a w a y  w ith the state h ierarchy altogether and replacing the haughteous 
m asters o f the people into (sic] its a lw ays rem ovable servants, a mock 
responsibility by a real responsib ility, as they act continuously under 
public su p e rv is io n " .4 N ow here does he show  an y  aw aren ess o f the prob
lem s in volved  in  such direct dem ocracy.5

The dictatorship o f the proletariat, then, is characterized by m ajority 
rule, extra-legality, d ism antling o f the state apparatus and revocability o f 
the representatives. W ith one exception M arx is silent about the fate o f the 
bourgeois m inority. The exception is in the article on "Political indif- 
feren tism ", w here M arx offers the fo llow in g caricature o f the v iew s o f his 
anarchist opponents:

If th e  p o lit ic a l s t r u g g le  o f  th e  w o r k in g  c la s s  a s s u m e s  v io le n t  fo r m s , if th e  w o r k e r s  
s u b s t itu te  th e ir  r e v o lu t io n a r y  d ic t a t o r s h ip  fo r  th e  d ic t a t o r s h ip  o f  th e  b o u r g e o is  
c la s s ,  th e y  a r e  c o m m itt in g  th e  te r r ib le  c r im e  o f  le s e -p r in c ip le . fo r  to s a t is fy  th e ir  
o w n  b a s e  e v e r y d a y  n e e d s  a n d  c r u s h  th e  r e s is t a n c e  o f  th e  b o u r g e o is ie ,  in s t e a d  o f  
la y in g  d o w n  a r m s  a n d  a b o l is h in g  th e  S ta te  th e y  a r e  g iv in g  it a  r e v o lu t io n a r y  a n d  
t ra n s ie n t  fo rm  *

Em bedded in the caricature is a statem ent o f M arx's ow n  view s, w ith the 
notable reference to the "c ru sh in g "  o f bourgeois re s is ta n c e -a  phrase that 
in retrospect assu m es a  sin ister m eaning that m ay or m ay not have been 
there from  the beginning. N ote that w hen  M arx speaks o f replacing the 
bourgeois dictatorship w ith  a proletarian one, the term probably d o es not 
have the sam e m eaning in both cases. The reason for calling the rule o f the 
bourgeoisie a dictatorship presum ably is that it is the rule of the m inority

1 New Rhemifcht Zeitung 17.9.184g. * The German Ideology, p. 334
* For evidence that Marx considered the Commune to be an instance of the dictatorship of

the proletariat, see Hunt,TV Political Ideas of Marx and Engels, pp. juft-9. 330-a.
4 The Civil War in France, p 57; see also pp. 105,140.
* To my knowledge Marx never discusses the Athenian demorracy that in many respects 

was the closest historical realization of hi* political ideal* For the safeguards against 
excessive spontaneity that developed in this system, see lones, Athenian Democracy, pp 4, 
5a-j, ia j and Finley, Politics in the Ancient World, pp 538

* "Political indifferentism", p. 300.
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over the m ajority, not that it is unconstitutional. (Or. alternatively, the 
passage could be invoked as an argum ent against the D raper-H unt 
reading o f the "d ictatorsh ip  of the proletariat".)

7 .3 .2 . M arket socialism  vs. state capitalism
In the Critique o f the Gotha Program M arx describes a first or transitional 
state o f com m unism  that could be characterized as a form o f state cap i
talism. Before considering this system , 1 w ant to point to M arx 's discus
sion o f an alternative system , that in sim ilarly anachronistic terms could 
be called m arket socialism  -  a system  of w orkers' cooperatives engaging 
in m arket transactions with one another. Both system s might be said to be 
based on exchange -  exchange o f labour against good s in state capitalism , 
exchange o f products for m oney in m arket socialism . To that extent they 
retain som e o f the features o f capitalism , w hile abolishing others. Market 
socialism  abolishes classes, w hile conceivably retaining exploitation and 
certainly alienation. To the extent that the cooperatives are unequally 
en dow ed w ith natural or hum an resources, exploitation can indeed take 
place by m arket exchange even  though there is no labour m arket.1 State 
capitalism  gets rid o f both classes and exploitation, w hile also retaining 
alienation.2 H ence the choice betw een the tw o form s might appear to be 
sim ple, w ere it not for the possible advan tages o f m arket socialism  in 
terms o f efficiency and w ork ers' autonom y. Be this as it m ay, M arx cer
tainly preferred state capitalism  as the transitional stage to full 
com m unism .

In The Poverty of Philosophy M arx cites at length the v iew s o f John Bray, 
w ho proposed, in the spirit o f Proudhon, a system  o f equal exchange that 
w ould do aw ay  w ith the inequalities and inequities o f the capitalist 
system . M arx 's refutation of his v iew s is obscure, and does not require a 
lengthy d iscussion . Essentially M arx argues that the system  o f equal 
exchange (i) is incom patible w ith large-scale industry and (ii) in an y case 
w ould lead to the reem ergence o f class relations.y Both objections rest on 
the prem ise that the exchange w ould take place betw een individual pro
ducers, not betw een w orkers' cooperatives. They do not bear at all on a 
system  o f m arket socialism  based on cooperatives trading w ith one 
another in the m arket.

1 Cp Roemer. A General Theory, ch. i, summarized in 4.1.3.
2 This is a central theme in Moorr. Marx on the Choice between Socialism and Cnmmwniswi This 

valuable work is slightly marred by the failure to distinguish between the two forms of 
exchange -  between individuals, or between the individual and the society -  and «he 
corresponding two forms of the transitional stage.

5 The Poivriy of Philosophy, pp 141-4
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In The C ivil War in France M arx produces a m ore pow erfu l argum ent 
against "u n p lan n ed  m arket socialism ":

[T h o s e !  m e m b e r s  o f  th e  r u lin g  c la s s e s  w h o  a r e  in te l l ig e n t  e n o u g h  to  p e r c e iv e  th e  

im p o s s ib i l it y  o f  c o n t in u in g  th e  p r e s e n t  s y s t e m  -  a n d  t h e y  a r e  m a n y  -  h a v e  b e c o m e  
th e  o b tr u s iv e  a n d  fu ll-m o u th e d  a p o s t le s  o f  c o -o p e r a t iv e  p r o d u c t io n . I f  c o - o p e r a 

t iv e  p r o d u c t io n  is  n o t to  r e m a in  a s h a m  a n d  a s n a r e :  i f  it i s  to  s u p e r s e d e  th e  
C a p ita l is t  s y s t e m ; i f  u n ite d  c o -o p e r a t iv e  so c ie t ie s  a r e  to  r e g u la te  n a t io n a l p r o d u c 

tio n  u p o n  a c o m m o n  p la n , t h u s  t a k in g  it u n d e r  th e ir  o w n  c o n tro l, a n d  p u t t in g  an  

e n d  to  th e  c o n s ta n t  a n a r c h y  a n d  p e r io d ic a l  c o n v u ls io n s  w h ic h  a re  th e  fa ta lity  o f  

C a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n  -  w h a t  e ls e ,  g e n t le m e n , w o u ld  it b e  b u t  C o m m u n is m , 
" p o s s ib le "  C o m m u n is m ?1

I read this passage  as being critical o f the idea of pure m arket socialism , 
w hile not being hostile to som e form  o f decentralized decision-m aking, 
supplem ented  by a "com m on  p la n ". O bserve that this is an argum ent 
against pure m arket socialism  on a nation-w ide scale, and hence different 
from the argum ent against "d w a r fish "  experim ents w ith  cooperatives 
cited in 7 .2 .2 . W orkers' cooperatives, to present a feasible alternative to 
capitalism , m ust both exist on a large scale and be supplem ented by 
central planning. In the absence o f p lanning, m arket socialism  will in
evitably lead to m arket failures -  to periodical econom ic crises, w ith  the 
concom itant phenom ena o f unem ploym ent and w astefu lness. N ote that 
M arx m entions neither the possible reem ergence o f classes nor exploita
tion as argu m ents again st the system .

In the Critique of the Gotha Program  M arx sets out his distinction betw een 
the first and the final stages o f com m unism . T h e first is described in som e 
detail, the second on ly  in the vaguest outline. The first stage in volves a 
com bination o f the w elfare state and state capitalism  C onsum ption  is 
according to contribution, w ith social security provid ing for those w ho 
are unable to contribute. Since there is "com m on o w n e rsh ip o f the m eans 
o f production, the producers do not exchange their p ro d u cts".2 In a sense 
the in dividual sells his labour-pow er, but to "so c ie ty "  rather than to any 
individual capitalist, hence there is no class form ation. N or is there 
exploitation, since there can be no consum ption  w ithout a corresponding 
contribution (or som e inability that preven ts the individual from 
contributing).

A s  observed  in 4 .3 .3 , this is not a coherent picture o f a n y  society, since 
the heterogeneity  o f labour m akes nonsense o f the principle T o  each 
according to his labour contribution ." M oreover, if pow er relations in the

1 TheChnl War in France. p. 14). 3 The Critique o f the Gotha Program, p. 19
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m anagem ent o f corporate property is a basis for class form ation in capi
talism and pre-capitalist society (6 .1 .1) , it is hard to see w h y this would 
not also be true o f the first stage o f com m unism . N evertheless, in a very 
stylized w ay  the first stage o f com m unism  bears som e relation to present 
Soviet-type econom ies, just as the system  o f m arket socialism  has som e 
affinities to the Y u go slav  regim e. M arx w ould have said that both system s 
are based on alienation, since neither fu lfils the need for self-realization 
through creative work.

The Critique o f the Gotha Program is not the only w ork  in which M arx 
distinguishes betw een several form s o f com m unism . A s  stressed notably 
by Sh lom o A vineri, a som ew hat sim ilar distinction is found in the 
Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts:

In its first form, (communism is) only a generalisation and consummation of (the 
relation of private property]. As such it appears in a twofold form: on the one 
hand, the domination of material property bulks so large that it wants to destroy 
everything which is not capable of being possessed by all as private property. It 
wants to disregard talent etc. in an arbitrary manner. For it the sole purpose of life 
is direct, physical possession The category of the worker is not done away with, but 
extended to all men . . .  This type of communism - since it negates the personality 
of man in every sphere -  is but the logical expression of private property, which is 
this negation. General envy constituting itself as a power is the disguise in which 
greed re-establishes itself and satisfies itself, only in another way. The thought of 
every piece of private property as such is at least turned against uralthier private 
property in the form of envy and the urge to reduce things to a common level, so 
that this envy and urge even constitute the essence of competition. Crude com
munism is only theculmination of this envy and of this levelling-down proceeding 
from the preconceived minimum. . .  The community is only a community of labour, 
and equality of wages paid out by communal capital -  by the community as the 
universal capitalist.1

Unlike A vineri, I do not think M arx here describes a stage through which 
the evolution from  capitalism  to higher com m unism  m ust necessarily 
p ass.1 2 * Rather he is characterizing one of the m any proposals o f com m un
ism  that have been m ade throughout h isto ry .' Far from being a necessary 
stage o f com m unism , it w ou ld , if realized, be a prem ature form, in which 
"w ant is m erely m ade g e n era l" .4

1 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, pp 294-5.
* Avineri, The Social and Political Thought of Kart Mart, pp 220ff.
1 See notably the reference in The Communist Manifesto, p. 514 to “ the revolutionary litera

ture that accompanied these first movements of the proletariat" and that "inculcated 
universal asceticism and social levelling in its crudest form” . For discussion, see Moore, 
Marron the Choice between Socialism and Communism, p. 12.

4 The German Ideology, p. 49.
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T h is being said , one cannot help reading the Critique of the Gotha 
Program in the light o f this m uch more vivid  early  text. In the later w ork 
M arx m erely refers to the first stage in abstract term s, as com m unist 
society " ju s t  as it emerges from capitalist society, w hich is thus in every  
respect, econom ically, m orally, and intellectually, still stam ped w ith the 
birthm arks o f the old society from  w hose w om b it e m e rg e s" .1 We m ust 
assu m e that on e o f these "h y steresis  traces"1 is the need for material 
incentives, corresponding to the contribution principle <4.3.3). The early 
w ork  is m ore specific, w ith the references to greed , en vy  and the thirst for 
private property. In the later w ork M arx asserts that the individual 
producer "rece ives  a certificate from  society that he has furnished such 
and such an am ount of lab o u r", entitling him  to d raw  from  the "social 
stock o f m eans o f co n su m p tio n ".5 In the earlier m anuscripts it is said 
outright that the com m unity becom es "th e  universal cap italist". To the 
early  v iew  that "th e  category o f w orker is not done aw ay  w ith , but 
extended to all m en " there corresponds the later observation that the 
in d iv id u als "a re  regarded  only as uwrkers, and nothing more is seen  in 
th e m ".4 W hat M arx in his youth saw  as a blind a lley, he later cam e to see 
a s  a n ecessary, if transitional, stage. In betw een, he had com e to see the 
im portance o f the degree  of developm ent o f the productive forces for 
determ ining w h eth er the establishm ent of state capitalism  will in fact be 
prem ature, or a fram ew ork w ithin which the com m unist relations can 
develop .

There is no hint an yw h ere  in M arx 's w ritings about the dynam ics o f the 
transition from  the first to the second stage of com m unism . In particular, 
w e cannot tell w h eth er the general theory o f productive forces and 
relations o f  production (5 .1)  is still supposed  to app ly  O ne m ight, of 
course, form  som e kind o f speculative conjecture. For instance, the 
transition to the first stage could occur w hen  and because the "state  
capitalist" relations o f production perm it a better use o f the productive 
forces by elim inating capitalist w aste  and irrationality. The further transi
tion to the higher stage could occur w hen and because these relations 
becom e fetters on the optim al dewlopment o f the forces. This tw o-stage 
m odel w ou ld , in fact, elim inate som e o f the contradictions in the theory 
set out in 5 .2 .3 . Yet, to repeat, there is no textual basis for the m odel, nor is 
it in a n y  w ay  inherently p lausible. It is cited on ly  to g ive  an exam ple of the

1 Critique of the Gotha Program, p. 10.
1 “ Can socialist man be created so as not to show any hysteresis trace of his bourgeois or

peasant past?" (Georgescu-Roegen, The Entropy Unvand the Economic Process, p. ia6>.
* Critique of the Gotha Program, p. 20. 4 Ibid., p. it .
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kind o f theory that w ould  have to be provided to supplem ent the static 
periodization o f the Critique of the Gotha Program .1

7 .3 .3 . T h e  society o f the associated producers
W e m ust assum e that the final stage o f com m unism  has som e kind of 
structure; that it is not sim ply  a land o f  milk and honey in which the 
sprin gs o f w ealth flow  so abundantly  that no problem s o f allocation of 
resources, coordination o f activities and distribution o f goods ever 
arise. N o one could d en y  the Utopian strand in M arx's thinking, but I for 
one am  loath to attribute to him a v iew  that could on ly  be described as a 
pure expression  of the p leasure principle. M arx did know  that the reality 
principle, in the form  o f gravitation, w ould drag us to the ground if w e 
sim ply stepped  out o f the w in dow  and tried to fly. Hence I proceed on 
the assum ption  that he w ould not be averse in principle to a discussion 
o f how  to build aeroplanes.

A lthough the tw o m ay, in the final an alysis, be alm ost ind istingu ish
able from  one another, I shall d iscuss separately the econom ic and the 
political organization o f the higher stage (henceforw ard referred to 
sim ply  as "co m m u n ism "). With respect to the organization o f produc
tion and consum ption, w e  m ay em ploy the useful fram ew ork proposed 
by Karl Polanyi and further developed  by Serge K olm .1 2 Polanyi argued 
that the circulation o f go o d s which is indispensable in an y society not 
based on autarkic subsistence, can be organized in three distinct w ays: 
by m arket exchange; by redistribution (i.e. a flow  from  the periphery to 
the centre and then back again  to the periphery after som e retention at 
the centre); or by reciprocity (i.e. institutionalized give-and-take of 
goods, w ithout pricing and w ithout records). In m odern term s, red is
tribution can be referred to as p lanning, hence w e get the trichotom y of 
m arket, planning and reciprocity.

Kolm  o b serves that a n y  actual society will contain elem ents o f all three 
system s, in vary in g  com binations. This can be expressed visually by 
placing som e contem porary societies w ithin a tnangie (Fig. 4) w hose 
com ers represent the extrem e, or pure types.

W here in the triangle could w e locate M arx 's com m unist society? First, let 
us note that, according to the early  m anuscripts, reciprocity is a central 
feature o f com m unism . In order to produce " a s  hum an b e in g s", each

1 For some reflections on this problem, see Roemer. A Central Theory, ch. 9
2 Polanyi, The Créât Transformation, cb 4; Kolm, "Introduction à la réciprocité générale".
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Reciprocity

« 8  r

individual m ust produce for the sake o f another: "In  your enjoym ent or 
use o f m y product I w ou ld  have the direct en joym ent both o f being 
conscious o f havin g satisfied a human need by m y w ork , that is , of having 
objectified man's essential nature, and o f havin g thus created an  object 
corresponding to another man's essential n a tu re ." 1 It rem ains totally 
unclear, h o w ever, h o w  this artisanal ideal can be carried out under con di
tions of large-scale industry. Since individual contributions to the final 
product cannot in general be identified, on e could n ever know  w h o  pro
duces w hat for w h om . K o lm 's solution is to advocate the practice o f 
general reciprocity, in w hich  each finds h is p leasure in g iv in g  to, as w ell as 
taking from , "so c ie ty " . Besides the fact that such free-floating bene
volence is not an  o bvio u sly  attractive notion (see the rem arks at the 
end o f 6 .3 .4 ), it is not a good approxim ation to w hat M arx had  in m ind. 
For him , the com m unist society w as  rather like the com m unity o f scho
lars, in w hich  each m em ber finds his satisfaction by offering hts product to 
others, for criticism  and appreciation. Identifiability then is o f the 
essence.

1 Comments on lames Mill. pp. 227-8.

C.C
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N ext, the frequent references in M arx 's w ork to production according to 
a "com m on  p la n "1 show  that there w ill have to a be a central agen cy  for 
p lanning. It w ill at least h ave  the task o f provid ing public good s and of 
preven tin g cyclical fluctuations and other w asteful phenom ena. W ould 
the planning agen cy  also  have the task o f regulating production in detail, 
that is o f decid ing how  m uch shall be produced o f the various goods and in 
w hat m anner? I do not think it w ou ld . H is various references to socially 
p lanned allocation o f natural resources* or o f labour-pow er3 can be read in 
several w a y s , and do not have to im ply detail regulation. They are also 
com patible w ith  an  agen cy  that acts on certain key  param eters o f the 
econom y, and then leaves it to the producers to choose w hat and how' 
m uch to produce. In fact, g iven  M arx 's m assive em phasis on self-realiz
ation and auton om y, it is im possible to attribute to him the v iew  that com 
m unism  w ould  be a society in w hich all productive decisions w ere taken 
from  the centre.

C learly , the m odel o f a com m unity o f scholars w ill have to go. A lthough 
today w e live in a society in w hich technological advan ce m akes sm all, 
decentralized and h igh ly  productive units m ore feasible than a hundred 
years ago , 1 cannot im agine that w e w ill ever be able to forego large-scale 
activities. The productive units m ust be group s of in d iv id u a ls -c a ll them 
firms -  not sin gle  in d iv iduals. C om m unism , if it ever com es about, will 
neither be a sin gle  giant factory, nor the artisanal paradise im agined by 
W illiam  M orris. G iven  this prem ise, m arket socialism  seem s to follow' 
unavo idab ly . The firm s will h ave  to exchange good s w ith one another. 
T hey can hardly do so according to face-to-face reciprocal relations, since 
firm s are faceless. N or can they d o  so according to a plan, since this has 
been elim inated by assum ption . If w e  accept the trichotom y, only m arket 
exchange rem ains. A n d  yet M arx w as vehem ent in his rejection o f the 
"com m odity  fo rm ". H e w ou ld  certainly have located com m unism  on the 
right-hand line o f the triangle, as far as possible from  the m arket corner. O n 
the other han d , autonom ous w ork ers' cooperatives w ould  perm it at least 
som e degree o f self-realization through w ork , w hile they w ould  also be 
com patible w ith  the need  fo r large productive units. H ence on e m ight 
argu e that according to M arx 's  central valu es, m arket socialism  w ould  be 
the best com prom ise, since not ail o f them can be realized sim ultaneously 
and m axim ally. Y et, as o bserved  earlier, M arx tended to assum e that all 
good things go  together, and that it is possib le to en joy  the m axim um  of 1 2

1 Capital I, pp. 78-9, 356, Capital 111, pp. 120-1. 820. Grundriste, p. 173, The Civil War in France,
p. 143; The German Ideology, p. 83.

2 Capital III, p. 120. 5 Capital I. pp. 78-9; Capital III, p. 187
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individual self-realization and the m axim um  of productivity and the 
m axim um  of coordination. T rue, the "post-industrial society" m ay to 
som e extent bring these goals closer to one another, but the gap  is and 
will rem ain substantial.

1 now  turn to the political institutions under com m unism  -  the tasks to 
be perform ed and the w ay  in w hich  they will be perform ed. In the 
Critique of the Gotha Program  M arx asks: "W h at transform ation will the 
state u nd ergo  in com m unist society? In other w ord s, w hat social func
tions will rem ain in existence there that are analogous to the present 
functions of the s ta te ?"1 (The reason  w h y  these functions are analogous, 
not identical, is that "th e  governm ental functions are transform ed into 
sim ple adm inistrative o n e s " ,2 w h atever this m ay m ean.) It is possible to 
in fer w hat som e o f these functions m ight be. W hen d iscussin g the first 
stage o f com m unism , M arx refers to three deductions that m ust be m ade 
from  the net social product before it can be allocated to private con
sum ption : for the "g en era l costs o f adm inistration not belonging to pro
d u ctio n ", for the "com m on  satisfaction o f needs, such as schools, health 
services e tc ."  and for " fu n d s  to those unable to w o rk " .3 H e states that of 
these, the first w ill d im inish and the second increase in proportion as 
the h igher stage em erges, w hile nothing is said about the third, prob
ab ly  because they will obviou sly  rem ain im portant. H ence the tasks of 
the state in the final stage o f com m unism  will include the provision of 
health, education and w elfare services. In addition the central agency 
for p lanning will also be part o f the state m achinery. O n the other hand, 
the task of m aintaining law  and order falls in the first category and 
hence will tend to d isappear.

The U topian side o f M arx 's thought com es out in tw o w ays M ost 
ob vio u sly , there is the idea o f the "w ith erin g -a w a y" o f the judicial 
m achinery, as if com m unism  w ould  have neither crim inals nor civil 
cases to be ad judicated . M ore im portantly, there is the idea that the 
tasks to be perform ed by the state are  non-conflictual. To bring out this 
v iew  I shall reproduce his com m ents on B akun in 's Statism and Anarchy in 
the form  o f a d ialogue. M arx 's com m ents are  som ew hat am biguous, in 
that it is not clear w hether he refers to the dictatorship o f the proletariat, 
the first stage o f com m unism  or the final stage. With the exception of the 
first com m ent, the text w ould  m ainly seem  to concern the final, higher 
stage.

1 Critique of the Gotha Program, p. 28.
* "Th* «llvard divi»ion» in thr InlernjUonâl", p. 50 
1 Critique of the Gotha Program. p. 19.
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Bakunin: What dues it mean to say that the proletariat is organized as a ruling 
class?

Marx: It means that the proletariat, instead of fighting piecemeal against the 
economically privileged classes, has obtained enough strength and organis
ation to use general means of forcibly expressing itself in this struggle; but it 
can only use economic means which abolish its own character as wage- 
labourers, that is as a class; with its complete victory, therefore, its domi
nation is at an end because its character as a class has disappeared.

Bakunin: Will, perhaps, the whole of the proletariat be at the head of government? 
Marx: In a trade union, for example, is the executive committee composed of the 

whole of the union? Will all division of labour and the different functions that 
it entails disappear? And in Bakunin's construction from the bottom to the 
top will everyone be at the top? Then there will be no bottom. Will all 
members of the Commune manage the common interests of the enterprise at 
the same time? Then there is no distinction between enterprise and 
commune.

Bakunin: There are about forty million Germans. Will, for example, all the forty 
millions be members of the government?

Marr: Certainly! For the thing begins with the self-government of the Commune. 
Bakunin: The whole people will govern and there will be no one to be governed. 
Marx: According to this principle, when a man rules himself, he does not rule 

himself, since he is only himself and no one else.
Bakunin: Then there will be no government, no State, but if there is a State in 

existence there will also be governors and slaves.
Marx: This merely means; when class rule has disappeared, there will no longer be 

any state in the present political sense of the word.
Bakunin: The dilemma in the theory of the Marxists is easily resolved. By govern

ment of the people they mean government of the people through a small 
number of leaders, elected by the people 

Marx: Asinine! This is democratic verbiage, political drivel! An election is a 
political form, both in the smallest Russian commune and in the Artel. The 
character of the election does not depend on this description, but on the 
economic basis, the economic interrelations of the electors, and as soon as 
these functions have ceased to be political, then there exists (1) no govern
mental function; (2) the distribution of general functions has become a busi
ness matter which does not afford any room for domination; (3) the election 
has none of its present political character.1

This is M arx talking to him self, free from  an y bias of com prom ise or 
exhortation, hence w e  m ust assum e that this m assively Utopian con
struction really reflects his v iew . Wc m ay note the follow ing com ponents 
o f the construction, (i) M arx apparently  believes that in a "business 
m atter" there is no "room  for dom ination ". This, presum ably, reflects his 
distinction betw een the purely  technical d ivision  o f labour and that which 
is due to class dom ination ( 5 .1 . 1 ) .  Yet the very fact that the two coexist

1 "On Bakunin's Sialism and Anarchy". pp. 634-5.
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u n d er capitalism  sh o w s that the organization o f production is not 
determ ined by purely technical considerations, so  that room is left for 
other determ inants to o p erate .1 (ii) Marx apparently  thinks that "th e  d is
tribution o f  general fu n ctions" shall take place by an election, not by 
rotation or by lot as in the A thenian dem ocracy. Yet it is hard to see  what 
the point w ould  be o f havin g an election u nless there is or could be 
disagreement over w hom  to elect. This might or might not reflect d isagree
m ents over policy, but in any case the election w ould  su rely  have a 
"p o litica l" character, (iii) M arx esch ew s a crucial question w hen  he says 
that all forty m illion G erm an s will participate in the governm ent o f their 
C om m une, w ithout telling us how  the activities o f different C om m unes 
w ill be coordinated The "com m on p lan " cannot be settled as a pure 
business m atter, (iv) M ost im portantly, M arx reveals a fundam ental 
prem ise o f his com m unism  w h en  he assim ilates the self-rule o f society to 
that o f an individual. This is a scale error o f m onum ental size and im por
tance. Even assu m in g that the individual can rule over h im self w ithout 
an y need to deposit h is w ill in external constraints, not revocable at any 
given m om ent, the analogous assum ption  w ith respect to society is 
absurd.

The u nd erlyin g  question is to w hat extent there will be divergent 
preferences under com m unism . Even assum ing people to be m oved by 
altruism  or a concern for the com m on good , they m ight not have a 
com m on conception o f w hat that good is. It is a shallow  conception of 
politics w hich assum es that all political d isagreem ent must derive from 
the clash o f in d ividual, egoistical w ills Issues such as abortion, future 
generations, environm ental values or regional independence com m and 
strong loyalties and generate violent conflict. Such issues are som etim es 
am enable to solution, in the sense o f unanim ous agreem ent rationally 
arrived  at, but it w ould be absurd to set up a political system  on the 
assum ption  that this hap py outcom e w ill a lw a y s  be produced. For one 
thing, time is a scarce resource even  under com m unism . Som etim es 
decisions m ust be taken before unanim ity has been reached, in which 
case the need for a procedure for aggregating conflicting preferences will 
m ake itself fe lt.2

1 The point is not that technically suboptimal relations may be imposed to ensure class 
domination (3.3 2), but that class domination can be superimposed on the technical 
division of labour.

1 For a more elaborate argument, see my "The market and the forum".
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8 .1. Staling the problem
8 .1 .1 . The nature of the explanandum
8.1.2. The nature of the explanation
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From  his first w ritin gs, M arx w as  n ever content w ith  stating his ow n  
v iew s an d  criticizing those o f  others In addition, he w an ted  to explain 
how  oth ers cam e to hold their erroneous v iew s. The theories o f others 
w ere  not treated m ain ly as alternative v iew s o f the sam e social reality that 
he also  studied -  as legitim ate if p o ssib ly  incorrect explanations o f society. 
R ather he con sidered  them  to be part o f the reality to be explained. In 2 .3 .2  
and 3 . 1 .2  I h ave  a lread y  d iscu ssed  his attem pt to endogen ize social 
theories, b y  argu in g  that they are  both effect an d  cause o f the econom ic 
reality w hich  they purport to explain . The difficulty and the interest o f the 
theory o f ideo logies d erives  from  this com plex, threefold relation it posits 
b etw een  social thought and social reality, (i) T h e beliefs h ave  society' as 
their object -  they are exp lan ation s or justifications o f facts about m en and 
their relations to one another, (ii) The em ergence or persistence o f such 
beliefs m ay  itself be caused  or, m ore gen erally , explained  by social facts, 
(iii) The beliefs are them selves social facts and m ay as such h ave  con se
quen ces for the social structure -  to stabilize it or to underm ine it.

Ideologies are e lu sive  entities. Beliefs, like electrons, are unobservable: 
th ey  m ust be identified indirectly. To ask  peop le about their beliefs is 
a lread y  to interfere w ith  them , since w h at w e seek gen erally  is the sp o n 
taneous, unreflective belief rather than the self-conscious an sw er to a 
question . M oreover, to believe in som eth ing is not on e single, sim ple 
m odality. C h ild ren  m ay believe in Santa C laus, and yet ask  their parents

I IcCopyrighted
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how  much the C hristm as g ifts cost Subjects m ay believe in the d ivin ity  of 
their rulers, an d  yet on im portant occasions turn to the traditional g o d s .1 
People m ay believe that they have certain beliefs, only to find out that 
they are not w illing to act upon them . Yet beliefs cannot sim ply be in fer
red from actions Beliefs are underdeterm ined by action and, in an y case, 
people m ay act on the beliefs they w ant to be believed to hold , not on 
those they actually  hold For these and other reasons the stu d y  of 
ideologies is fraught w ith dan gers and difficulties, provoking resignation 
in som e, foolhard iness in others.

The M arxist theory o f ideologies has had its full share o f obscurantist 
and pretentious expositions. In addition to the usual p ervasiven ess o f 
ill-founded functional explanations, this dom ain also offers great scope 
for arbitrary exp lan ation s in term s o f "sim ilarities" or "h o m o lo g ies" 
betw een thought and society. With som e notable exceptions,1 2 * the practi
tioners in this area have en gaged  in frictionless speculations that have 
brought it into deserved  ill-repute. Even m ore, perhaps, than other parts 
o f M arxism  the theory o f ideologies is in acute need o f m icro-foundations. 
To this assertion som e w ill respond by say in g  that the w eb  o f social beliefs 
is in principle irreducible to individually  acquired and in d ividually  held 
b e lie fs.} A s  one reader of an earlier draft o f this chapter w rote: 'T r y  to 
explain English  gram m ar this w a y , and you w ill see  how  m isconceived 
this definition of m ethodological individualism  is ."  I cannot attem pt to 
reply in full h ere ,4 but broadly speaking m y response w ould  go  as 
fo llow s. True, the fu ll set o f conceptual or linguistic practices at a n y  given 
m om ent m ay ap p ear as a su pra-individual entity that dom inates and 
constrains the individual m em bers o f society. Y et, in the stu d y o f lin gu is
tic and conceptual change w e  find that the cracks in the structure appear 
w hen in d ividuals find som e o f these constraints intolerable, o r  m utually 
incom patible w ith  one another. Pace Saussu re , I find it unacceptable that 
the stu d y  o f structure and the stu d y o f change should be go vern ed  by 
different m ethodological principles. For som e purposes it m ay be use
ful to stu d y physio logy in a different fram ew ork from  that u sed  in

1 Veyne, Le Pain et le Cirque, pp. 248, 561. 589. 669; rp. also his Les Crées onl-ih cru i leurs 
Mythes *

2 Two outstanding attempts to clarity the Marxist notion of ideology are Cohen. Karl Marx's 
Theory of History, ch. V and Gruss, The Idea of a Critical Theory

* Taylor. "Inlerpretationandthesciencesof man".
4 For some (comparatively brief) remarks see my replies to Charles Taylor (in "Reply to 

comments" in Inquiry, pp. 218-19) and to Anthony Ciddens (in "Reply to comments" in 
Theory and Society, pp. n a - i j )
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em bryology or patho logy,1 but ultim ately they m ust rest on the sam e 
foundation.

O thers m ay  respond to the call for m icro-foundations by view in g it as a 
case o f prem ature reductionism  ( 1 .1 ) .  They might accept, that is, the 
argum ent o f the preceding paragraph, and yet argue that in the present 
state o f kn ow ledge individual-level explanation of belief form ation and 
belief change is unfeasible. A nalogously to the procedure in 6 .2 .2 , they 
m ight argu e that the m ore urgent task is to establish som e robust macro- 
correlations betw een social variables and belief system s. I am  not u n sym 
pathetic to this reaction, but 1 w ould  like to record an objection. The sheer 
task of establishing w hat are the prevailing system s of belief is very  d iffi
cult, as ju st explained. To have som e confidence in our beliefs about these 
beliefs, som e know ledge about causal m echanism s seem s, if not in
d ispensable, at least extrem ely useful. H ence in this case establishing the 
data and explain ing them go  together, to a larger extent than is norm ally 
true.1 2

In 8 . 1 1 set out the nature o f the problem : w hat are the explananda o f the 
theory o f ideologies, and w hat are the available explanations? I also 
d iscuss the problem  Of the autonom y o f thought, paralleling the d iscus
sion in 7 .1 .2  o f state autonom y. In 8.2 I su rvey  som e specific m echanism s 
for ideological belief form ation: the process o f inversion w hereby subject 
and predicate, creator and created change places with one another; the 
tendency to generalize from  the particular to the general or from the local 
to the global; and the application of capitalist categories to contexts w here 
they are out o f place. In 8 .3 1 consider tw o main applications o f the theory 
-  the history o f econom ic thought and the process o f belief form ation in 
religion.

8 .1 . Statin g  the problem

In 8 . 1 . 1 1 consider the scope o f the theory o f ideology: w hat are the entities 
w hich it sets out to explain? I construe the theory so that the explananda 
are belief system s, including norm ative beliefs, but som e other possible 
an sw ers are also m entioned. In 8 . 1 . 2 1 d raw  upon cognitive psychology to 
su ggest a typology o f the various explanations that could be used -  “ hot" 
or "c o ld "  m echanism s, causal or functional explanation. In 8 . 1 . 3 1 d iscuss

1 An instructive example is again (cp. 1.1) that of Descartes, who used an atomistic method
ology in his embryology and (what we would rail) a cybernetic one in his physiology. Cp.
my Leibniz el la Formation Je  I'Esprit Capitaliste, pp. 548

2 Cp. also Davidson, Essays on Actions and Events, chs. 11 and ta.



462 8. Ideologies

the passages, notably in The German Ideology, w here M arx app ears to deny 
the autonom y o f thought.

8 . 1 . 1 .  T h e nature o f  the exp lanandum
I shall define the ideological in structural, not functional term s -  as an 
entity, not a certain type o f effect that one entity m ay have upon another. 
Broadly sp eak in g  (I speak  less broadly below ), these entities are beliefs 
and valu es con sciously  entertained b y  som e in dividual or individuals. 
T h ey  are entities, that is, w hich  (i) exist, (ii) exist in the m inds o f in d ivid
uals and (iii) exist con sciously  for these individuals.

O ne alternative definition is to consider the ideological as a function, 
m ore specifically  the function o f provid in g legitim acy for the existing 
state o f affairs or for the rule o f a g iven  class. O n this v iew , as 1 said , w e 
cannot speak  o f ideological entities at all, only o f entities that serve 
ideological functions. The ideological, then, w ould be the non-coercive 
equivalent o f the political, if  the latter is sim ilarly functionally defin ed  in 
term s o f repression . This w ould  enable one to speak, for instance, o f the 
"id eo log ical fu n ctions" o f the representative political system , w hich , by 
creating an "ap p earan ce  o f in d ep en d en ce" or a "sa fe ty -v a lv e "1 to let out 
steam , d isgu ises the fact that it is basically  a tool for the ruling class. Or 
again , on e m ight point to the ideological functions o f the form al freedom  
of the w orker u nder capitalism  (4.2.2). M y objection to this v iew  is the 
sam e as to the an alogou s proposal for the state ( 7 . 1 . 1 ) ,  nam ely that it 
preem pts im portant substantive questions or unduly  restricts the scope 
o f the theory. A  belief m ay be explicable in term s o f class, and yet in no 
w a y  serve  the interest o f the ruling class, as w e shall see. It w ould  go 
again st the m ainstream  of the M arxist tradition w ere one to say  that such 
beliefs are not ideological. This, h ow ever, is largely  a term inological 
issu e, w hich m ay be resolved  in several w a y s  (see also the com m ents in 
1.4 .4  and 1.4 .5).

Som e other defin itions m ay be briefly noted. M y focus w ill be on 
ideologies as m ental entities. A n  alternative w ould  be to understand 
them  as institutional entities, as beliefs or valu es qua em bodied in the legal 
system , the educational system , the church etc. N o w  these institutions 
form  an im portant dom ain o f inquiry, but one that w as  less central in 
M arx than it cam e to be in later M arxism . For instance, the question w h y 
people hold the scientific beliefs they h ave  differs from the question w h y 
the scientific com m unity is organized  in the w ay  it is. A n an sw er to the

1 See note a, p. 443 for references
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latter m ay go a  long w ay  tow ards provid in g an an sw er to the form er, but 
not the w hole w ay. Sim ilarly, the question w h y people have the religious 
beliefs they have differs from  the question w h y  the church is organized 
the w ay  it is. H ere, according to M arx, an an sw er to the form er question is 
useful in suggestin g an an sw er to the latter: if religion is explained by its 
useful function for the ruling class, the organization o f the church is 
explained by its efficacy in prom oting those beliefs. Yet w hatever m ay be 
the relation betw een the m ental and the institutional, I believe I follow 
M arx in concentrating on the form er.

A lso , one could define ideologies such that condition (i) or condition 
(iii) is not satisfied .1 O ne m ight hold, for instance, that the absence of 
certain beliefs or valu es is an ideological phenom enon in need o f an 
explanation. O ne o f the definitions o f alienation proposed earlier (2 .2 .5 )-  
alienation a s  an objective, spiritual phenom enon -  corresponds to this 
notion o f ideology. I, for one, do not think that, once w e have explained 
w h y  people have the beliefs they have, there is a n y  room  left for 
explain ing w h y  they do not have the beliefs they do not have. One might 
argue, o f course, that these absent beliefs are such that, if present, they 
w ould underm ine the structures o f dom ination and exploitation -  and 
that this provides the reason w h y  they are absent. Yet, as should be dear 
by now , I do not believe in the notion o f so d ety  as a gigantic hom eostat for 
repression which underlies this argum ent. Som e o f the beliefs that evolve 
spontaneously in class so d ety  are such that they reinforce the d a ss  struc
ture -  w hile others tend to undercut or transform  it. The absence o f 
certain beliefs m ay be condem ned on norm ative grounds, e sp e c a lly  if 
one can hold u p  the possibility o f a society in w hich they w ould em erge 
spontaneously, but I do not think there is an y scope here for explaiMtion. 
By contrast, could one not include in the explanandum  beliefs w hich are 
unconsciously present in the m inds o f individuals, so  that w e retain condi
tions (i) and (ii) but not condition (iii) above? 1 feel that this proposal is 
unappealing both on conceptual and m ethodological grounds. C oncep
tually, it does not seem  to me that w e have a n y  clear notion o f w hat it 
m eans to have an unconscious belief. M ethodologically, the difficulties of 
finding out w hat beliefs people hold exp lid tly  are so large that it w ould be 
ill-advised to take on the further task of identifying their unconscious 
beliefs, assu m in g that w e knew  what that meant.

The exp lanandum , then, is a set o f individually and consciously held 
beliefs and values. It cannot, how ever, be an y value or belief; nor the

1 Thew suggestions arediscuMed in O u ss , The Idea c f a Critical Theory. eh 3



464 8. Ideologies

valu es or beliefs o f an y  sin gle  in d iv id u al. In the first place, w e  m ust 
im pose a restriction on the k in ds o f beliefs that constitute ideologies. I 
shall confine m yse lf to beliefs and va lu es that h a ir  society as their object as 
u vll as their explanation. T h is exclu des, for instance, m ost o f the natural 
sciences. (Biological theories also ap p ly  to hum an beings and hence, 
indirectly, to societies. T hey are therefore, in principle, open  to 
ideological co n stru al.1) C learly , this restriction is m erely on e o f co n 
ven ience. It corresponds to M arx 's intention an d  practice, but shou ld  not 
represen t an obstacle to an inqu iry into, say , the social origins o f se v e n 
teenth-century p h ysics. A  second restriction is m ore substantial, an d  is 
intended to block certain lines o f inqu iry a s  likely  to be infertile. It says 
that w e shou ld  con sid er on ly  belief system s that are  widely held, in a 
certain society or am o n g the m em bers o f a certain social gro u p . Social 
science cannot be b iograp h y. It cannot look into the recesses o f the in d i
v id u al m ind, to find the reason s an d  cau ses that have led to the adoption  
o f a certain b elief or valu e. A n  in d ividual m ay have a belief that a p p a r
ently  co rresp o n d s to h is c lass position or class interest, and yet have 
arrived  at that belief in a w a y  en tirely  unrelated to this fact. Since intel
lectuals often g o  again st w h at w ou ld  ap p ear to be the interest o f their 
c lass, w e  should  credit them w ith  som e in depen den ce o f m ind even  
w h en  they conform  to it .1 * 3 Yet on the larger, sociological scale this p o ssi
bility need not disturb  us.

M arx often  ap p ears to violate the second restriction, a s  w hen  he sees 
M althus as the direct expression  or em anation o f the class interest o f the 
aristocracy, or -  m ore ab su rd ly  -  Kant a s  the "w h ite w a sh in g  sp o k es
m a n "3 o f the G erm an  bou rgeoisie  H e m ay w ell h ave  been gu ilty  here of 
som e intellectual con fu sion , but I propose to understand him  more 
charitab ly as exp la in in g  not the actual em ergence o f the v ie w s  o f M althus 
or K ant, but their su bsequ en t d iffusion  and acceptance. The stu d y  of 

ideo logies pu rports to exp lain  w h y  m an y sim ilarly situated in d ividuals 
com e to accept the sam e v iew s, or to produce them  indepen den tly  o f one 
another. It need not g o  into the actual m echanism  of belief form ation 
w hich  is at w ork w hen  on e th inker com es u p  w ith  an idea that is su b se
q u en tly  taken o ver by others. O f course, the sociological stu d y of

1 On ihe ideological aspect of Darwin, see Marx to Engels 18.6.1 His letter to Paul and
Laura Lafargue of 15.1.1869 shows that he was more critical towards "Darwinism' than 
towards Darwin Whereas Darwin only argued from the actual war of all against all in 
English society to a similar situation in the organic realm, his later followers used his 
theory 10 argue that human society was necnsanly subject to such struggles

3 Veyne, Le Pam el le Cirque (apropos of Cicero), pp 408-9 
3 The German Ideology, p. 195.
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ideologies m ust appeal to m echanism s (8.2), but they can have a coarser 
grain than w h en  w e w ant to be sure that the beliefs o f an individual are 
actually explained by the class interest or the class position to w hich they 
corresp o n d .1

I have been referring som etim es to "b e lie fs " , som etim es to "b elie fs and 
va lu es" a s  the object o f the theory o f ideologies. We m ay in fact talk about 
tw o kin ds o f beliefs -  about the w orld a s  it is and about the w orld a s  it 
ought to be. These tw o  kinds of attitudes are related and intertwined in 
m any w ays . In som e cases they shade over into one another, as in the 
belief that a certain knife is a good knife. In other cases they m ay be 
functional equivalents o f one another, in the sense that both m ay have the 
effect o f reducing cognitive dissonance. A lso , it is an im portant fact that 
beliefs about how  the w orld  ought to be som etim es shape our beliefs 
about how  the w orld  is -  as in w ishful thinking. I shall return to these 
m atters in 8 .1 .2  and then again in 8.2.2.

Finally let m e give notice that I am  concerned here m ainly writh beliefs 
and valu es that enter into the determ inants o f action -  that are in som e 
sense and to som e degree sincerely held, not ju st professed for the sake of 
appearance. A lthough  M arx occasionally denounces an opponent for his 
conscious h yp o crisy ,1 2 this belongs to a different dom ain altogether. To 
profess a belief for the sake o f outw ard  appearance is an action, not a 
m ental attitude that enters into the determ inants o f action.

8.1.2. The nature of the explanation
There are tw o w a y s  o f c lassifyin g  M arx 's explanations o f ideologies. On 
the one hand w e m ay distinguish  betw een the explanations that refer to 
the interests o f the believer (or som e other agent) and those that refer to his 
econom ic or social position, 1 shall refer to these as interest-explanation 
and position-explanation respectively. On the other hand w e m ay distin
guish , as in chapter 1 ,  betw een causal and functional explanations. The 
tw o distinctions arc partly overlapp ing. A ll position-explanations are 
causal, but interest-explanations m ay  be causal as w ell as functional. A  
belief, that is, m ay be explained by the fact that it is shaped by interests as 
w ell as by the fact that it s rn rs  certain interests.

1 VV« may have a general law stating lhat whenever conditions Care present, phenomenon 
X is produced. II in a given case C are prrsent and X occurs, appeal to the law may foe 
unsuccessful as an explanation, if the mechanism underlying the law has been preempted 
by some other mechanism also generating X (under appmpnate conditions!. Unless the 
latter is nomdockally related hi the mechanism underlying the law, such accidents of 
preemption will foe rare and their possibility can be safely neglected on a larger scale.

2 Sec lor instance The German Ideology, p. Theories of Surplus-Value, vot. 3, p. 501.
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To look for m icro-foundations for the theory o f ideologies w e h ave  to go 
to cognitive psychology. O ver the last decades there have developed tw o 
m ain types o f explanation o f distorted belief form ation, associated with 
Leon Festinger and A m os T versk y  resp ective ly .1 Festinger has proposed 
a "h o t "  theory o f attitude form ation and attitude change, that is a theory 
that exp lains attitudes by som e m otivational or affective drive . In his 
theory, this drive is the tendency to reduce cognitiv e dissonance. T versky 
and his co-w orkers offer a "c o ld "  theory that explains the distorted atti
tudes by various failures in the cognitive processing system .

The distinction betw een cognition and m otivation enters twice into this 
classification. First, the explanandum  m ay be either a cognitive or a m oti
vational state, that is a belief about som e m atter o f fact or a  value. 
Secondly, the explanation m ay refer either to cognitive or to m otivational 
m echanism s. Illustrative exam ples of the four ensuing com binations are 
the fo llow ing, (i) A  m otivational explanation o f m otivational change is 
show n  in the fable o f the fox and the sour grapes. The unpleasant state of 
w anting som ething out o f reach induces a m otivation to cease w anting it. 
H ere, o f course, the "m o tiva tio n " generating the change is of a different 
kind from  the m otivation that is changed. The form er is a non-conscious 
drive , corresponding to som e psychic m echanism  for pleasure-seeking, 
the latter is a conscious desire.* (ii) A  cognitive explanation o f m otiva
tional change is offered by cases o f "p referen ce  chan ge by fram in g", in 
w hich  o u r va lu es are sh o w n  to depen d  on our system s for m ental book
k eep in g .’  (iii) The best-know n m otivational m echanism  for cognitive 
chan ge is w ish fu l thinking, a phenom enon o f overw helm ing im portance 
in hum an life. If is o ften , w ron gly , considered equivalent to self-decep
tion. The latter, unlike the form er, presu pposes som e kind o f duality 
w ithin  the m ind -  the sim ultaneous presence o f a repressed belief and a 
professed  belief.1 2 3 4 (iv) A  cognitive explanation for cognitive failures might 
refer to the "availab ility  h eu ristic", that is the tendency to believe that the 
w orld at large is sim ilar to the part o f the w orld  one kn o w s.’

In an y g iven  case, m otivational m echanism s m ay lead either to a 
chan ge in beliefs (by w ish fu l thinking) or to a change in valu es (adaptive 
preferences). D ifferent persons or group s m ay react to the sam e situation

1 Sec notably Festinger, A Theory of Coy mint Disscmancc and Kahneman, Stovie and Tversky 
(eds), judgment under Uncertainty.

2 For this distinction see my Sour Crapes. pp. iyff. 11 iff.
3 Tversky and Kahneman, "The framing of derisions and the rationality of choice" See also 

Alnslie. "Specious reward".
4 See Sour Crapes, ch IV 3 for further discussion.
’  See Kahneman, Slovicand Tversky (eds ). judgment under Uncertainty, part IV
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of cognitive d issonance in one or the other w a y .1 W ishful thinking has 
obvious shortcom ings, in that sooner or later the reality principle will 
assert itself. A cting on beliefs that are shaped by w ishful thinking is not 
very  conducive to successful goal attainm ent, which usually requires a 
correct perception o f the w orld. O r again, acting on beliefs shaped by 
interest d o es not u sually  serve  o n e 's  interest.2 True, there are exceptions: 
som etim es on e m ust believe oneself capable of achieving a great deal in 
order to get the en ergy or m otivation to ach ieve anything at all.

The them e o f the “ benefits o f b ia s"3 is illustrated in M arx 's explanation 
o f the use o f “ Rom an costum e and Rom an p h rase" in the French R evolu
tion. In "th e  classically austere traditions o f the Rom an Republic (the 
gladiators o f bourgeois society) found the ideals and the art form s, the 
self-deceptions that they needed in order to conceal from them selves the 
bourgeois lim itations o f the content o f their stru gg les". It is hard not to 
see  him as citing the benefits o f self-deception (he m ay only have meant 
w ish fu l thinking) a s  som ehow  explaining these illusions. In fact, "th e  
resurrection o f the dead in those revolutions served the purpose of g lori
fy in g the n ew  struggles, not o f parodying the o ld ” . 1 The parody refers to 
Louis Bonaparte 's attem pt to exploit the glories of his great u n d e M arx, 
believing that he w ould  fall, could hardly rite an y explanatory benefits of 
his illusion, as he d id  in the case o f the earlier revolutionaries. True to his 
functionalism , M arx seized upon the benefits o f bias as the explanation of 
bias. In the teleological perspective the em ergence of necessary condi
tions can be explained by that for w hich they are necessary conditions.

Hot and cold explanations correspond to causal interest-explanations and 
to position-explanations respectively. T h e central exam ple in M arx involves 
the "m aterial interest and social po sitio n "5 o f classes, further d iscussed in 
8 .2 .2  and 8 .2 .3 . A  som ew hat m ore broad ly  based type o f position-explan
ation is d iscussed  in 8.2.4. The m echanism s cited in 8 .2 .1 -  the inversion 
o f subject and predicate, o f creator and created -  are partly cognitive, 
partly m otivational in character. The cases su rveyed  in 8 .3 offer position- 
explanations as w ell as functional interest-explanations, the be«t~known and 
least w ell-founded of M arx 's theories of ideology. Typically, they am ount 
to explanations o f the beliefs and values obtaining in a society in terms of 
their beneficial consequences for the ruling class. Som etim es they w ork in

1 An instructive example is given by Levenson, Confucun China and at Modern Tale. vol. I, 
ch. iv. See also Sour Gra/tes. pp ia jft, 154ft.

: Veyne, Le Pam et le Cirque, p. 667.
5 For a discussion of such benefits, see Sour Crapes, ch. IV. 4.
* The Eighteenth Brum aire, pp. 104-5.



468 8. Ideologies

tandem  w ith  position-explanations, a s  w hen  the "h arm o n y  th eo ry" of 
the vu lgar econom ists is characterized both as an en dogen ous econom ic 
illusion and as an ap o logy  servin g  the interest o f the bourgeoisie. Sim i
larly , M arx 's  account of C hristianity som etim es refers to its cognitive 
affinity w ith  capitalism  and som etim es to its usefu l consequences for the 
capitalist class. A lso , M arx su ggests that nationalist sentim ents am ong 
the w ork ers are due both to en dogen ous psychic m echanism s and to the 
benefits in term s o f d ivide-and-conquer that they bring to the capitalist 
class ( 1 .3 . 1 ) .  G en erally , he seem s to have proceeded on the assum ption 
that there is no such th ing as an  accidental, non-explanatory benefit.

8.1.3. The autonomy of thought
The theory o f ideologies, especially  in som e o f its m ore extrem e form s, 
raises several epistem ological problem s. D oes the theory commit u s  to a 
denial o f the au ton om y and continuity o f the history o f ideas? Is the 
dem onstration o f social causation o f an idea sufficient to refute it? M ust 
the theory fall victim  to its ow n  thrust, as in the Liar paradox? O r does 
M arxism  som ehow  h ave  a privileged position, because o f its historical 
m ission ”7 I shall d iscu ss these questions m ainly w ith reference to The 
German Ideology, since on ly  here do they receive a m ore system atic treat
m ent. I should g ive  notice that the fo llow ing rem arks ap p ly  m ainly to 
ideologies as w orld -v iew s or com prehensive socio-econom ic theories, 
not to the everyd ay  illusions o f econom ic life.

In The German Ideology M arx repeatedly denies that m an 's m ental 
creations can ha ve a h istory o f their ow n:

Morality, religion, metaphysics and all the rest of ideology as well as the forms of 
consciousness corresponding to these, thus no longer retain the semblance of 
independence They have no history, no development; but men, developing their 
material production and their material intercourse, alter along with this their 
actual world, also their thinking and the products of their thinking.1

It must not be forgotten that law has just as little an independent history as 
religion.2

There is no history of politics, law, science, etc., of art. religion etc J

The last statem ent is the m ost general, d en yin g  the autonom y not on ly  o f 
thought but also  o f politics. T h is com parison is pursued  below . The last 
sentence is rem arkab lealso  in that science -  presum ably natural sc ien ce-  
is included am ong these non-autonom ous dom ains. T h e first statem ent, 
unlike the others, offers a sketch of an argument for the v iew  that ideas

1 The German Idtohgy, p p . 36 -7 . ? / W . , p 9 i  1  / M ., p  92
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have no history. It is further elaborated in M arx 's com m ents on "th e  trick 
o f proving the hegem ony o f the spirit in h isto ry";

1. One must separate the ideas of those ruling for empirical reasons, under 
empirical conditions, and as corporeal individuals, from these rulers, and thus 
recognise the rule of ideas or illusions in history.

2. One must bring an order into this rule of ideas, prove a mystical connection 
among the successive ruling ideas, which is managed by regarding them as 
"forms of self-determination of the concept" (this is possible because by virtue 
of their empirical basis these ideas are really connected with one another and 
because, conceived as mere ideas, they become self-distinctions, distinctions 
made by thought).1

Let us w rite A . B, C  . . .  for the successive m odes o f production, and 
a,b,c . . .  for the corresponding ideas. M arx appears to argue that g iven  
the m ode o f production A , the corresponding set o f ideas a is fully 
determ ined; and sim ilarly for the other pairs. He is also com m itted to the 
v iew  that the rise o f the new  m ode B can be explained fully in terms o f the 
preceding m ode A , w ith no appeal to the preceding ideology a Finally he 
states that the sequence a-b-c h as a semblance o f continuity that derives 
from  the real continuity o f the underlying sequence A-B-C. A  and B, 
being cause and effect, have som ething in com m on. T o  the extent that this 
com m on elem ent is causally Involved in the production o f a and b. the 
latter w ill also have som e com m onality that m ay be m istaken for real 
continuity. (This, at least, is one w ay  o f reconstructing M arx 's argum ent. 
It rests on som e rather dubious prem ises, but I have not been able to com e 
up w ith  a better rendering.)

T h ese  are h igh ly  im plausible v iew s T h ey  are vulnerable above all to 
the objection that m en, w hen constructing an im age o f the w orld, never 
start from  scratch. T hey begin w ith an earlier im age and w ork on it, to 
m odify it in som e direction . If the successive stages A, B ,C . . .  had instead 
been parallel stages at different planets, w e  w ould not expect to find the 
corresponding ideologies a,b  and c internally related to one another, but 
w e are not dealing w ith this case. G iven  the earlier ideology there are 
constraints on the possible ideologies that can arise w ith the n ew  m ode o f 
production. A  post-Cartesian philosophy had to relate itself to Descartes 
(if only to refute him), w hatever w ere the econom ic changes that had 
taken place in the m eantim e. A  M arxist response w ould  be that a dom in
ant philosophy in the era o f industrial capitalism  had to correspond to 
that m ode o f production, w h oever w ere the dom inant philosophers of 
the m ercantilist era. A  possible reconciliation w ould  be to say that the

1 Ibid., p. 62



n ew  ideo logy  b has to conform  to the earlier ideology a as w ell as to the 
current m ode o f production B, that is that it w ill be found in the intersection 
defin ed  by these tw o  constraints. This w ould not have satisfied M arx in his 
m ore militant m ood, since it lends to the history o f ideas a continuity that 
goes beyond that o f the u nderlying m odes o f production. Yet a theory of 
this kind is quite sufficient if o n e 's  m ain concern is to sh o w  that form s of 
thought have a social foundation. In the follow ing I shall m ainly consider 
such m oderate form s o f the theory -  com prom ises betw een  out-and-out 
reductionism  and out-and-out internalism .

The com prom ise m ight take other form s than the one just m entioned. 
Instead o f considering internal coherence and external correspondence as 
tw o constraints, one o f them m ay be chosen as a constraint and the other as 
a m axim an d. I shall refer to thisas/î/fer models o f ideologies, based on search 
and subsequent selection. In on e filter m odel w e assum e that the thinkers 
o f an epoch com e u p  w ith  various theories that satisfy thecri tenon o f inter
nal consistency, the further choice betw een w hich  is m ade according to 
tightness o f fit w ith the econom ic and social structure.1 In another version 
w e assum e that in order to be accepted a theory m ust have a m inim um  of 
correspondence w ith  the outlook o f the ru ling class, but that the further 
choice betw een theories satisfy in g this constraint is then m ade on internal 
groun ds. M arx app aren tly  held the latter v iew . This, at least, is a possible 
w ay  o f reading a fam ous passage from  The German Ideology:

Theideasoftherulingclassareineveryepochtherulingideas.i.e. the class which is 
the ruling material force of society is at the same time its ruling intellectual force. The 
class which has the means of material production at its disposal, consequently also 
controls the means of mental production, so that the ideas of those who lack the 
means of mental production are on the whole subject to it. The ruling ideas are 
nothing more than the ideal expression of the dominant material relations, the 
dominant material relations grasped «is ideas; hence of the relations which make the 
one class the ruling one, therefore, the ideas of its dominance. The individuals 
composing the ruling class possess among other things consciousness, and there
fore think. . . .  The division of labour, which we already saw above as one of the 
chief forces of history up till now. manifests itself also in the ruling class as the 
division of mental and matenal labour, so that inside this class one part appears as 
the thinkers of the class (its active, conceptive ideologists, who make the formation 
of the illusions of the Hass about itself their chief source of livelihood), while the 
others' attitude to these ideas and illusions is more passive and receptive, because 
they are in reality the active members of this class and have less time to make up 
illusions and ideas about themselves.2

1 D a h l, ChiU Welfare and Social Defence, s u g g e s t s  th at th is  is  w h y  th e  F re n c h  sc h o o l o f 
c r im in o lo g y  g a in e d  a s c e n d a n c y  o v e r  th e  Ita lia n  o n e  in  th e  n in e te e n th  c e n tu ry  

* The German Ideology, p p . 5 9 -6 0
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The first part o f this passage app ears to reiterate the view  that ideas are 
totally subordinate to material production, w hereas the second part 
asserts on the contrary that they possess som e degree of indepen
dence. The latter idea is also expressed in other passages, as w hen 
M arx refers to "th e  struggle o f the ideologists o f a class against the 
class it s e lf" 1 or to "th e  seem ing contradiction betw een the form  in 
which (Germ an) theoreticians express the interests of the m iddle class 
and these interests th em se lves".2 The tension betw een these tw o view s 
closely parallels that found in 7 . 1  betw een M arx's two conceptions of 
the state, as instrum ental and as p ossessin g  som e m easure of auton
om y. In both cases the sam e solution helps to resolve the tension, 
nam ely b> letting class interests ap p ear as a constraint rather than as a 
m axim and.

This a lso  su ggests a possible reading o f another fam ous passage. In 
The Eighteenth Brumaire M arx w arn s that one m ust not im agine

that the democratic representatives are indeed all shopkeepers or enthusiastic 
supporters of shopkeepers In their education and individual position they 
may be as far apart from them as heaven from earth. What makes them repre
sentatives of the petty bourgeoisie is the fact that their minds do not gel 
beyond the limits which the latter do not get beyond in life, that they are 
consequently driven, theoretically, to the same problems and solutions to 
which material interest and social position drive the latter in practice. This is, 
in general, the relationship between the political and literary representatives of a 
class and the class they represent.3

If w e are not to understand the correspondence betw een representa
tives and class as a m ystical form o f em anation, I believe the filter 
m odel proposed  here is the m ost plausible reading. M etaphorically 
speaking, the class sh ops around for ideological spokesm en until they 
find som eone w h o  has both sufficient prestige am ong other m en o f 
ideas and v iew s sufficiently close to the interest o f the class. The filter 
m odel is one w a y  o f reconciling these tw o desiderata. A lthough they 
could also  be reconciled in other w ays, the notion that the class interest 
is a constraint rather than a m axim and app ears m ore plausible 
exegetically, and no less plausible substantively , than the alternatives.

The autonom y o f the ideologists, like that o f the state, is  real but 
limited. The lim its appear in tim es o f divergence betw een the ideolo
gists and the class they represent. Im m ediately after one o f the above- 
quoted p assages from  The German Ideology, M arx goes on to say:

1 Ibid . p .  176 2 Ibid ., p. 195. * The Eighteenth Bru m ène, p p  130-1.



Within this class this cleavage can even develop into a certain opposition and 
hostility between the two parts, but whenever a practical collision occurs in which 
the class itself is endangered they automatically vanish, in which case there also 
vanishes the appearance of the ruling ideas being not the ideas of the ruling class 
and having a power distinct from the power of this dass. '

There is. h ow ever, an im portant difference betw een politics and ideo
logy. The aristocratic or bureaucratic governm ent in a capitalist society is 
conscious o f the need not to overstep  certain lim its in its relations to the 
capitalist class. A s  explained in 7 .1 ,  the policies are consciously  in flu 
enced by this constraint, and are liable to be changed if for som e reason it 
becom es m ore im perative. Ideologists, on the other hand, m ust believe in 
w hat they are d o in g  in order to have an y  efficacy. They m ay w elcom e the 
assistance o f the ru ling class, but typically  they cannot change their v iew s 
at a m om ent's notice if that class exp resses dissatisfaction w ith them . In 
Ihe case o f a collision, either the class m ust find a new  set o f representa
tives, or the existing ideologists m ust be g iven  time to adapt their v iew s in 
a w ay  not too incom patible w ith their im age as truth-seekers. Hence the 
filter m odel o f ideology differs im portantly from  the abdication m odel of 
politics. T hey have in com m on the idea that the econom ically dom inant 
d a ss  can find it useful to have their political and ideological interests 
handled by som eone other than them selves, but they differ in that the 
ideologists do not stand in a strategic relationship to the class, a s  do the 
political representatives.

The tw o cases also differ in the reasons that m ake the econom ically 
dom inant class sh y  aw ay  from  assum ing pow er directly. W hen M arx says 
that the ru ling class delegates ideological pow er because they do not have 
the "tim e to m ake u p  illusions and ideas about th em selves", he offers an 
explanation that parallels the argum ent m ade b y  G . D . H . C ole  with 
respect to the bourgeoisie 's abstention from  politics (7 .1.4 ). The o p p o r
tunity cost o f taking time off from m aking m oney is such that they may 
have to satisfy  them selves w ith less than optim al representation in other 
dom ains. This, h ow ever, w as not M arx 's ow n  explanation o f the political 
abdication. Rather, he argued  in term s o f the need to split the attention of 
the w ork ing class betw een tw o enem ies, by en gagin g  it in a two-front w ar 
against C apital an d  G overnm ent. A n alogou sly, one m ight conjecture that 
the ruling class m ight find it usefu l not to be seen to have the ideological 
pow er in society, so  that the suboptim al representation w ould  actually -  
in a w id er perspective -  be optim al. A lthough  this argum ent has an 1
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1 The Centum Ideology, p. 60
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unm istakably “ M arxist" sound, it w as not, to m y know ledge, suggested 
by M arx.

If w e  accept the filter m odel, and reject the “ em anation m odel”  as sheer 
fan tasy ,1 w e are left w ith the question of the mechanism w hereby a ruling 
class is able to selectively favou r certain theoretical v iew s at the expense of 
others. The question is most acutely seen in the m odel that has class 
interest as the m axim and o f the choice o f ideology, but it is equally im por
tant in the m odel that has class interest as a side constraint. H ow  does a 
ru ling class m ake su re  that the theoretically dom inant ideas correspond, 
at least m inim ally, to its ow n  “ m aterial interest and social position"? The 
question is not how  a class selects its ideologists, but how  the chosen 
ideologists com e to acquire intellectual hegem ony by virtue o f the 

econom ic pow er o f the class. W hy should the ruling ideas be the ideas of 
the ruling class?

The lack o f an an sw er to this question is the basic flaw  in the M arxist 
theory o f ideologies. N o  m icro-foundations are provided to explain w h y 
the ideas that correspond to the outlook o f the ruling class should gain 
disproportionate acceptance am ong intellectuals. In the case o f the state, 
the an sw er to the corresponding question w as g iven  by the material 
interest o f the governm ent, which depen ds on the capitalist class for its 
tax base. The analogous explanation holds little prom ise in the case of 
ideologies. First, ideologists need little by w ay  o f material support. The 
dissem ination o f ideas is relatively inexpensive, because o f the peculiar 
nature o f inform ation a s  a com m odity. H ence on a priori grounds-one 
m ay expect m ore pluralism  in the dom ain o f ideas than in the distribution 
o f econom ic pow-er. Secondly , privately supported ideologists are often 
ineffective. To act a s  “ sp o k esm en ", they should not be seen to be mere 
“ m outhpieces” .2 T hird ly, state support o f ideologists m ight w ell repre
sent the autonom ous interests o f the state rather than those of the 
econom ically dom inant class. N o doubt one m ay think o f exceptions to 
these statem ents, but they hold sufficiently generally to show  that the 
argum ent from  m aterial support cannot be decisive. N or d o  I know  o f an y 
other w a y  of defen din g the correlation.

I now  turn to som e epistem ological questions that beset the theory of

'  A  w e ll - k n o w n  in s ta n c e  o f  th is  p h a n ta s m a g o r ic  m o d e  o f  th in k in g  is  B o rk e n a u , Üer Ührr- 
gtng ixmr f r u d a lm  z u m  b u r g tr h c h e n  W e U b ild . H e  a s s e r t s ,  fo r  in s ta n c e  (p p . 2 7 2 . 2 7 7 . 2 9 1 .  3 5 3 ) , 
th a t  th e  p h ilo s o p h ic a l a n d  sc ie n tific  th e o r ie s  o f  *h e s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu ry  a r e  so c ia lly  
d e te r m in e d  " i n  e v e r y  d e t a i l " ,  in  fa r t  " i n  e v e r y  s in g le  l i n e " .  T o r  fu r th e r  c o m m e n ts  o n  
B o r k e n a u  s e e  m y  I s ih n iz  et la  Formatton d e l  Etprit C a p it a l iz e , p p . i8 f f .

3 T h e  s p o k e s m e n , th a t is , s h o u ld  b e  in d e p e n d e n t  -  w h ic h  is  n ot to  s a y  th a t th e y  m u st  h o ld  

in d e p e n d e n t  v ie w s .  T h e  la tte r  re q u ir e m e n t  w o u ld  o n ly  fo llo w  if  th e  r u lin g  c la s s  fo u n d  it 
u s e fu l  to  h a v e  a  le s s - th a n -o p t im a l id e o lo g ic a l r e p r e s e n ta t io n , a s  d is c u s s e d  in  th e  text.
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ideologies. T h ese  concern the relation betw een the social causation of 
ideas, their w ell-grou n dedn ess and their truth. Broadly speakin g, there is 
a presum ption that socially caused ideas are not w ell groun ded  in the 
available evidence and hence a further presum ption that they are false. 
Yet m atters turn out to be more com plex w hen  w e look at different sorts of 
ideologies and d istin guish  betw een  the w id ely  held beliefs that arise by 
d iffusion  and those that arise spon taneously  and independently in the 
m inds o f m any individuals.

G en erally  speaking, a belief is rationally caused if (i) the causes o f the 
belief are reasons for holding it and (ii) the reasons cause the beliefs qua 
reasons, not in som e accidental m an ner.1 C o n versely , they are shaped in 
the w ro n g  w a y  if irrelevant causes enter into their form ation or they are 
irrelevantly shaped by relevant causes. A m on g such irrelevant cau ses w e 
m ay cite the interest or the position of the believer; hence socially caused 
beliefs are not rationally caused This does not. h ow ever, exclude their 
being rationally groun ded , in the sen se  o f being the beliefs that w ould 
have been arrived at had the believer considered the evidence rationally. 
It is perfectly possib le to arrive through w ishful thinking at the very  sam e 
belief that one w ould  have form ed by rational assessm ent. W ishful 
thinking, unlike self-deception, need not im ply an y duality in the mind. 
This coincidence, h o w ever, could only arise by accident. The presum p
tion is that the beliefs m ust be rationally caused to be rationally grounded.

N ext, even  if a belief is rationally groun ded  it need not be true. 
Rationally groun ded  reliefs are beliefs that have the right kind o f relation 
to the evidence, not beliefs that stand in the right kind o f relation to the 
world. N o w  o f course the criteria for rational belief form ation are defined 
by the goal o f this process, w hich is to arrive at true beliefs. Yet even  if the 
criteria are in general conducive to truth, they need not be so in an y  given  
case. If on e is the victim  o f a conspiracy of coincidences that w ould  lead 
ev ery  san e m an to a false conclusion, the belief is not by that fact m ade 
a n y  less rational. C o n verse ly , even  if by w ishful thinking and the like one 
is led to d isregard  the evidence, on e m ay yet by fluke arrive at a true 
belief. O nce again , h ow ever, there is a presum ption that true beliefs are 
rationally groun ded .

Sum m ing up, the presum ptions that a socially caused belief w ill not be 
rationally grounded, and that a belief w hich is not rationally grounded 
w ill be false, creates a case for the falsity o f socially caused beliefs. To 
repeat, such beliefs m ay well be true, like the broken w atch that tells the

1 T h e  s e c o n d  c la u s e  is  n e e d e d  to  e x c lu d e  s u c h  p h e n o m e n a  a s  c o m p e n s a t in g  e r r o r s .  F o r
e x a m p le s ,  s e e  N is b e tt  a n d  R o s s ,  Human Influence, p p . 28 7ft.
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correct time once every  tw elve hours The point is only that w e cannot 
expect them  to be true.

A t this point w e need to d istinguish  betw een the two cases cited earlier. 
C on sider first a belief that arises in the mind o f som e individual thinker, 
and later by d iffusion  takes hold o f the m inds o f m any others because it 
corresponds to their material interest or social position. In that case the 
belief w ill be socially caused with respect to the great m ajority o f the 
in d ividuals holding it, and yet that does not create a presum ption against 
its truth. To see  this it is sufficient to observe that alm ost an y  belief, true or 
false, w ill correspond to the interest or position o f som e group or other. 
H um an nature being w hat it is, the chances are good that the m em bers of 
the group will adopt the belief because of that correspondence. According 
to the filter m odel o f ideologies, there is no reason to think that the 
ideologists w h o  first form ulate the beliefs which later end up as the ideas 
o f the ru ling class are them selves in the sw ay  o f sim ilarly irrational forces. 
They m ay be, but then again they m ay n ot.1 True, M arx tended to suggest 
that Mai thus and others w ere no less in bad faith than the class they 
represented, but I think w e should d ism iss this as a m ere aberration.

C on sider on the other hand the spontaneously arising illusion o f every
day life, and the theories that are barely d isgu ised  expressions of these 
illusions. In this case the presum ption for the falsity o f socially caused 
beliefs acquires full force. H ere the socially shared beliefs are on ly  indi
vidual beliefs w rit large, and there is no room for a distinction betw een 
non-socially caused origin and socially caused diffusion . It is w hen the 
theory o f ideologies is directly concerned with the production o f beliefs, 
rather than w ith their acceptance, that the problem  o f truth value 
becom es an urgent one.

W e can thus avo id , or so lve, a problem  that has plagued the sociology 
o f kn ow ledge at least from  Karl M annheim  onw ards, the problem  o f 
internal inconsistency. The objection is that a theory w hich  says that all 
theories are socially grou n d ed , and hence false, m ust itself be socially 
grounded and condem ned b y  itself to falsity. G eo rg  Lukacs and others 
have tried to rebut this objection by referring to the privileged character o f

1 F o r  a  c o n t e m p o r a r y  e x a m p le  w e  m a y  c ite  th e  lib e rta r ia n  th e o r y  o f  ju s t ic e  p r o p o s e d  b y  
R o b e rt  N o z ic k  in  Ananhy. State and Utopia. C le a r ly ,  m a n y  o f  th o s e  w h o  m o st  e a g e r ly  
e m b ra c e  h is  th e o r y  d o  s o  o n  n o n -o o g n tH v e  g r o u n d s ,  b u t th e re  is  litt le  ju s t if ic a t io n  fo r  
s u s p e c t in g  N o z ic k  h im s e l f  o f  h a v in g  b e e n  th e  v ic t im  o f  b ia s . F o r  e x a m p le , h is  in s is te n c e  o n  
th e  n e e d  fo r  a  p r in c ip le  0 /  re c tific a tio n  o f  p a s t  in ju s t ic e  w o u ld  p r e s u m a b ly  h o r r i fy  m a n y  o f  
h is  fo l lo w e r s ,  s in c e  it a l lo w s  fo r  th e  p o s s ib il it y  o f  m a s s iv e  s ta te  in te rv e n t io n . T h is  e x a m p le  
a ls o  s h o w s  th at a  b e lie f  s y s t e m  d o e s  n o t  a lw a y s  fu l ly  re ta in  i t s  id e n t ity  w h e n  d i f fu s e d . A  
c la s s  d o e s  n o t o n ly  s e le c t  a  th e o ry ; it a l s o  s e le c ts  w ith in  th e  c h o s e n  th e o r y  w h ic h  e le m e n ts  
to  e m p h a s iz e .
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M arxism .1 M arxism  is the theory of the proletariat, a class acting in the 
interest o f hum anity and not in its ow n narrow  class interest. T h is defence 
seem s to m e com pletely w orthless. Social causation is social causation; 
rational causation is rational causation; and a socially caused belief is not 
m ade a n y  m ore rational b y  the fact that the interest generating it is that of 
hum anity at large, not o f an y  specific group . If M arxism  is to escape the 
charge o f self-referential inconsistency, another w a y  out m ust be found. 
O n the filter theory, it is im m ediately seen that the prem ise o f the objec
tion fou n d ers. Even if all w id ely  accepted theories are socially  grounded, 
this d o es not create an y presum ption against their truth if the social 
grou n d in g operates via their diffusion and acceptance.

8.2. Mechanisms

The central task o f the theory o f ideologies m ust be to explain h o w  ideas 
arise o r  take root in the m inds o f the persons holding them . 1 do not 
believe M arx took this problem  as seriously as he ought to have done, 
w ron g ly  believing that it could be sidestepped  by considering the social 
consequences o f ideologies. This is not to sa y  that he has nothing to offer 
on the subject. In this section I su rvey  several m echanism s that underlie 
his account o f econom ic, philosophical, religious or political ideologies. 
In 8 .2. i . I con sider the "in versio n  th eo ry" that in on e form  or another is to 
be found in  all his w ritings on ideology. It is som etim es stated as the view  
that in ideologies the real subject ap p ears as the m ystical predicate and 
vice versa, som etim es a s  the (non-equivalent) v iew  that the created 
ap p ears as the creator and vice versa . In 8 .2 .2  and 8 .2 .3 1 consider w hat in 
m y v iew  is the valuable core o f M arx 's theory o f ideology. Their com m on 
them e is that an ideology involves an understanding of the whole from the point 
of view  of the part, in tw o different sen ses that correspond, respectively, to 
the French term s "p a rtia l"  and "p a rtie l" . In 8 .2 .2  1 d iscuss the "h o t"  
m echanism s w hich  leads the m em bers o f a class to confuse their specific 
interests w ith those o f society in general. In 8 .2 .3 ,he t0P*c is l^ e cognitive 
fallacy in volved  in gen eralizin g locally valid relations, or believing that 
w hat m ay be true in any  case can be true o f all. In 8 .2 .4  * consider the 
"co n cep tu al im perialism " that results from  the im position o f specifically 
capitalist categories to pre-capitalist or non-capitalist social structures.

1 I u k a r s  " D i e  V e r d in g l ic h u n g  u n d  d a »  B e w u s s t s e in  d r »  P r o le t a r ia t s " ,  p p . 3 3 1 f t .  F o r  a  
d e v a s t a t in g  c r it ic is m  s e e  th e  c h a p te r  o n  L u k a c s  in  Kolakowski. M am  Cu rttnls of M s r x ism , 
vul. ).
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8 .2 .1 . Inversion
M arx took over from  Feuerbach the idea that religion and philosophy 
should be stood on their head, by system atically turning the speculative 
subjects -  G od or the Spirit -  into predicates o f their alleged predicates -  
em pirical hum an beings. The idea is m ost explicitly present in the early 
Contribution to the Critique o f Hegel's Philosophy of Law, but rem ains im port
ant in the later w ritings as w ell. The turning u pside-dow n o f the specu la
tive propositions u n d oes an earlier speculative inversion -  that w hereby 
the real subjects are turned into the predicates o f their predicates This 
initial inversion  is a  m echanism  for the form ation o f ideologies. A lthough 
M arx is not fu lly  clear on this point, it appears to have tw o m ain 
subcategories: abstraction and projection. The latter is perhaps m ore appro
priately described as the inversion  o f subject and object, or o f creator and 
created. Abstraction rests on a cognitive fallacy, w hereas projection 
app ears to have a m otivational basis 

The archetypal m odel of abstraction is H egel’s  philosophy. A t the most 
general level it rests upon the inversion  o f being and consciousness, the 
dissociation o f thought from  the act o f thinking, of consciousness 
(Bewusstsàn) from  conscious being (das bewusste Sein).1 In The Holy Family 
M arx entertains the reader w ith a h eavily  ironic recipe for doing philo
so p h y  in this w a y .2 O ne starts w ith  different fruits such as apples, pears, 
straw berries or alm onds; distills their com m on essence "F ru it" ; posits 
this abstraction as the substance o f the particular fruits; and then finally 
deduces the latter as the "self-instantiation  o f the con cept". O nly the last 
step, o f course, is presented  to the dazzled reader -  w h o  m ay or m ay not 
be persuaded that the em pirical fru its are on ly  the accidents o f the 
substance "F ru it " .3 At a m ore specific level. M arx argues that H egel's 
political ph ilosop h y em bodies a system atic inversion  o f subject and 
predicate.* T h is is asserted  w ith respect to H egel's  d iscussion o f the m on
arch ,3 o f the estates* and especially  o f the institution o f prim ogeniture that 
m akes the ow n er o f the land into "th e  property o f the p ro p e rty "/

N o w  one m ay criticize the m ethod o f abstraction w hile unw ittingly 
continuing to u se  it. Turning H egel back on his feet w as a favourite 
pastim e o f the you n g H egelians, but M arx cam e to see that their liberation 
from  his w ays w as far from  com plete In The German Ideology Marx g ives 
vent to his exasperation o ver this facile w ay  o f solving the problem s of the

1 The German Ideology, p. j6 . 3 The Holy Family, pp. 57ft.
3 SeealsoTV Poverty of Phitosopky. pp. i6>tf for a.<similar exposition.
* Contribution to a Cntufur of Hegel's nÊ m iphy of law, pp. 11, aj.
3 INd.. pp ) } H * Ibid., pp feoff
7 Ibtd .p . xob.ep. the Eeonomk and Philosophical MamsKnpts. p afefe.
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a g e .1 W hen Feuerbach, Bauer or Stirner dem olish the H egelian abstrac
tions, they do so  o n ly  to substitute new  abstractions o f their ow n  -  the 
Species, M an or the U nique. W hen “ M an " is transform ed from  a predicate 
o f the Spirit into a subject, he rem ains abstract m an, a predicate o f real 
m en .2 In The German Ideology concrete, in dividual hum an beings are m ade 
into the subject o f h istory, an d  the abstractions are finally  banished. A s  no 
other w ork  by M arx, this book is characterized by a robust m ethodological 
in dividualism  and a refusal to engage in speculative teleology (2.4.2).

In the Grundrisse, and to a lesser extent in the other m ature econom ic 
w ritin gs, M arx reverted to the style of the you n g H egelians. True, he is at 
pains to d istin guish  the speculative m ethod from his ow n , according to 
w hich “ theconcrete totality is a totality o f thoughts, concrete in thought, in 
fact a product o f thinking and com prehending; but not in an y  w a y  a p ro 
duct o f the concept w hich  thinks and generates itself outside or above 
observation or co n cep tio n ".3 Yet the m ethod o f dialectical deduction 
( 1 .5 . 1 )  has "C a p ita l"  in the role of the self-differentiating concept, pro
ducing the m any in dividual capitals as if b y  spontaneous generation. * The 
m ethod of abstraction never lost its grip  on M arx.

In w hat sense does the m ethod o f abstraction lead to id eo lo g ies-th at is to 
socially groun ded  ideas? The an sw er is found in the theory o f reification 
(2.2.6). Because o f the fixation o f the fluid activity o f the individual into 
com partm entalized specialities, thinkers are separated from  d o ers an d , in 
the next step, thought is separated from the thinkers:

Once the ruling ideas have been separated from the ruling individuals and, above 
all, from the relations which result from a given stage of the mode of production, 
and in this way the conclusion has been reached that history is always under the 
sw ay of ideas, it is very easy to abstract from these various ideas "the Idea", the 
thought etc. as thedominant force in history, and thus to consider all these separate 
ideas and concepts as “ forms of self-determination" of the Concept developing in 
history. It follows then naturally, too. that all the relations of man can be derived 
from the concept of man, man as conceived, the essence of man, Man.s

In rough notes for The German Ideology the division of labour, itself a 
product o f class society, is explicitly cited as the basic cause o f ideological 
abstraction:

Why the ideologists turn everything upside-down.
Clerics, jurists, politicians.
Jurists, politicians (statesmen in general), moralists, clerics For this ideological 
subdivision within a class: (1) The occupation assumes an independent existence owing to

1 V ie  Germ an Ideology, pp. 394-5. 1 Ib id ., pp 29, 393. 3 G ru n drisse, p. 10t.
* See also the self-mural remarks in G r u n d n s v ,  p. 151, cited in 1.5.1 
'  V ie  Germ an Ideology, p 61
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division of labour. E v e r y o n e  b e lie v e s  h is  c ra ft  to  b e  th e  tru e  o n e . I l lu s io n s  r e g a r d in g  
th e  c o n n e c t io n  b e t w e e n  th e ir  c ra ft  a n d  re a l ity  a r e  th e  m o re  lik e ly  to  b e  c h e r is h e d  
b y  th e m  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  v e r y  n a tu r e  o f  th e  c ra ft . In  c o n s c io u s n e s s  -  in  ju r is 

p r u d e n c e , p o lit ic s  e tc . -  re la t io n s  b e c o m e  c o n c e p ts ; s in c e  t h e y  d o  n o t g o  b e y o n d  
t h e s e  r e la t io n s , th e  c o n c e p ts  o f  th e  re la t io n s  a ls o  b e c o m e  fix e d  c o n c e p ts  In  th e ir  
m in d . T h e  ju d g e , fo r  e x a m p le , a p p l ie s  th e  c o d e ; h e  th e r e fo re  r e g a r d s  le g is la t io n  a s  
th e  re a l, a c t iv e  d r iv in g  fo rc e  1

The idea o f  projection derives from  Feuerbach. H e saw  religious thought, 
in particular, a s  the projection o f the essence o f m an onto a supernatural 
being In religion, m an 's "o w n  nature app ears to him first a s  that of 
another b e in g ".2 The cause o f this projection is basically a form  of w ish 
fulfilm ent; " it  is not hum an m isery in  itself that creates the G ods, but the 
satisfaction this m isery finds in the im agination, as the instrum ent o f  w ish 
fulfilm ent, w hich creates and appropriates the objects o f  these w ishes and 
desires; w hich , in effect, objectifies them, so that they can be appro
p ria te d ".5 A s  in the psychoanalytical theory o f projection, the relation of 
the projector and the projected is inverted. A ccording to Freud, " I  hate 
h im " ap p ears as "H e  hates m e ."4 In religion, m an 's creation o f God 
appears as G o d 's  creation o f m an. The underlying reasons are, how ever, 
quite different. A ccording to Freud, m y belief that he hates m e justifies 
m y hate o f him . A ccording to Feuerbach, G od is invested with creativity 
because m an projects his ow n  desire to be creative onto h im .5

The im portance o f this Feuerbachian an alysis for the form ation of 
M ara 's thought can hard ly  be exaggerated. It provides the m atrix not on ly  
for his theory o f religion, but for his theory of politics and his theory of 
capital as well. The com m on them e in all three cases is that man becomes the 
slave to his own product. I shall pu rsu e below  the specifically ideological 
them e, but first adduce som e p assages that show  how  M arx cam e to 
generalize it to other dom ains.

In Capital I M ara notes that "a s , in religion, man is governed by the 
products o f his ow n  brain, so  in capitalist production he is governed by 
the products o f his o w n  h a n d ".6 A m on g the num erous other passages 
that affirm  a sim ilar v iew , the m ost striking occurs in the Results of the 
Immediate Process of Production:

(T h e) r u le  o f  th e  c a p ita l is t  o v e r  th e  w o r k e r  is  th e  r u le  o f  th in g s  o v e r  m a n , o f  d e a d  
la b o u r  o v e r  th e  l iv in g , o f  th e  p r o d u c t  o v e r  th e  p r o d u c e r . F o r  th e  c o m m o d it ie s  that 

b e c o m e  th e  in s t r u m e n ts  of r u le  o v e r  th e  w o r k e r s  ( m e r e ly  a s  th e  in s t r u m e n ts  o f  th e

1 Ibid., p 92. 1 Feuerbach, cited by Wartofsky, FewerAucAr p.276
3 Wa rtofsky, Feuerbach, p  216.
4 Freud, "Uber einen autobtographisch beachriebenen fall von Paranoia", p. 299.
5 W artofsky, Feuerbach, p . 322. •  Capital I. p. 6 2 1.



rule of capital itself) are mere consequences of the processof production; they are its 
products Thusat the level of material production, of the life-process in the realm of 
the social -  for that is what the process of production is -  we find the tame situation 
that we find in religion at the ideological level, namely the inversion of subject into 
object and vice versa. Viewed historically this inversion is the indispensable transi
tion without which wealth as such, i.e. the relentless productive forces of social 
labour, which alone can form the material base of a free human society, could not 
possibly be created by force at the expense of the majority This antagonistic stage 
cannot be avoided, any more than it is possible for man to a void the stage in which 
his spiritual energies are given a religious definition as powers independent of 
himself.1

O bserve that if ideologies are non-autonom ous, the unavoidability o f re
ligion cannot be taken in the sam e sense as that o f capital. U sing the schem e 
o f 8 .1 .3 ,  the religious form  a m ay be an inevitable effect o f A , but cannot be 
an indispensable stepping-stone tob (or to B). We shall have to return to the 
sense in w hich religion is unavoidab le, noting for future reference the 
strongly  Feuerbachian overton es o f the last sentence.

C on sider next the an alo gy  betw een  religion and politics. In an early 
w ork, M arx notes that " ju st  as it is not religion w hich creates m an but man 
w h o  creates religion, so it is not the constitution w hich creates the people 
but the people w hich creates the con stitu tion ".2 The related idea that the 
representatives m ight com e to dom inate the people w ho elected them is 
affirm ed in the fo llow in g passage, w hich  is buried in a footnote o f Capital I 
on the im portance o f the capitalist farm er as a m iddlem an:

Already it is evident here how in all spheres of social life the lion's share falls to the 
middleman. In the economic domain, e g .financiers, stock-exchange speculators, 
merchants, shopkeepers skim the cream, in civil matters, the lawyer fleeces his 
clients; in politics the representative is of more importance than the voters, the 
minister than the sovereign; in religion God is pushed into the background by the 
"Mediator", and the latter again is shoved back by the priests, the inevitable 
middlemen between the good shepherd and his sheep.1

This m ay be read as a general argum ent about the delegation o f political 
pow er, to the effect that the agen ts to w hom  it is delegated -  w hether from  
below  or from  above -  soon com e to  w ield  it for their ow n  pu rpose. This is 
consistent w ith M arx 's  insistence that in the dictatorship o f the proletariat 
all represen tatives m ust be revocable at all tim es, lest they usurp the pow er 
delegated to them (7 .3 .1) . Som ew hat m ore tentatively, the bourgeoisie 's

1 Results d  the Immediate Process o f Production, p. 990. sw also Thrones o f Surplus-Value, vol 3, 
pp. 276. 496 and Economic and Phrlosoptnud Manuscripts, p . 28o.

1 Contribution to the Critique at Hegrt's Philosophy o f Imw. p. 29.
1 Capital l. p. 744: see alvi Grundrisse. pp. 331-2.
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abdication from  pow er to the aristocracy or the bureaucracy (7 .1.4 ) m ay 
be seen in the sam e light.

Religion, capital, political institutions -  these are human objeciivotions 
that turn into alienation, creations by m en that com e to dom inate their 
m akers. M arx believed that they w ould cease to be possible under com 
m unism  {2 .2 .7). A gain st this I tend to agree w ith Jean  H yppolite, w hen  he 
argues that alienation is, inevitably, em bedded in the hum an condition.1 
The argum ent, o f course, m ust be earned out separately for each form of 
alienation. The m echanism s that g ive  rise to religious, econom ic and 
political alienation are so different that there can be no m aster argum ent 
that they are all avoidable or all inevitable The sim ilarity obtains in the 
end results, not in the processes that generate them 3 For further d iscu s
sion o f these form s o f alienation I refer to earlier chapters, notably to 2 .2 .5 , 
4 .3 .2  and 7 .3 .3 .

M arx offers a large variety o f explanations o f the existence o f religion. I 
postpone d iscussion  to 8 .3 .2 . except for the m echanism  o f projection that 
concerns us here. The follow ing tour de force contains the clearest state
m ent of this idea in M arx 's w ritings.

For Germany the criticism of religion is in the main complete, and criticism of 
religion is the premise of all criticism The profane existence of error is discredited 
after its heavenlyewfiepr(?artsc//oc»shasbeendisproved. Man, who looked fora 
superhuman being in the fantastic reality of heaven and found nothing there but 
the reflection of himself, will no longer be disposed to find but the semblance of 
himself, only an inhuman being, where he seeks and must seek his true reality. 
The basis of irreligious criticism is: Man makes religion, religion does not make man. 
Religion is the self-consciousness and self-esteem of man who has either not yet 
found himself or has already lost himself again. But man is no abstract being 
encamped outside the world Man is the world of man, the state, society This state, 
this society, produce religion, an inverted world-consciousness, because they are an 
inverted world. Religion is the general theory of that world, its encyclopaedic 
compendium, its logic in popular form, its spiritualistic point d’honneur, its en
thusiasm, its moral sanction, its solemn complement, its universal source of 
consolation and justification. It is the fantastic realisation of the human essence 
because the human essence has no true reality. The struggle against religion is

1 " D a n s  l 'a m o u r ,  d a n s  l e s  r e l a t i o n s  h u m a i n e s ,  d a n s  la  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  d e  I h o m m e  p a r  

l 'h o m m e ,  d a n s  la  t e c h n i q u e  a u  m o y e n  d e  l a q u e l l e  l 'h o m m e  é d i f i e  s o n  m o n d e ,  d a n s  

l 'a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  p o l i t i q u e  d e  la  c i t é ,  f u t - e l l e  s o c i a l i s t e ,  n ' y  a - t - i l  p a s  u n e  r e p r é s e n t a t i o n  d e  

s o i  h o r s  d e  s o i ,  u n e  r e c o n n a i s s a n c e  d e  s o i  d a n s  l 'a u t r e  q u i  i m p l i q u e  u n e  s o r t e  d e  s é p a r a 

t i o n ,  d 'a l i é n a t i o n  q u 'u n  p e u t  t o u j o u r s  t e n t e r  d e  d é p l a c e r ,  m a i s  q u i  s u b s i s t e  t o u j o u r s ? "  

( H y p p o l i t e .  Etudes su r M a n  et H egel, p .  t o i . )

*  C o h e n ,  K arl M a rx 's  Theory e t  H istory, p .  1 2 5 ,  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  t h e  c o m m o n  m e c h a n i s m  a t  w o r k  
i n  f e t i s h i s m  a n d  i n  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h a t  " w h e n  e l e m e n t s  w h i c h  n e e d  t o  b e  u n i t e d  a r e  n o t  u n i t e d  

d i r e c t l y  t h e y  a r e  j o i n e d  ah extra  t h r o u g h  a  d u p l i c a t e  w o r l d  o f  i l l u s i o n "  Y e t  t h i s  in  m y  v i e w  
i s  o n l y  a  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h e  o u t c o m e ,  n o t  a n  i n d i c a t i o n  o f  h o w  it  i s  b r o u g h t  a b o u t
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therefore indirectly a fight against the world of which religion is the spiritual aroma. 
Religious distress is at the same time the expression of real distress and also the 
protest against real distress. Religion is the sigh of the oppressed creature, the 
heart of a heartless world, just as it is the spirit of spiritless conditions It is the 
opium of the people.1

We m ay note these features o f this description-explanation. First, religion 
is a spon tan eou s invention o f the oppressed , not an ideology im posed by 
their o p p resso rs.2 N ext, the basis o f religion clearly is m otivational, and 
related to Feuerbach 's notion of w ish fulfilm ent. Unlike Feuerbach, h o w 
ever, M arx does not offer an explanation o f the religious m yth o f creation. 
Inversion, for M arx, is the fact that m an " is  governed by the products of 
his o w n  b ra in ", not that he believes h im self to be created by the creation 
o f his ow n  brain. Finally, there is a hint o f an idea m ore fully elaborated in 
The Jewish Question, that to do aw ay w ith religion one m ust do aw ay  with 
the social and political conditions that led m en to invent it to com pensate 
for their earth ly m isery.

The intrinsic interest o f the ideas o f abstraction and projection is, in my 
opinion, lim ited. They w ere not original with M arx, nor does he use them 
for exp lan ation s w ith m uch analytical cutting-cdge Yet they d eserve  
m ention because o f their im portance in m oulding M arx 's thought. 
A m on g  the ideas to w hich he w as exposed  in h is youth, these w ere 
perhaps the m ost decisive. Taken together, they am ount to a theory o f the 
alienated society in w hich som e m en, because o f their exclusive p re
occupation with ideas, com e to believe that ideas rule the w orld , w hile 
others, because o f their m iserable condition, are led to invent and ulti
m ately be govern ed  by the notion o f a transcendental being. Both classes 
live in a w orld  turned u pside-dow n A lthough  the ultimate cause is the 
sam e, nam ely the d ivision  o f society into classes, the proxim ate causes 
differ. The ideologists are the victim s o f a cognitive illusion, w hereas the 
popular m asses are the victim  o f their need for consolation or d issonance 
reduction.

8 .2 .2 . Particu lar and general interest
O f the interest-explanations of belief proposed by M arx, the m ost pene
trating is the idea that the hearers o f a particular c lass interest tend to 
represent it as the general interest o f society This tendency does not 
necessarily  lead to false beliefs. At certain tim es in history the specific 
interest o f one class m ay  indeed coincide w ith the interests o f society at

1 "Conlribuhon to » h c  c r i t i q u e  o f  H e g e l ' s  P h i l o s o p h y  o f  L aw - Introduction", p  1 7 5 .

}  S e e  Vey ne, L? Pain c l le  Cirque, patsim, as well as 8.3 2 below.
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large, in the sense that the realization o f that particular interest w ill also 
bring benefits to all but the sm all ru ling m inority. In such cases, that class 
obtains an irresistible m om entum . In other cases, the belief in the coinci
dence o f the particular and the general interest w ill be erroneous and the 
class w ill not m ake m uch h ead w ay. A s  noted in 8 .1 .3 ,  a belief generated 
by a disreputable causal m echanism  m ay w ell be true, even if on ly  excep
tionally. A n y  class tends to believe that its specific interests and those of 
society coincide, and it gains p o w er in the periods w hen  this belief is in 
fact true. The an alogy w ith the broken w atch that tells the correct time 
once every  tw elve hours has som e heuristic value here. A  social class and 
the corresponding political party represent a standing offer to the other 
c lasses.'

C on sider first tw o characterizations of the petty bourgeoisie, that 
sincerely  but w ron gly  believes itself to be the spokesm an for interests 
w id er than its ow n:

Yet, manifold as the Socialism of the different large sections of the party of Anarchy 
was, according to the economic conditions and the total revolutionary require
ments of their class or fraction of a class arising out of these, in one point it is in 
harmony: in proclaiming itself the means of emancipating the proletariat and the 
emancipation of the latter as its object. Deliberate deception on the part of some; 
self-deception on the part of others, who give out the world transformed accord
ing to their own needs as the best world for all. as the realisation of all revolu
tionary claims and the elimination of all revolutionary collisions.*'

The peculiar character of Social-Democracy is epitomised in the fact that demo
cratic-republican institutions are demanded as a means, not of superseding two 
extremes, wage labour and capital, but of weakening their antagonism and trans
forming it into harmony. However different the means proposed for the attain
ment of this end may be, however much it may be embellished with more or less 
revolutionary notions, the content remains the same. This content is the reforma
tion of society in a democratic way, but a reformation within the bounds of the 
petty bourgeoisie. Only one must not form the narrow-minded notion that the 
petty bourgeoisie, on principle, wishes to enforce an egoistic class interest. 
Rather, it believes that the special conditions of its emancipation are the general 
conditions within which alone modern society can be saved and the class struggle 
be avoided.3

The first passage affirm s the presence o f self-deception, the second the 
absence o f narrow' egoism  on the part o f the ideologues. A s noted earlier, 
it is m ore appropriate to talk about w ish fu l thinking than self-deception,

1 I a m  i n d e b t e d  t o  F r a n c i s  S e j e r s l e d  f o r  t h i s  f o r m u l a t i o n .  N e e d l e s *  t o  s a y ,  1 d o  n o t  m e a n  t h a l  

t h e  c i r c u m s t a n c e »  in  w h i c h  t h e  o f f e r  i s  t a k e n  u p  b y  t h e  o l h e r  c l a s s e s  a l w a y s  r e c u r  

c y c l i c a l l y .

3 The Class Struggles in  T ram e, p .  12 6  3  The Eighteenth Brum aire, p  1 3 0 .
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since the belief arrived at in this m anner m ay be w ell groun ded  and even 
true, even  though in the case o f the petty bourgeoisie M arx believed it w as 
not T h e transform ation o f narrow ly conceived self-interest into a vision 
o f the general interest, by the interm ediary o f w ish fu l thinking, is a neces
sary  condition for success in politics. O nly b y  the belief that one is acting 
on behalf o f society w ill the enthusiasm  be generated that is necessary for 
great achievem ents. This is the rational core o f M arx 's argum ent about the 
benefits o f bias (8 .1.2 ). To repeat, it is not a sufficient condition, since in 
addition there m ust exist other classes w illing to rally  them selves to the 
class as represen tatives o f the general interest. N or should  w e fall into the 
trap o f believin g that the presence o f the condition is explained  by the 
benefit it brings. The bias is necessary, not sufficient for success; and the 
success does not retroactively explain the b ias.1

In a num ber o f rather obscure p assages in The German Ideology M arx 
asserts the tendency for special interests to transform  them selves into an 
alleged  general interest. Som etim es he seem s to assert a tw o-stage pro
cess w h ereb y  private  interests are first transform ed into class interests, 
and the latter then represented as the general interest:

How is it that personal interests always develop, against the will of individuals, 
into class interests, into common interests which acquire independent existence 
in relation to the individual persons, and in their independence assume the form 
of general interests? How is that as such they come into contradiction with the 
actual individuals and in this contradiction, by which they are defined as^meral 
interests, they can be conceived by consciousness as ideal and even as religious, 
holy interests?1 2

The representative of personal interests is merely an "egoist in the ordinary 
sense” because of his necessary contradiction to common interests which, in the 
existing mode of production and intercourse, are given an independent existence 
as general interests and arc conceived and vindicated in the form of ideal inter
ests.*

1 I t  i s  p r o b a b l y  w i d e l y  b e l i e v e d  t h a t  t h e  v i e w *  d i s c u s s e d  in  t h i s  p a r a g r a p h  o r i g i n a t e d  w i t h  

M a r x .  II  t h i s  i s  s o  ( a n d  e v e n  i f  it  i s  n o t ) ,  i t  m a y  b e  o f  s o m e  i n t e r e s t  t o  n o t e  t h a t  i d e n t i c a l l y  t h e  

s a m e  a n a l y s i s  o c c u r s  i n  T o c q u e v i l l e '»  n o t e b o o k s  l o r  h i s  A m e r i c a n  j o u r n e y  in  1 8 3 1 - 2 .  " C e  

q u e  j ' a p p e l l e  l e s  g r a n d s  p a r t i s  p o l i t i q u e s ,  c e u x  q u i  s 'a t t a i  l i e n t  a u x  p r i n c i p e s  e l  n o n  à  l e u r  s 
c o n s e q u e n c e s ,  a u x  g é n é r a l i t é s  e l  n o n  a u x  c a s  p a r t i c u l i e r s ,  a u x  i d é e s  e t  n o n  a u x  h o m m e s ,  

c e s  p a r t i s  o n t ,  e n  g é n é r a l ,  d e s  t r a i t s  p l u s  n o b l e s ,  d e s  p a s s i o n s  p l u s  g é n é r e u s e s ,  d e s  

c o n v i c t i o n s  p l u s  r é e l l e s ,  u n e  a l l u r e  p l u s  f r a n c h e  e t  p l u s  n a r d i e  q u e  l e s  a u t r e s  L ' i n t é r ê t  

p a r t i c u l i e r  q u i  j o u e  t o u | o u r s  u n  g r a n d  r d l e  d a n s  l e s  p a s s i o n s  p o l i t i q u e s ,  s e  c a c h e  i c i  p l u s  

h a b i l e m e n t  s o u s  l e  v o i l e  d e  l ' i n t é r ê t  p u b l i c ,  i l  p a r v i e n t  m ê m e  s o u v e n t  a  s r  d é r o b e r  a u x  

r e g a r d s  d e  c e u x  q u 'i l  a n i m e  e l  f a i t  a g i r  L e s  p e t i t s  p a r t i s ,  a u  c o n t r a i r e ,  s o n t  e n  g é n é r a l  s a n s  

f o i  p o l i t i q u e ;  l e u r s  c a r a c t è r e s  v i n t  e n t i e r s  e t  e m p r e i n t s  d 'u n  é g o ï s m e  q u i  s e  p r o d u i t  

o s t e n s i b l e m e n t  à  c h a c u n  d e  l e u r s  a c t e s ;  i l s  s 'é c h a u f f e n t  t o u j o u r s  à  f r o i d . "  ( T o c q u e v i l l e .  

Voyâges  cm  S ic i/ c  et a u x  L ia it-U n is ,  p  26 0 .  )

2 T)«Germon Ideology, p  245. ’ Ibid. p  247
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E lsew h ere  M arx refers to it as a  sign  o f contradiction betw een the forces 
and relations o f produ ction 1 w h en  "th e  old traditional ideas o f these 
relations o f intercourse, in w hich  actu.il private interests etc., etc. are 
exp ressed  as un iversal in terests, descend to the level o f m ere idealizing 
ph rases, con scious illusion , deliberate h y p o c r isy " .3 A  general expression  

o f this idea is this:

(Every) class which is aiming at domination, even when its domination, as is the 
case with the proletariat, leads to the abolition of the old form of society in its 
entirety and of domination in general, must first conquer political power in order 
to represent its interest in turn as the general interest, which in the first moment it 
is forced to do.'

The last p h rase  seem s <0 put the cart before the horse, w h en  su ggestin g  
that the con quest o f pow er is a m eans to the representation o f a particular 
interest as the general interest. In his m ost general statem ent on the topic, 
the o rder o f priority is reversed :

(Each) new class which puts itself in the place of the one ruling before it is 
compelled, merely in order to carry through its aim, to present its interest as the 
common interest of aJJ the members o f society, that is. expressed in ideal form: it 
has to give its ideas the form of universality, and present them as the only rational, 
universally valid ones. The class making a revolution aim es forward from the 
very start, if only because it is opposed to a class, not as a class but as the repre
sentative of the whole of society, as the whole mass of society confronting the one 
ruling class. It can do this because initially its interest really is as yet mostly 
connected with the common interest of all other non-ruling classes, because 
under the pressure of hitherto existing conditions its interest has not yet been able 
to develop as the particular interest of a particular class. Its victory, therefore, 
benefits also many individuals of other classes which are not winning a dominant 
position, but only insofar as it now enables these individuals to raise themselves 
into the ruling class.4

To vvin p o w er, a c lass m ust speak  the lan gu age o f u n iversality  and 
rationality, not the lan gu age o f petty interests, as did the "G erm an  
b u rg h e rs ''. ' The bourgeoisie  attacked the feudal privileges in the nam e of 
all the c lasses that w ould  benefit from  their abolition. M arx su ggests that 
in the process of transform ing the "com m on  in terest" o f the bourgeoisie 
into the "g en era l interest” , the latter takes a form in w hich the individual 
bourgeois can no lon ger fu lly  identify  w ith it. This, presum ably, is the 
cause of the split betw een a class and its ideological representatives 
(8 .1 .3 ) . We m ust assu m e, furtherm ore, that the rational and universal

1  I n  The German Ideology the relations of production are r e f e r r e d  to as " 'r e l a t i o n s  of i n t e r 

c o u r s e "  ( 5 . 1 1 )

2 The German Ideotcgy. p  293 * INd., p. 47 * ttnJ., pp. 6o-i.
' thd. p. 144 ; cp. the quote from Tocqueville in note 1. p. «S4 above.
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form  o f the ideologies is due to the tendency o f  the ideologists to carry 
ideas to their logical lim its, instead o f lim iting them to w hat is usefu l to a 
particular class. To dem and the abolition o f som e but not all privileges 
w ould  have been im possible for an y  self-respecting intellectual. H ence it 
turns out that the autonom y o f the ideologists -  leading to m ore general 
and radical dem an ds than the class interest in itself w ould  suggest -  
actually is beneficial for the class, at least initially. In the radical phase of 
the French R evolution, for instance, the universality o f the dem ands w as 
a necessary condition for success. Later on , h ow ever, they appeared as an 
encum brance and increasingly as a d an g er.1 In later bourgeois revo lu 
tions (7 .2 .1)  these dan gers w ere anticipated from the beginning, so that 
the radical phase w as n ever allow ed to em erge. H ence the petty-m inded -  
or soberly rational -  attitude o f the G erm an bourgeoisie.

I should m ake clear the sense in w hich  the m em bers o f a class en gage in 
w ishful thinking. Such thinking does not consist in the belief that special 
class interests coincide totally w ith the general interest. They know' w ell 
en ou gh  that m easures tailor-m ade to their interests w ould  be m ore 
lim ited. Vet they en gage  in w ishful thinking on tw o other counts. First, in 
the belief that other classes w ill liave  an interest in a  generalized form o f 
their ow n  special interest. The petty bourgeoisie believe that the other 
classes have an interest in softening the opposition betw een capital and 
labour, that is in a generalized form  of their ow n  dem an ds for debt 
m oratorium , cheap credit and the like. The bourgeoisie believe that the 
other classes have an interest in the abolition o f all privileges, that is in a 
generalized form o f their o w n  dem and for the abolition o f the privileges 
that d irectly concern them  U nlike the petty bourgeoisie, the bourgeoisie 
w as  proved  right -  not because o f their superior insight, but because their 
clock happened to show  the right time. Secondly , there is an elem ent of 
w ish fu l thinking in the belief that the other classes, jo in ing them  in the 
struggle for the generalized dem and w ill not exploit the victory for their 
o w n  purposes. In a single form ula: w ishful thinking consists in the belief 
that the specific interest o f the class can be generalized into claim s that go 
far en ough  to attract other classes and yet not so far as to render them 
dan gerous w h en  the claim s are fulfilled.

1 For the ament state of the discussion see Higonnet. Clays, JJeoiogyand I ht Fighlf of NoHef 
during the French Revolution, especially ch. 5. On p. 180 he summarizes the Marxists' view 
to the effect that "the egalitarian excesses of the Jacobins were, so to speak oversights, 
brought into being by their need to go a bit further than they really wanted in order to 
secure the utter destruction of their arch-enemy, feudalism" He objects that the view is 
too narrowly instrumental and neglects the importance of a "moral restructuring" in 
Jacobin thought.
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8 .2 .3 . Local and g lo b al v isio n
1 now  turn to the "c o ld "  or cognitive analogies o f these m otivational pro
cesses .1 This is the tendency to believe that causal relations that are valid 
locally, or ceteris paribus, retain their valid ity w hen generalized to a w ider 
context. M ore specifically, there is a  natural cognitive tendency to believe 
that statem ents w hich are true from  the point o f view  o f any individual 
agent rem ain true w hen  applied to the totality of all agents. In earlier 
chapters the topic has been broached several times. In 1 .3 .2  and in 1.4 .3  
the general logic o f the fallacy of com position w as  set out. In 3 .1 .2  M arx's 
distinction betw een essence and appearance w as understood in terms of 
the local-global opposition. In 4 .2 .2  the illusion o f freedom  under cap i
talism w as traced back to the sam e opposition. H ence the present exposi
tion will be relatively  brief, the m ore so since 1 return to the topic in  8 .3 .1 .

I shall rite  argum ents -  from  M arx and others -  that there is a natural 
tendency for the exploited to believe in the inevitability o f exploitation, 
because o f this cognitive illusion. 1 also believe, how ever, that the 
exploiting classes can be victim s of sim ilar illusions. C ognitively  based 
ideologies do not a lw ays operate to the benefit o f the ruling classes. We 
m ay expect them to do so w hen the victim is an exploited class, but not 
w hen the exploiters them selves are subject to the sam e m echanism . 
H ence it is not true as a general proposition that ideologies -  in the sense 
o f beliefs derived  from the interest or the position o f the b e lie v e r-a lw a y s  
w ork to the benefit o f the econom ically dom inant class and the existing 
relations o f production in society.

W ithin the fram ew ork o f m odern econom ic thought the fallacy appears 
in the idea that w orkers are not exploited if paid a w age  that corresponds 
to their m arginal product, that is if each w orker is paid as if he w ere the 
last to be hired or, m ore to the point, the first to be fired .1 If there are indi
vidual w age negotiationseach w orker can in fact be m ade to see him self in 
this light, since the em ployer can threaten him with dism issal and p lau
sibly sa y  that he cannot pay m ore than the valu e he creates at the m argin. 
But not everyb od y can be at the m argin. Since the infra-m arginal product 
generally is larger than the m arginal product, the argum ent is seen to 
break dow n w hen  there is collective rather than individual bargaining. 
There is, o f course, nothing like this in M arx, since he did not adm it m ar
ginalism  in this form (3 .2 .1) . He d id , how ever, adm it econom ies of scale 
that can give rise to an analogous phenom enon:

1 This subsection draws heavily on my Sour Crapes, c h .IV. a.
* For this neoclassical theory of exploitation see Bronfenbrenner, Inermte n&tnbutMiti Thrmy. 

ch 8 and my "Exploring exploitation".
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The labourer is the owner ol his labour-power until he has done bargaining for its 
sale with the capitalist; and he can sell no more than what he has -  i.e. his 
individual, isolated labour-power. This state of things is in no way altered by the 
fact that the capitalist, instead of buying the labour-power of one man. buys that 
of loo, and enters into separate contracts with roo unconnected men instead of 
with one. He is at liberty to set the 100 men to work without letting them co
operate. He pays them the value of 100 independent labour-powers, hut he does 
not pay for the combined labour-power of the hundred. Being independent of 
each other, the labourers are isolated persons, who enter into relations with the 
capitalist, but not with one another.1

H ere each w o rk er is paid as if he w ere the first to be hired, that is accord
ing to w hat he could produce on h is ow n  w ithout the cooperation o f the 
other w orkers. Since a m ultiple o f w orkers can produce m ore than the 
sam e m ultiple o f w hat an individual w orker can produce, the su rp lu s 
"a p p e a rs  as a p o w e r  w ith  w hich capital is en dow ed by N ature -  a produc
tive p o w er that is im m anent in cap ita l".2 The w orker, that is , is led to 
generalize his in dividual productivity  to all w orkers, and to im pute the 
rem aining product to "cap ita l". This provides an apparent justification 
for the right o f capital to earn  a profit, and leads the w orker to accept the 
exploitation to which he is subject.

Follow ing the discussion  in 6 .2 .3 , w e m ay point to a clear political 
an alogy o f this m echanism . Since each w orker is often d issu ad ed  from 
protest b y  the lo ss from  unilateralism , social change m ay never get o ff the 
groun d. Paul V eyn e h as argued, sim ilarly, that in classical antiquity an y 
dependent m an had to believe that he ow ed  his security and his living to 
his m aster: " I  o w e m y liv in g  and m y existence to this m aster by the grace 
o f G o d , for w hat w ou ld  becom e o f m e w ithout him , and that great dom ain 
w hich he o w n s and on w hich  I live?"* The m ost desp ised  o f all w as the 
Rom an plebs, "p a rce  que, n 'étant à  personne, elle n 'est r ie n ".4 Since I 
w ou ld  be w orse  off w ithout a m aster, it fo llow s on this logic that a society 
w ithout m asters w ould  be intolerable, for w ho w ould  then provide 
em ploym ent and protection? A  sim ilar optical illusion accounts for the 
v iew  that feudalism  w as a vo lu n tary  and m utually beneficial arrangem ent 
betw een the lord and the serfs, the form er provid in g protection in ex
change for go od s and labour services.* The im pression o f a vo luntary  and 
rational arrangem ent d isappears w hen  one observes that the lord pro
vided protection m ainly against other lords, m uch as a gangster can

1 Capital!, pp yyi-y. 2 /bid. 3 Veyne. I* Pain et It Cirque, p. 554
4 Ibid , p. 696
* This idea is argued in North and Thomas, "The nse and fall of «he manorial system" (hut 

retracted in North, Structure and Change in Economic Hittory, p i>o).
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justify  his protection racket by pointing to the threat from rival gangsters. 
Feudalism , that is, m ay w ell have been a N ash equilibrium , in the sense 
that for each com m unity subordination to the lord w as optim al g iven  that 
everyon e else behaved sim ilarly. Yet insubordination w ould  also have 
been an equilibrium , for if all com m unities refused to sustain  their lords 
there w ould be no predators to fear and no need for protection.1

M arx argu es that the capitalists w ere victim s o f sim ilar illusions. A s 
noted in 2 .3 .2 , m oney fetishism  derives from an erroneous belief that the 
choice which is open to any individual capitalist -  between investing his 
capital productively and using it as interest-bearing capital -  is also open 
to all o f them taken sim ultaneously:

(The individual capitalist] has the choice of making use of his capital by lending it 
out as interest-bearing capital, or of expanding its value on his own by using it as 
productive capital, regardless of whether it exists as money-capital from the very 
first, or whether it still has to be converted into money-capital. But to apply it to 
the total capital of society, as some vulgar economists do, and to go so far as to 
define it as the cause of profit, is, of course, preposterous. The idea of converting 
all the capital into money-capital, without there being people who buy and put to 
use means of production, which make up the total capital outside of a relatively 
small portion of it existing in money, is, of course, sheer nonsense. It would be 
still more absurd to presume that capital would yield interest on the basis of 
capitalist production without performing any productive function, i.e. without 
creating surplus-value, of which interest is just a part; that the capitalist mode of 
production would run Its course without capitalist production. If an untowardly 
large section of capitalists were to convert their capital into money-capital, the 
result would be a frightful depreciation of money-capital and a frightful fall in the 
rate of interest; many would at once face the impossibility of living on their 
interest, and would hence be compelled to reconvert into industrial capitalists. 
But we repeat that it is a fact for the individual capitalist.2

A lthough the v iew  that m oney m ight generate profit independently of 
production is indeed preposterous, it w as the foundation o f mercantilist 
reasoning for a long time. We find the seventeenth-century cam eralists 
arguing that w ars w ould  n ever run an econom y dow n so long a s  the 
m oney rem ained in the country, as if so ldiers could be fed on gold and 
silver.3 A ccording to Eli H eckscher, this m ode of thinking even  survived  
am ong G erm an econom ists during W orld W ar 1/  In 8 .3 .1 1 d iscuss the 
related m ercantilist fallacy that profit arises by the buying and selling of

1 Although then- would br no free-rider problem in a society without feudal lords, it would 
anse in the process of getting nd of them 

:  Capital III, pp 377-8.
5 See lor instance the texts by Leibniz quoted in my Labia ft hi rcnmtion dr l'Esprit Capi

taliste. p. 115.
4 Heckscher. Mercantilism, vol. II, p. 202.
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com m odities, based on the sam e inference that w hat is possible in any 
individual case could be true in all cases sim ultaneously. C learly , these 
are illusion s that, w hile arisin g spontaneously in the mind o f the indi
vidual capitalist, are in no w ay  beneficial for the class of capitalists. To the 
extent that they are m ade the basis o f policy, they could w ell be extrem ely 
harm ful, as in the m ercantilist case.

8.2.4 . C on ceptual im perialism
Like the preceding, this m echanism  also corresponds to a position- 
explanation o f social thought The position in this case is not class, but a 
som ew hat broader standpoint. By "conceptual im perialism " 1 shall 
m ean the tendency o f people w h o  live in one society to use categories that 
correspond to the main structures o f that society, to understand the social 
structure o f other societies or secondary structures w ithin  the sam e 
society. The phenom enon is related to ethnocentrism  and anachronism , 
but also  covers the case o f "in tern al colonialism " on the cognitive level. 
A lthough m ost o f the cases to be d iscussed  refer to capitalism , the ten
dency is o f course quite universal M arx h im self refers to feudalism , and 
today w e m ay observe that M arx 's an a lysis  o f  W estern history has 
becom e a conceptual strait-jacket for the study o f m uch of non-W estern 
h isto ry .1 For convenience I shall d istinguish  betw een four subvarieties, 
d ep en d in g  on w hether the im perialism  is outw ard or inw ard in space, 
backw ard or forw ard  in time.

Som etim es conceptual im perialism  is accom panied by im perialism  
proper, as in the ethnocentric approach o f the British to their colonies. 
The best-know n exam ple is perhaps the difficulties they met w hen  having 
to decide w hether the Indian cultivators o f the land paid a tax to the state 
or rent to private lan dow n ers. In an article from  1858 M arx states the 
problem  thus: 'T h e  great point in this controversy is, w hat is the exact 
position which the zem indars, talukdars o r  sirdars, so  called, hold m the 
econom ical system  o f India? A re they properly  to be considered a s  landed 
proprietors, or a s  m ere tax-gatherers?"2 He goes on to argue that the 
village  corporation w as the real ow n er, and that the "zem in d ars and 
talukdars w ere  in their origin nothing but officers of the G overnm ent, 
appointed to look after, to collect, and to pay over to the prince the 
assessm ent d u e  from  the v illag e" This progressive  v iew  w as  also  d efen 
ded by Lord C an n in g, then G overnor-G eneral of India and author o f a

1 Se* notably Black (t*d.), Rtu'ritmg Russian History and Feuervverker (ed ). History in Com-
mumsl China

7 New York Daily Trihtm 7 6 i8s8.
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proclam ation that w as  the object o f M arx 's article It w as opposed by the 
D erby m inistry, which insisted "o n  the sacredness o f vested rights and 
the im portance o f uph old in g  an aristocratic landed interest" M arx com 
m ents that here " i s  one o f the greatest inconveniences and difficulties of 
the govern m en t o f India from England, that v iew s o f Indian questions are 
liable to be influenced by purely  English  prejudices o r  sentim ents, 
applied to a state o f society and a condition o f things to w hich they have in 
fact very  little real p ertin en cy". A s  later noted by M ax W eber, the Indian 
"lan d ed  pro prieto rs" o n ly  em erged w hen the British m ade them respon 
sible for the paym ent of taxes, that is treated them as landed proprietors.1

Instances o f "in tern al colonialism " occur w hen capitalist categories are 
applied to non-capitalist econom ic sectors in a predom inantly capitalist 
society. A  passage  from  the Theories o f Surplus-Value states the tendency 

w ith exem plary  precision:

(Herc| wo come up Against a peculiarity that is characteristicof a society in which 
one definite mode of production predominates, even though not all productive 
relations have been subordinated to it. In feudal society, for example (as we can 
best observe in England because the system of feudalism was introduced here 
from Normandy ready made and its form was impressed on what was in many 
respects a different social foundation), relations which were far removed from the 
nature of feudalism was given a feudal form; for example, simple money relations 
in which there was no trace of mutual personal service as between lord and vassal. 
It is for instance a fiction that the small peasant held his land in fief It is exactly the 
same in the capitalist mode of production. The independent peasant or handi
craftsman is cut up into two persons. As owner of tire means ol production he is 
capitalist; as labourer he is his own wage-labourer. As capitalist he therefore pays 
himself his wages and draws his profit on his capital, that is to say, he exploits 
himself as wage-labourer, and pays himself, in the surplus-value, the tribute that 
labour owes to capital Perhaps he also pays himself a third portion as landowner 
(rent), in exactly the same way, as we shall see later, that the industrial capitalist, 
when he works with his own capital, pays himself interest, regarding this as 
something which he owes himself not as industrial capitalist, but qua capitalist 
pure and simple

The determinate social character of the means of production in capitalist produc
tion -  expressing a particular production relation -  has so grown together with, and 
in the mode of thought of bourgeois society is so inseparable from, the material 
existence of these means of production, as means of production, that the same 
determmateness (categorical determinateness) is assumed even where the rela
tion is in direct contradiction to it. The means of production become capital only in 
so far as they have become separated from the labourer and confront labour as an 
independent power. But in the case relerred to the producer -  the labourer -  is the 
possessor, the owner, of his means of production. They are therefore not capital,

1 Weber, "llinduismus und Buddhismus” , p. 70
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any more than in relation to them he is a wage-labourer. Nevertheless they are 
looked on as capital, and he himself is split in two, so thaf/w, as capitalist, employs 
himself as wage-labourer . . .  Separation appears as the normal relation in this 
society.'

M arx here argues that the application o f capitalist categories to the 
independent artisan or peasant is an ideological im position o f an already 
ideological v iew . The notion that the m eans o f production are inherently 
capital is an ideological illusion that arises out o f the capitalist m ode o f 
production itself.2 It is an illusion, and hence cognitively inadequate; but 
an en d o gen o u s illusion, and hence in som e other sense adequate to the 
m ode o f production. A pplied  to non-capitalist en claves in the capitalist 
econom y, it does not even  have the latter kind o f adequacy.

The u n derstan ding o f the past in term s o f the present can lead to a W hig 
interpretation o f h istory, according to which past even ts are interpreted 
exclusively  as stepping-stones to the present. It can also , h ow ever, lead to 
an over-assim ilalion  of the past to the present -  to anachronism  rather 
than teleology. M arx deplores, for instance, the tendency o f historians 
such a s  M om m sen to find capitalism  in classical an tiq u ity .' (From  W eber 
to Finley the dan gers o f  anachronism  have been stressed even more 
strongly than M arx did , so  that he him self has been included am ong the 
propon ents o f "m o d e rn ism ".4) A lso , m any o f his strictures on H enry 
M aine refer to his tendency to look at ancient society through m odern 
English categories.'

H obbes observed that "N o  m an can have in his m ind a conception of 
the future, for the future is not yet. But of our conceptions of the past, w e 
m ake a fu tu re ."8 W hence the apparen tly  conservative character o f m any 
revolutions, a fa d  noted by M arx in his review  o f G u izo t's  book on the 

English R evolution .7 In The Eighteenth Brumaire he notes that "C rom w ell 
and the F.nglish people had borrow ed speech , passions and illusions from 
the Old Testam ent for their bourgeois re v o lu tio n "/  In this w ork he also 
m akes the gen eral point that men have to do w ith the conceptual luggage 
they carry w ith them , even at the very m om ent they grope around for a 
w ay  to jettison it: 1

1 Ttuvuea of S u rfit* Value, vol. i. pp 407tt. :  Capt/ol l/J. ch. 48, v.g. p. 824.
* Cnpilol I. p. 168; Capital J/l. p 787 Mjrx supers is huwrver, ih<il they erred as much by an 

Incorrect understanding of capitalism as bv an excessively capitalist understanding of 
antiquity.

* Finley, the Am inil Eamuujt. pp. 49-50. see also 6.1.2 above.
*’ Fthiwhyical Notebooks. pp yvS-9
* Cited by Stone. The Cause* of 1 he Cnyfidi Htirohition. p. y
:  Review of C uiaoI, pp. 252-) " The Ltfihuvnih Brumaire, p 105,



Men make their own history, but they do not make it just as they please; they do 
not make it under circumstances chosen by themselves, but under circuinstances 
directly encountered, given and transmitted from the past. The tradition of all the 
dead generations weighs like a nightmare on the brain of the living And just 
when they seem engaged in revolutionising themselves and things, in creating 
something that has never yet existed, precisely in such periods of revolutionary 
crises they anxiously conjure up the spirits of the past to their service and borrow 
from them names, battle-cries and costumes in order to present the new scene of 
world history in this time-honoured disguise and this borrowed language. Thus 
Luther donned the mask of the Apostle Paul, the revolution of 1789101814 draped 
itself alternately as the Roman Republic and the Roman Empire, and the revolu
tion of 1848 knew’ nothing better than to parody, now 1789, now the revolutionary 
tradition of 1793 to 1795.

This is not quite analogous to the other form s o f conceptual im perialism . 
It offers an explanation  o f m en 's conception o f the future in term s o f the 
historical tradition, not their present position. Or, m ore precisely, the 
current position is defin ed  so a s  to include m em ories o f the past.2 C learly, 
this is a very  different outlook from  the v iew  that ideas have no continu
ous history. It corresponds to the com prom ise suggested in 8 .1 .3 ,  lhat 
m en 's ideas are constrained by the ideas bequeathed to them by the past, 
not on ly  b y  the current econom ic and social structure. It is not a question 
o f the "in ertia " o f the superstructure, im portant as this phenom enon m ay 
be. Rather the point is that ideas o f the past can lie dorm ant for a long time 
and then be revived  if they provide a useful language for an alysis and 
action in the face o f the future.
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8.3. A pp licatio n s

M arx considered m any dom ains o f thought from the perspective o f the 
theory of ideology: political theory, econom ic theory, religion, philo
so p h y , ju risp ruden ce, art, natural science, a s  w ell as the econom ic illu
sions o f everyd ay  life. In m ost cases his an alysis am ounts to no m ore than 
fragm entary dicta that do not lend them selves w ell to an analytical recon
struction. I have singled  out for m ore detailed discussion the tw o 
dom ains that in m y v iew  are the most im portant. In 8 .3 .1  1 o ffer a rather 
selective d iscussion o f M arx 's sociology o f econom ic know ledge, as it is 
found in the Theories o f Surplus-Value. In 8 .3 .2  1 su rvey  his theory o f the 
econom ic roots o f religion. The latter can in m any respects serve as an 
exam ple o f h o w  a theory o f ideology should not be constructed. M arx 's

1 Ibid., pp. io)-4
1 See Asscnin. Marx el la Repetition Historique and my “ Note on hysteresis In the social 

sciences".
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discussion  o f religion is arbitrary and largely incoherent. He seizes on any 
"s im ila r ity " , real or im agined , betw een a religious doctrine and an 
econom ic system , and invests it w ith explanatory significance far beyond 
w hat is w arranted . Later M arxists have followed the sam e procedure, 
w ith disastrous results. By contrast, I believe that M arx 's treatment o f the 
history o f econom ic thought, w hile not flaw less, is certainly w orth  taking 
seriously.

8 .3 .1 .  Econom ic theory as ideo logy
Schum peter rem arks som ew here that M arx w as the m ost erudite econo
mist o f his time, and a n y reader o f the Thrones of Surplus-Value can attest to 
the en orm ous en ergy  he devoted to the stu d y of his predecessors. A s 
noted several tim es, this w as not on ly  or even  m ainly out of a scholarly 
interest for their v iew s, as explanations to be com pared with his ow n. He 
saw  their v iew s as integral parts o f  the developm ent o f capitalism , not 
m erely as theories o f capitalism . H ence he system atically tried to link the 
successive econom ic doctrines to chan ges in econom ic and social struc
ture. M ore precisely , each doctrine corresponds to a specific class at a 
specific stage in the developm ent o f capitalism . The correspondence per
tains partly to the interest and partly to the position of the class in q u es
tion. There is no general m echanism  that operates in all cases.

I do not attem pt to su rvey  or sum m arize M arx 's history o f econom ic 
thought, on ly  to focus on the parts that seem  especially  relevant from the 
view p oin t of the theory o f ideologies. H ence I limit m yself to his d iscu s
sion o f the m ercantilists, the physiocrats, M althus and the vu lgar econ o
m ists His extensive an alyses o f A dam  Sm ith and Ricardo contain more 
internal criticism , and less sociology of know ledge, w hich is w h y  I neglect 
them  here.

The mercantilists
M arx d istinguished betw een less and m ore sophisticated versio n s o f m er
cantilism . First, there is the form sum m arized in M . . .  M ', or m oney 
generating m ore m oney w ithout an y interm ediary. M arx refers to this as 
"th e  isolatedly and rig id ly  retained form o f the m ercantile sy s te m " .’ I 
argued in 8 .2 .3  that the basic fallacy o f m ercantilism  in this form is that of 
pars pro toto. of believing that the option o f living on interest w hich is open 
to an y capitalist could be open to all. The m ercantilists erect th is point of 
v iew  o f the "practical cap ita list" into an econom ic theory with pretentions 1

1 Capital It. p 99.
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to be valid  for the econom y as a w hole. True, in the relevant passage from 
Capital III M arx refers to the "v u lg a r  econom ists" rather than the m er
cantilists as proponents o f the v iew  he is o p p o sin g .1 In a later chapter, 
h ow ever, he refers to "th e  m ercantile system , w hich, w ith its crude real
ism , constitutes the actual vu lgar econom y o f that p e r io d ".2 The m er

cantilists an d  the later vu lgar econom ists are sim ilar in that they confuse 
the essence and the appearance in the capitalist econom y (3 .1 .2 )  They 
differ in that the appearance presen ts itself differently in the seventeenth 
and the nineteenth centuries. The m ercantilists generalize from the point 
o f v iew  o f the financial or com m ercial capitalist, the vu lgar econom ists 
from  that o f the industrial capitalist.

M arx d id  not, h ow ever, think that the em phasis on interest-bearing 
capital (M . . .  M ') w as typical o f m ercantilism . On the contrary:

T h e  firs t  th e o re t ic a l t re a tm e n t  o f  th e  m o d e r n  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  -  th e  m e rc a n t ile  

s y s t e m  -  p r o c e e d e d  n e c e s s a r i ly  f r o m  th e  s u p e r f ic ia l  p h e n o m e n a  o f  th e  c irc u la tio n  
p r o c e s s  a s  in d iv id u a l is e d  in  th e  m o v e m e n t s  o f  m e r c h a n t 's  c a p ita l , a n d  th e r e fo re  

g r a s p e d  o n ly  th e  a p p e a r a n c e  o f  m a tte rs . P a r t ly  b e c a u s e  m e r c h a n t 's  c a p ita l  i s  th e  
firs t  fre e  s t a te  o f  e x is t e n c e  o f  c a p ita l  in  g e n e ra l. A n d  p a r t ly  b e c a u s e  o f  th e  o v e r 
w h e lm in g  in f lu e n c e  w h ic h  it e x e r te d  d u r in g  th e  f irs t  r e v o lu t io n is in g  p e r io d  o f  
fe u d a l  p r o d u c t io n  -  th e  g e n e s is  o f  m o d e r n  p ro d u c t io n  T h e  rea l s c ie n c e  o f  m o d e rn  

e c o n o m y  o n ly  b e g in s  w h e n  th e  th e o re t ic a l a n a ly s is  p a s s e s  fro m  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  
c irc u la t io n  to  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c t io n . In te re s t  b e a r in g  c a p ita l is ,  in d e e d , l ik e 

w is e  a v e r y  o ld  fo rm  o f  c a p ita l . B u t w e  sh a ll se e  la te r  w h y  m e rc a n t ilis m  d o e s  n o t 

ta k e  it a s  a p o in t  o f  d e p a r t u r e , b u t  r a th e r  c a r r ie s  o n  a p o le m ic  a g a in s t  it.*

The second, more sophisticated version o f m ercantilism  derives profit 
from  circulation, not from the m ere possession o f m oney. "T h e  so-called 
m onetary system  is m erely an expression  o f the irrational form  M -C-M ', a 
m ovem ent w hich takes place exclusively  in circulation ."4 In Capital l M arx 
exp lains that this version  no less than the first rests on the fallacy of 
com position, w hich in this case is the erroneous inference from the fact 

that any com m odity-ow ner can enrich him self, at the expense of others, 
by selling the product over the value, to the conclusion that all can do so 
sim ultaneously. 'T h e  capitalist class as w hole, in any country, cannot 
overreach them selves "  A nd M arx ad d s in a footnote: "D estutt de Tracy 
. . .  held the opposite view . H e says, industrial capitalists m ake profits 
because 'they all sell for m ore than it has cost to produce. A nd to w hom  do 
they sell? In the first instance to one an oth er.’ " 5

’  Capital lit, pp. 3 7 7 -8 , q u o ted  in  8.2.}. 1 I b i d . p ^  * Ibid . p  337.
* Capital II, p. 60. * Capital I, p  163.
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O ne m ay nevertheless believe that profit arises in circulation without 
falling into this fallacy. From  the prem ise that profit is created in circula
tion, the m ore consistent m ercantilists concluded that no net creation of 
w ealth  can take place, that is, that the econom y is a constant-sum  gam e. 
Jam es Steuart, for one. w as  w ell aw are  that "g a in  on the one side there
fore a lw ays in volves loss on the o th e r" .1 From  the shared false prem ise 
som e m ercantilists argued incorrectly to the true conclusion that a net 
creation o f w ealth  w as  possible, w hile others logically arrived at the false 
conclusion that it w as not. Both sides w ere caught in the appearance of 
circulation, and unable to see that production is the real source o f w ealth.

Yet according to M arx on e m ay recognize the im portance of production 
and still rem ain m ystified b y  m ercantilist illusions:

M - C . . .  P . . .  C ' - M \  f ix e d  a s  th e  e x c lu s iv e  fo rm , c o n s t itu te s  th e  b a s is  o f  th e  m o re  

h ig h ly  d e v e lo p e d  m e rc a n t ile  s y s t e m , in  w h ic h  n o t o n ly  th e  c irc u la t io n  o f 

c o m m o d it ie s , b u t  a ls o  th e ir  p r o d u c t io n  a p p e a r s  a s  a  n e c e s s a r y  e le m e n t . T h e  

i l lu s o r y  c h a r a c te r  o f  M -C  . . .  P  . . .  .C '- M ' a n d  th e  c o r r e s p o n d in g  i l lu s o r y  in te r 

p r e ta t io n  e x is t s  w h e n e v e r  th is  fo r m  is  f ix e d  a s  o c c u rr in g  o n c e , n o t a s  f lu e n t  a n d  
e v e r  r e n e w e d ; h e n c e  w h e n e v e r  th is  fo r m  is  c o n s id e r e d  not a s  o n e  o f  th e  fo r m s  o f 
th e  c irc u it  b u t  a s  its  e x c lu s iv e  fo rm  2

A s far as I can tell, M arx d o es not say  w hether this m ercantilism  is a mere 
logical possibility or a doctrine actually found in the history o f econom ic 
thought. Be this as it m ay, w e  should note that one of the reasons w h y  it is 
illusory in volves, once again , the local-global fallacy:

[If] w e c o n s id e r  s o m e  n e w ly  in v e s t e d  c a p ita l d e s c r ib in g  fo r  th e  f irs t  t im e  th e  c ircu it  
M -C  . . .  P  . . .  C ’ - M ',  th e n  M -C  is  th e  p r e p a r a t o r y  p h a s e ,  th e  lo r e r u n n e r  o f  th e  

f irs t  p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  g o n e  th ro u g h  b y  th is  in d iv id u a l  c a p ita l. T h is  p h a s e  
M -C  is  c o n s e q u e n t ly  n o t p r e s u p p o s e d  b u t r a th e r  c a lle d  fo r  o r  n e c e s s ita t e d  b y  th e  

p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c t io n . Bui this applies only lo Ihh individual capital. T h e  g e n e ra l fo rm  

o f  th e  c irc u it  o f  in d u s t r ia l  c a p ita l i s  th e  c irc u it  o f  m o n e v -c a p ita l ,  w h e n e v e r  th e  
c a p ita lis t  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  is ta k e n  fo r  g r a n t e d , h e n c e  in  so c ia l c o n d it io n s  

d e t e r m in e d  b y  c a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n . T h e r e fo r e  th e  c a p ita l is t  p r o c e s s  o f  p r o d u c 

tio n  is  a s s u m e d  a s  a p r e -c o n d it io n , if n o t in  th e  firs t  c irc u it  o f  th e  m o n e y -c a p ita l  o f  
a  n e w ly  in v e s t e d  in d u s t r ia l  c a p ita l ,  th e n  o u t s id e  o f  it.*

The point is that m oney capital, in order to create su rp lu s-valu e in the 
process o f production, m ust find in existence a class o f w age labourers 
and hence the fully developed  capitalist m ixte o f production. From the 
point o f v iew  o f a n ew ly  form ed m oney capital, it m ay look as if m oney is 
the first stage in the process, but a consideration o f the system  as a w hole

1 Theories vf SurplusValue, v o l. i . p .  4a. 1  Ca/atalll. pp  6 u - i .  '  Ibtd.pp .6 1 - 2  M yita lics .
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sh ow s that there is no first stage, on ly  an unending sequence o f reproduc
tion. In itself the argum ent is not very  interesting. It deserves attention 
on ly  as a further proof, if on e w as needed , that for M arx m ercantilism  w as 
characterized by the system atic confusion of local and global view points.

The physiocrats
A ccording to M arx, the physiocrat school represented ''th e  bourgeois v iew  
w ithin the pre-bourgeois way of looking at th ings".1 He suggests a tw ofold 
explanation o f their doctrine: both in terms o f the class position o f the 
landed aristocracy and in terms o f the rlass interest o f the nascent bour
geoisie. In addition, he su ggests elem ents o f a purely intellectual exp lan a
tion o f the physiocrat v iew s, a s  arisin g out o f and partly in reaction to the 
m ercantilist system  -  thus deviating from  his adage that ideas have no 
autonom ous history.

On the one hand the physiocrats shared with the enlightened m er
cantilists the v iew  that industrial profits arise in circulation, and hence 
m ake no net contribution to the national w ealth. "T h e Physiocrats explain the 
profit of industry as profit upon alienation (that is, in the M ercantilist w ay)."*  
On the other hand, they w ere  con vinced that net w ealth  uus being created, 
nam ely in agriculture. They m ade a basic distinction between the produc
tive classes engaged in agricu ltu rean d  the sterile classes w orking in in dus
try, and no further distinction betw een capitalists and w orkers within the 
latter catego ry . "P rofit is seen  by them only as a kind of higher w ages paid 
by the la n dow n ers, w hich the capitalists consum e as revenue. " 3 A lthough 
M arx praises them  for havin g undertaken for the first time the an alysis of 
capital,4 he is also critical o f their tendency to perceive it as a natural rather 
than a social category. In their w ork, "th e  surplus-value app ears . . .  as a 
gift o f nature",* as the natural product o f  the soil, w hereas in reality it is a 
social category A s  argued in 3 .2 .3 , here the physiocrats w ere right and 
M arx w as  w rong. They erred, o f course, in thinking that industry could not 
produce a net su rp lu s, yet their basic intuition w as correct.

To explain  the physiocrats ' theory o f surplus-value, Marx cites the fact 
that in agriculture "th e  creation o f surplus-value appears in material and 
tangible fo rm ".*  In his v iew , they failed to go beyond the m anifest appear
ance o f econom ic relations, being in that respect sim ilar to the m er
cantilists. O n the other hand, he also explains their aberration as an over- 
reaction to the m ercantilist doctrine:

1 Theorin nf Surplus-Value, veil. 1, p. yRy 2 I b i d p also p >flo.
3 Bid . p 47. 4 Ibid., p. 44. 5 Ibid., p 51 • Bid., p 48.
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S in c e  it i s  th e  g r e a t  a n d  s p e c if ic  c o n tr ib u t io n  o f  th e  P h y s io c r a t s  th at th e y  d e r iv e  

v a lu e  a n d  s u r p lu s - v a lu e  n o t fr o m  c irc u la t io n  b u t fr o m  p r o d u c t io n , t h e y  n e c e s 
s a r i ly  b e g in , in  c o n tr a s t  to th e  M o n e t a r y  a n d  M e rc a n t il is t  s y s t e m , w ith  th a t  b ra n c h  

o f  p r o d u c t io n  w h ic h  c a n  b e  th o u g h t  o f  in  c o m p le te  s e p a r a t io n  fro m  a n d  in d e p e n 

d e n t ly  o f  c ir c u la t io n , o f  e x c h a n g e , a n d  w h ic h  p r e s u p p o s e s  e x c h a n g e  n o t b e tw e e n  
m a n  a n d  m a n  b u t o n ly  b e t w e e n  m a n  a n d  n a tu re .*

In their reaction again st the m ercantilists, the physiocrats w ent to the 
other extrem e and neglected circulation altogether. Their form ula is P . . .  
P ' rather than M . . .  M '.2 The social significance o f this v iew  is 
am biguous:

O n  th e  o n e  h a n d  it s t r ip p e d  re n t  -  th a t  is ,  th e  tru e  e c o n o m ic  fo rm  o f  la n d e d  

p r o p e r t y  -  o f  its  fe u d a l  w r a p p in g ,  a n d  r e d u c e d  it to  m e re  s u r p lu s  v a lu e  in  e x c e s s  
o f  th e  la b o u r e r ’ s  w a g e  O n  th e  o t h e r  h a n d , th is  s u r p lu s - v a lu e  is  e x p la in e d  a g a in  in  

a fe u d a l  w a y ,  a s  d e r iv e d  fro m  n a tu re  a n d  n o t fro m  s o c ie ty ; fro m  m a n 's  re la t io n  to  
th e  s o il  a n d  n o t fro m  h is  so c ia l r e la t io n s . '

The latter feature m akes it "u n derstand able how  the feudal sem blance o f 
this system , in the sam e w ay  as the aristocratic tone o f the Enlightenm ent, 
w as bound to w in  a num ber o f feudal lords as enthusiastic supporters and 
p ro p agan d ists" .4 These supporters did not understand the real historical 
significance o f the system , nor did the physiocrats them selves:

T h e  la b e l o f  a  s y s t e m  d if fe r s  fro m  th at o f  o t h e r  a r t ic le s , a m o n g  o t h e r  t h in g s ,  b y  th e  

fact th a t  it c h e a ts  n o t o n ly  th e  b u y e r  b u t  o fte n  a ls o  th e  s e lle r . Q u e s n a y  h im s e lf  a n d  
h is  im m e d ia te  d is c ip le s  b e lie v e d  in  th e ir  fe u d a l  s h o p - s ig n  . . .  B u t a s  a  m a tte r  o f  
fact th e  s y s t e m  o f  th e  p h y s io c r a t s  is  th e  firs t  s y s t e m a t ic  c o n c e p t io n  o f c a p ita lis t  
p r o d u c t io n .3

This refers to their d iscovery o f the nature o f surplus-value, a d iscovery 
that led M arx to find in their doctrine the "contradictions o f capitalist 
production a s  it w orks its w ay  out o f feudal so c ie ty ".4 This is a teleological 
interpretation o f the physiocrat doctrine, in term s of the further clarifi
cations it w ould  undergo This aspect o f M arx 's an alysis is even more 
prom inent w h en  he goes on to point out that the policy consequence of 
the doctrine -  to put all taxes on agricultural production and exem pt 
industry w hich , being sterile, has no taxable su rp lu s -  actually favours 
the industrial capitalists rather than the landow ners:

!  Ibut .p .  49.
1 True, in Capital II, p  90, M am  praise* Q u esn ay  for h avin g  chosen  rhe form  C  . C ' rather 

lhan P . . .  P  in opposition  to the m ercantilist M . M . but he m entions this as  a  s ign  at 
his "g re a t  and true d iscretio n " and it cannot be representative  o f the physiocrats 

1 Theories of Surplus Value, vo l. 1 .  p . 52 . 4 Ibid.. p . 53. * Capital II. p. 360.
•  Thrones of Surplus Value, vol. 1 ,  p . 52.
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Hence also, in the conclusions which the Physiocrats themselves draw, the 
ostensible veneration of landed property becomes transformed into the economic 
negation of it and the affirmation of capitalist production. On the one hand, all 
taxes are put on rent, or in other words, landed property is in part confiscated, 
which is what the legislation of the French Revolution sought to carry through 
and which is the final conclusion of the fully developed Ricardian modern political 
economy. By placing the burden of tax entirely on rent, because it alone is 
surplus-value -  and consequently any taxation of other forms of income ulti
mately falls on landed property, but in a roundabout way and therefore in an 
economically harmful way, that hinders production -  taxation and along with it all 
forms of State intervention, are removed from industry itself, and the latter is thus 
freed from all intervention by the State. This is ostensibly done for the benefit of 
landed property, not in the interests of industry, but in the interests of landed 
property.1

The glorification of landed property in practice turns into the demand that taxes 
should be put exclusively on ground-rent, the virtual confiscation of landed 
property by the state, just as with the radical section of the Ricardians. The French 
Revolution, in spite of the protests of Roederer and others, accepted this taxation 
theory. Turgot himself (was) the radical bourgeois minister who prepared the way 
for the French Revolution. For all their sham feudal pretences the Physiocrats 
were working hand in hand with the F-ncyclopaedists.1

These statem ents, taken together with those cited earlier, are extra
ordinarily  elusive. The term s "sch e in b ar", "an g eb lich " and " fa lsc h "  
w hich  arc used characterize the feudal nature o f the physiocrat doctrine, 
su ggest m ore than a m ere m istake b y  these w riters about w hat their v iew s 
im plied. Still they do not im ply deliberate deception, w hich in an y case is 
ruled out by the statem ent that the physiocrats believed in their ow n  
shop-sign . 1 su ggest that w e are dealing w ith a functional explanation of 
the purest w ater. M arx is argu in g  that the physiocrat doctrine ow ed its 
existence to its progressive  historical function, in paving the w ay  for the 
bourgeoisie. The illusions o f the landow ners served  the interest o f the 
industrial capitalist -  an explanatory interest. N ot content with observing 
the irony o f the situation, he turned it into a R use o f Reason.

Mai thus
For M arx, the distinctive feature o f M althus's doctrines w as his insistence 
on m aintaining effective dem and, and his proposal to ach ieve this by 
creating a class o f buyers w ho are not at the sam e time sellers o f anything. 
This m ade him the ideal representative of the landed aristocracy and the 
state officials:

IM  2 IM ., p b6
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(Malthus) was a professional sycophant of the landed aristocracy, whose rents, 
sinecures, squandering, heartlessness etc. he justified economically. Mafthus de
fends the interest of the industrial bourgeoisie only in so far as these are identical 
with the interests of landed property, of the aristocracy, i.e. against the mass of the 
people, the proletariat. But where these interests diverge and are antagonistic to 
each other, he sides with the aristocracy against the bourgeoisie Hence his 
defence of the "unproductit* worker", of over-consumption etc.1

It should  be recalled, h o w ever, that at som e point it becom es in the 
interest o f the bourgeoisie to assu age the interests of the aristocracy (7 .1). 
Initially the v iew s o f M althus w ere contrary to "th e  still revolutionary 
bourgeoisie , w hich h as not yet subjected to itself the w h ole  o f society, the 
State e tc ."*  At this stage the bourgeoisie holds that "th e  State, church etc. 
are o n ly  justified  in s o  far as they are com m ittees to superintend or 
adm inister the com m on interests o f the productive bourgeoisie; and their 
costs . . .  m ust be reduced to the unavoidable m in im um ".* Later, h o w 
ever. the rise o f the w ork ing c lass m akes these unproductive exp en 
ditures appear in a new  light, as stated in the passage cited at the end of
7 .1 .5 .  A t this stage, the bourgeoisie "p re fe rfs l to com prom ise w ith the 
van ish in g  oppon ent rather than to strengthen the arising e n e m y " .4 
A lthough  M althus in 1820 could not yet represent the interest o f the 
bourgeoisie, which w as still in its revolutionary stage, this had changed a 
few  decades later. The "stan d in g  o ffer" (8.2.2) represented b y  M althus 
could then be taken up by the industrial b ou rgeo isie .'

The vulgar economists
This g ro u p  o f econom ists are characterized by a shared outlook rather 
than by m em bership o f a n y  school. A m on g their num bers M arx cites S a y , 
G am ier, Sen ior, Bastiat, C arey  and others. Like the m ercantilists they 
rem ain at the surface o f the phenom ena, unable to see  through the 
appearance o f econom ic relations. Unlike the m ercantilists, they act as 
apologists for the existing system , which they present as the best o f all 
possible w orlds. Their central error is that of perceiving land. Capital and 
labour a s  being som ehow  on a par, a s  independent factors of production

1 Ibid.. vi»l. a. p. 115. 1 Ibid., vol. I, p. yon see also dnd.. p. 175. * Ibid.
* N ew  York Daily/ Tribune 25.8.1851. more fully riled in 6. j  j .
* Actually the defence of the unproductive classes was later conducted in a different vein 

from what Malthus had done The vulgar economist* went to great lengths to show that 
these classes -  themselves included! -  were actually quite productive, whereas Malthus 
mure classically defined a productive labourer as someone who directly "increases his 
master's wealth" (Thrones at Surplus-Value, vut. 3, p. 35; cp. vol. 1, p 176). He cynically 
defended them as useful idlers, whereas they made them out lobe useful because produc
tive. Yel broadly speaking I think it make* sense to say that they continued In the tradition 
he had initiated
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each of which earns and deserves a specific type of revenue. On the one 
hand this illusion springs directly from the nature of capitalist produc
tion, while on the other hand it serves to justify the perpetuation of the 
system. Hence Marx in this case offers both a position-explanation and a 
functional interest-explanation, as he makes clear in two programmatic 
statements:

In capital-profit, or still better capital-interest, land-rent, labour-wages, in this 
economic trinity represented as the connection between the component parts of 
value and wealth in general and its sources, we have the complete mystification of 
the capitalist mode of production, the conversion of social relations into things, 
the direct coalescence of the material production relations with their historical and 
social determination. It is an enchanted, perverted, topsy-turvy world, in which 
Monsieur le Capital and Madame la Terre do their ghost-walking as social charac
ters and at the same time directly as mere things .. .[It] is . . .  natural for the actual 
agents of production to feel completely at home in these estranged and irrational 
forms of capital-interest, land-rent, labour-wages, since these are precisely the 
forms of illusion in which they move about and find their daily occupation. It is 
therefore just as natural that vulgar economy, which is no more than a didactic, 
more or less dogmatic, translation of everyday conceptions of the actual agents of 
production, and which arranges them in a certain rational order, should see 
precisely in this trinity, which is devoid of all inner connection, the natural and 
indubitably lofty basis for its shallow pompousness. This formula simultaneously 
corresponds to the interests of the ruling classes by proclaiming the physical 
necessity and eternal justification of their sources of revenue and elevating them 
to a dogma.1

The form of revenue and the sources of revenue arc the most fttishisiic expressions 
of the relations of capitalist production. It is their form of existence as it appears on 
the surface, divorced from the hidden connections and the intermediate connec
ting Jinks. Thus the land becomes the source of rent, capital the source of profit, and 
labour the source of uwyes. The distorted form in which the real inversion is 
expressed is naturally reproduced in the views of the agents of this mode of 
production. It is a kind of fiction without fantasy, a religion of the vulgar. In fact, 
the vulgar economists . . .  translate the concepts, motives etc. of the représenta 
tives of the capitalist mode of production who are held in thrall to this system of 
production and in whose consciousness only its superficial appearance is reflec
ted. They translate them into a doctrinaire language, but they do so from the 
standpoint of the ruling section, i.e. the capitalists, and their treatment is there
fore not naive and objective, but apologetic.2

For Marx the source of all revenue is labour. Rent and profit are part of the 
surplus-value, while wages correspond to the value of labour-power. The 
illusion of three distinct sources arises naturally out of the existence of 
three distinct forms of revenue, and the fact that to the reception of a

1 C apital III. p . 830. * Theonc* of Surplu f- Value, vo l. 3 . p . 453.
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given  form  of revenue there corresponds the control o f a certain factor of 
production. It is then easy  to believe that the factor itself, not control over 
it, is the source or cause o f the revenue.

The trinitary form ula is not the on ly  product o f vu lgar econom y. I have 
a lread y  cited the m ercantilist tendency to confuse interest-bearing capital 
w ith productive capital. M arx asserts several lim es that M . . . M ' i s  the 
fundam ental form  o f vu lgar econ o m y.1 In Capital 111 he com m ents on the 
tendency o f the capitalist to believe that his total profit is determ ined by 
the profit realized on each com m odity m ultiplied by the num ber of 
com m odities. In his v iew , the process is rather one o f division , since in 
the essen ce o f things the total su rp lu s-valu e is g iven  prior to its repartition 
am ong individual com m odities. "T h e  vu lgar econom ist does practically 
no more than translate the sin gu lar concepts o f the capitalists, w ho are in 
the thrall o f com petition, into a seem in gly  m ore theoretical and 
generalised  la n g u a g e ."1 2 * H ere, as in his d iscussion  o f capital fetishism
(2 .3 .2 ) , M arx is m isled b y  his reliance on the labour theory o f value. M ore 
interesting is the argum ent advan ced  about the tendency o f the vu lgar 
econom ists to confuse the value o f labour and the valu e o f labour-pow er
(3 .1 .2 )  . These instances have in com m on the belief that the nature o f 
econom ic phenom ena can be im m ediately grasped from  the point o f view  
o f the econom ic agen ts. "B u t all science w ould be su perfluou s if the 
outw ard  appearance and the essence o f things directly co in c id ed ."5 The 
vu lgar econom ists are like the astronom ers w ho believed that the sun 
turns around the earth because this is how  it app ears to observers on 
earth .4

The vu lgar conception o f the sources o f revenue

renders a substantial service to apologetics. For [in the formula) land-rent, capital- 
interest, labour-wages, for example, the different forms of surplus-value and 
configurations of capitalist production do not confront one another as alienated 
forms, but as heterogeneous and independent forms, merely different from one 
another but not antagonistic The different revenues are derived from quite 
different sources, one from land, the second from capital and the third from 
labour. Thus they do not stand in any hostile connection to one another because 
they have no inner connection whatsoever If they nevertheless work together in 
production, then it is a harmonious action, an expression of harmony, as, for 
example, the peasant, the ox, the plough and the land in agriculture, in the real 
labour process, work together harmoniously despite their dissimilarities. Insofar as

1 Ibid., p. 467; see also Capital 111, pp. 403-6.
3 Capital III. p. 231: Theories of Surplus-Value, vol 2, p. 267.
* Capital III. p. 817.
4 This Copernkan analogy occurs in Zur Kriltk(t86s-6)P. p 2117.
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there is any contradiction between them, it arises merely from competition as to 
which of the agents shall get more of the value which they have jointly created 1

This an alysis is extrem ely suggestive. The last sentence, in particular, is a 
good expression o f the v iew  that capitalism  is a bargaining gam e over 
how  to d iv ide the benefits from  cooperation. This view , which is institu
tionalized in collective bargaining, is the dom inant econom ic ideology in 
contem porary capitalist societies. I agree w ith M arx that it is a m isleading 
conception, but for reasons that differ from  his. He argued that the n e w  
rests on false factual prem ises w ith respect to the creation o f value. The 
vu lgar econom ists do not see that net revenue derives from labour only. 1 
have argued in 3 .2 .3  that M arx 's v iew  on this point is incorrect. M y 
objections to the vu lgar conception are squarely  normative (4.3.2).

G enerally  speaking, the v iew s o f the vu lgar econom ists arise as cogni
tive illusions. They are the theoretical translation o f the im m ediate con
ceptions o f the "practical capitalist". O nce arisen, how ever, it turns out 
that they a lso  adm irably serve certain interests o f the capitalist class by 
m aking capita! appear as productive in its ow n  right. In this they differ 
from  the v iew s of the m ercantilists, that did not serve an y apologetic 
functions. T hey also differ, say , from the theories o f M althus that accord
in g to M arx had an  apologetic character without an y origin in cognitive 
confusion. The distinguishing character o f the vu lgar econom ists is that 
their v iew s had a double footing: in the illusions of everyd ay  econom ic life 
and in the interests o f the bourgeoisie. W hence the im m ense app eal of 
their ideas This case does not conform  to the filter m odel (8 .1.3 ), since the 
v iew s are, as it w ere, tainted at the origin before being diffused in larger 
circles. True, at tim es M arx d iscusses the "harm on ious”  conceptions of 
the vu lgar econom ists independently of an y  such cognitive origin, 
notably w hen  referring to their tendency to find bourgeois society "th e  
best o f all possible w o r ld s" .1 2 3 In such contexts he appears to define vu lgar 
econom ics by its apologetic character rather than by its tendency to con
fu se  essence and appearance. In som e typical cases, such as the so-called 
"com pen sation  th eo ry",*  there is no reason to believe that the vu lgar 
v iew s have an origin in cognitive illusions Yet the main thrust of M arx's 
an alysis is to su ggest that the tw o aspects o f vu lgar econom ics are 
inseparably linked to one another.

1 Theories o( Surplus-Value, v o l  3 . p  5 0 3
2 F o r  re fe re n c e s  a n d  d is c u s s io n , s e e  m y  " M a r x  e t  L e ib n iz " .

3 Cental I. p p . 4 }8H  T h is  i»  th e  v ie w  th a t " a l l  m a c h in e ry  th a t d is p la c e *  w o r k m e n , s im u l
t a n e o u s ly  a n d  n e c e s s a r i ly  s e ts  f r e e  a n  a m o u n t  o f  c a p ita l  a d e q u a te  to  e m p lo y  th e  s a m e  
id e n t ic a l  w o r k m e n ” .
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In sum m ary I believe that M arx 's sociology o f econom ic kn ow ledge w as 
quite an im pressive achievem ent, in spite o f being flaw ed by its reliance 
on functional explanation and the labour theory o f value. He pioneered in 
w hat cam e to be called "p sychological econ om ics", although his main 
em phasis w as on the form ation o f beliefs rather than, as in m ost later 
studies, o f preferences. T h e recent "cap ital co n tro versy" sh o w s that 
these are not dead issues. Su rely  som e cognitive confusion lay at the 
origin o f the idea that "c a p ita l"  can be treated as a hom ogeneous "factor 
o f p rodu ction ", for instance an inference from  the fact that capitalists form  
a fairly hom ogeneous class. A nd  conceivably the tenacity with w hich the 
neoclassical econom ists stuck to the notion o f aggregate capital has som e
thing to do w ith non-cognitive interests. This, adm ittedly, is sheer specu
lation, and I m ay be quite w rong. Vested intellectual interests m ay suffice 
to explain the resistance. Be this as it m ay, the sociology o f econom ic 
conceptions and econom ic theory is a field w orth  cultivating, if proper 
attention is paid to the m any m ethodological pitfalls in this dom ain.

8.3.2. Religion as ideology
In num erous brief p assages, scattered o ver som e tw enty-five years, M arx 
d iscu ssed  the nature, the causes and the consequences o f religious belief. 
These rem arks frustrate an y  attem pt to m ake sense o f them  as a coherent 
w h ole, and even w hen read in the piecem eal fashion in w hich they w ere 
written they have a rather lim ited interest. W hen d iscu ssin g  religion 
M arx gave  free rein to his speculative tendencies, finding "functions" and 
"sim ilaritie s" that lack foundations in individual psychology.

To m y kn ow ledge, M arx now here d iscusses religion in general. With 
the exception o f a  few  rem arks on natural religion and som e rhetorical 
effusion s on Ju d a ism ,1 all his com m ents concern Christianity. He w as 
m ore concerned to d istinguish  and com pare various form s of that creed 
than to consider it in a truly com parative perspective, as one w orld  re
ligion am on g m any. In this respect he w as m uch m ore parochial than M ax 
W eber. I shall a lso  argue that his an a lysis  o f the relation betw een capi
talism and Protestantism  w as m ore prim itive than W eber's.

In his d iscussions o f religion, M arx em ploys all the varieties o f exp lan a
tion d istinguished in 8 .1 .2 . I have m entioned in 8 .2 .1 the causal interest- 
explanation in term s o f w hat today w e call cognitive dissonance. A s  will 
be sh o w n  below , he also  occasionally u ses a functional interest-explan
ation, in term s o f the benefits popular religion brings to the ru ling class.

1 F o r  *  s u r v e y  s e e  C a r le b a e h , Karl Marx and the Radical Critique of ludarvn. I c o n fe s s  m y  
in a b il ity  to  m a k e  a n y  in te r e s t in g  s e n s e  o f  M a n 's  a rt ic le  “ O n  th e  Je w is h  Q u e s t io n  .
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A n d  finally  I shall sh o w  that he em p loys several form s o f causal position- 
exp lan ation , in term s o f the econom ic and social structure. Religion is 
exp la in ed , that is, as consolation, as social control and a s  a reflection ot the 
econom ic structure. Below  1 m ain ly su rv ey  the second and the third 
varieties, but som e prelim inary com m ents on the relation betw een the 
first and the second m ay be usefu l.

To bring out this relation, I rely on Paul V eyn e 's  outstan din g w ork  Le 
Paw  et le Cirque. A  central them e o f this book is that m any beliefs held by 
the su b jects in a g iven  society are system atically  usefu l to the ru lers, yet 
cannot be explained  in term s o f these benefits. The Rom ans, for instance, 
tended to believe in the d ivin ity  o f their rulers (w ith the nuances 
m entioned in 8 .1) , but the explanation  o f this belief is  not to be found in 
the indubitable benefits it brought to the ru lin g class. Rather it m ust be 
sought in the benefits it offered the subjects them selves, by g iv in g  them a 
m odicum  of peace o f m ind. V eyn e , referring to Festinger, a rgu es that the 
belief in the d iv in ity  o f the ru lers reduced d isson an ce by placing pow er 
out o f reach for ord in ary  m o rta ls.1 A  sim ilarly en d o gen o u s theory of 
religion w as  offered b y  M arx, in the passage  which culm inates in the 
statem ent that religion is the opium  o f the peop le (8 .2 .1) . A s is m ade d e a r  
b y  the rest o f the p assage , this statem ent d o es not m ean that the rulers 
adm in ister religion to the people in o rder to keep them  in an illusory state 
o f contentm ent. R ather, a s  is constantly em phasized  by V eyn e, if left to 
th em selves the people w ill spon tan eou sly  invent the opium  they need. 
W e m ay ad d , h o w ever, that this does not provide an explanation  o f w h y  
the ruling  c lasses in a society should  also  entertain religious beliefs.

A ccord in g  to a popular conception (rejected by V eyne) the Rom an 
ru lers offered their subjects "p a n e m  et c ircen ces", bread and circu ses, to 
keep  them  from  revolting. M arx, inspired by that conception, refers to 
“ pan em  et re lig io n em " in an  article from  1847 that contains the clearest 
statem ent o f his functional interest-explanation o f religion The incanta- 
lory and exhortatory  asp ects o f the passage  should not m islead us. W hen 
M arx sa y s  that the proletariat w ill not let itself be deluded by “ the social 
prin cip les o f  C h ris tian ity " , he certain ly m eans that this tem ptation is a 
real dan ger.

The social principles of Christianity justified the slavery of antiquity, glorified the 
serfdom of the Middle Ages and are capable, in case of need, of defending the 
oppression of the proletariat, even with somewhat doleful grimaces The social 
principles of Christianity preach the necessity of a ruling and an oppressed class, 
and for the latter all they have to offer is the pious wish that the former may be

1 V e y n e ,  Le Pam et le Cirque, p p . 3 1  o ff a n d  passim
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c h a r ita b le . T h e  so c ia l p r in c ip le s  o f  C h r is t ia n it y  p la c e  th e  C o n s is t o r ia l  C o u n s e l lo r 's  

c o m p e n s a t io n  fo r  a ll  in fa m ie s  in  h e a v e n , a n d  th e r e b y  ju s t i fy  th e  c o n t in u a t io n  o f 
th e se  in fa m ie s  o n  e a r t h . T h e  s o c ia l  p r in c ip le s  o f  C h r is t ia n ity  d e c la r e  a ll  th e  v ile  

a c t s  o f  th e  o p p r e s s o r s  a g a in s t  th e  o p p r e s s e d  to  b e  e ith e r  a  ju s t  p u n is h m e n t  fo r  
o r ig in a l s in , a n d  o t h e r  s in s ,  o r  t r ia ls  w h ic h  th e  L o r d , in  h is  in f in ite  w is d o m , 

o r d a in s  fo r  th e  r e d e e m e d  T h e  so c ia l p r in c ip le s  o f  C h r is t ia n ity  p r e a c h  c o w a r d ic e ,  

s e lf-c o n te m p t , a b a s e m e n t , s u b m is s iv e n e s s  a n d  h u m b le n e s s ,  in  s h o r t , a ll  th e  

q u a lit ie s  o f  th e  r a b b le , a n d  th e  p r o le ta r ia t , w h ic h  w i l l  n o t p e rm it  it s e lf  to  b e  tre a te d  

a s  r a b b le , n e e d s  its  c o u r a g e ,  it s  s e lf - c o n f id e n c e , its p r id e  a n d  its  s e n s e  o f  in d e p e n 
d e n c e  e v e n  m o r e  th a n  its  b r e a d . T h e  s o c ia l  p r in c ip le s  o f  C h r is t ia n ity  a r e  s n e a k in g  
a n d  h y p o c r it ic a l ,  a n d  th e  p r o le ta r ia t  i s  r e v o lu t io n a r y .*

The sam e lan gu age is found in another article from  1 847, directed against 
the "tru e  socia list" K riege and his call for a "religion  o f lo ve":

W ith  th is  s h a m e fu l  a n d  n a u s e a t in g  g r o v e l l in g  b e fo r e  a " m a n k i n d "  th a t  is  s e p a r a te  

a n d  d is t in c t  fro m  th e  " s e l f *  a n d  w h ic h  is  t h e r e fo r e  a  m e t a p h y s ic a l  a n d  in  h is  c a s e  
e v e n  a r e l ig io u s  fic t io n , w it h  w h a t  is  in d e e d  th e  m o s t  u tte r ly  " m is e r a b le "  s la v is h  

s e lf - a b a s e m e n t , t h is  r e l ig io n  e n d s  u p  l ik e  a n y  o th e r . S u c h  a  d o c t r in e , p r e a c h in g  
th e  v o lu p t u o u s  p le a s u r e  o f  c r in g in g  a n d  s e lf-c o n te m p t , i s  e n t ir e ly  s u ite d  t o  v a lia n t  

-  monk, b u t  n e v e r  to  m e n  o f  a c t io n , le a s t  o f  a ll in  a t im e  o f  s t r u g g le .3

True, these proto-N ietzsehean p assages do not have to be read as a func
tional explanation o f religious beliefs. They could be read only as state
m ents about the consequences w hich a s  a m atter o f fact fo llow  from 
religion, leavin g  open the question of explanation. In his polem ic against 
K riege, in fact, M arx repeats the earlier idea that the "o b sessio n s of 
C hristian ity  are on ly  the fantastic expression  o f the existing w o rld ", su g 
gesting a causal interest-explanation o f religion as consolation. The func
tionalist reading is nevertheless strongly suggested by the language of 
these texts, with their em phasis on the precise and m ultiple w a y s  in 
w hich  the C hristian  religion is usefu l for the ru ling class. It is, m oreover, 
supported  by M arx 's general tendency to lapse into functional 
explanation.

In the m ature econom ic w ritings M arx alm ost never returns to the 
interest-explanation o f religious belief. Rather w e find several, m utually 
inconsistent position-explanations o f the various form s o f C hristianity. 
To facilitate the d iscussion  I shall first cite the relevant passages, en u 
m erated for ease o f reference:

(I) In  s o  fa r  a s  th e  h o a r d e r  o f  m o n e y  c o m b in e s  a s c e t ic is m  w it h  a s s id u 

o u s  d i l ig e n c e  h e  is  in t r in s ic a lly  a  P r o te s ta n t  b y  r e l ig io n  a n d  s t ill m o r e  a 
P u r it a n .1

1 Dfutsihc Brüifrlct -Zritung l a . y  18 4 7  1  " C ir c u la r  a g a in s t  K r i c g r " ,  p . 49-
* Contribution to the Crithfut of Political Economy, p. 10 8 .
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(II) T h e  c a th o lic  fact th a t  g o ld  a n d  s i lv e r  a s  th e  d ire c t  e m b o d im e n t  o f  so c ia l 
la b o u r , a n d  t h e r e fo r e  a s  th e  e x p r e s s io n  o f  a b s tra c t  w e a lt h , c o n fro n t  o th e r  
p r o fa n e c o m m o d ir ie s ,  h a s  o f  c o u r s e  v io la te d  th e  p r o te s ta n t  c o d e  o f  h o n o u r  

o f  b o u r g e o is  e c o n o m is ts , a n d  fro m  fe a r  o f  th e  p r e ju d ic e s  o f  th e  M o n e ta r y  
s y s t e m , th e y  lo st fo r  s o m e  t im e  a n y  s e n s e  o f  d is c r im in a t io n  t o w a r d s  th e  
p h e n o m e n a  o f  m o n e y  c ir c u la t io n . 1

(III)  T h e  r e l ig io u s  w o r ld  is  b u t th e  re fle x  o f  th e  rea l w o r ld . A n d  fo r a  s o c ie ty  b a s e d  

u p o n  th e  p r o d u c t io n  o f  c o m m o d it ie s , in  w h ic h  th e  p r o d u c e r s  in  g e n e ra l 
e n t e r  in to  so c ia l r e la t io n s  w it h  o n e  a n o t h e r  b y  t re a t in g  th e ir  p r o d u c t s  a s  
c o m m o d it ie s  a n d  v a lu e s ,  w h e r e b y  th e y  r e d u c e  th e ir  in d iv id u a l p r iv a te  

la b o u r  to  th e  s t a n d a r d  o f  h o m o g e n e o u s  h u m a n  la b o u r  -  fo r  s u c h  a  s o c ie ty , 

C h r is t ia n ity  w it h  its  c u lt u s  o f  a b s tra c t  m a n . m o re  e s p e c ia l ly  in  its  b o u r g e o is  

d e v e lo p m e n t s ,  P r o te s ta n t is m , D e ism  e tc .,  i s  th e  m o st  f itt in g  fo r m  o f  r e 
l ig io n .2

(IV ) O n e  s e e s  h o w  th e  p i l in g - u p  o f  g o ld  a n d  s i lv e r  g a in e d  its tru e  s t im u lu s  w ith  

th e  c o n c e p t io n  o f  it a s  th e  m a te r ia l r e p r e s e n t a t iv e  a n d  g e n e ra l fo r m  o f 

w e a lth  T h e  c u l t o f  m o n e y  h a s  its  a s c e t ic is m , i t s s e lf - d e n ia l .  it s  s e l f - s a c r i f ic e -  

e c o n o m y  a n d  fr u g a lity , c o n te m p t  fo r  m u n d a n e , te m p o ra l a n d  f le e t in g  
p le a s u r e s ,  th e  c h a s e  a f t e r  th e  eternal t r e a s u r e . H e n c e  th e  c o n n e c t io n  

b e t w e e n  E n g l is h  P u r ita n is m , o r  a ls o  D u tc h  P ro te s ta n t is m , a n d  m o n e y 
m a k in g . '

(V ) T h e  m o n e ta r y  s y s t e m  is  e s s e n t ia l ly  a  C a th o lic  in s t itu t io n , th e  c r e d it  s y s te m  

e s s e n t ia l ly  P ro te s ta n t . 'T h e  S c o tc h  h a te  g o ld .”  In  th e  fo rm  o f  p a p e r  th e  

m o n e ta r y  e x is t e n c e  o f  c o m m o d it ie s  is  o n ly  a so c ia l o n e  It i s  faith th at b r in g s  
s a lv a t io n . F a ith  in  m o n e y - v a lu e  a s  th e  im m a n e n t  s p ir it  o f  c o m m o d it ie s , 
fa ith  in  th e  m o d e  o f  p r o d u c t io n  a n d  its  p r e d e s t in e d  o r d e r , fa ith  in  th e  in d i-  

v id u a l  a g e n t s  o f  p r o d u c t io n  a s  m e r e  p e r s o n if ic a t io n s  o f  s e lf - e x p a n d in g  
c a p it a l .4

(V I)  T h e  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  c a p ita l is t  p r o d u c t io n  c r e a te s  a n  a v e r a g e  le v e l o f  b o u r 

g e o is  s o c ie ty  a n d  t h e r e fo r e  a n  a v e r a g e  le v e l o f  te m p e r a m e n t  a n d  d is p o s it io n  

a m o n g s t  th e  m o s t  v a r ie d  p e o p le s .  It is  a s  t r u ly c o s m o p o l i t a n a s  C h r is t ia n it y .  

T h is  is  w h y  C h r is t ia n ity  is  l ik e w is e  th e  s p e c ia l r e l ig io n  o f  c a p ita l. In  b o th  it i s  

o n ly  m e n  w h o  c o u n t  O n e  m a n  in  th e  a b s tra c t  is w o r th  ju s t  a s  m u c h  o r  as  

litt le  a s  th e  n e x t  m a n . In  th e  o n e  c a s e , a ll  d e p e n d s  o n  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t h e  h a s  

fa ith , in  th e  o th e r  o n  w  h e th e r  o r  n o t h e  h a s  c re d it . In  a d d it io n , h o w e v e r ,  in  
th e  o n e  c a s e ,  p r e d e s t in a t io n  h a s  to  b e  a d d e d , a n d  in  th e  o th e r  c a s e ,  th e  
a c c id e n t  o f  w h e t h e r  o r  n o t a m a n  is  b o rn  writh a  s i lv e r  s p o o n  in  h is  m o u t h .5

To these late texts w e m ay add a passage from  the Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts:

(V I !)  T o  th is  e n l ig h t e n e d  p o lit ic a l e c o n o m y , w h ic h  h a s  d is c o v e r e d  -  w it h in  p r i
v a t e  p r o p e r t y  -  th e  subjective essence o f  w e a lth , th e  a d h e r e n t s  o f  th e  m o n 

e ta r y  a n d  m e r c a n t ile  s y s t e m , w h o  lo o k  u p o n  p r iv a te  p r o p e r t y  only as an

1 Ibid., p. 1)4. 3 Capital I. p  79 . J  Crundn&e. p. a j a  * Capita! 111. p 592
5 Theories of Surplus-Value, v o J .  ) ,  p p .  4 4 8 -9 ; r p .  Crundnsse, p . 8 )9
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objective substance confronting m en, seem  therefore to be fetishists. Cath
olics Engels w as therefore right to call Adam Smith the Luther o f  Political 
Economy1

The contradictions in these p assages are fairly striking. Passages (I) and 
(IV) assert that the hoarding o f gold and silver w ere especially  associated 
w ith Protestantism  A gain st this, p assages (II), (V )an d  (VII) state that the 
m onetarist system  is essentially Catholic M arx, apparently, w asco n fu sed  
by the fact that m oney has tw o  distinct features w hich suggest different 
religious m odes O n the one hand, m etals unlike credit can be hoarded. 
H oarding easily  turns into an obsession (2 .2.5), related to the fanatical self- 
den yin g  practices o f extrem e Protestantism . On the other hand, m oney 
can be seen as the "in carn atio n " (this is the original G erm an term  used in 
passage (II)) o f social w ealth , and in that sense is related to the specifically 
Catholic practice o f in vesting relics etc., w ith supernatural significance. 
W hen M arx com pares fetishism  w ith transsubstantiation,1 it is a lso  in con
nection with the specifically m ercantilist fallacy o f m onetary fetishism  (M 
. . .  M '). If eviden ce w as needed o f M arx 's lack o f intellectual discipline, 
even  w h en  dealing w ith m atters that one w ould assum e to be central, this 
contradictory attitude w ould  be a m ajor item, com parable to the incon
sistencies in h isexp lan ation  o f the English  factory law s (4 .1.4 ). It is difficult 
to avoid  the im pression that he often w rote w hatever cam e into his m ind, 
and then forgot about it as he m oved on to other matters.

O f the cited passages, som e are m ore im portant theoretically than 
others. Passages (III), (V) and (VI) touch briefly upon doctrinal m atters, 
su ggestin g  an exp lan atory analogy betw een Protestantist theology and 
various aspects o f capitalism . First, to abstract hum an labour corresponds 
the Protestant em p h asis on the abstract individual, alone w ith his G od ; 
next, to the capitalist em phasis on credit-w orthiness corresponds the Pro
testant em ph asis on faith as a m eans to salvation; finally to the accident of 
w h o  is born wi th m oney corresponds the analogy o f w h o  is elected ht g race . 
In m y opinion these analogies are totally arbitrary. A n y  w riter w ith  a 
m odicum  o f ingenuity and eloquence can invent sim ilar analogies or 
"structural h om ologies" betw een a set o f m ental attitudes and a socio
econom ic structure. Later M arxist doctrines have provided m any instan
ces, w orth y  o f prom inent place in th ech am berof horrors o f sc ien ce.' By his 
rem arks on religion, M arx set an u n h ap p y  precedent fo rsu ch  speculations.

1 E conouuc  and I’hitoiophical M a n u s c r ip ts , p . ^90 
7 T h r o n e s  o f  S u rp lu s -V a lu e , vol. 3, p. 494
' S e e  fo r  in s ta n c e  th e  w o r k  b y  B o rk c n a u  c ited  in  n o te  1 .  p . 4 7 )  a b o v e ; H e s s e n , " T h e  so c ia l 

a n d  e c o n o m ic  r o o t*  o f  N e w t o n 's  Prmctpu"; C o ld m a n n . Le Dieu Caché.
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It is instructive to com pare M arx 's suggestion with w hat on e m ay call 
the W eber-T hom pson  view  on the relation betw een religion and cap i
talism .1 A  schem atic sum m ary w ould  include the fo llow ing theses, (i) 
G iven  C alvin ism  or M ethodism , inner-w orldly asceticism  w as a w ay  o f 
reducing the cognitive d issonance betw een the belief in predestination 
and the personal concern for salvation 3 There is an affinity here with 
M arx, w h o  also su ggested  a connection betw een Puritanism  and sa tin g . 
The differences, h o w ever, are also striking. W hile M arx saw  Çrotes- 
tantism connected w ith  unproductive hoarding, W eber linked it to pro
ductive investm ent. A lthough there is a gap  in W eber's reasoning h ere ,' 
M arx 's view  is equally  unsupported . It relies on m ere analogy, w ith no 
attem pt to provide a causal story . We should also note that in W eber the 
explanatory link go es from religion to capitalism , w h ereas in M arx it is the 
other w ay  aro u n d .4 (ii) The various form s o f Protestantism , w hen 
adopted by the w orkers, w ere  em inently useful to the capitalist class by 
reinforcing the w ork-discipline and contributing to the process w hereby 
the w orker "learn s to control him self, in contrast to the slave w h o  needs a 
m aste r".5 (iii) O ne w ould  err, h o w ever, in concluding that this explains 
the adoption o f these beliefs by the w orkers. A lthough indoctrination 
m ay have been a factor in their propagation, it w as effective only in so far 
as the indoctrinators them selves believed in the doctrine -  that is in so far 
as they d id  n o t  preach it because of its instrum ental e fficacy /  M oreover, 
the adoption could not have taken place had the belief not also cor
responded to a vital need for consolation am ong the w orkers. This 
account o f the w ork ers’ religion is in a w ay  the converse o f the account of 
the religion o f capitalists sum m arized in (i). W hereas W eber took the 
religion of the capitalists as g iven  and explained their econom ic behaviour 
as a form  of d issonance reduction, Thom pson takes the econom ic situa
tion o f the w orkers as g iven  and then exp lains their religious beliefs in 
term s o f d issonance reduction, am ong other things. The tw o exp lana
tions are, o f course, perfectly com patible. Yet even if they both turn out to

1 Weber. The Protestant Ethic; Thompson. The Making of tlte English Working Class, rh. 11
2 For the underlying mechanism, see Quattrune and Tversky. "Self-deception and the 

voters' illusion".
’ The step from saving to im rsim en l is not justified by Weber He neglects not only the 

possibility ol unproductive hoarding, but also that of chanty. As pointed out to me by C. 
A. Cohen, a life of alms-giving would also count as worldly asceticism.

1 A possible exception is the passage from the 1861 -  3 O/fqti e ci ted towards the end of 5 2.2. 
Here Marx cites Protestantism and science among the sptntuAl preconditions of bourgeois 
society.

'  Results o f  th e  Im m ediate Process o f  Production, p. 1033, more fully cited in 4.2.1. The passage 
does not refer to religion, but anticipates the argument in Fromm, Teat o f  Treedam. p. 80. 

fc Sour Grapes, ch II; Veyne, Le Pain et le Cirque, p. 679 and passim.
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be true -  a question  on w hich  I am  unable to pronounce m yse lf -  w e  still 

need an exp lan ation  o f w h y  capitalists em braced Protestantism  in the first 
p lace .'

I con clu de that o f M arx 's  m any attem pts to com e to grip s w ith  the 
form ation o f religious beliefs, the on ly  one that retains som e valu e is the 
early  Feuerbachian  idea -  restated as late as in 1865* -  that religion is "th e  
sigh o f  the o p p ressed  creatu re". This correspon d s to part (iii) o f the 
W ebcr-T h om p son  v iew . His functionalist explanation  is based on an idea 
related to the v iew  stated in (ii). but m ust be d ism issed  for reasons that by 
now  w ill be fam iliar. The idea vagu ely  resem bling (i), that there is an 
elective affinity b etw een  capitalism  and Protestantism , turns out to be 
based  on superficial an d  inconsistent an alogies. H is failure should  be a 
lesson  to all w ould-be practitioners of the science o f debun kin g.

1 Thompson. The M aking of the LnglnJi W orking CttJ». pp. y t i - i  suggests an implausible 
functional explanation in terms o f  the contribution of Puritanism to ' the psychic energy 
and social coherence of middle-class groups which felt themselves to be ’called' or 
'elected' and which were engaged (with some success) in acquisitive pursuits". If I under
stand him, Thompson is here turning Weber upside-down, suggesling that religion 
stabilized the economic behaviour of these groups rather than behaviour providing an 
outlet for a tension created by religion.

4 See the passage cited on pp 47Q-S0 above.

Copyrighted rr



9- Capitalism, communism and 
revolution

The revolutionary transition from capitalism  to com m unism  w as the core 
o f M arx 's life and w ork . The stu d y o f pre-capitalist societies, and what 
cam e to be know n as "h istorical m aterialism ", w ere little m ore than a foil 
to that overrid ing concern. The w hence, w hither and how  o f that transi
tion form  the topic o f this chapter. Sum m arizing and bringing together 
elem ents from  earlier chapters. I first d iscuss his v iew s on capitalism  -  its 
developm ent, p h ysio lo gy  and pathology. The last in particular claimed 
his attention. He believed capitalism  to be an inhum ane, unjust, w asteful 
system  -  and in all these respects at the opposite pole of the com m unist 
society that he believed to be im m inent and inevitable. I next turn to his 
ethical, econom ic and political conceptions of com m unism . These are 
largely U topian, but not all to the sam e extent. Shorn o f their w ishful 
thinking and exaggerations, they rem ain valuable gu id es to political 
theory and political action. I conclude by considering his v iew s on how 
the ills o f capitalism  and the possibility o f com m unism  m otivate the 
w orkers to revolutionary action If his theory fails to persuade u s, it is no 
doubt because he h im self w as  so persuaded o f the necessity o f com m un
ism  that he d id  not feel an argum ent w as needed.

Capitalism

A ccording to W assily Leontief, M arx w as the great character reader o f the 
capitalist system . He did indeed have a pow erfu l intuition for what 
m otivates the capitalist en trepreneur and for how  these m otives appear, 
transform ed, at the collective and political level. D espite m any flaw s, the 
historical chapters in Capital l  brilliantly unite observation and synthesis. 
M arx set the agen da o f problem s and w ent a long w ay  tow ards show ing 
w hat w ould  count a s  a solution. Yet the implicit critical side o f L eo n tie f s 
judgm ent should also be taken to heart. A  character reader is not a 
psychologist; and a p ow erfu l econom ic and social historian need not be a 
good econom ic theorist A lthough I rem em ber being upset by Paul 
Sam u clso n 's statem ent on the centenary o f the publication of Capital I that 
M arx w as basically "a  m inor post-R icardian", I now  largely subscribe to
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that v iew , if taken exclu sively  a s  an evaluation o f the econom ic theories 
found in Capital II and III.

The m ost im portant achievem ent o f Capital l w as  the an alysis of the 
capitalist factory and the capitalist entrepreneur. M arx's portrait o f the 
latter rem ains m ore m ulti-faceted and insightful than an yth in g offered by 
W eber, Schum peter or others. The in terp lay o f property relations, pow er, 
technology and rational decision-m aking has never been captured so 
strikingly. N o  doubt som e o f his m ore m anichean statem ents should  be 
d ism issed , but the w ritings o f A n d rew  Ure are there to rem ind u s that 
they w ere  not w ithout som e foundation. Less focussed, but also 
m asterful, are the an a lyses o f capitalism  a s  a  system of firm s -  o f com peti
tion, of the transition from  m anufacture to m achinofacture, o f accum ula
tion, grow th and technical change A t a further level w e still gain m uch 
insight from  his an alysis o f how  these econom ic developm ents were 
shap ing and being sh ap ed  by the class struggle, and its continuation into 
politics by other m eans. Finally, a neglected pioneering achievem ent w as 
h is dem onstration that the beliefs enlertained by Ihe econom ic agents 
about the w ork in gs o f the econom ic system  also stand in a double causal 
relation to that system  -  being both en dogen ous products of it and a (actor 
in its reproduction. M arx w ent all the w ay  -  from  the individual level to 
the aggregate, from  the static an a lysis  to the dynam ical, from  the 
econom ic to the social, political and ideological levels. In earlier chapters I 
have been concerned to d iscuss each aspect separately, often in a very 
critical w ay . Even taken one by one, h ow ever, they are im pressive -  and 
taken together they are overw h elm in gly  so.

It is, h ow ever, n ecessary  to extract this construction from the often 
m isleading fram ew ork in w hich  it is em bedded. For one thing, there are 
num erous rem nants o f the H egelian  m ethod. "C a p ita l"  at tim es appears, 
m ysteriously, as an agent w ith a w ill o f its ow n, The factor)' law s appear 
a s  if by m agic to satisfy  its needs; social m obility occurs to fortify  its rule; 
the doctrine o f the physiocrats em erged to represent it w ithin the feudal 
system . I have characterized this procedure as an am algam  o f 
m ethinJological collectivism , functional explanation and dialectical d e 
duction. These can all be subsum ed, perhaps, under the m ore general 
heading o f teleology. The invisible hand uphold ing capital is one o f the two 
m ain form s o f teleology in M arx, the other being the necessity o f the 
process that will u ltim ately d estroy it.

For another thing, the an alyses of Capital a re  flaw ed by M arx 's 
adheren ce to the labour theory of value. His o w n  version o f that theory 
w as quite in gen u o u s in som e respects, w hile m arred by technical errors in
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others. M ore fundam entally, it com es u p  against the fact that w hen 
heterogeneous labour and different disutilities of w ork  are admitted,, the 
basic concepts o f the theory are not w ell defined. A nd  -  the m ost basic 
objection -  even  if w e  disregard  that problem , there is no analytical pur
pose to w hich the theory m ay be harnessed. It explains nothing that other 
theories do not explain  m ore sim ply. For the purpose o f explain ing the 
equilibrium  prices and rate of profit the labour theory o f value is m erely 
cum bersom e. It does allow  the correct deductions, but in a needlessly 
com plex w ay. For the stu d y o f technical change and balanced econom ic 
grow th it is positively harm ful, for reasons that M arx as a H egelian should 
have been able to discern. He w as attached to the labour theory o f value 
because the valu e accounting provided  the inner essen ce o f the capitalist 
system , com pared to w hich the price system  w as a m ere superficial 
appearance. Vet that also m eans that individual behaviour can n ever be 

explained  by reference to values, w hich, being invisible, have no place in 
the purposive explanation o f action. H ence w hen M arx and his later 
fo llow ers have tried to explain  the choice of technique in terms o f the 
m axim ization o f surp lus-value, or argued that the capital sector and the 
consum ption sector should have the sam e rate of sav in gs out o f surplus- 
value, they have com m itted an error which is the converse of that of 
vu lgar econom y -  they have put the essence w here the appearance ought 
to be.

M arx 's charges against capitalism  can be sum m arized on three counts. 
First, it is  inhuman, by leading to the alienation o f m en from  their species- 
pow ers. By these pow ers M arx m eant the creative activities that men are 
uniquely able to en gage in, by virtue of their intelligence, language and 
tool-m aking ability. M arx believed that the deploym ent of these pow ers 
w as the ultim ate goal and the ultim ate good both for m ankind and for 
individual m en. H is argum ents for this view' have partly a utilitarian 
flavour: the developm ent and use o f on e ’s abilities is the m ost deeply  
satisfactory activity one can en gage  in. Partly they are o f an Aristotelian 
kind: m en should  realize their essence or inherent purpose, w hich is lo b e  
creative. Capitalism , on the one hand, is an im m ense step forw ard  for 
m ankind, perm itting, a s  it does, an unprecedented expansion o f the 
species-pow ers. O n the other hand, it has d isastrous effects for the all- 
sided developm ent o f the pow ers o f the individual hum an being. This is 
alienation: the frustration o f the m ost profound need o f m en, the need to 
use one s talents and abilities. It is unclear w hether M arx also believed it 
to be the m ost d eep ly  felt need o f m en. Som etim es alienation m eans not 
on ly  lack o f self-realization, but lack o f consciousness o f this lack. A t other
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times it m eans a subjectively experienced state o f frustration. It is not 
sim ply frustration at being unable to do w hat one w ants to do. It is. m ore 
centrally, frustration o f w an ts that could feasibly be realized in the actual 
state o f society. A lso , it is a collective phenom enon. In earlier societies 
m en have also  been frustrated in d ividually , in the sense that each o f them 
m ay h ave  had w an ts that could feasib ly  have been realized at the expense 
o f others. Capitalist alienation is the fact that need satisfaction on a large 
scale is possible, yet is not carried out. To the extent that this gap  is 
perceived by the m em bers o f society -  for w hich they m ust kn ow  both 
their need and the objective possibility o f fu lfilling it -  it is an Im m ense 
lever for action.

N ext, M arx believed capitalism  to be a profoundly unjust system . This is 
a controversial interpretation, since in the M arxist tradition justice has 
been a bourgeois category, to be debunked rather than em ployed. Yet I 
believe that M arx 's  theory o f exploitation, and notably the frequent 
characterization o f profit as theft, o n ly  m ake sense if w e  im pute to him a 
theory o f distributive justice. The central principle is that each should 
receive proportionally to his contribution, assu m in g his ability to con
tribute. U nfortunately this labour theory o f exploitation is ill-defined, for 
a reason that also  invalidates the labour theory c»f value. W hen labour is 
heterogeneous, the contributions cannot be m easured on a com m on 
scale. M oreover, if on e attem pts to reform ulate the principle in term s of 
hours o f labour time, irrespective of the nature of the labour, on e com es 
u p  against the problem  that d ifferent form s o f  w ork have different degrees 
of disutility and hence ought to be rew arded accordingly. A n d  if, as with 
the labour theory o f value, one d isregard s these problem s o f aggregating 
and com paring different form s o f labour, it can still be show n  that the 
contribution principle is not an ethically attractive one. It is possible to 
generate counterintuitive situations in which the poor exploit the rich, if 
the form er prefer leisure so m uch that they do not need even  w hat little 
capital they have. This sh o w s that in the standard cases w h en  exp lo ita
tion is m orally condem nable, it is so  by virtue of som ething else  than the 
contribution principle. A lso  one can im agine cases in which exploitation 
is d u e  to different en dow m en ts rather than to different su p p ly  cu rves of 
labour, but yet not o bvio u sly  m orally w rong. The endow m ent structure 
could h ave  resulted from  different time preferences. Som e people could 
save and accum ulate m ore capital than they could w ork them selves. If 
they offer others, w h o  have preferred im m ediate consum ption, to w ork 
for them  and earn m ore than they w ould otherw ise have done, how  could 
an yo n e object? Freely undertaken and m utually beneficial arrangem ents



that arise in a situation w ith initially equal endow m ents cannot be con
dem ned on gro u n d s o f the contribution principle.

I d o  not think this objection is very  relevant in present-day capitalism , 
since one w ou ld  have to be in bad faith to argu e that the differences in 
endow m ents are largely due to voluntary choices to save rather than to 
consum e. N or does it constitute a telling objection to M arx 's v iew s. He 
w ould certainly h ave  dism issed  it, on the grounds that in a society that 
had overcom e alienation no on e w ould freely undertake to w ork for 
others, since this w ou ld  underm ine the fundam ental value o f self-realiz
ation. The objection gains full force, how ever, against any proposal to 
create a feasible, non-U topian com m unist society. C on sider the follow ing 
passage from a novel by W assily G rossm an, quoted by Alec N ove in The 
Economics of Feasible Socialism:

I wanted since childhood to open a shop, so that any folk could come in and buv 
Along with it would have to be a snack-bar, so that the customers could have a bit 
of roast meat, if they like, or a drink. 1 would serve them cheap, too. I'd let them 
have real village food. Baked potato! Bacon-fat with garlic! Sauerkraut! I'd give 
them bone-marrow as a starter . . .  A measure of vodka, a marrow-bone, and 
black bread of course, and salt. Leather chairs, so that lice don't breed. The 
customer could sit and rest and be served. K I were to say all this loud, I'd have 
been sent straight to Siberia. And yet. say I, what harm would I have done to 
people?

W hat harm  indeed? A nd w ho w ould have been harm ed if he had hired a 
few  w aiters and a cook, w h o  w ould  rather w ork for a w age  in a restaurant 
than in a w orkers' cooperative? W ould the Socialist Police have to step  in 
and forbid such contracting -  to force the w orkers to be free?

T hird ly, M arx condem ned capitalism  because it w as inherently, and 
needlessly, irrational and w astefu l. On his view  it w as inherently 
w astefu l for a num ber of reasons. The m arket m echanism  in his opinion 
w as a very  inefficient w ay  o f coordinating econom ic decisions. It involves 
the perm anent possibility and the frequent occurrence of econom ic crises, 
in w hich  capital goods lay idle, w orkers go  w ithout jobs and goods are 
produced that m eet no effective dem and. A lso , from  the dynam ic point o f 
v iew , the capitalist incentive system  is such that less technical change is 
forthcom ing than if the socially desirable criterion -  m inim ization of 
labour time -  had been used . The capitalist w ants to minimize paid labour 
time» not to m inim ize labour tim e tout court. If a g iven  innovation leads to 
a  reduction o f labour time, but also leads to m ore paid labour being used, 
or to labour being paid m ore (because o f the impact o f the innovation on 
the w age  struggle), the capitalist m ay not adopt it. M arx w as right in
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pointing out these possib le so u rces o f inefficiency, although he exagger
ated their im portance. In an y  case, of course, it n eeds to be show n  that 
another system  is possible that lacks these defects and yet has all the other 
advan tages o f capitalism , notably the relentless incentive to search for 
new  techniques. A s long as this is not the case, the inherent w astefu lness 
o f capitalism  m ust be put u p  w ith . M arx argued that the time w as 
im m inent w hen  other relations o f production w ould  be superior in all 
these respects -  as regards the search for n ew  techniques, the criteria for 
selecting them  and the efficiency w ith w hich they are used. Finally the 
capitalist system  is irrational in the sense that it tends to destroy itself. It 
can rem ain econom ically viable only by m eans that underm ine long-term  
viability. Specifically, in the face o f the tendency o f the rate o f profit to fall, 
the capitalists react b y  m easures that, w hen adopted by all, reinforce that 
tendency. A lthough the theory of the falling rate of profit has a certain 
superficial p lausibility, it turns out, on closer inspection, to leak like a 
sieve. It starts from  incorrect prem ises -  the secular preponderance of 
labour-saving inventions -  and then goes on to m ake invalid inferences 
from them to a declining trend in the rate o f profit.

By and large, M arx d id  not condem n capitalism  on the grounds that it 
led to increased m isery in the sense o f low er levels o f consum ption or. 
som ew hat m ore generally, a low er standard o f living. True, he w rote in 
term s o f g lo w in g  indignation about the conditions o f the English  w orking 
class, but not to su ggest that they w ere getting w orse. His standard of 
com parison w as counterfactual, not actual. H e com pared the fate o f the 
w orkers in actually existing capitalism  w ith w hat it w ou ld  be u n d er more 
rationally organ ized  relations o f production. Lack o f need satisfaction has 
been an inescapable fact for most people throughout history. It becom es 
scandalous on ly  w hen the objective possibility em erges o f a society in 
w hich the full and free use o f o n e ’s  pow ers is w ithin the reach o f all. 
Sim ilarly, the suboptim ality of capitalism  with respect to technical change 
did not m ean that innovations w ere com ing to a stop. O n the contrary: the 
fall in the rate o f profit m ade the capitalists innovate at an ever more 
frenetic pace. Rather, the point is that capitalism  itself creates the con di
tions u nder w hich another system  can perform  even  better. A lienation 
and "th e  contradiction betw een  the productive forces and the relations o f 
produ ction " are defined as g ap s betw een w h at is actual and w hat is 
possible A lienation , broadly  speakin g, is predicated on the basis o f a 
possible better use o f  the productive forces, and the contradiction on the 
basis o f a possible faster development. A ctually, the tw o  phenom ena are 
closely  related. By su ppressin g  alienation, free rein will be g iven  <0 the
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creative abilities o f the m em bers o f society. Som e o f them will sp o n 
taneously choose scientific and technical w ork as vehicles for self-realiz
ation, w ith unprecedented productivity grow th  as the outcom e. But, to 
repeat, this is o n ly  possible on the technical basis created by capitalism  
itself. It is the ladder that hum ankind kicks out from  under itself w hen it is 
no lon ger needed.

The econom ic an alysis and indictm ent of capitalism  is set out in a 
narrow  tw o-class fram ew ork. Capitalists and w orkers -  individually  and 
collectively -  are the o n ly  agen ts o f a n y  im portance in Capital. The agricu l
tural classes -  peasants and the large landow ners -  m ake a brief ap p ear
ance at the end o f Book III. A rtisan s and the petty bourgeoisie generally 
are virtually absent, a s  are the classes o f m anagers and officials. In other 
w ritings M arx provides the richer social setting in which this theory must 
be em bedded. The w ell-know n w ritings on French politics are not su f
ficient for this pu rpose, since they d o  not deal w ith the most advanced 
capitalist country. T hey m ust be supplem ented by the num erous, briefer 
articles on England. Together they am ount to a theory o f the nature o f the 
state in capitalist societies. In France and England pow er w as w ielded  by 
the classes that had com e to acquire a kind o f m onopoly on it -  the 
centralized bureaucracy in France and the landed aristocracy in England. 
Before and during the 1848 Germ an Revolution M arx believed and hoped 
that the capitalist class w ould take pow er for itself -  to allow  for a naked 
class confrontation betw een w orkers and bourgeoisie. W hen his expecta
tions w ere  frustrated, he had to com e u p  w ith an explanation w h y  the 
econom ically dom inant class w as content to take second place in the 
political arena. He found it precisely in the fact that the bourgeoisie 
w anted to avo id  the confrontation w ith the w orkers that he had hoped 
for. By splitting the en ergy and fighting spirit of the w orkers betw een tw o 
enem ies. Capital an d  G overnm ent, the bourgeoisie calculated that they 
w ould  gain  m ore in the long run than they w ould  have to sacrifice in the 
short run. The m ain paradigm  for the dom ination o ver the w ork ing class 
is not d ivide-and-conquer, although M arx occasionally refers to that 
m echanism . Rather it is that o f the two-front war that, by confusing the 
w orkers as to the identity of the m ain en em y, b lurs the lines o f class 
conflict.

Betw een  econom ics and politics, class struggle is the m ediating 
elem ent. C lasses are defined by their econom ic behaviour and brought 
together by their com m on econom ic interests, yet to prom ote these inter
ests they sooner or later m ust turn to politics. A nalytically  one m ay distin
guish  betw een  tw o stages o f this process. First, there is the form ation of
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class consciousness -  the creation o f class solidarity and its em bodim ent 
in class organizations. The crystallization of objectively defined classes 
into collective actors is influenced by various structural factors, such as 
the d en sity  o f com m unication netw orks betw een class m em bers, the rate 
of turn-over in the class and its degree  o f cultural hom ogeneity. M arx 
argued in particular that the peasantry, in the countries w h ere  it 
rem ained in existence, w as structurally prevented from  acquiring class 
consciousness Peasants had a role to p lay as supporters o f a Louis 
Bonaparte, but could not create an organization to prom ote their ow n  
interests. Secondly, there is the form ation o f class coalitions -  alliances 
betw een classes that have developed  into collective actors. It follow s from 
the tw o-front theory that there should be a trend tow ards an alliance 
betw een the property-ow n in g classes against the d isp ossessed , although 
initially the tw o industrial classes m ay have tended to ally them selves 
against the pre-industrial one. Yet, M arx believed, this anti-w orker alli
ance could on ly  d e lay  the final confrontation and breakdow n. A s  cap i
talism becam e increasingly vulnerable and crisis-ridden, no am ount of 
political ju gglin g  could save  it. H e did not consider the possibility that the 
state could intervene to counteract crises, for exam ple by bolstering 
dem and or offering other form s o f regulation.

A  final dim ension of M arx 's an a lysis  o f capitalism  is the international 
one H e w as acutely aw are  o f the relentlessly expand ing and prose
lytizing character o f capitalism , spread ing from  one country to another by 
the diffusion o f go o d s, m anpow er, capital and ideas. M oreover, he 
turned the difference betw een p ioneers and latecom ers in capitalist 
developm ent to analytical pu rposes It w ould  be w ron g to say  that he 
m ade the theory o f com bined and uneven  developm ent into the 
cornerstone o f his an alysis, as Trotsky w as later to do. There are, n ever
theless, non-negligible elem ents of this v iew  in his w ritings. It took 
different form s in different phases of his life. A round 1850 he toyed with 
the idea o f a com m unist revolution first occurring in the backw ard cap i
talist nations on the European continent, and then spreading to England -  
the on ly  country in w hich a viable com m unist regim e, capable o f ou t
pacing capitalism , w as possible. This developm ent rests on the diffusion 
o f revolution from  East to W est Thirty years later M arx put his hope in 
the propagation o f technology from  the advanced W est to the revolu
tionary East. Both conceptions share the prem ise that the conditions for a 
successful com m unist revolution d iffer from those o f a viable com m unist 
regime, so that som e learning, borrow ing or contagion m ust take place if 
the latter is to be a realistic possibility. In the early  version the theory has
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som e app eal, but the later conception is inherently im plausible. For in
trinsic reasons, the speed  of diffusion o f political ideas is m uch greater 
than that o f technology.

Com m unism

Capital I is a w ork written for the happy few , by one o f them. It m akes no 
concessions w h atsoever to the uneducated reader. Marx assum es that fus 
readers kn ow  Latin, G reek and the main European languages. They 
should be as w ell versed  in philosophy as in political econom y, w ith a 
firm grasp  o f w orld  history and current political affairs M oreover, they 
should be able to recognize literary allusions even in fairly disguised 
form s. It is a book that stretches the reader's mind to the limits, as it had 
no doubt stretched its author's capacities. It is, in other w ords, an extrem e 
feat o f creativity. In the future com m unist society, everyone will be cap
able o f understanding w orks o f this stature. Indeed, everyone will be 
capable o f w riting com parable w orks, and devote most o f their time to 
doing so.

This m ay sound like an exaggeration, and on som e interpretations of 
M arx it certainly is. Ye! in one sense it contains an undeniable truth. Marx 
w as appalled  by the m iserable, passive, vegetative existence led by m id
nineteenth-century w orkers. A t w ork they w ere m ere appendages o f the 
m achines they operated; at hom e they w ere too exhausted to lead an y sort 
o f active life A t best they could enjoy the passive  pleasures o f consum p
tion. M arx, bursting w ith en ergy , constantly creative and innovative, 
even desp ite  h im self w hen  he had a w ork to finish, w as at the extrem e 
opposite pole. H e kn ew  the profound pleasures of creation, of difficulties 
overcom e, o f tensions set u p  and then reso lved . He knew that this w as the 
good life for m an. A nd he strived for a society in which it w ould  no longer 
be reserved for a sm all, privileged  m inority. Self-realization through 
creative w ork is the essence o f M arx's com m unism .

1 believe this is the most valuable and enduring elem ent o f M arx's 
thought. A lthough he him self on ly  referred to intellectual achievem ents, 
this is not a necessary lim itation. To be a good cook or carpenter or, for 
that m atter, to m ake good em broideries are goals the striving for which 
can bring the sam e kind o f pleasure. Indeed, to do pushpin  m ay be as 
rew arding as to read poetry. M ill's distinction betw een the cruder and the 
finer p leasures is, to that extent, beside the point. If w e supplem ent 
M arx and the creations o f the mind with W illiam M orris and the creations 
o f the hand, a m ore balanced v iew  em erges, and one to which Marx
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him self w ould  probably have had no objections. To im plem ent it, as far as 
possible, is a suprem ely  w orthw hile  political task.

Yet how  far is " a s  far as p o ssib le"? A re there inherent limits on the 
extent to w hich the ideal o f self-realization can be satisfied? C ould  the 
ideal com e into conflict w ith other valu es to w hich  M arx also subscribed -  
or w ith unalterable facts about hum an nature and societies? The 
fo llow in g series o f objections are not intended to dem olish the ideal, but 
to provoke needed reflections on the form s in w hich  and the lim its within 
w hich it can be carried out. O therw ise the best could quite easily  becom e 
the en em y o f the good -  to u se  a phrase that provides a charitable exp la
nation o f the failure o f actually existing socialism  to realize M arx's vision.

(1 ) M arx, apparen tly , believed that com m unism  w ould be characterized 
by the full and free self-realization o f the individual O n one, strong 
reading this im plies that the in dividual -  each individual -  (a) has all the 
capacities that an y  other has and (b) will develop  and use them all The 
first part o f this conception is extrem ely U topian, by its denial of an y 
genetically determ ined differences in ability. Even if that v iew  w ere to be 
m odified, the second part o f the conception is also quite im plausible. 
There is a trade-off betw een depth and breadth of achievem ent that pre
ven ts the individual from  doing as w ell in all the fields w ithin  his com pe
tence as he can do in any  o f them. A  w eaker reading could em phasize the 
freedom  rather than the fu llness o f self-realization, by dem anding that in 
com m unist society nothing should block the desire o f the individual to 
realize h im self in one particular line o f activity. W hile more plausible, this 
v iew  also  leads to difficulties o f social coordination, as explained later.

(2) The ideal o f self-realization is a strenuous one. Is it too dem anding? 
W ould com m unist society exclude or stigm atize those w h o  prefer the 
passive p leasu res o f consum ption, be it in the contem plation of pushpin  
or o f poetry? W ould an allocation o f resources to facilitate the process of 
creation do an injustice to those w ho w ould rather en joy the fruits of 
creation? I confess to som e doubt here. W hile 1 feel confident that the 
passive  attitudes o f m any persons in contem porary societies are largely 
the result o f rem ediable social causation, I am  not at all sure that they 
could n ever be the object o f an autonom ous choice f am  not sure, that is, 
that if freed  from  such constraints as lack o f time, en ergy , m oney or 
self-esteem , everyo n e w ould  spon taneously  choose creation o ver con
sum ption A n d  since I do not think this can be decided in other w ays than 
by the in d iv id u als concerned, the uncertainty should lead to som e 
caution in the im plem entation o f the ideal.
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(3) The ideal o f  self-realization is one that easily can degenerate into nar
cissism  or self-indulgence. In a society geared tow ards self-realization no 
one should be concerned w ith self-realization. They should be concerned 
w ith the tasks at hand -  w riting books, m aking em broideries or playing 
chess. It is on ly  if they take those tasks w ith the seriousness and concen
tration needed to succeed in them that the pleasures o f self-realization 
will be forthcom ing, as superven ient on the perform ance. (In addition, of 
course, they m ust som etim es actually succeed.) This raises the problem 
that p lanning for self-realization m ay be self-defeating. Raising the ideal 
of self-realization to the central valu e in society could have the effect that 
there w ould  be less o f it To som e extent this is in danger of happening in 
reform  m ovem ents for participation at the w ork place. It is som etim es 
forgotten that participation, to be valuable, m ust have a goal outside itself 
-  the m aking o f good decisions or o f good products.

(4) W ork, in m odern industrial societies, offers limited scope for the kind 
o f self-realization M arx had in m ind. It m ay or m ay not be repetitive, 
m onotonous or boring, but it alm ost a lw ays has to be carried out u nder 
conditions of coordination and supervision  that severely  restrict free, 
creative activity. A lternative technologies w ill probably m ake this state
ment less true in the future than it has been over the last century, but not 
to the extent o f m aking it irrelevant. O n the other hand, the w ork situa
tion is in m any respects a suitable context, since it offers the external 
discipline that is often a condition for self-realization. K n ow in g that the 
custom er m ight not w ant the product tends to concentrate the m ind w on 
derfu lly . C o n verse ly , the activities carried out privately, at hom e, w ith no 
such external sp u rs, m ay be diluted into dilettantism , with the con
com itant dan ger o f self-indulgence referred to above.

(5) M arx conceived com m unism  as a synthesis o f capitalist and p re
capitalist societies, reconciling the individualism  o f the form er and the 
com m unitarian character o f the latter. Individual self-realization should 
take place in creative w ork for the sake o f the com m unity. Yet an extrem e 
em phasis on creative self-realization com es into conflict w ith the valu e o f 
com m unity. If production is to be for the sake o f the com m unity, at least 
som e o f the m em bers, at least som e o f the time, m ust indulge in the pas
sive p leasures o f consum ption -  o f consum ing the products that are the 
outcom e o f self-realization through w ork. The only form  o f com m unity 
which is fu lly  com patible w ith extrem e em phasis on creation is the com 
m unity o f creators. A  novelist m ight know  that there is no reaction to 
expect from  the public, but he might eagerly  wait for the reaction of his
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fellow  novelists. Science is one dom ain in which there are no custom ers, 
on ly  colleagues. It is also a dom ain in w hich altruism  takes second place to 
em ulation, com petition and self-assertion. In H egel's phrase, it is "d a s  
geistige T ierre ich ". To som e extent, this is unavoidable. Self-realization is 
closely linked to recognition by com petent others. Custom ers, audiences 
and publics rarely  have the kind of com petence one looks fo r -  it is found in 
the com m unity o f creators.

(6) The em phasis on com m unity in M arx's vision  o f capitalism  w as  in
tended as a contrast to the ram pant self-seeking individualism  that perm e
ates capitalism . In particular, he w anted to show  that there w ould  be no 
incentive problem s u nder com m unism , that is no need to link individual 
(m aterial) rew ard  to in dividual contributions. People w ould w ork because 
o f the pleasure they d erived  from w ork , including the p leasu rco f w atching 
others taking p leasure in their products Yet self-interested attitudescould  
em erge even  in com m unism , at a h igher level. Different form s o f self- 
realization are unequally  dem an din g by w ay  of m aterial support. Torch 
sculptors need m ore than cooks, film directors m ore than chess p layers. If 
the overrid in g  va lu e  is th e free self-realization o f all, this m ust at least mean 
that society should  m ake available material support proportionately to 
w hat is needed, otherw ise som e in d ividuals w h o  w ent in for very  expen
sive  activities m ight be blocked in their self-realization. Yet if m any choose 
the m ore exp en sive activities, as they m ight w ell do, the outcom e w ould  be 
that the general level o f self-realization becam e quite low . This conclusion 
is derived from  three prem ises, that should be m ade explicit, (i) There will 
not be abundance in com m unist society. There will still be scarce good s 
w ith alternative uses, (ii) The pnncip le of distributive justice im plied in 
M arx 's theory o f com m unism  is that o f equality o f self-realization, (iii) The 
free choice o f the form o f self-realization could and probably w ould  lead to 
som e excessively  exp en sive  activities being chosen. If the first (and there
fore the second) prem ise is den ied , w e  are in a C loud-cuckoo-land, and 
there is nothing m ore to be said. If the third prem ise is denied, it m ust be 
because one expects that the in d ividuals w ill sacrifice som e o f their self- 
realization for the sake o f the com m unity, that is for the sake o f the self- 
realization o f others. This w ould require a m ore developed  form o f altruism  
than the one w hich is needed for incentive problem s to d isappear. A n d  it 
w ould go  against M arx 's  vision  o f  com m unism  as a society in w hich  full 
self-realization w ill go  together w ith fu ll com m unity.

(7) In capitalism , and m ore gen era lly  in c lass societies throughout 
history, w e  h ave  observed  the self-realization o f M an at the exp en se  of
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that o f m ost in dividual m en. M arx asserted that in com m unism  the 
suprem e valu e w ou ld  be the self-realization o f individuals. Yet I believe he 
also took it for granted that the m axim ization o f this valu e w ould go to
gether w ith m axim al flow ering o f m ankind The rate at w hich w onderful 
w orks o f art, n ew  scientific theories and ingenious inventions w ould  be 
forthcom ing u nder com m unism  w ould  be far in excess o f w hat had been 
observed at an y  earlier stage. Yet here, as in general, w e  should be 
su spicious o f an y theory that claim s the possibility o f the sim ultaneous 
m axim ization o f tw o different objective functions. C ru d ely  put, the 
num ber o f successful artists, scientists etc. is a function o f tw o variables. 
On the one hand it depen d s on the num ber o f individuals w ho en gage in 
such activities, on theother hand on the proportion o f them  w ho turn out to 
be successfu l. S im ilarly , the num ber o f frustrated and disappointed in
d iv idu als is a function o f the sam e variables: the num ber o f those that try 
m ultiplied b y  the proportion that do not succeed. A  society that m axim izes 
the first function, w ill not be one that also m inim izes the second. U nder 
com m unism  it m ay be possible to increase som ew h at the proportion of 
those w h o  succeed  (at least w ith  respect to a g iven  num ber o f attem pts), 
because o f the liberation from  various m aterial and psychological con
straints. Yet the constraints o f ability and uncertainty cannot be done aw ay  
w ith . Since it is in general im possible to tell in advance w h o  has and w ho 
lacks the ability to succeed, the only w a y  in w hich to m axim ize the num ber 
o f successfu l artists is to increase the material on which the selection pro
cess can operate -  but this also  m eans to increase the num ber o f rejects.

(8) It is not obvious. Finally, that self-realization w ill also produce the 
technical efficiency that is its precondition. The d esire  to produce th ings as 
cheaply  as possible is not on e that will obviously  em erge as a vehicle for 
self-realization. Econom y, unlike beauty and truth, is not a goal in itself. It 
is a pu rely  instrum ental valu e, in w hich  com prom ises are o f the essence 
and perfectionism  is to be avo ided . T h e goal is one that w ould  h ave  to be 
chosen  for the sake o f the com m unity, that is out o f the m ore developed 
form  o f altruism  m entioned earlier. Yet one cannot go  far in that direction 
w ithout com prom ising the vision o f com m unism . For on e thing -  w ho 
should  thus sacrifice their personal self-realization? By w hat process 
should  they be selected?For another, theoutcom e w ould  curiously resem 
ble a class society, w ith som e w ho toil and som e w ho are allow ed tod evelop  
them selves. But, on the other hand, if all are allow ed to choose self-realiz
ation in art and pure science, no one will be able to, since the m aterial basis 
w ill be lacking.
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To evaluate these difficulties w e  need to d istinguish  w hat is ir
redeem ably U topian in M arx 's thought from w hat is not, or at least is not 
know n to be. T h e fo llow ing elem ents seem  to me the m ost hopelessly 
unrealistic o n es First, the idea that com m unism  w ould  allow  for material 
abundance, in the strict sense that w hen  everyon e had taken w hat they 
w anted, som eth ing w ou ld  be left over o f each and every  good. Secondly, 
the idea that all in d ividuals have the sam e inborn capacities -  both quan
titatively and qualitatively. Strictly speak in g, this m eans no inborn gen 
etic defects, no acquired handicaps and no special talents like the gifts for 
m athem atics or m usic that are often said to go  in fam ilies, 7 a ken together 
these assu m ptions im ply a vision  o f com m unism  as constrained on ly  by 
tim e -  w hich  w ould probably be a scarce resource even  then, u nless men 
becom e im m ortal, which does not seem  a less plausible expectation than 
the others.

Som ew hat less U topian, but still alm ost certainly false, is the fo llow ing 
set o f ideas. First, the idea that m en could develop  the superior form  of 
altruism  in w hich they w ou ld  be w illing to sacrifice not on ly  their material 
w elfare, but their personal developm ent to "so c ie ty " . Secondly , the 
notion that an individual can fu lly  d evelo p  and use all his potential abili
ties, so  as not to becom e identified or obsessed  w ith an y on e o f them  (this 
w ould  be reification). Thirdly, the notion that social decision-m aking can 
occur w ithout conflict, by unanim ous approval or election. Lastly , the 
v iew  that it is possib le to achieve full coordination o f econom ic activities 
by m e a n so fa c e n tra l m aster-plan. A ll o f these assum ptions seem  to m e to 
go so strongly  in the face of theory and experience that it w ould be 
foolhardy to start u p  a process o f change on the assum ption that they are 
true O f course, one or m ore o f them might turn out to be valid  The 
theories and experiences that ap p ear to invalidate them com e from the 
soft sciences -  psych o lo gy, econom ics, political science -  w hereas the first 
set o f assu m ptions cam e u p  against harder facts from  physics and 
b iology. Yet I subm it that it w ould be a form  o f excessive scepticism  on 
behalf o f the social sciences w ere on e on this basis to accept the assu m p 
tions as w ork in g  h ypoth eses M en and societies are indeed m alleable, but 
not infinitely so.

Lastly, there is a set o f proposals that certainly ap p ear a s  unfeasible 
today, but w ith  respect to w hich there is little reason to believe that they 
will rem ain so  indefin itely. For instance, the incentive problem s that 
underlie M arx 's proposal to use the contribution principle in the first 
stage o f com m unism  need not persist indefinitely There seem s to be so 
m uch truth in M arx's v iew  that the use o f o n e 's capacities is  inherently
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enjoyable, that the u se  of material rew ard s to solicit them could be 
m ade m uch less prom inent. T oday the bearers o f rare skills are able to 
extract a huge rew ard  by blackm ail, that is by threatening to w ithhold 
them , but if that option w as blocked they w ould  choose to use them 
out o f self-interest. A lso , som e inherently insatiable needs, such as the 
dem and for positional goods, could becom e less prom inent b y  a pro
cess o f change that w ould  essentially  have no losers. This w ould not 
create abundance, but m ight liberate large am ounts o f resources for 
more constructive use. Finally, alternative technologies perm itting d e 
centralized, sm all-scale production processes could be lar more 
system atically developed -  and w ould  be, w ere the incentives offered 

V ery broadly  speakin g, the m ost U topian proposals have relatively 
little textual basis in M arx; the m oderately Utopian som ew hat m ore; 
and the m ore reasonable proposals som ew hat less again . T h is is, and 
m ust be, a rough intuitive appraisal, since the relevant texts are both 
few  and extraordinarily  am biguous and elusive. In any case, it d o es not 
m atter too m uch. We need not take our cue from specific textual 
evidence, but should rather consider the m ore general considerations 
u nd erlyin g  it. O ne can then support the general ideal o f equal self- 
realization, at least if the equality is that o f the material prerequisites 
for self-realization rather than o f the extent to which it actually is 
assured. A utonom y in the w ork place is one form  o f self-realization 
that w ould be open to everyb o d y. C orrespon din g to the large-scale 
character o f m odern industry, it w ould  have to be autonom y m ainly at 
the collective level, in w orkers' cooperatives. This, certainly, is less 
than w hat M arx hoped for; equally certainly far m ore than w hat w e 
have today. Central p lanning is out, being incom patible both with 
autonom y and with efficiency. Instead there w ould have to be a con- 
flictual political process to decide on the specific form s o f political 
intervention and regulation. This is a very far cry  from M arx's vision, 
ultim ately o f organic character. He conceived o f com m unism  as a 
society o f individual producers in spontaneous coordination, m uch as 
the cells in a body w ork together for the com m on good, each o f them 
reflecting the w hole from its point o f view . N o such society will ever 
exist; to believe it w ill is to court d isaster. A lthough M arx stood for an 
ethical individualism  in his approach to com m unism , he d id  not see 
that the actual organization m ust also take into account the possibilities 
and lim itations o f individuals. H ad he done so -  as w e today m ust do -  
he m ight have set his goals low er, and m ade it possible to approxim ate 
even his undiluted goals to a greater degree.
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R evolution

The adven t o f com m unism  requires tw o conditions. First, the productive 
forces m ust be developed  to a level at w hich com m unism  is viable, in the 
sen se  that it w ill im m ediately or ultim ately overtake capitalism . Secondly , 
the w orkers (and possib ly their allies) m ust take the political pow er and 
set up com m unist relations o f production. The second condition in turn 
su b d ivides into tw o. The w orkers m ust have an opportunity to take the 
pow er, that is the ru ling class must not be able to repress them by force. 
A lso , they m ust be m otivated to the bid for pow er. The last, finally, can be 
further split into tw o  conditions. The w orkers m ust be frustrated or 
u n h appy w ith their life under capitalism ; and they m ust believe that 
com m unism  is a viable, superior alternative.

M arx n ever produced a theory o f revolution to explain how  all these 
conditions com e together in the course o f capitalist developm ent. C o n 
cerning som e o f them , it is fairly easy  to reconstruct his argum ent, w hile 
others rem ain e lu sive  The first issu e, concerning the objective precondi
tions o f com m unism , is the m ost dearcut. M arx believed that at som e 
stage in the developm ent o f capitalism  it w ould create the conditions 
under w hich further grow th of the productive forces is best prom oted by 
com m unist relations of production. A lthough that v iew  is not particularly 
plausible, it m ight still have revolutionary efficacy if adopted by the 
w orkers, an issue that I postpone for the m om ent. H ere w e should only 
note that this argum ent underlies the problem  o f prem ature revolution -  a 
bid for p o w er before the productive forces w ere  sufficiently developed .

It is not clear how* M arx conceived the opportunity for revolution. 
A ccording to one w ell-know n v iew , revolution becom es feasible w h en  a 
m ilitary defeat is conjoined w ith severe financial difficulties, leading to a 
general breakdow n o f the will and ability to resist am ong the ruling 
classes. There is no correspondin g theory in M arx. The closest analogy is 
perhaps the theory o f the falling rate of profit. A lthough  M arx n ever says 
so explicitly, w e  m ust assu m e that this fall eventually w ould  bring in vest
m ents to a halt and underm ine the belief o f the ruling class that the system  
is w orth defen d in g. In som e o f his scenarios from c. 1850, he also seem s to 
have en visaged  a role for revolutionary w ars, as during the French R evo 
lution, w hich  constantly form ed his reference point. In any case, som e 
objective difficulties of this kind form  one necessary condition for revolu
tion. The possibility o f a superior arrangem ent is not in itself sufficient: it 
w ill not lead to the dem oralization o f the ruling class nor. as I shall explain 
shortly, to the rise o f revolutionary m otivations am ong the w orkers.
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The question of revolutionary m otivation is the central issue. I shall 
consider the three m ain charges against capitalism , in order to discuss 
w hether they can provide the requisite will to change. In doing so  w e will 
also have to consider the com m unist alternative, since the "p u s h "  from 
capitalism  and the "p u ll"  from com m unism  m ay be expected to interact in 
producing the m otivation.

C on sid er, first, alienation as a m otivation for revolution. H ere, it is 
crucial w hether w e opt for the subjective or the objective notion o f alien- 
ation -  w hether it is seen as the sen se  o f a lack o f m eaning or the lack o f a 
sen se  o f m eaning. Independently  o f the som ew hat unclear exegetical 
issu e, w e  m ay note that there are good a priori reasons for holding the 
theory in its objective version. C om m unism  in M arx 's vision  represents a 
w a y  o f life totally different from capitalism . It is not a question o f higher 
consum ption levels, but o f a shift aw ay  from (passive) consum ption alto
gether. To appreciate the joys o f active creation one m ust already have 
experienced them , w hich is som ething few  have had a chance to do in 
capitalism  To feel the attraction of com m unism  one m ust be there 
already. O r again: to m ake a rational choice one m ust know  both sides of 
the question, but w orkers living in capitalist society know  only  one side. 
True, if they accept the prom ise of com m unism  to be technically more 
efficient, they m ight desire it as a m eans to increased consum ption -  but 
w h y  should  they believe this w hen  the technical efficiency is su pposed  to 
follow  from  the shift aw ay  from  consum ption and tow ards active 
creation? To the statem ent, "Y o u  don 't know  w hat you are m issin g" the 
w orkers m ight w ell rep ly: " I f  so, how  can you expect us to m iss it?"

N ext, consider the m otivational force o f justice. W hether or not Marx 
held a theory o f justice, he m ight have believed that it could provide a 
lever for action; and even if he did not, it is a question o f som e interest in 
its ow n  right. The textual evidence is am biguous, but som e o f it strongly 
supports the idea that the recognition o f a state as unjust provides (as 
M arx says) the knell to its doom . In m y v iew , the political, social and 
econom ic history o f the last few  centuries m akes good sense w hen under
stood in this perspective. This history has been a som ew hat uneven , but 
basically continuous process 0/ increased dem ocracy, pointing tow ards, 
but not reaching, com m unism  as understood by M arx. The drivin g force 
has been the alm ost irresistible legitim acy o f the notion of self-govern
m ent. O nce form ulated and advocated, it acquires a com pelling force that 
m akes all attem pts to resist it appear as retrograde and hopeless, even  in 
the eyes o f the resisters. Tactics and strategy then concern the tim ing and 
form  o f the chan ges, not their ultim ate necessity. Hence justice could



provide not on ly  a m otivation for the w orkers, but also  a cause of 
dem oralization am on g the rulers. Som e will object that this argum ent 
goes far beyond w hat can reasonably be attributed to M arx. I agree, but 
at this point in m y exposition  that is not a m ajor concern. O thers will 
object to the v iew  itself, on the groun ds that it g ives excessive im por
tance to norm ative conceptions and p ays insufficient attention to 
im m ediate interests in the shap ing o f m otivations. I agree that people 
are un likely  to m ake a revolution on groun ds o f justice, u nless it coin
cides w ith m ore urgent concerns. Revolution is a costly and painful 
process, that w ill be initiated on ly  if the situation is experienced as 
desperate. Yet not all changes are revolutionary ones, and m ore gradual 
ch an ges could be -  and have been -  upheld  by such norm ative 
m otivations.

C on sider finally the inefficiency o f capitalism  as a m otive to abolish it. 
Inefficiency b y  its very  nature is predicated on the basis o f counterfactual 
com parisons. It obtains if th ings could have been organized better than 
they actually are. This is com patible w ith the actual situation being 
"sa tis fa c to ry ", that is being felt by most people to provide them  w ith a 
decent living. In the choice betw een a satisfactory actual situation and 
the prospect o f a hypothetically superior alternative, alm ost everybody 
w ill take the form er, for tw o reasons. First, the situation will a lw a y s  be 
clouded in som e uncertainty. The com m unist theoreticians m ay tell the 
w ork ers that com m unism  will be statically and dynam ically m ore effi
cient than capitalism , but in the absence o f dem onstrated superiority the 
argum ents w ill be tenuous and m eet w ith scepticism . Secondly , even 
assu m in g that such argum ents are accepted, the revolution in volves 
transition costs that m ay m ake the w orkers sh y  aw ay  from it. It d o es not 
seem  justified to ask them  to sacrifice them selves and their children for 
the sake o f their grandchildren , w h en  they could all live a reasonably 
good life u n d er capitalist conditions. H ence the inefficiency o f capitalism  
w ill provide m otivating pow er on ly  w hen  accom panied b y  absolute 
hardsh ip  and m isery, so  that the w ork ers have nothing to lose but their 
chains. If the cause o f this m isery also has the effect of destroyin g  the 
m orale o f the ruling class, it will provide the opportunity as w ell as the 
m otivation for revolution. The cau se m ight w ell not have that second 
effect, in w hich case an attem pted revolution will p rove unsuccessfu l. 
A lso , even  if it has that effect and the revolution succeeds, the objective 
conditions for com m unism  m ight not be present. Indeed, there are good 
reasons for thinking that they will not be present, since the developm ent 
o f the productive forces to the requisite level w ill rarely go together with
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hardships at the requisite level. The various diffusion scenarios 
m entioned above do not provide p lausible solutions to this dilem m a.

T w o spectres haunt the com m unist revolution. O ne is the danger of 
prem ature revolution, in a com bination o f advanced revolutionary ideas 
and m iserable conditions in a country not yet ripe for com m unism . The 
other is the risk o f preem pted revolutions, o f reform s introduced from 
above to defu se a dan gerous situation. The last century has seen m any 
exam ples o f w hat ap p ear to be prem ature revolutions, although it could 
be that this judgm ent is itself prem ature. It is also likely that in the 
absence o f the m any reform s design ed  to prevent revolution, som e revo
lutions w ould  have occurred -  prem aturely or not. There has not been a 
single unam biguous instance o f the kind o f revolution that M arx ad vo 
cated. True, it is not im possible that som e existing com m unist countries at 
som e later date will overtake capitalism , and hence retroactively justify 
the revolution, but there are no rational grounds for believing that this 
w ill happen. In one sen se, therefore -  the sense that to him w as the most 
im portant -  M arx 's life and w ork w ere  in vain.

Yet the influence o f M arx has not run dry. by an y  m eans. It is not 
possible today, m orally or intellectually, to be a M arxist in the traditional 
sense. This w ou ld  be som eone w ho accepted all or most of the v iew s that 
M arx held to be true and im portant -  scientific socialism , the labour 
theory o f value o r the theory o f falling rate o f profit, together w ith other 
and m ore defensible v iew s But, speaking now  for m yself on ly, I believe it 
is still possib le to be a M arxist in a rather different sense o f the term I find 
that m ost o f the v iew s that 1 hold to be true and im portant, I can trace back 
to M arx This includes m ethodology, substantive theories and, above all, 
values. The critique o f exploitation and alienation rem ains central. A 
better society w ould  be one that allow ed  all hum an beings to do w hat only 
hum an beings can do -  to create, to invent, to im agine other w orlds.
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