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Introduction
Riccardo Bellofiore and Roberto Fineschi

The new historical-critical edition of the works of Karl Marx and Friedrich
Engels, the second Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe (MEGA*), opens the possibil
ity of a radical rethinking, on a sounder philological basis, of Marx's thought
as a whole.1 Just one example, concerning Capital. It was, of course, known
that Engels edited the second and third volumes of Capital after the death of
his friend. But until this edition it was not possible to check to what extent his
intervention was relevant in shaping the final outlook of the volumes, starting
from the manuscripts, and then to what extent it was faithful to Marx's inten
tions. Today, with the publication of the entire corpus of Marx's manuscripts,
the residual Engels' editorial manuscripts, of the published works with the vari
ants, it is possible to go deeper into the analysis. An increasing consensus is
developing in contemporary debate, especially in Germany: Marx has largely
been read through Engels’ spectacles. It is now possible to read Marx according
to Marx.
In the international debate on Marx, and even more in the English one, the
relevance of the MEGA* project, together with the fact that it changes the
material basis for the appraisal of Marx, has generally gone unnoticed.2 The
'universal' diffusion of the English language notwithstanding, one obvious
barrier is the fact that the German language is not very well known by Marxian
scholars. Hence we have the paradoxical result of a rich international discussion

1 On the history of MEGA, see the four special editions [Sonderbände] of Beiträge zur
Marx-Engels-Forschung. Neue Folge: Vollgraf et al. (1997, 2000, 2001, 2006). See also
Dlubek (1994), Rojahn (1994), Hubm ann et al. (2002), Mazzone (2002), Fineschi
(2008, ch. 1).
2 There are a few exceptions. Japan is a leading actor of th e MEGA* project, with
research groups actively working to the realization of some volumes (see Table 1.2). From
an exegetical viewpoint, see, for example, the essays by Fineschi (2001, 2006, 2008) and
Mazzone (2002) in Italy; Bidet (1985, 2004) in France; and Dussel (1985, 1988, 1990) in
Latin America.
1
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on Marx that does not take into account the MEGA material, on the one hand,
and on the other a flourishing German debate springing from MEGA* that
does not deal with the 'conversation' on Marx going on in English.
One group producing new viewpoints on Marx, in English, is the International
Symposium on Marxian Theory (ISMT), of which both editors are members.
The ISMT has been particularly interested in the internal logical development
of the Marxian theory of capital, the internal unity between the theory of value
and the theory of money, and the Hegelian heritage, and has also always paid
specific, though non-exclusive, attention to the textual dimension. Palgrave has
already published three books from the ISMT dedicated to the three volumes of
Capital (Arthur and Reuten, 1998; Campbell and Reuten, 2002; Bellofiore and
Taylor, 2004). Readers of these books already know how the ISMT is engaged in
the attempt to enrich the English debate through an explicit consideration of
the new historical and critical edition.3
The idea on which this volume is based comes from this situation, and it
is very simple. What is needed is an encounter, the beginning of a dialogue,
between these two worlds, which up to now have seldom met. In the rest of this
Introduction we shall first give a detailed account of the history of the MEGA,
and then describe the content of the remaining chapters in this volume.

1.1 The history of the MEGA
The idea of publishing the complete works of Marx and Engels dates back to the
1920s, when David Borisovich Rjazanov (1870-1938), a Russian scholar, began
a 42-volume edition, following modern philological criteria. Rjazanov - who
died in 1938 in Stalin's purge - was the editor until 1931, when he was impris
oned and was replaced by Vladimir V. Adoratzkij. This first Marx and Engels
Historisch-kritische Gesamtausgabe (the first MEGA, see Table 1.1) was divided
into three sections: works, articles and drafts (other than Capital ); Capital and
preparatory material (from 1857/58); and correspondence. The volumes were
published in Frankfurt and Berlin, with the collaboration of German insti
tutes, after Hitler's seizure of power, in the Soviet Union. It was in this MEGA
that appeared, for the first time, some fundamental Marxian manuscripts
such as Kritik des Hegelschen Staatsrechts (in 1927, MEGA 1/1.1), the ÖkonomischPhilosophische Manuskripte 1844 (in 1930, MEGA 1/2), and Die Deutsche Ideologie
(in 1932, MEGA 1/5). The Grundrisse notebooks (written in 1857-58) were
published in 1939-41 by Pavel Veller but not within the MEGA, which ceased
in 1935 - not even a third of the way to completion. Engels' Herrn Eugen
Dührings Umwälzung der W issenschaft and Dialektik der Natur, 1 8 7 3 -8 2 also

3 This is evident also in the Introduction to Bellofiore and Taylor (2004).
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appeared outside the MEGA. These publications were, however, related and
followed the same criteria.
After Stalin's death, Rjazanov's idea was taken up again, in both Moscow and
Berlin, but a 'second' MEGA was needed to overcome strong opposition linked
to political vetoes. According to Moscow's Marx-Engels-Lenin institute, this
programme should have been part of broader ideological issues and subordi
nated to them. In addition to the high costs of production, which represented
the first problem, they feared that a critical edition might weaken the cultural
standpoint according to which Marx's and Engels' works should represent 'clas
sics of Marxism'. Eventually, the Berliner Institute took the initiative. It was
thought that the publication of the works of two 'classics of German culture'
would be easier in Germany. After a long and complex mediation period, an
agreement was reached am ong a few international institutes, including the
Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, where most of the original manu
scripts were kept.4 The application of philological criteria, which should respect
international quality standards, was an indisputable prerequisite.
In 1972, a 'Probeband' appeared, which awakened a certain interest, since it
contained the philological criteria and some sample texts. Subsequently, tak
ing into account the comments and reviews oij this volume, the following
general principles were decided: (a) absolutely complete reproduction of all
published and unpublished works of Marx and Engels; (b) complete reproduc
tion of all the preparation stages (drafts, sketches, manuscripts and so on); (c)
the reproduction of these in the original language, maintaining the original
orthography and punctuation; and (d) the inclusion of textual and historical/
philosophical/political explanations.
Initially, 100 volumes were foreseen, which became later 165 (each with
an accompanying book containing the critical apparatus). There were four
sections:
I Works, articles and drafts (excluding Capital and 'preparatory works'; that is:
all econom ic manuscripts since 1857). Correspondence was set apart. There
was also a precise distinction between 'organic' drafts (to be published here)
and simple notes (to be published in section IV). Thematic volumes were
also excluded. Thirty-two volumes were estimated, according to the plan.
II Capital and 'preparatory works'. All the works concerning Capital, starting
with the manuscripts of 1857/58. In addition to these, there were two further
large drafts from 1861-63 and 1863-65, Marx's further manuscripts and

4 Since the 1930s, 2/3 of the manuscripts of Marx and Engels have been kept in the
International Institute for Social History, Amsterdam. The others are in the Center for
Historical Research and Russian State Archive for Socio-Political History, Moscow
(RGASPI).
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Engels' editorial manuscripts for volumes II and III; the published volumes
II (1885) and III (1894); and finally, all the editions of Capital, Book I pub
lished by Marx or Engels, comprising 16 volumes (24 books in total).
For sections III and IV, the definition of a plan was more complicated because
of the incredible amount of material these would contain. Only in the 1980s
was the principle of completeness decided.
III Correspondence. In the Marx-Engels-Werke only Marx's and Engels' letters
were published, but here those addressed to them were also to appear, which
represented a new departure in comparison with the first MEGA. Forty-five
volumes were anticipated.
IV Excerpts, notes, marginal notes. The huge quantities of very different kinds
of material caused the repeated delay of a definitive decision. Around 40
volumes were considered necessary; in addition to these, there would need
to be about 30 volumes with marginalia.
With the end of the so-called real socialism, the existence of the most
important institutes directly in charge of the publication was challenged, in
particular the Institutes for Marxism-Leninism of Berlin and Moscow. Other
institutions were needed that were able to carry on the project. In order to find
them, a redefinition of some of the adopted criteria was required, especially
the elimination of the ideological aspects in the introductions. According to
the new perspectives, Marx and Engels should be considered as two important
thinkers of their time, being seen as separate from their roles in the history of
Marxism. The interest aroused by their works reaches a worldwide com m unity
of scholars and scientists, and goes far beyond the political contrapositions
between Marxism and anti-Marxism.
The two institutions that were approached were the Institute for Social History
in Amsterdam and the Karl Marx-House of the Friedrich Ebert Foundation in
Trier. In a few international colloquia, these conclusions were reached: (a) the
project should be an international, wide-ranging work; and (b) both political
and ideological influences had to be removed.
In 1990, the International Institute of Social History in Amsterdam, the
Institute for Marxism-Leninism of Moscow, the Academy of Sciences of
Berlin (which had assumed responsibility for the edition from the Institute for
Marxism-Leninism of Berlin) and the Karl Marx-House of the Friedrich Ebert
Foundation in Trier created jointly, in the Netherlands, the International Marx
Engels Foundation (IMES). Immediately, a new commission took office. It was
in charge of connecting and co-ordinating the project, monitoring its scientific
quality, and setting a new direction. (Note: the Institute for Marxism-Leninism
in Moscow was later suppressed and replaced by the Russian State Archive for
Socio-Political History, Moscow.)
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One of the most relevant and urgent problems facing MEGA was how to raise
funds to support it. In the past, the project had relied on the direct and gen
erous backing of the Communist Party of the Soviet Union and the Socialist
Unity Party of Germany. These funds were no longer available and, as a con
sequence, the editorial staff was significantly reduced. It was also necessary to
re-plan the project, reduce the number of volumes and reconsider the editorial
criteria.5 The point was to keep alive a project started 20 years before, under
very different historical circumstances; it was now no longer dealing with the
publication of the Classics of Marxism-Leninism, but rather the works of two
great authors of the nineteenth century. The evaluation of the volumes already
published can be summarized as follows:
1. Despite the political instrumental use, the project had been planned scien
tifically. After 1990, it was to be internationalized and cleared of ideological
implications. Therefore, publication could continue.
2. 1MES could neither reject nor accept the old editorial criteria in general,
because on one hand they corresponded to international standard, on the
other some parts were affected by the above m entioned ideological aspects.
3. The volumes already published were accepted as they stood; for several
reasons, it would have been impossible to revise each of them. One should
only be aware of the ideological influences.
More precisely, these influences affected the introductions, where the devel
opment of Marx's or Engels' thought had to follow Lenin's view of it. Further
conditions emerged in the name indexes, where various authors and politicians
were ideologically 'judged' - for example, as p etit bourgeois. Some objected that,
setting apart Capital in an independent section, it was evidently implied that
this work was considered by the editors to be more important than all the rest.
Some also wondered why only the econom ic writings from 1857/58 should be
considered 'preparatory works' to Capital. Finally, some found it ideological to
publish Marx's and Engels' work in the same edition, since this might convey
that their ideas were very similar, or even identical.
The last three arguments could not be taken into account, because it would
have involved a completely new start, whereas the intention was to continue
the existing project. The other points were accepted. Now the problem was
time. In the light of the m entioned cuts to the editorial staff numbers, it was
thought that the completion of a volume would take seven years, with a fiveperson editorial board. The number of the volumes was reduced, but with no
consequence on the principle of completeness. According to this new plan,
5 For furth er inform ation, see http://www.bbaw.de/bbaw/Forschung/Forschungs
projekte/mega/en/Startseite#gb.
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there were 32 volumes in section I; 15 in section II; 35 in section III; and 32 in
section IV (see Table 1.2).
The Institutions forming the IMES are now: the International Institute of
Social History; Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Science and Humanities
Academy Project Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe (MEGA); the Friedrich Ebert
Foundation; and the Centre for Historical Research and the Russian State
Archive for Socio-Political History, Moscow. The Academy is in charge of the
final editing of every volume and co-ordinates the project as a whole. However,
econom ic problems still affect the work, which can only continue thanks
to the voluntary collaboration of several scholars from around the world. A
significant contribution has recently come from Japan. Despite these difficul
ties, almost two volumes a year have appeared. This is a very good rate, if we
appreciate that it is the same as in the Soviet time, when many more resources
were available.6

1.2 This volume
This volume is in two parts. The first part deals with two main topics: the latest
news from the MEGA®, especially the preparation of the Marxian manuscripts
for volumes II and III; and some surveys of the German debate over recent
decades, mainly parallel and connected with the publication of the MEGA®.
The second part offers some international contributions, by members and
non-members of the ISMT, on the stratification and development of Marx's
thought. All of them, in different degrees, consider the MEGA® and/or the
German debate from the late 1960s.
Rolf Hecker, who is directly involved in their preparation, comments on the
first complete edition of Marx's manuscripts of Capital, volume II, and the pub
lication of Engels' editorial work for the published version of 1885 in MEGA®.
These texts open new perspectives. Taking the second volume, in a 'hinge posi
tion' between the first and the third volumes, Marx had several attempts at
writing it, working through ten drafts, which are elaborated to different degrees.
They give an idea of how his thoughts developed. A second new insight into vol
ume II results from the publication of Engels' editorial manuscript. We can now
reconstruct in detail how the editor (Engels) followed the train of thought of
the author (Marx). Working on the manuscripts, Engels encountered some diffi
culties, the resolution of which caused him to interfere extensively with the text
(by making, for example, changes in the structure, revisions and expansions of
single passages, terminological modifications and so on).
6 See the details of the work groups and of the volumes they have been editing in
Table 1.2.
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Regina Roth, one of the editors of the MEGA®, presents the manuscripts of
Karl Marx for Capital, volume III, w hich recently appeared for the first time
in the new critical edition, together with the printed versions from 1894 by
Friedrich Engels. She claims that the text and critical apparatus of the MEGA*
offer new information on the state of Marx's research, on his position in con
temporary debates, and on the role of Engels as political and literary executor
of Marx's legacy. The manuscripts show that central questions of Marx's analy
sis were left open. After the main draft of book III (1864/65), Marx considered
significant changes for his further investigation in his manuscripts of 1867/68
and 1874/75. Engels began several attempts to prepare this material for publi
cation as Capital, volume III. He selected parts from different yefsions, deleted
some passages, added others, and tried different ways or rearranging Marx's
text. Thus, he gave the first interpretation of what Marx might have aimed at
in the fragmentary parts of his manuscripts; for example, in his collections of
material on credit and fictitious capital.
Roberto Fineschi's and Michael Heinrich's chapters present, from different
points of view, the debate taking place in the former West and East Germany
(and in Moscow), starting from the late 1960s. The disputes on Marx's eco
nomic theory were influenced deeply by methodological questions, especially
those raised in the Grundrisse. They touched on other points, such as Capital
as unfinished business, and objected to some long-standing misinterpretations
of it - for example, the vexed question of simple com m odity production. As a
consequence, different attempts at a 'Reconstruction of the Critique of Political
Economy' were made. The now nearly complete second section of the critical
edition ('Capital and Its Preparatory Manuscripts') threw new light on a certain
number of heavily discussed problems, such as the dialectical development of
categories; the 'substantialist' or 'monetary' character of value; the role of the
concept 'capital in general'; Marx's relationship with Hegel and so on. While
Heinrich points out potentially deconstructive attitudes as a result of this
experience, Fineschi strives to focus on relevant points of continuity.
According to Roberto Finelli, the MEGA® Grundrisse - with the critical edi
tion of the text, the variants, the links with section IV, which contains notes
and marginalia - allows us to see more clearly how the whole Marxian expo
sition of commodity, money and capital follows the Hegelian logic of the
presupposition-posit. Finelli maintains, however, that there is a substantial
difference, which the secondary literature did not notice: whereas in Hegel,
a logical abstraction (negation/contradiction) determines the development of
categories, in Marx we have a real abstraction. The new edition also allows
an acknowledgement of the way that this peculiar logic and m ethodology is
also valid for the reading of pre-modern history and pre-capitalist societies.
The chapter shows how, in many places in the Grundrisse, Marx overcomes the
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limits of the historical materialist view held in The German Ideology, even if not
with a sufficiently reflexive conscience.
Tony Smith's analysis of Manuscripts 1861-63, published in their entirety
only w ithin the MEGA®, shows how Marx moves from simple and abstract
determinations of capital to ever more complex and concrete categories. Each
new level of determination must 'sublate' - include while going beyond - the
preceding stages; and each must resolve the shortcomings ('dialectical con
tradictions') of the previous stage. At each new level, earlier claims must be
reinforced, revised or abandoned. And, prior to the theory's conclusion, the
determination of a given level must be shown to lead to new 'dialectical con
tradictions'. The discussion of a given level of abstraction may also include
anticipations of subsequent stages, historical illustrations, and examinations
of competing accounts. Finally, an investigation of the practical implications
of a given level of determinations is always appropriate. In Marx's 1861-63
Manuscript, no less than in Capital, the category 'Machinery' occupies a crucial
place in Marx's theory. In this chapter, the author examines Marx's chapters on
'Machinery' in the Manuscripts in terms of the above considerations.
Fred Moseley grounds his prior analysis on the recent discovery that Marx
wrote four drafts of Capital, not just two (the Grundrisse and Capital), as had
com m only been thought. Between these two drafts, Marx wrote two other
fairly complete drafts of all three volumes of Capital - the Manuscript o f 1861-63
and the Manuscript o f 1863-65, which have recently been published for the first
time in the MEGA®. Moseley's contribution reviews the second draft of Capital
in the Manuscript o f 1861-63, where, for the first time, Marx developed his
theory of the distribution of the total surplus value into individual parts (equal
rates of profit, commercial profit, interest and rent), which was later worked
out in greater detail in the Manuscript o f 18 6 4 -6 5 , edited by Engels as the wellknown volume III of Capital. Considerable textual evidence is presented to
support the interpretation that the total amount of surplus value is first deter
mined in the theory of the production of surplus value in volume I (at the level
of abstraction of capital in general) and then taken as given in the theory of
the distribution of surplus.
Chris Arthur focuses on the prominence given by Marx to the category of
'subsumption' in the manuscripts written prior to the appearance of his masterwork, Capital, volume I (1867). The Manuscript o f 1861-63, now available
to us in the critical edition, confirms in this respect what was already known
from the discovery of the 'Results of the Immediate Process of Production'
from the 1 8 6 3 -6 4 Manuscript. Omitting the 'Results...', the published edition
contains only a single reference to the distinction between 'formal' and 'real'
subsumption, in chapter 16. Arthur's essay exam ines the evidence found in the
1861-63 Manuscript for the thesis that 'subsumption' is a crucial category in
the evolution of Marx's thought. An important aspect of this issue is the light
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it throws on the influence of Hegel's dialectical logic on Marx's system. If it is
true that Marx's m ethod of presentation (Darstellung ) parallels that of Hegel,
in Arthur's opinion this m ethod is relevant only because capital has a certain
'ideality' to it. Like Hegel's idealist ontology, it is characterized by inversion; it
is a 'topsy-turvy' reality. In this contribution, the relationship between ideality
and reality is addressed in the light of the category of 'subsumption'.
According to Patrick Murray, the 'Results of the Immediate Production
Process' went largely unnoticed for a long time. Then, along w ith the Grundrisse
and the Urtext, they began to stimulate re-evaluations of Marx's mature work.
Why Marx did not finish the 'Results' and publish it in Capital I has long gone
unexplained. Furthermore, the concepts of formal and real 'subsumption',
introduced first in the Manuscript o f 1861-63 and then in the 'Results', are
barely mentioned in Capital I. Murray notices that commentators are divided
between those who argue that Marx had no theoretical reason for not includ
ing the 'Results' in Capital I, and those w ho claim that Marx dropped the
'Results' either because changes to the plan of Capital I made it superfluous,
or because material included in the 'Results' belonged elsewhere. The author
rejects the view that Marx abandoned the 'Results' for theoretical reasons. He
then assesses what the 'Results' contributes to our understanding of Capital I,
emphasizing how it clarifies what Marx means by the 'individual commodity',
and what justifies Marx's transition from simple com m odity circulation to the
circuit of capital.
Riccardo Bellofiore starts his chapter with some methodological considera
tions on the relationship between Marx and Hegel, grounded in the German
debates of the 1960s and 1970s (e.g., Backhaus, Reichelt, Schmidt etc.). Marxian
theory is related to Hegel in several ways. The most developed is the key for the
knowledge of the less developed, and theory must go from immediate being
to mediating essence. However, the appearance, while exhibiting the essence,
at the same time distorts it. As a totality, capital has to be known as a concept,
through a systematic exposition. The latter starts with simple and abstract cat
egories, and then develops into increasingly complex notions, which are also
more concrete. However, the 'positing of the presupposition' is not only m eth
odological, but also ontological. It is related to the 'ideality' of capital, which
needs to actualize itself and 'include' in its mechanical body the living work
ers. Value in commodities before exchange is a 'ghost', which needs to find an
'embodiment' to actually exist. To valorize itself, value as capital becomes a
'vampire', dead labour sucking living labour. From here, Bellofiore goes on to
present a critical interpretation of the Marxian approach to value and money,
and to reconstruct it outside the notion of m oney as a commodity.
Massimiliano Tomba emphasizes that Marx’s definition of his concepts was
a 'work in progress' and focuses on the presence of real history in his reflec
tion on logical categories. In his contribution, Tomba deals with two problems.
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First, he affirms that, in Marx, the concept of abstraction has an historical
content, and points out that this historical content is in terms of class struggle
(e.g., in the concepts of abstract labour and value). Second, he shows how, for
Marx, different intensities of labour, and absolute and relative surplus value,
are mutually implicated. Thus an extortion of relative surplus value is not pos
sible without a proportional increase of the extortion of absolute surplus value
in other segments of production. This implies a re-thinking either of the classic
two-phases paradigm (according to which formal subsumption is historically
transcended by real subsumption), or the model of historicism (‘late capitalism'
and 'underdevelopment', or, as a geographical variant, the distinction between
the first, second and third worlds).
It is well known that Part Two of Capital III sets out the transformation of
the rate of surplus value into the general rate of profit. Geert Reuten discusses
this text in confrontation with Marx's manuscripts of 1864-65, from which
Engels edited Capital III, as well as with some in the manuscripts of the 1870s,
first published in 2003. A first finding, not related directly to the manuscripts,
is that confusion am ong different levels of abstraction is the methodological
obstacle for this transformation. Second, a theoretical obstacle is Marx's assump
tion of equalized rates of surplus-value maintained throughout most of Part
Two of the 1864-65 manuscript. Third, the 1864-65 manuscript is a research
manuscript far removed from resolutions fit for a final presentation. A fourth
finding is that Marx him self was disappointed with what he had reached (in
the 1864-65 manuscript) - so m uch so that it is unlikely that he intended to
maintain the 1864-65 transformation procedure when he wrote, in 1866-67,
the final version for the first edition of Capital I. It is therefore misleading to
interpret the Capital I text in the 'light' of Engels' edited Capital III text - at
least as far as Marx is concerned.

Table 1.1 The first Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe - published volumes
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Historical-Critical Collected Works: Works, Writings,
Letters. On behalf of th e Moscow's Marx-Engels Institute, edited by D. Rjazanov [then]
V. Adoratzkij (1927-35)
Section I: Collected Works and Writings other than 'Capital'
Vol. 1, 1-2: K. Marx, Works and Writings up to the beginning of 1844 together with let
ters and documents, first book, Frankfurt am Main 1927; second book, Berlin 1929.
Vol. 2: F. Engels, Works and Writings up to the beginning of 1844 together w ith letters
and documents, Berlin 1930.
Vol. 3: K. Marx, F. Engels, The Holy Family and Writings of Marx, Beginning 1844-Beginning
1845, Berlin 1932.
Vol. 4: F. Engels, The Condition o f the Working Class in England and other Writings, August
1844-June 1846, Berlin 1929.
Vol. 5: K. Marx, F. Engels, The German Ideology 1845-46, Berlin 1932.
continued
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Table 1.1 Continued
Vol. 6: K. Marx, F. Engels, Works and Writings May 1846-March 1848, Moscow/
Leningrad 1933.
Vol. 7: K. Marx, F. Engels, Works and Writings March-December 1848, Moscow 1935.
Section III: Correspondence
Vol.
Vol.
Vol.
Vol.

1:
2:
3:
4:

1844-53, Berlin 1929.
1854-60, Berlin 1930.
1861-67, Berlin 1930.
1868-83, Berlin 1931.

Appeared outside the MEGA, but edited following the same criteria
F. Engels, Anti-Dühring. Herr Eugen Diihring's Revolution in Science - The Dialectics o f Nature.
1873-82. Special edition for the 40th anniversary of Engels' death, Moscow-Leningrad
1935 (should have been vol. 15 of section I).
K. Marx, Grundrisse der Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie, Marx-Engels-Lenin Institute,
Moscow, ed. P. Veiler, Moscow, Verlag für Fremdsprachige Literatur, 1939-41 (should
have been vol. 1, 1-2 of section II).7

Table 1.2 The second Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe
General plan
The plan of the second Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe includes 114 volumes (122 books);
each appears with a second book containing the critical apparatus. At the time of writ
ing (September 2008), 55 volumes (62 books) have been published: section I, 17 to 32;
section II, 15 to 15; section III, 12 to 35, and section IV, 11 to 32.
In the first column of the table below the num ber of each volume is shown; the second
column lists its content; the third gives th e acronym, either of the institute8 that real
ized it (in this case, the year of publication is also included), or of the institute that has
been producing it, or of the institute th at is going to do it. For further information, see
the website www.bbaw.de/bbaw/Forschung/Forschungsprojekte/mega/de/Startseite.
continued
7 For further inform ation see Hecker (2000), esp. 75 ff.
8 Acronyms:
AdW Berlin
Academy of Science of the GDR, Berlin
BBAW
Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Science and Humanities,
Academy Project MEGA
Berlin
Humboldt University, Berlin
Bremen
University of Bremen
D/I
G erm an-Italian Team of Scholars, Marburg and Venice
DK/RGASPI
Danish-Russian Team of Scholars, Copenhagen and Moscow
D/NL
G erm an-D utch Team of Scholars, Berlin and Amsterdam
Erfurt
University of Erfurt
FR
French Team of Scholars, Paris
Halle
University of Halle/Wittenberg
IMES
International Marx-Engels Foundation
IMLB
Institute of Marxism-Leninism under the Central Committee of
the Socialist Unity Party of Germany, Berlin
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Table 1.2 Continued
Section I: Works, Articles, Drafts
1/1
1/2
1/3
1/4
1/5
1/6
1/7
1/8
1/9
1/10
I /ll
1/12
1/13
1/14
1/15
1/16
1/17
1/18
1/19
1/20
1/21
1/22
1/23
1/24
1/25
1/26

K. Marx, up to March 1843
K. Marx, up to August 1844
F. Engels, up to August 1844
K. Marx, F. Engels, August 1844-December 1845
K. Marx, F. Engels, German Ideology
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1846-February 1848
K. Marx, F. Engels, February-September 1848
K. Marx, F. Engels, M arch-June 1849
K. Marx, F. Engels, July 1849-June 1851
K. Marx, F. Engels, June 1851-July 1851
K. Marx, F. Engels, July 1851-December 1852
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-December 1853
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-December 1854
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-December 1855
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1856-October 1857
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1857-December 1858
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-October 1859
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1859-December 1860
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1861-September 1864
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1864-September 1867
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1867- March 1871
K. Marx, F. Engels, March-November 1871
K. Marx, F. Engels, November 1871-February 1872
K. Marx, F. Engels, December 1872-May 1875
K. Marx, F. Engels, May 1875-May 1883
F. Engels, The Dialectics of Nature

IMLB 1975
IMLB 1982
IMLB 1985
Option BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
Option BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
IMLB 1977
IMLB 1985
IMLB 1984
Uni Lipsia 1985
IMES 2001
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
Option BBAW
Uni Halle 1984
Option BBAW
IMES 1992
Proceeding BBAW
IMLB 1978
Option BBAW
IMLB 1984
Uni Jena 1985
Uni Berlin 1985
continued

IMLM
JH
JS
JT
JW
Jena
Leipzig
RGASPI
RGASPI/FR
USA/RGASPI/NL

Institute of Marxism-Leninism under the Central Committee of
the Com m unist Party of the Soviet Union, Moscow.
Japanese Team of Scholars, Hokkaido
Japanese Team of Scholars, Sendai
Japanese Team of Scholars, Tokyo
Western Japanese Team of Scholars
University of Jena
University of Leipzig
Russian State Archive for Socio-Political History, Moscow
Russian-French Team of Scholars, Moscow and Toulouse
American-Russian-Dutch Team of Scholars, New York, Moscow
and Amsterdam
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Table 1.2 Continued
1/27
1/28
1/29
1/30
1/31
1/32

F. Engels, Anti-Dühring. Herrn Engen Dührings
Revolution in Science, 1878
K. Marx, Mathematical Manuscripts
F. Engels, The Origin of the Family..., 1884
K. Marx, F. Engels, March 1883-September 1886
F. Engels, October 1886-February 1891
F. Engels, February 1891-August 1895

IMLB 1988
Proceeding RGASPI/FR
AdW Berlin 1990
Proceeding BBAW
IMES 2002
Proceeding BBAW

Section II: Capital and Preparatory Manuscripts
K. Marx, Grundrisse..., I part
K. Marx, Grundrisse..., II part
K. Marx, A contribution... I, Berlin 1859
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 I, part
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 II, part
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 III, part
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 IV, part
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 V, part
K. Marx, A contribution...; Economic Manuscripts
1861/63 VI, part

IMLM 1976
IMLM 1981
IMLM 1980
IMLB 1976

II/4.1
II/4.2
11/4.3

K. Marx, Economic Manuscripts 1863/67 I, part
K. Marx, Economic Manuscripts 1863/67 II, part
K. Marx, Economic Manuscripts 1863/67 III, part

11/5
11/6
II/7
II/8

K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
1883
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
1890
K. Marx,

Das Kapital, volume I, Hamburg 1867
Das Kapital, volume I, Hamburg 1872
Le Capital, volume I, Paris 1872/75
F. Engels, Das Kapital, volume I, Hamburg

IMLM 1988
IMES 1992
Proceeding RGASPI/
BBAW
PH Erfurt 1983
IMLB 1987
AdW Berlin 1989
PH Erfurt 1989

F. Engels, Capital, volume I, London 1887
F. Engels, Das Kapital, volume I, Hamburg

Uni Berlin 1990
IMES 1991

MS for Capital, volume II

K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
1894

F. Engels,
F. Engels,
F. Engels,
F. Engels,

IMES 2008 (with
RGASPI and JT)
IMES 2005 (with JS)
IMES 2008 (with JS)
IMES 2003
IMES 2004

II/l.l
II/1.2
II/2
II/3.1
II/3.2
II/3.3
II/3.4
II/3.5
II/3.6

II/9
11/10
11/11
11/12
11/13
11/14
11/15

MS for Capital, volume II
Capital, volume II, Hamburg 1885
MS for Capital, volume III
Das Kapital, volume III, Hamburg;

IMLB 1977
Uni Halle 1978
Uni Halle 1979
IMLB 1980
IMLB 1982
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Table 1.2 Continued
Section III:
111/1
I1I/2
III/3
III/4
III/5
III/6
III/7
III/8
III/9
111/10
III/ll
111/12

Correspondence
K. Marx, F. Engels, 1837-April 1846
K. Marx, F. Engels, May 1856-December 1848
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1849-December 1850
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-December 1851
K. Marx, F. Engels, January-August 1852
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1852-August 1853
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1853-March 1856
K. Marx, F. Engels, April 1856-December 1857
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1858-August 1859
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1859-May 1860
K. Marx, F. Engels, June 1860-December 1861
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1862-September 1864

111/13
III/14
111/15
111/16
111/17
111/18
111/19
111/20
111/21
111/22
111/23
111/24
IH/25
HI/26
III/27
III/28
111/29
111/30

K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1864-December 1865
K. Marx, F. Engels, Januaryl866-Decem ber 1867
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1868-February 1869
K. Marx, F. Engels, March 1869-May 1870
K. Marx, F. Engels, June 1870-June 1871
K. Marx, F. Engels, July-November 1871
K. Marx, F. Engels, December 1871-May 1872
K. Marx, F. Engels, June 1872-January 1873
K. Marx, F. Engels, February 1873-August 1874
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1874-December 1876
K. Marx, F. Engels, January 1877-May 1879
K. Marx, F. Engels, June 1879-September 1881
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1881-March 1883
F. Engels, April 1883-December 1884
F. Engels, Januaryl885-August 1886
F. Engels, September 1886-March 1888
F. Engels, April 1888-September 1889
F. Engels, October 1889-November 1890

111/31
III/32
111/33
111/34
HI/35

F. Engels, December 1890-0ctober 1891
F. Engels, November 1891-August 1892
F. Engels, September 1892-June 1893
F. Engels, June 1893-August 1894
F. Engels, September 1894-June 1895

IMLM 1975
IMLM 1979
IMLM 1981
IMLM 1984
IMLM 1987
IMLM 1987
IMLM 1989
IMLM 1990
IMES 2003
IMES 2000
IMES 2005
Proceeding
RGASPI
IMES 2002
Proceeding RGASPI
Proceeding RGASPI
Option RGASPI
Option RGASPI
Option RGASPI
Option RGASPI
Option RGASPI

Proceeding D/I
Proceeding DK/
RGASPI

Proceeding Bremen
Proceeding Bremen

Section IV: Excerpts, Notes, Marginal Notes
IV/1
IV/2

K. Marx, F. Engels, up to 1842
K. Marx, F. Engels, 1843-January 1845 IMLM 1981

AdW Berlin 1976
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IV/3
IV/4
IV/5
1V/6
IV/7
IV/8
IV/9
IV/10
1V/11
1V/12
IV/13
IV/14
IV/15
IV/16
IV/17

K. Marx, F. Engels, August 1844-Beginning 1845
K. Marx, F. Engels, July-August 1845
K. Marx, F. Engels, August 1845-December 1850
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1846-December 1847
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1849-February 1851
K. Marx, March-June 1851
K. Marx, July-September 1851
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1851-June 1852
K. Marx, F. Engels, July 1852-August 1853)
K. Marx, September 1853-November 1854
K. Marx, F. Engels, November 1854-October 1857
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1857-February 1858
K. Marx, F. Engels, October 1857-February 1858
K. Marx, F. Engels, February 1860-December 1863
K. Marx, F. Engels, May-June 1863

IV/18

K. Marx, F. Engels, February 1864-August 1868

1V/19

K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1868-September 1869

IV/20
IV/21
IV/22
IV/23
IV/24
IV/25
IV/26
IV/27

K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,
K. Marx,

IV/28
IV/29
1V/30
IV/31
IV/32

K. Marx, F. Engels, 1879-82
K. Marx, F. Engels, end 1881-end 1882
K. Marx, Mathematical Excerpts 1863, 1878 and 1881
K. Marx, F. Engels, September 1879-July 1895
Marx's and Engels’ Private Libraries

F. Engels, April 1868-December 1870
F. Engels, September 1869-December 1874
F. Engels, January 1871-February 1876
F. Engels, M arch-June 1876
F. Engels, May-December 1876
F. Engels, January 1877-March 1879
F. Engels, May-September 1878
F. Engels, 1879-81

RGA 1998
IMLM 1988
Proceeding RGASPI
AdW Berlin 1983
Uni Halle 1983
Uni Halle 1986
Uni Halle 1991
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
IMES 2007
D/NL
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding JH/
BBAW
Proceeding JT/
BBAW
Proceeding JW/
BBAW
Proceeding FR
Proceeding RGASPI

Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding BBAW
Proceeding USA/
RGASPI/NL
Proceeding RGASPI
Proceeding FR
IMES 1999
IMES 1999
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2
New Perspectives Opened by the
Publication of Marx's Manuscripts
of Capital, Vol. II*
RolfHecker

Introduction
The complete, historical-critical edition of the literary assets of Marx and Engels
in the MEGA, in particular those manuscripts which begin with the Grundrisse
and ultimately lead to the publication of all three volumes of Capital, pose
the challenge already raised by Karl Kautsky in 1926: if Engels' arrangement
and editing of Marx's texts for the second and third volumes of Capital did
not always correspond to the author's train of thought, then all Marx's man
uscripts must be published exactly as they are (Kautsky, 1926, p. xi). Eighty
years later, the request for these texts will be fulfilled. With the publication
in 1992 of the MEGA-volume 11/4.2, which presents Marx's manuscript for the
third book of Capital, it became clear that the editors of subsequent MEGA
volumes would face an extended discussion centring on the question raised by
Carl Erich Vollgraf and Jürgen Jungnickel: 'Marx in Marx's Words?' (Vollgraf
and Jungnickel, 2002). The question itself led to a sometimes heated debate,
with evidence presented for different views, over the relationship of the author
(Marx) and publisher/editor (Engels). A summary of that ten-year discussion
may now be presented.
In this chapter I will summarize the issues that arose in connection with the
second volume of Capital, now available in MEGA volume 11/12. In this volume,
Engels' editorial manuscript for the second volume of Capital, which he worked
on from June 1884 to February 1885, is published for the first tim e (Marx,
2005). The work on this volume of the MEGA was done by a Japanese research
group under the direction of Professor Izumi Omura of the Tohoku University
* A warm thanks to Martha Campbell for her help with the translation of
this article.
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of Sendai. It is the only MEGA volume so far to result from Japanese/Russian/
German co-operative research, and was therefore presented in the context of
the ‘Germany-Year in Japan’.
Engels' editorial manuscript is based on seven of the eight manuscripts and
some drafts of different lengths, which were part of Marx s estate. Manuscript
I was written in the first half 1865. After two further partial elaborations,
Marx wrote a second complete version, Manuscript II, between the beginning
of December 1868 and the middle of 1870. W hen he returned to the problem
of the second book at the end of March 1877, he began by outlining the argu
ment, referring to his earlier booklets and proceeded from there, to write a
further partial elaboration of the first two chapters in 1877 and 1878. Finally,
between 1880 and the beginning of 1881, Marx prepared the text that is the
basis for the third chapter.1
Engels described the condition of this group of Marx's manuscripts in the
Preface to the first edition of Capital, Vol. II, as follows:
The bulk of the material was not finally polished, in point of language,
although in substance it was for the greater part fully worked out. The lan
guage was that in which Marx used to make his extracts: careless style full of
colloquialisms, often containing coarsely humorous expressions and phrases
interspersed with English and French technical terms or with whole sentences
and even pages of English. Thoughts were jotted down as they developed in
the brain of the author. Some parts of the argument would be fully treated,
others of equal importance only indicated. Factual material for illustration
would be collected, but barely arranged, much less worked out. At conclu
sions of chapters, in the author's anxiety to get to the next, there would often
be only a few disjointed sentences to mark the further development here left
incomplete. And finally there was the well-known handwriting which the
author himself was sometimes unable to decipher. (Engels, 1997, p. 5)
It was left to Engels' discretion as to how the texts should be edited. From the
existing editorial manuscript, it is possible to see in detail the phases for the
selection and compilation of Marx's manuscripts, and to reconstruct the proc
ess of editing and correction before the publication of the second volume.
Engels saw his task as editor to create a finished text from the manuscripts
left by Marx. His work as editor should be judged by the following 'guidelines'
he set for himself, to publish the work 'and do it in a way that, on the one
hand, would make it a connected and as far as possible complete work, and on
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the other, would represent exclusively the work of its author, not of its editor'
(Engels, 1997, p. 1). For this reason, he considered it important that his work
be confined 'to the mere selection of a text from the available variants'. The
criterion for this selection was to base his work 'on the last available edited
manuscript, comparing this with the preceding ones'. W hen, in the course
of editing, difficulties were encountered that were not purely technical, but
related to content, these were to be resolved 'exclusively in the spirit of the
author' (Engels, 1997, p. 9). The editing of these texts involved a discretionary
work of selection, however, w hich included an interpretation in 'the spirit of
the editor' along with 'the spirit of the author'.
In reality, several difficulties were involved, which led to extensive interferences
in the text in the course of the work on the manuscript; there are, for example,
changes in the structure of the argument, revisions of and additions to individual
passages in the text, alterations to terminology, and so on. These changes appear
not only in the first half of the first chapter, which Engels copied, but also in the
later texts, which he dictated. Moreover, Engels not only made changes while
dictating. Oscar Eisengarten functioned as his secretary (see Hayasaka, 2002).
The majority of Marx's handwritten manuscripts were in such a state that each
evening Engels revised what had been dictated that day, just to establish a coher
ent, provisional working draft for further editing. Interferences and changes of
this kind are distributed over the entire edited manuscript. In this process, Engels
always compared the manuscript Marx wrote last with his earlier manuscripts. I
have already discussed in detail elsewhere, how the individual steps in editing
were carried out for each of the three parts of Capital, Vol. II (see Hecker, 2005).
Engels' editorial work on the second volume is documented in the MEGA
volume 11/12 under three indexes. In 'the arrangement comparison', the organ
ization of the text introduced by Engels is compared with the organization of
chapters in Marx's manuscripts. In this way, an overview is given of the organi
zation by Engels of the titles and headings of the individual chapters and para
graphs. From 'the provenance index' can be read off, specifically which texts
from Marx's manuscripts Engels used as the basis for the various parts of the
edited manuscript. This overview shows, for example, that the structure and/
or sequence of the discussion as they were in Marx's original manuscripts,
were occasionally changed. It becomes clear, moreover, that Engels shortened
the discussion, and that the text of the individual sections, chapters and par
agraphs represents a synthesis from different manuscripts. The 'discrepancy
index' specifies concretely how Engels intervened in the formulation of indi
vidual passages; that is, which sentences or terms he changed and/or which
additions or deletions he made. Conversely, this list also indicates those places
where the edited manuscript directly follows one of Marx's manuscripts.
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Special indexes
Some examples may be selected from these three special indexes. 'The
arrangement comparison’ proves that the arrangement and the additions
to the headings (Engels added both headings and words to existing head
ings) agree with the arrangement and the headings in the manuscripts left
by Marx, particularly in the first and second parts. Regarding the arrange
ment of the individual points in the argument, however, there are also very
obvious differences. The second book of Capital consists in its entirety of
three chapters (parts). In Marx's arrangement, the metamorphoses of capital
and their circuits are discussed in chapter (part) 1, the turnover of capital
in chapter (part) 2, and the reproduction and circulation of the aggregate
social capital in chapter (part) 3. Marx held to this arrangement consistently
from Manuscript I onwards. The conception and arrangement of the indi
vidual chapters as well as the theoretical ideas and terms that are the focus of
the discussion, however, are essentially unfinished. The 'arrangement index'
shows that the chapters (parts) 1 and 2 were rearranged in each manuscript;
the headings of chapters were also changed in each case, the formulation of
the major headings given by Engels contradicts the original text in several
instances. With chapter (part) 3, to the very end, Marx him self could not
decide on a final arrangement. Thus, for example, the problem of 'The Time
of Production' is discussed in a different place in each of the Manuscripts I, IV
and II. W hile Marx had originally taken up this question in the discussion
of the circuit process of capital, he later transferred it to the discussion of
the turnover of capital. This is also evidence of a progress in understanding:
essentially it is correct and necessary to introduce the distinction between
the working period and the time of production only in connection with the
turnover of capital rather than earlier, in connection with the circuit of capi
tal, since this distinction does not apply to all capitals in the same way. With
this distinction, therefore, a reason for the difference in the turnovers of
capital is addressed; it does not involve a law that applies to the circuit of
industrial capital generally.
A further example that should be emphasized is the way that Engels structured
the third section into chapters and paragraphs, and to a large extent isolated
that section. Manuscript VIII forms the main compilation for the larger part of
Volume II. Marx began it as a revision of Manuscript II in order to fill out pas
sages where the argument was insufficiently developed, and to add elements of
the argument that were missing. To that extent, it is not a systematically develope manuscript. There was usually no heading associated with a change in
to p ic ,m se a > arx simply began a new paragraph or drew a dividing line and
h t
in order to add the thirH
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argument was to be structured. Engels' editorial manuscript, by contrast, fol
lows a definite chapter sequence. Apart from for those passages that are con
cerned with the topics discussed in the third part and with history of political
econom y (which became chapter 18 and some of chapter 19 as well as a passage
from the beginning of chapter 20, 'Simple Reproduction'), the argument of the
second half of Manuscript II becomes gradually less coherent and loses itself
in unimportant issues. Furthermore, Marx included hardly any intermediate
headings. As a result, the arrangement of chapters and paragraphs, as well as
the organization under headings that appears in the editorial manuscript, was
created independently by Engels.

Engels' Preface
Following the Preface to the first edition of the second volume, Engels presents
a detailed overview of how the edited manuscript is related to various sec
tions of Marx's manuscripts (cf. Engels, 1997, pp. 6-9). Also, in the editorial
manuscript itself, Engels sometimes indicates which manuscript he used as
the basis. As described earlier, the work of editing consisted straightforwardly
of how to select and arrange passages in the text. The operating phase of 'the
provenance index' indicates text conversions, insertions of passages and so
on, presenting clearly the relationship between the editorial manuscript and
Marx's corresponding original manuscript, which Engels used as the basis for
his editorial work. It can be recognized from this index whether text passages
follow one another or not, and/or whether they were taken from different
manuscripts. The finished editorial manuscript breaks with the structure of
the texts taken over from Marx in a significant number of places; these numer
ous interferences into the original line of thought can be read off from the
double and/or three-way pagination on the sides of the manuscript. All text
passages listed are therefore those that Engels actually took over from Marx's
manuscripts. Conversely, the text passages that Engels did not consider in his
editorial manuscript can also be identified. To that extent 'the provenance
index' simultaneously offers to the users of the MEGA a starting point for more
detailed research into the texts that were not included.

Changes in Marx's formulations
A substantial operating phase of Engels' work on the editorial manuscript involved
changes in Marx's formulations, coining and shaping terminology and making
translations from other languages. These changes, a total of approximately 5,000
alterations to the text, were made either during Engels’ dictation of Marx's man
uscript, or during his examination of the secretary's copy. Examples from 'the
discrepancy index' I would like to mention are, first, that Marx's related terms,

22 Re-reading Marx

department, class, branch and sphere, among others, are all standardized into
one term, 'department'; second, 'production of means of production' ('category
II') became 'department I' and 'production of articles of consumption' ('category
I') became 'department II' (according to Marx's Manuscript VIII).
One example that will be described briefly concerns the term 'circulating
capital', w hich is a key word in the second part. It refers to the two capital
forms, m oney capital and com m odity capital (which capital assumes in the
circulation phase) and is, therefore, a contrasting term to the form that capital
has in the production phase (productive capital). This term was invented by
Engels: in the editorial manuscript it is used in ten places, while the term is
not used in any of these places in the corresponding text from Marx. Thus the
question arises: w hy did Engels introduce this term?
In Marx's manuscripts, the term 'circulating capital' has four different
meanings. First, it refers to the total circulating process - that is, to capital's
constantly changing shape through the whole of the circulation and produc
tion process. Second, in the section on the turnover of capital, 'circulating
capital' is a contrasting term to fixed capital; since the latter indicates capital
transformed into instruments of labour, the former here means capital trans
formed into materials of labour, auxiliary materials and/or labour-power. Third,
'circulating capital' is used as a general term for the two forms that capital
assumes during the actual circulation process. Fourth and last, the term serves
as the translation for the English term 'circulating capital', used by English
economists since Adam Smith, as well as for the French term ‘avarices annuelles’,
which was used by the Physiocrats.
Engels evidently introduced the term 'circulating capital' because of this
ambiguous usage; that is, in order to avoid misunderstandings. Further, in a
passage Engels inserted into his editorial manuscript, he states:
But because these two forms of capital [money capital and com m odity capi
tal] dwell in the sphere of circulation, Political Economy as we shall see has
been misled since the time of Adam Smith into lumping them together with
the circulating part of productive capital and assigning them to the category
of circulating capital. (Marx, 1997, p. 169)
Marx always clearly distinguished the individual terms in his criticism of the
terminological mixture that had been usual since Smith. The argument in this
criticism is not always easy to follow, however, since 'capital transformed into
materials of labour, auxiliary materials and/or labour-power' and 'capital situ
ated in the circulation sphere' are designated by the same term 'circulating
capital'. Engels introduced the term as he did, therefore, in order to bring out
more clearly the central point of Marx's criticism of Smith's economics.
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Explanatory notes
Engels' editorial manuscript is exam ined in the MEGA volume 11/12, not only
in terms of these indexes, but also, as in each of the other MEGA volumes, in
terms of explanatory notes. The approximately 600 notes in this volume iden
tify, with the utmost care, the sources used, and present the original quotations.
They also provide further references to Engels' editorial activity; for example,
they add to the information about provenance that Engels supplied in his foot
notes. In addition to these, there are notes about various events and facts that
are mentioned briefly, or only partially explained in the text. In contrast to
the MEGA Volume 11/12, there are only twenty-five notes to the text in the
German CW, Vol. 24; of these, there are only five that do not simply designate
direct and indirect sources - namely; 'Kathedersozialisten', 'Staatssozialisten',
Inkastaat, Manava Dharma Sastra, 'ex machina' and Institut de France. These
are also described in MEGA volume 11/12, but completely correctly and in more
detail, and with the addition of such other topics as American civil war, Suez
Canal, emancipation of peasants, Indian community, slaves in the USA.
Two groups of special terms are described in notes for the first time in this
volume. The first group includes such terms as Bakewell's system of cattle
breeding, puddling process, Bessemer process, American production of shoe
lasts, the truck system, the cotton textile factory of the Lowell and Lawrence
Mills, the cutlery factory of Turner's Falls. These notes connect the second
volume of Capital with the history of econom ic development, and it becomes
clear that Marx and Engels were familiar with the most modern procedures in
agricultural production, and in manufacturing and factory work.
For example, the terms 'truck system', ‘cotton production' and 'knife fac
tory' appear in the treatment of accumulation and extended reproduction in
the third Part, in Marx's quotations from British parliamentary reports; these
were for him the most descriptive of capitalistic m ethods of exploitation and
of the possibilities for accumulation of capital. In them, Mr Drummond, a
British diplomat - in Marx's words: 'whose beautiful soul is enamoured of the
capitalist attempts to uplift the working-class' (Marx, 1997, p. 516) - reported
on attendance at the factories mentioned. The truck system refers to direct
bartering without m oney - that is, to the payment for the labour of the worker
in material assets or physical goods (it is derived from the French word troc,
which means 'barter'). The cutlery factory was interesting because the 'John
Russell Cutlery Works' in Turners Falls, Massachusetts, created by the 'Green
River Works' founded in 1834, produced high-quality cutlery that as to sur
pass European cutlery production in both quantity and quality. In 1870, the
enterprise already employed 400 workers in its new factory building, which
was driven by water power. Marx quotes the words of the managing director of
this enterprise: 'The time is com ing that we will beat England as to prices also,
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we are ahead in quality now, that is acknowledged, but we must have lower
prices, and shall have it the moment we get our steel at lower prices and have
our labour down' (Marx, 1997, p. 517). The managing director's name, by the
way, was Oakman. He is so called in the examples Marx describes in the second
volume. Because these are often overlooked, a multiplicity of social and eco
nom ic details that characterize the capitalistic system as a whole, are hidden.
The second group of special terms concerns Marx's disagreements over the
circuit process of capital with both classical political economists and contem 
porary economists, who are quoted in great detail in second volume of Capital.
Thus there are also the following references in the text, which we found worth
explaining: opponent of Tooke, defender of small landed property, follower of
Rodbertus's crisis theory, Tooke and his school, along with their opponents - the
latter including, for example, proponents of the Currency and Banking theory.
Noteworthy also, as the explanations point out, is that the only time the term
'capitalism' is used in all the three volumes of Capital is in one place in the
second volume (Marx, 1997, p. 125).2
The indexes and the index of the research literature are also of extraordi
nary interest in understanding the MEGA volume. The table of contents is
completely rearranged compared with previous editions of the second volume.
The name index includes all persons who are directly or indirectly identified,
as well as companies and factories - for example, all the railway companies
that are mentioned - w hich also made it necessary to present some company
history. The bibliography shows all sources. The list of the research literature
presents the secondary literature used by the editors in their commentary,
which, incidentally, makes it an excellent overview of the worldwide literature
on the second volume of Capital generally.

Conclusion
Finally, without intending to anticipate the research, the evaluation of Engels'
editorial interferences with Marx's text in the introduction to the MEGA vol
ume 11/12 emphasizes some important aspects concerning the relationship of
author and editor.
First, one cannot generally conclude from the fact that there are deviations
between the editorial manuscript and Marx's texts that Engels deliberately

2 Editor's note: In the English translation of Capital, Vol. II, there are three further
occurrences of the term 'capitalism'. In the first two cases (Marx, 1997, pp. 407 and 494)
the German ‘a u f kapitalistischer Basis' is rendered as 'on the basis of capitalism'. In the
third case (Marx, 1997, p. 509) the German ‘des kapitalistischen Mechanismus’ is rendered
as 'of the mechanism of capitalism'. The adjective 'capitalistic/kapitalistisch' is
transformed into the noun 'capitalism/Kapitalismus'.
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chose to change the text written by Marx. Rather, numerous deviations can be
explained simply as improvements compensating for deficiencies in the main
compilation. In these cases, Engels corrected clear errors in Marx’s manuscript,
or supplemented shortened passages.
Second, the incom pleteness of the Marx manuscripts should be taken
into account. The differences, docum ented here, betw een the editorial
manuscript and the m ain com pilation by Marx, demonstrate that Engels'
judgement, already quoted, that 'the bulk of the material' that he found,
'was not finally polished, in point of language, although in substance it was
for the greater part fully worked out', just does not correspond to the facts.
Rather, a considerable number of the changes are the result of a difficulty
that Engels does not mention: that on m any questions in his manuscripts,
Marx is just attem pting to formulate new ideas but has not yet arrived at
definite conclusions.
Elsewhere in the Preface to the first edition of Capital, Vol. II, Engels sug
gested that not all the parts of the book were essentially finished. As he states:
'Only the first and third parts offered any real difficulties, i.e., of more than a
mere technical nature, and these were indeed considerable' (Engels, 1997, p. 9).
He indicates specifically that the first half of Part 1 - that is, from chapters 1 to
4, posed particular difficulty. Further, in Part 3, the greatest difficulty proved
to be reconciling the presentation in Manuscript II with the improvements and
extensions, which Marx had made in Manuscript VIII.
If one takes into account that Marx’s manuscripts themselves involve serious
changes, the evaluation of Engels’ changes remains dependent on the ques
tion: how are the developments that are added to be evaluated and compared
with Marx? This applies in particular to the treatment of chapters 1 to 4 of
Part 1, and to Part 3; there were no important theoretical difficulties for the
remaining chapters 5 and 6 of Part 1, or for editing the entire second part,
which, according to Engels' own judgement, 'presented no great theoretical
difficulties' (Engels, 1997, p. 8).
The editors hope that the scientific apparatus and supporting references will
make it easier for the reader to pursue these questions further. At the same
time, the editors of the volume hope to receive from historians and readers any
information that would be useful for notes and supporting references for the
presentation of MEGA volume 11/13. This will contain the version of Capital,
Vol. II that Engels published in 1885 and is to appear in 2008. This request
relates above all to information regarding the process of printing the volume
by the Guido Reusch printing company of Leipzig, to copies of the volume
Engels sent with a dedication3 to friends and acquaintances, and to anything

3 See Hecker and Miskevic (1994) and Hecker et al. (2003).
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pertaining to the reconstruction of the comprehensive history of the second
volume up to Engels’ death in 1895.
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Karl Marx's Original Manuscripts
in the Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe
(MEGA): Another View on Capital1
Regina Roth

Introduction
Werner Sombart, an economist and sociologist of the early twentieth century,
admitted in 1927 that he owed a great deal of that which was good in his work
to the spirit of Karl Marx. Sombart explained that Marx's greatest talent was his
masterly ability to ask the right questions, and these ingenious questions led the
way for the fruitful investigations of an entire century (Sombart, 1927, p. xix).
Today, we know much more of Marx's original texts than Sombart did, due
to the continued efforts of critical editions. The earliest of these was the MarxEngels-Gesamtausgabe (MEGA). It was inspired and largely guided by David
Rjazanov, who, from the 1920s until the early 1930s, used the newly established
Marx-Engels Institute in Moscow for this purpose. The project was stopped by
Stalin.2 Only during the 1970s was the project revived, under the control of the
respective Institutes of Marxism-Leninism in the Soviet Union and in Germany.
The International Institute for Social History in Amsterdam, whose archives
held - and still hold - most of the original manuscripts,3 agreed to co-operate.

1 1 would like to express appreciation to the members of the International Symposium
on Marxian Theory for the opportunity to present a draft of this chapter at their
conference in Bergamo in July 2006, and for the fruitful discussion and encouraging
comments I received there. I would also like to thank Jürgen Herres, Richard Sperl and
Carl-Erich Vollgraf for helpful discussions and valuable information on the issues covered
in this chapter, and to John Clegg and Matthew Slater who checked the English.
2 They planned to publish forty-two volumes; seven volumes were produced
containing works, drafts and articles (from 1844 to December 1848), and four volumes
of correspondence between Marx and Engels (1844-83). See also Hecker et al. (1997);
Rojahn (1998, pp. 143ff.).
3 The International Institute for Social History (IISH) holds about tw o-thirds of the
Marx-Engels legacy, w hich had been saved from confiscation by the Nazi regime by
27

28

Re-reading Marx

After 1989, a new institutional basis had to be found for the edition to be contin
ued: five institutions4 set up the International Marx-Engels Foundation (IMES).
This politically independent institution assumed academic responsibility for
the project, first with the Institute in Amsterdam, then from the year 2000
onwards with the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities in
charge. Work on the edition is currently being carried out by the Academy,
which also co-ordinates the work of several teams of researchers from Germany,
Russia, France, the Netherlands, Denmark, the USA and Japan.5
At the time of writing, one of the m ain tasks of the MEGA® is to present all
the papers remaining that relate to Capital, especially for Volumes II and III.
In this chapter, I shall focus on some new aspects of the discussion of Marx's
theory with regard to Volume III of Capital, and on the debate on Engels' influ
ence on the reception of Capital.6
The basis for the editorial work is to be found in some 135,000 printed and
handwritten pages left by Marx and Engels. They docum ent their activities
as authors, politicians and scientists over a range of about 50 to 60 years,
from 1835 to 1883 and 1895, respectively. The first editions from this vast
legacy appeared in the late 1920s and during the 1930s, and proved to be
very fruitful for research on both Marx and Engels. Among the texts pub
lished for the first tim e were the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts from
1844, the Grundrisse o f Political Economy from 1857/58; and the so-called
Anti-Duhring from 1878.7 From the mid-1970s onwards, the so-called 'Second
Nicolaas W. Posthumus, the founder of the IISH. The remaining third is to be found
today in the Russian State Archive of Social and Political History (RGASPI) in Moscow
(Mayer 1966/7).
4 The Berlin-Brandenburg Academy of Sciences and Humanities, the Friedrich-Ebert
Foundation, the Institute in Amsterdam, the Russian State Archive of Social and Political
History in Moscow (RGASPI), and the Russian Independent Institute of Social and
National Problems (RNI), also in Moscow. The RNI was disbanded in the late 1990s.
s For further inform ation on the history of the MEGA, see Rojahn (1994, 1998);
H ubmann etal. (2001). Up to 1990, fourteen volumes had appeared from the first section,
nine volumes from th e second section (from II/4, only part 1 of three parts), eight
volumes from the third section, and six volumes from the fourth section - thirty-seven
volumes in all. In 1991, MEGA® 11/10 and IV/9 appeared, in 1992 MEGA® 1/20 and
II/4.2.
6 For discussions on Volume II of Capital, see Rolf Hecker's contribution to this volume
(Chapter 2).
7 The Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts appeared in 1932 in MEGA 1/3, pp. 33-172,
simultaneously w ith an edition by S. Landshut and J. P. Mayer. In 1927, a Russian
translation of these notebooks had been published. See Rojahn (1985, pp. 651, fn. 28).
For the Grundrisse see Marx (1939/41). This text did not appear w ithin the series of
MEGA, but was prepared by some of their editors using the material kept in the MarxEngels-Lenin Institute and published in two parts, in 1939 and 1941. For the Anti-Diihring,
see MEGA (1935). Also im portant for the early work of Marx was the edition of The
German Ideology from 1845, as MEGA 1/5.
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MEGA' (MEGA®) continued with the publication of previously unknow n mate
rial, especially in relation to Marx's work, Capital. Marx him self had published
only the first volume of Capital by 1867. The publication of any further vol
umes became the task of Friedrich Engels, who edited Marx's papers to compile
a second volume in 1885, and a third in 1894.
MEGA® dedicates a separate section to all the material related to Marx's
Capital, starting with the Grundrisse. Only here can we find published all the
different versions, drafts, treatises on single questions, and plans concerning
Marx's Critique o f Political Economy. Examples of new material to be found in
this section are the manuscript from 1861-63, hitherto known only in parts
under the title Theories on Surplus-Value; all the manuscripts Marx produced for
Capital between 1863 and his death in 1883 - a total of more than a dozen manu
scripts (about 500 pages) regarding Book 2, and about ten manuscripts (about 800
pages) regarding Book 3. They are completed by the manuscripts which Engels
produced while preparing Book 3 for the printers, covering more than 100 pages,
and Engels' compilation of Book 2. Some preparatory materials on Book 1 have
also survived - for example, for English and American translations, and general
plans and outlines for this work or lists of corrections for the French translation
and the third edition of Book 1. Moreover, the MEGA® also presents texts not
easily available, such as the several editions of Book 1 which Marx had pub
lished up to 1875.
MEGA® also offers new material in the three other sections. Completely new
as part of this edition is the fourth section, which presents excerpts, notes and
marginalia of both Marx and Engels, most of them for the first time. There are
around 250 notebooks, mainly written by Marx, among them the Londoner
Hefte, from 1850-53, and several notebooks from the 1870s and early 1880s,
covering extensive studies on econom ic questions, with theoretical as well
as historical material.8 The excerpts show which writers, subjects and argu
ments Marx selected, but, especially in the early excerpts, he also developed
his ow n arguments by 'disputing' with those authors. Often Marx's thought
in his manuscripts from the 1860s or later may be traced back to the early
1850s, when he had started to absorb the new world of contemporary political
econom y at his disposal in the British Museum in London. Marx also used to
return to his excerpts, drawing up 'Indexes' or noting subjects with references
to his old notebooks, sometimes dating from the 1840s.9 In some cases it is also
difficult to distinguish between manuscripts and excerpts, because Marx used
to write down his thoughts as they came into his mind, regardless of whether

8 For the Londoner Hefte, see MEGA* IV/7-11; already published are MEGA® IV/7-9
(1983-91). The notebooks from the 1870s and 1880s will be published in MEGA® IV/25.
For the early studies, see also the Brüsseler Hefte from 1844 in MEGA® IV/3 (1998).
9 See Fn. 33, below - for example, the m anuscript on 'Differential rent'.
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he was excerpting some works of another author. This applies, for instance, to
the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts from 1844 (MEGA* 1/2) and the Pariser
Hefte (MEGA® IV/2).10 Another example is the Beihefte A-H which Marx wrote
simultaneously with his manuscript from 1861-63, in May and June 1863.11
Thus it is necessary to study excerpts which were written at the same time as
the manuscripts in order to see the breadth of Marx's ideas. Another source of
his intellectual development, documented in the fourth section of the MEGA,
is the books he had read. Several notes and commentaries are to be found in
many of those copies which belonged to his personal library. A survey on a
considerable part of this legacy is to be found in MEGA® IV/32.
The third section covers the exchanges between both authors and about 2,000
correspondents. Thus one finds not only the letters written by Marx and Engels,
but also all the letters which both of them received, most of them published for
the first time.12 New discoveries are also to be found in the first section, which
contains works, drafts and articles from Marx and Engels, apart from Capital,
especially regarding their journalistic work. More articles than previously known
have proved to have been written by them, and the reader also gets a more pre
cise idea on who wrote what in collectively written pieces, such as addresses
of the General Council of the International Working Men's Association (IWA).
There is also more information to be found on the influence of other authors.13
Finally, one of the main features of this historical-critical edition is the
presentation of the genesis of every text in all four sections, and the explo
ration of the context in which those texts were composed. Thus the edition
also places already-published material into new contexts. This can be seen,
for instance, in the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts. Although it is often
difficult to get clear and reliable information on the chronological order in
which manuscripts and/or excerpts were written, such an order may offer new
insights to the sources Marx used, and to the question of how Marx developed
his thought. Presentation in the chronological order of origin offers different
perspectives from the systematic ordering in other editions. A chronological
reading suggests that, in Marx's studies, we often find much more anarchy
than plans for research. On the other hand, a chronological order is sometimes

10 These notebooks contain m any commentaries from Marx. See Rojahn (2002).
11 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B93, 100-104; RGASPI, f.l, op. 1, d. 1397, 1691, 5583
(copy). These will be published in MEGA® IV/17. See also Sperl (2004).
12 See Herres and Neuhaus (2002). A survey of the parties to this broad correspondence
is given by Georgij Bagaturija, 'Die Briefpartner von Karl Marx und Friedrich Engels', in
ibid., pp. 335-49.
13 Examples may be found in MEGA® 1/13 (1985), 1/18 (1984) or 1/20 (1992). There are
also some drafts or passages for later manuscripts to be brought to light, which Marx had
written down in his notebooks, often scattered between his excerpts; for example,
‘Randnoten von Marx zu Dühring' in MEGA® 1/27 (1988), pp. 131-44.
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more difficult to read, with systematic links taking a back seat, and editors are
thus inclined to present texts in a systematic order. Both tendencies may be
seen in MEGA® 1/2: the Economic-Philosophical Manuscripts are presented twice,
once chronologically, and once systematically.14
In the near future, the edition of all Marx's manuscripts relating to the project
of his 'economics' will come to a conclusion with the publication of the last
volumes of the second section of the MEGA. On this basis, the debate as to what
Marx thought or wanted to say may well be renewed. In my view, there might be
several fields for further investigation. What is made clearer is that Marx's work
was always a work in progress: he was a permanent 'revisioner', never satisfied.
Therefore, in his original texts on Capital there appear to be more open questions
and ambivalences in his presentation than could be seen in the printed ver
sions. This also applies to his early texts. Apart from the Economic-Philosophical
Manuscripts, already mentioned, The German Ideology is also far more fragmented
than the existing editions suggest: there is no definite order to be found in Marx;
the one presented is one chosen by the editors.15 So editions of his fragmentary
works always present an interpretation, the first originating in Engels as the edi
tor of Capital. Moreover, Marx stood on more shoulders than has hitherto been
thought. His broad field of reading and studying would seem to be worth inves
tigating in more detail; see, for example, the Londoner Hefte or his later excerpts.
In the end, Marx was a thorough and prolific observer of his time; not only his
writings, but also his excerpts and the books he read open up the broad range of
information he absorbed from newspapers, official materials, books, pamphlets,
and so on to form his own view of society and the economics of his time.

Material left for Capital
Before exam ining the debates on Marx's theory with regard to Volume III of
Capital, and on Engels' influence on the reception of this book, we should first

look at the material Marx left on his death in March 1883.16
Some pieces on Book 1 on the production process of capital:
•

several lists for revisions of Book 1 from 1871/72 and 1877;

14 MEGA® 1/2 (1982), 187-438; see also Rojahn (1985). Another example is the Theses
on Feuerbach, which have only in MEGA* IV/3 been published w ithin their original
context, a notebook (MEGA* IV/3, 1998, pp. 19-21).
15 See one of the latest editions of a part of this text in Marx-Engels-fahrbuch (2003).
16 The following presentation of the studies of Marx in the last decade of his life is
based on research of Carl-Erich Vollgraf and me for the MEGA-volumes 11/14, 11/15 and
II/4.3. See Vollgraf (2002); Marx' Arbeit am dritten Buch des 'Kapitals' Mitte 1868 bis
1883. In: MEGA» 11/14 (2003), 438-56; Roth (2001). Please look at Table 3.1 on p. 13 for
the references in the MEGA.

32 Re-reading Marx

• a chapter 'On the immediate results of the process of production' from 1864,
which should a transition to Book 2, but was not included; and
• the project of an English translation starting in 1877.17
More than a dozen manuscripts for Book 2 on the circulation process of capital:
• two drafts of the whole book from 1865 and 1868-70;
• several longer and shorter treatises on problems of Book 2 from 1867 up to
1881, most focusing on the first section ('The Metamorphoses of Capital
and their Circuit');
• one treatise dealing with the third section ('The Reproduction and
Circulation of the Total Social Capital') - in fact, it was in this so-called
Manuscript VIII from the late 1870s that Marx developed for the first time
his schemes of reproduction.
Several manuscripts dealing with the topics of Book 3 on the shape of the
whole process:
• one rough draft of Book 3 from 1864/65,
• some treatises, papers and notes on surplus value and profit from 1867/68,
1873-75, 1878,
• some treatises on the 'laws' of the rate of profit from 1867/68,
• several drafts of the beginning of Book 3 from 1867/68,
• two comments on differential rent from 1876.
Table 3.1

Where to find what material in the MEGA

Manuscript-material on Book 1

Manuscript-material on Book 2

Manuscript-material on Book 3

Printed versions of Book 1
Printed versions of Book 2
Printed version of Book 3

1863/64
1871/72
1877
1865
1867/68
1868-81
1884/85
1864/65
1867/68
1871-81
1867, 1872, 1872-75, 1883,
1887, 1890
1885, 1893
1894

MEGA® II/4.1
MEGA® II/6
MEGA® 11/8
MEGA® 11/4.1
MEGA® II/4.3
MEGA® 11/11
MEGA® 11/12
MEGA® II/4.2
MEGA® II/4.3
MEGA® 11/14
MEGA® II/5-10
MEGA® 11/13
MEGA® 11/15

17 Marx had tried several contacts but none of them resulted in a contract for
translation. It was Friedrich Engels who organized this project, with Samuel Moore and
Edward Aveling as translators. Work was begun by summer 1883, and the volume
appeared in 1887 (MEGA® II/9).
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This enumeration already indicates that revision was one of the main
characteristics of Marx's working style. This is confirmed by several state
ments by Marx - for instance when he says, in one of those texts, that it was
still awaiting final revision; he wanted to decide what should be kept for the
'official' presentation and what should be omitted.18 Or when, in early 1866,
he told Engels that his manuscript for all three books of Capital was 'ready', but
again, in the same breath, qualifying this news by saying that no one could
publish this manuscript except he himself. Also in his earlier years, Marx had
confessed to a constant desire to revise what he had written, for instance - in
his letters to Carl Leske, his publisher in 1846, or to Ferdinand Lassalle in
1858.19
Finally, Marx left numerous excerpts and books he had read on a variety of
subjects. It is still unclear whether Marx did all his studies in view of a revi
sion of Capital, or if Capital was more a starting point from which he began
further research, though he might have lost sight of his original aims in the
process.20
I would like to focus on Marx's work on Book 3 of Capital. In Book 1, Marx
had worked out that all surplus value was produced by labour, and only by
labour. Now, in Book 3, he wanted to present the different forms in which this
surplus value was distributed; profit of enterprise, commercial profit, interest
and rent. What questions did Marx leave open in his almost 600-pages manu
script from 1864/5, and what may be found in his papers from the later years?
For this purpose we should take into account first his manuscripts, but also
include his excerpts, the books he read, the newspaper cuttings he collected,
and his letters.21

Surplus value, profit and the 'laws' of the rate of profit
The vast majority of the later texts on Book 3 deal more or less with prob
lems from the first chapter on the connections between surplus value and
profit. There were two main questions which occupied Marx: the transition

18 MEGA* II/4.2 (1992), p. 83; Karl Marx: Zum Verhältnis von Mehrwert- und Profitrate, 3
(IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, A 76).
19 Marx to Engels, 13 February 1866 (Marx and Engels, 1987, pp. 227-28); Marx to Carl
Leske, 1 August 1846 (Marx and Engels, 1982, p. 51); Marx to Ferdinand Lassalle,
22 February 1858 (Marx and Engels, 1983, pp. 270-71). See also Marx to Nikolai
Danielson, 13 December 1881 (Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 161).
20 This question will probably only be decided, if ever, w hen all of Marx's excerpts
have been published.
21 For details and further evidence see Vollgraf (2002); 'M arx’ Arbeit am dritten Buch
des “Kapitals"'...in MEGA* 11/14 (2003). On the general im portance of the excerpts, see
Rojahn (2002).
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of categories on the level of value to categories on the level of prices, and the
'laws' which determined the m ovement of the rate of profit.
Marx was not content with his presentation in 1864/5, where he started by
explaining the relation between surplus value and profit, then moved on to
discuss the relation between the rate of surplus value and the rate of profit,
using numerous examples.22 Therefore, he wrote at least four additional drafts
for another beginning in 1867/8, starting now, by contrast, with cost price and
profit.23
In the same way as Marx had derived 'laws' on the rate of surplus value
in Book 1, in Book 3 he wanted to present the corresponding 'laws' on the
rate of profit, insisting, as already iterated in his manuscript from 1864/5, that
they differ, and that it would be fallacious to consider them the same (MEGA®
II/4.2, pp. 61,107). In his manuscripts from 1867 onwards, he studied intensely
the movement of the rate of profit and the main factors determining that move
ment. Changes in wages, in the length of the working day or in the intensity
of labour were important, as were technical progress and its influence on the
quantity and price of constant capital. Marx explored these changes by calculat
ing numerous examples, keeping one or more of the determining factors - vari
able capital, constant capital, total capital, surplus value, rate of surplus value,
profit, rate of profit or the turnover of capital - constant, while varying the
others. These movements formed one of the stumbling blocks which Marx
encountered at the very beginning of his work on Book 3, in 1864/5. In 1867/8
he also dedicated extensive treatises to this question, as he did once again in
1875.24

Ground rent
A second subject not completed in his manuscript from 1864/5 was the chap
ter on rent. Compared to the manuscript from 1861-63, Marx had already
made radical changes to the presentation of his ideas on rent. In spite of these
22 MEGA® II/4.2 (1992), pp. 3 ff.
23 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, A 73-75, RGASPI, f. 1, op. 1, d. 2037. These drafts will
be published in MEGA® II/4.3. In his letter to Engels on 30 April 1868 (Marx and Engels,
1988, pp. 20ff.), Marx first explained the relationship between surplus value and profit,
then introduced the cost price before discussing the relation between the rate of surplus
value and the rate of profit.
24 1867/8: IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, A 73, 78. To be published in MEGA® II/4.3.
1875: MEGA® 11/14 (2003), pp. 3-150. Marx did not express an explicit intention to deal
with the tendency of the falling rate of profit in these pages. However, he did discuss
several examples w ith increasing rates of profit (ibid., pp. 55-56), and Carl-Erich Vollgraf
pointed to a note from Marx in his copy of the second edition of Book 1 where, in the
context of Book 3, he also considered an increasing rate of profit (Vollgraf, 2002, p. 39).
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changes, and the fact that this part was now 'almost long enough to be a book
in itself’,25 he still considered several modifications for a future revision: some
rearrangements and a more detailed structure, and a summarizing section on
the 'transformation of surplus into rent' (MEGA* 11/4.2, pp. 816ff.).
However, Marx did not bring any of these plans to fruition. There are only
the two aforementioned short commentaries on rent as interest for capital
invested, dating from February 1876. A further treatise on rent, probably short
but more thorough, w hich Marx wrote for Carl August Schramm in early 1875,
appears not to have survived the passage of time.26 But if we look at other parts
of Marx's legacy, we find numerous excerpts on ground rent and landed prop
erty in various countries and at different periods of time.
We may distinguish three directions of his investigations: first and fore
most, he began to study intensely several books discussing ways to make
use of new findings in chem istry to improve agriculture w hich had had tre
m endous effects on the fertility of the soil (books by, for instance, Justus
von Liebig and Carl Fraas27). This is confirmed by Marx's later inquiries to
Carl Schorlemmer, a German professor of chemistry in Manchester,28 and
by the intensely read books on this topic to be found in Marx's personal
library.29 In February 1866, he told Engels why he did this: 'I had to plough
through the new agricultural chemistry in Germany, in particular Liebig and
Schonbein, w hich is more important for this matter than all the economists
put together.'30
Second, he dealt with theories of rent; for example, in their letters in the
spring of 1868, and again in the autumn of 1869, Marx and Engels discussed
the views advocated by Henry Charles Carey.31 In July 1868, Marx asked Sigfrid

25 Marx to Engels, 13 February 1866 (Marx and Engels, 1987, p. 227).
26 Carl August Schramm to Marx, 31 March and 14 May 1875 (RGASPI, f. 1, op. 5, d.
3499, 3516); Marx to Jenny Marx, 10 May 1875 (Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 75).
27 Justus von Liebig, Einleitung in die Naturgesetze des Feldbaues, Braunschweig, 1862;
ders.: Die Chemie in ihrer Anwendung a u f Agricultur und Physiologie, Braunschweig, 1862;
Carl Fraas, Geschichte derLandwirtschaft, Prague, 1851; dets.: DieNaturder Landwirtschaft,
2 Vols, Munich, 1857; ders.: Klima und Pflanzenwelt in der Zeit, Landshut, 1847.
28 For example, Marx to Engels, 3 January 1868 (Marx and Engels, 1987, pp. 507-08);
Carl Schorlemmer to Marx, 9 March 1874 (IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, D 3989).
29 For example, Julius Au, Die Hilfsdüngemittel in ihrer volks- und privatwirthschaftlichen
Bedeutung, Heidelberg, 1869. (MEGA® IV/32, No. 42).
30 Marx to Engels, 13 February 1866 (Marx and Engels, 1987, 227-28.). See also Marx
to Engels, 3 January 1868 (ibid.: 507-08): 'I would like to know from Schorlemmer what
is the latest and best book (German) on agricultural chemistry [...] For the chapter on
ground rent I shall have to be aware of the latest state of the question at least to some
extent.'
31 Marx to Engels, 14 March 1868 (Marx and Engels, 1987, p. 548) and 26 November
1869 (Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 384); Engels to Marx, 9, 19 and 29 November 1869
(ibid., pp. 369-70, 378 and 387).
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Meyer, a German engineer who had recently emigrated to the United States, for
material, 'in particular against H. Carey’s "harm onies"M arx said he wanted to
make use of it in the context of his chapter on ground rent in Capital.32 And he
re-read several excerpts from different authors under the heading 'Differential
rent', using his notebooks from 1865/6 and the earlier ones he had gathered in
1845 in Paris, Brussels and during his first stay in Manchester.33
Third, Marx was deeply involved in studies on the concrete phenomena of
the rural econom y of England, Scotland and Ireland, for instance the m ove
ment of land prices and rents.34 In the following years, these studies expanded
in several ways: from rent, he turned to landed property more generally. Not
only Britain, but also Belgium, the United States, Russia and other countries
were included, and Marx was not only interested in the current state, but also
in the historical development of the current conditions.35
Moreover, Marx's studies show that Russia became a favourite topic. As early
as 1869, he had decided to learn Russian,36 and in the winter of 1875/6 he
focused on his 'Russian studies', filling hundreds of pages in several notebooks
with excerpts from different Russian authors, and statistics on social and eco
nom ic conditions.37 Probably in 1880/1, Marx compiled a special bibliography,
calling it 'Russian items in m y bookstall'.38 This bibliography eventually encom 
passed 115 titles. And at the same time, he again studied the rural conditions
in Russia.39

32 Marx to Sigfrid Meyer, 4 July 1868 (Marx and Engels, 1987, p. 61).
33 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 105. This survey will be published in MEGA® II/4.3.
The early excerpts from Paris have been published in MEGA® IV/3; and those from
Brussels and Manchester in MEGA® IV/4.
34 Authors from Marx excerpted were L. de Lavergne, H. Passy and J. L. Morton (IISH,
Marx-Engels Collection, B 106, B 107, B ill).
35 Marx to Caesar de Paepe, 24 January 1870 (Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 412), Caesar
de Paepe to Marx, 1 February 1871 for Belgium (RGASPI, f. 21, op. 1, d. 163/1); Marx to
Friedrich Adolph Sorge, 4 April 1876 for the USA (Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 115); Leo
Frankel to Marx, 22 May 1876 for Hungary (IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, D 1960);
several notebooks for Spain (IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 135-37); see also several
books, for example, on Portugal, Spain and Bohemia, which Marx had in his personal
library (MEGA® IV/32, 1999: No. 1095,1096 and 1202). In a notebook used from 1876 to
1878, on p. 35 Marx noted parliamentary reports still missing under the heading
‘Agricultural etc (Landed Property)’ (IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 139).
36 Marx to Louis Kugelmann, 27 June 1870 (Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 528); Marx to
Sigfrid Meyer, 21 January 1871 (Marx and Engels, 1989, p. 105).
37 1875/76: IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 122-28. These will be published in MEGA®
IV/22.
38 RGASPI, f. 1, op. 1, d. 4099, 13-19; see also Einführung, in MEGA® IV/32 (1999),
pp. 39ff.
35 MEGA® IV/32 (1999): Nos 1266, 1267; IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 163 and
B 167. Marx also looked at Great Britain, the United States and France (IISH, Marx-Engels
Collection, B 153 and B 165; RGASPI, f. 1, op. 1, d. 4032).
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In 1864/5 Marx had announced that, for his analysis of rent he had assumed
a modern, capitalistically organized system of agriculture, and that a study of
the history of rent was not part of his plan for Capital (MEGA® II/4.2, p. 667). In
the early 1870s, however, Marx expressed his intention to include the Russian
case, which was an example of backward and unproductive agriculture.40 Marx
also stated that, in this third Book, he wanted to show how the agricultural
revolution had been forced violently upon the Irish people, a subject clearly
including historical presentation (MEGA* 11/6, p. 643, Fn. 188a). Thus, Marx
may have considered radical changes in his investigation without revealing
any concrete consequences or details.

Credit, interest, money capital and so on
A third subject that remained open in many ways in the manuscript from
1864/5 was that of credit and interest, dealt with in the fifth chapter. Here, we
find numerous excerpts included in the text, which presented only a collec
tion of ideas and facts still awaiting full interpretation. Marx marked several of
them as notes by writing them down over the whole of the page and leaving
no space for footnotes; he added these pages to the manuscript at a later date.
In the following years, Marx did not rework this text or write any other manu
scripts on these subjects. But here, as with the subject of rent, his letters, his
excerpts and the books he read give us some indication of how he might have
thought about revising his analysis.
In the beginning of his manuscript from 1864/5, Marx repeatedly stated his
intention to refrain from an analysis of the real movements of the credit sys
tem and the instruments it creates. Or, in another formulation, Marx did not
want to investigate the real movements of competition.41
Later, there are several hints at changes to this approach, mostly found in
his letters. At the end of April 1868, Marx stated that credit would be one
subject of the fifth chapter, as well as interest-bearing capital and interest. In
November 1868 he spoke of the fifth chapter as 'the chapter on credit'. In the
summer of 1880, Marx confirmed this accentuation in an interview he gave to
The New York Sun. He added that he intended to give a prominent place therein
to the credit system in the United States, because there, as he stated, 'credit had
such an amazing development'.42

40 Marx to Nikolai Danielson, 10 April 1879 (Marx and Engels, 1991, pp. 353ff.); and
19 February 1881 (Marx and Engels, 1992, pp. 60ff.).
41 MEGA* II/4.2, pp. 469, 431 and 853; see also Heinrich (2001), pp. 194-95, 357;
Erläuterung 114.3-10, in MEGA* 11/15, pp. 1042-43.
42 Marx to Engels, 30 April 1868 (Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 25). For a more detailed
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In the years that followed, Marx also collected a considerable amount of
material with regard to these real movements, beginning as early as 1869.
This can be seen in his personal library (MEGA® IV/32: Nos 413, 677, 1006
and 1166). There are many studies dealing with the stock exchange and with
financial speculation, namely that of the bank Overend, Gurney & Co. Marx
followed closely the trial of the directors of this bank in 1869.43 Other sources
were the collection of newspaper cuttings on 'financial swindling concerns',
set up by his daughter Jenny in 1869,44 and extensive lists of titles which Marx
found noteworthy for his studies in one way or another, and thus wrote them
down in his notebooks. Those titles were referring to the m oney market, credit
and banks,45 but also to commercial crises, the financial system in the United
States,46 or the production of gold and its development.47 In the late 1870s,
Marx also noted some 'Blue Books missing' for subjects such as 'Savings Banks
and Post Office Saving Banks', 'Revenue, Finance, taxes etc.', 'Bank of England'
and 'Railways'.48
Marx added excerpts from Italian and American contributors to the th e
ory and history of money, and from other authors dealing with the history
of trade49 and monetary crisis.50 Sources for his bibliographies were the
British Museum and catalogues of publishers, booksellers or antiquarian
bookshops.
One of the most prominent examples are his excerpts from the work of the
Russian author Ilarion Kaufman on the theory and practice of banking (‘Teoriya
i praktika bankovago dela', published between 1873 and 1877) which Marx stud
ied unusually intensively.51 This also shows his interest in the Russian case in
general, not only for agriculture.
Marx followed closely the rise of joint stock companies and sought material
on this phenomenon wherever he could find it; for instance, from Sigmund

discussion of the following, see Vollgraf (2002), pp. 43 ff.; Marx to Engels, 14 November
1868 (Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 160; emphasis added); John Swinton, ‘Account of an
Interview with Karl Marx’, in MEGA® 1/25, p. 443.
43 See, for example, MEGA* IV/32 (1999), Nos 41,114,818,829,932 or 1026; ‘Verzeichnis
von verschollenen Büchern' (1981/82), H. 8, No. 638; Marx to Engels, 28 January 1869
(Marx and Engels, 1988, p. 208).
44 Jenny Marx to Louis Kugelmann, 27 December 1869 (Marx and Engels, 1988,
p. 548).
45 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 139, B 152, 1-17; see also Sign. B 148, 88-94.
46 (Verzeichnis von verschollenen Büchern' (1981/82), H. 8, Nos 596, 652, 843 and 871.
47 For detailed evidence, see Marx's ,Arbeit am dritten Buch des 'Kapitals', in MEGA®
11/14, pp. 447-48.
48 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 139, 36.
49 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 129, B 146, B 147 and B 148.
50 IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 151 and 154.
51 MEGA® IV/32: No. 658; IISH, Marx-Engels Collection, B 140 and 141.
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Schott, a young banker from Frankfurt. In 1877, Schott offered to send Marx
yearly accounts of German joint stock companies, industrial firms, m ining
enterprises, railway companies and banks.52 Marx was particularly interested in
railway companies, because they stimulated the building of joint stock compa
nies in other branches, 'the concentration o f capital’, as Marx called it, also on a
worldwide level.53
Michael Kratke points out the importance of the articles Marx had written in
the 1850s and early 1860s, most of them for the New York Tribune. They often
contain criticism or analysis of more than just the events of the day, which gave
him the chance to elaborate a subject in greater historical and/or theoretical
detail. Much of the information gathered in his articles - for instance, on the
legislation for factories - occurs in those parts of Capital which Marx published
himself. Therefore, with a view to the fragmentary state of Marx's chapter on
credit and money, Kratke argues that those articles should be regarded as a
supplement and significant elaboration of Marx's theory on these subjects. He
suggests that Marx would have presented the history of English legislation on
banking and shown that the failure of this banking policy was a result of illu
sions and false theories about money, its character and function.54
As previously mentioned, Marx was fascinated by the development of the
United States of America:
The most interesting field for the economist is now certainly to be found in
the United States, and, above all, during the period of 1873 [...] until 1878 - the
period of chronic crisis. Transformations - which to be elaborated did in England
require centuries - were here realised in a few years [...] The imbeciles in Europe
who fancy that theore[ti]cians like myself and others are at the root of the evil,
might learn a wholesome lesson by reading the official Yankee reports.55
There are several requests for material on America in the 1870s,56 and a large
number of official reports and statistics in Marx’s personal library, reflecting
52 Carl Hirsch and Sigmund Schott to Marx, 30 August 1877 (IISH, Marx-Engels
Collection, D 2341); Sigmund Schott to Marx, 18 March 1878 (ibid.: D 3994); on 22 April
1878 (ibid.: D 3995), for example, Schott sent Marx the book by O tto Glagau, DerBôrsenund Griindungsschwindel in Berlin, dating from 1876. In a letter to Engels of 23 July 1877
(Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 246), Marx reported a message from Carl Hirsch, that in
France almost all industrial firms had been converted into joint stock companies.
53 Marx to Nikolai Danielson, 10 April 1879 (Marx and Engels, 1991, pp. 353ff.).
54 Kratke (2005), pp. 67ff. Kratke also examines Marx's articles on th e Crédit mobilier,
where he analyses potentials and limits of this m ixture of a commercial bank and an
investment bank, and its central role in the industrialization of France.
55 Marx to Nikolai Danielson, 15 November 1878 (Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 344).
56 Marx to Sigfrid Meyer, 2 Sept. 1870 (Marx and Engels, 1989, p. 60); Marx to Friedrich
Adolph Sorge, 4 April 1876 (Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 115).
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economic and social development in the United States.57 Even in 1881, when
his physical condition had become fragile, he received, as he told his Russian
correspondent, Nikolai Danielson, he had 'to struggle through an immense
amount of blue books, sent to me [...] above all from the United States'.58 CarlErich Vollgraf argues that Marx considered switching from Great Britain to the
United States as a model for the development of capitalism.59 Malcolm Sylvers
has suggested recently that Marx (and Engels) developed a particular interest in
the United States of America with its sweeping transformation from an agrar
ian country with a relatively small population to one of the leading capitalist
countries of the world. Several pieces of work, letters and excerpts showing a
profound interest in the politics and economics of this country would be worth
looking at in greater detail, although there is no specific work, article or manu
script to be found dedicated to this subject. Sylvers argues that by the 1850s,
Marx was already looking towards the growing importance of the United States
for the development of economic crises (p. 38) and that it came to assume the
form of a prototype of capitalism in the 1860s and 1870s because the develop
ment of the capitalist mode of production was not affected by any relics of a
feudal system (p. 42).60
Although Marx started all these studies on rent and landed property, on
credit, m oney or banks, on Russia or the United States, w ithin the context of
Book 3, it still remains to be explored in what ways he might have considered
the possibility of using them for Capital. How do they fit into the context of
other extensive studies in the late 1870s and the 1880s which dealt with the
history of law and constitution, ethnological subjects, geology, chemistry and
mathematics?61 In my opinion, the borders between his studies for Capital and
other studies appear to have become blurred.

57 MEGA* IV/32: No. 21, 22 and 1106. This is clearly to be seen in the correspondence
between Marx and Friedrich Adolph Sorge in the late 1870s. For detailed evidence see
Marx's Arbeit am dritten Buch des 'Kapitals'... In: MEGA® 11/14, p. 452-53.
58 Marx to Nikolai Danielson, 19 February 1881 (Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 61).
59 Vollgraf (2002); Marx' Arbeit am dritten Buch des 'Kapitals'...In: MEGA® 11/14,
p. 452.
60 Sylvers (2004). Marx's interest in the New World is also manifested in his
correspondence w ith Adolf Cluß, who emigrated to the United States after the revolution
of 1848/9. He provided Marx w ith a broad range of information about his new homeland,
although he focused more on politics, especially on the possibilities of encouraging a
labour movement; see Ochs and W iedenhoeft (2002).
61 His ethnological studies may be found in Krader (1974); the chemical studies have
already been edited in MEGA® IV/31. The other subjects are previewed for MEGA® IV/26,
27 and 30.
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Engels and Marx's legacy
Let us now turn to the role which Engels played in the drama of Capital. W hen
Marx died, in March 1883, he left a large, handwritten legacy.62 He had not
made a will, nor had he given any instructions as to how to deal with his
papers. His only indication on the matter was to tell his daughter Eleanor,
shortly before his death, that Engels should 'make something' out of them, as
Engels later reported in the Preface to the second volume of Capital.63 However,
Engels did not know how complete was Marx's work on the missing Books 2
and 3 of Capital. As we have seen, there were numerous manuscripts differing
widely in purpose, length and stage of completion, but there was no 'author
ized version', in the terms of an editor, which could be used for quick publica
tion. Engels learnt this only while arranging the papers.64
As soon as the manuscripts were found, Engels did not hesitate to prepare
them for publication. On the one hand, socialists all over Europe, Russia and
the United States expected him to do so and, on the other, he also hoped
to stimulate debate on economic questions and thus strengthen the radicals
in their political conflicts both outside and w ithin the labour movement.
Moreover, he aimed to uphold the scientific reputation of Marx, expecting
at the same time that publishing Books 2 and 3 would create a monument,
constructed by Marx himself, grander than any that other people could have
constructed for h im .65
Engels' editorial process for Book 3 lasted for almost a decade. He started by
looking for manuscripts, statements or treatises of any kind in letters and note
books dealing with the problems addressed in Book 3. He then continued by
deciphering and dictating the text from the different manuscripts. Eventually,
Engels reworked this version of Marx's text, a task that was interrupted several
times and was not completed until May 1894.

62 The following presentation on the editorial work of Engels is based on the research
of Carl-Erich Vollgraf, Jürgen Jungnickel and myself for the MEGA volumes 11/14, 11/15
and II/4.3. For details and further evidence, see Einführung, in MEGA* 11/14, pp. 391-431;
Engels' Redaktion des dritten Buches des 'Kapitals' 1883 bis 1894, in ibid., pp. 457-89;
Entstehung und Überlieferung, in MEGA* 11/15, pp. 917-46; Vollgraf and Jungnickel (1994);
Roth (2001).
63 Engels (1997), pp. 8-7; see also Engels to Laura Lafargue, 24 June 1883 (Marx and
Engels, 1995, pp. 39ff.), and to August Bebel, 30 August 1883 (ibid., p. 53).
64 He did not even know what manuscripts existed, and w hether those he knew of had
in fact survived; see Vollgraf (1996), pp. lOOff.; Roth (2002), pp. 61ff.
65 For detailed evidence on the expectations, see Engels' Redaktion des dritten Buches
des 'Kapitals' 1883 bis 1894, in MEGA* 11/14, pp. 457-58; Engels to August Bebel, 4 April
1885 (Marx and Engels, 1995, p. 271); Engels to Laura Lafargue, 8 March 1885 (ibid.,
p. 264). For further evidence, see Einführung, in MEGA* 11/14, pp. 391ff.
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During this work, Engels found that the m ain problem was the fragmentary
state of Marx's work on Capital, described above. How did he cope with this
problem? Engels changed Marx's text in some remarkable ways without mark
ing or m entioning each and every one of the changes in detail. Of course, his
focus was not the genesis of Marx's thought, as is the case in modern critical
editions or in research, but to offer a readable book. He gave a detailed struc
ture to the text, made extensive rearrangements, changed some concepts and
notions, and included several additions. In preparing all these changes, Engels
tried to take up Marx's hints or phrases wherever possible.

Modifications and additions to the text
of Capital, Vol. Ill
We find several modifications with regard to Marx's notions and concepts. In
this case, Engels was asking what Marx him self might have changed, and, at
the same time, was avoiding unifying any notions or concealing the difficult
process Marx went through in trying to find adequate concepts for his analy
sis. For instance, Engels replaced 'labour capacity' with 'labour-power', 'acting
capitalist' with 'functioning capitalist', or 'productive capital' with 'industrial
capital'.66
Most of Engels' non-initialled additions occurred in the fifth section,
where he wanted to bring together different thoughts or quotes from Marx
on interest, credit, m oney capital and so on. But additions may also be found
in other places - for instance, at the beginning of the printed version of Book
3 (MEGA® 11/15: 29.9-14, 975). Some of these additions consist of only one
word, w hich nevertheless changes the sense of the phrase decisively. For
instance, Marx, as already m entioned above, had stated, at the beginning
of his investigation on credit and fictitious capital, that an analysis of the
credit system would be outside the scope of his plan. Yet, in the following
pages, Marx discussed m any aspects of 'the credit system and the instru
m ents this creates'. This may have influenced Engels to m odify Marx's sen
tence, so that it reads that only 'a detailed analysis' lays outside the scope of
Marx's plan.67

Selecting, structuring and rearranging
the text of Capital, Vol. Ill
Engels had to select text out of several drafts from the 1860s, especially for the
beginning of the third volume, and Marx had also dealt a few times with the
66 For details and evidence, see Einführung, in MEGA® 11/14, pp. 423-24.
67 MEGA® II/4.2, p. 469, and 11/15, p. 389; Heinrich (1996/7), p. 461.
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relationship between surplus rate and rate of profit. In addition, this latter part
was m uch too long and far from being a clear presentation of any results on
the subject in the main manuscript from 1864/5, and this also applies to the
later manuscripts on the topic under consideration. Thus Engels condensed
the more than 200 pages of numerical examples to less than 20 pages in the
third chapter of Volume III. He systematized the argument, established two
main factors and selected a few examples to discuss the potential cases. Geert
Reuten recently observed that, w ithin this selection, Engels left out all of
Marx's examination related to a variation of the rate of surplus value, together
with a variation of the composition of capital. Thus, Reuten argues, Engels
concealed - deliberately or not - some results of Marx's analysis which Marx
him self appears to have not expected.68
With a view to structuring the text, there are some examples to be found in
the sixth section on surplus value and ground rent, where Marx had left some
kind of revision instructions (MEGA* 11/4.2, pp. 690, 816ff.), or in the third sec
tion on the tendency of the rate of profit to fall, where Engels took some words
as headings which Marx had emphasized in his text (MEGA® 11/15, pp. 229, 232,
233 and 233; MEGA* II/4.2, pp. 301, 302 and 305). Only in cases where he did
not find anything of this nature, did Engels add some headings independently.
This occurred frequently in the fifth section on interest, profit of enterprise
and interest-bearing capital, namely in chapters 27 to 34 on credit and money
capital, because he arranged them from the numerous excerpts which Marx
had included in his text.69 This was difficult terrain, because here Marx had
left several hints for revision which, however, conflicted with the composition
of the manuscript from 1864/5. This applies, for instance, to the heading of the
fifth section. In his heading of the corresponding fifth chapter, Marx had not
yet included credit, although he had chosen it for a point in this chapter. He
also confirmed in the text of this manuscript that dealing with credit was not
in his plan for the book. However, in his letter to Engels of 30 April 1868, Marx
called this section the chapter on credit (see above, p. 37).
The rearrangement of texts constitutes one of the most important changes.
This also includes the shifting of text from footnotes into the main text and vice
versa, thus creating, shifting or strengthening the stress or emphasis of Marx's
presentation. There are, for instance, two examples from the third section on
the falling rate of profit, which might shed new light on the interpretation of
this section for crisis theory. First, Engels strengthened Marx's statement about
the 'rapid breakdown of capitalist production'. In chapter 15 on the Law’s (Law

68 See Roth (2002), pp. 67-69 and the contribution by Geert Reuten in this volume
(Chapter 13).
69 MEGA* 11/15, pp. 426-542 and II/4.2, pp. 501-65. The same is true, for example, for
the first subdivision in the third section: 'The law itself' (MEGA* 11/15, p. 209).
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of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall) internal contradictions, Engels
first transformed Marx’s expression ‘zum Klappen bringen [to cause to fold]'
into the stronger ‘Zusammenbruch [breakdown]', and then moved the phrase
that this 'process would entail the rapid breakdown of capitalist production' to
the end of the paragraph which Engels had entitled 'General considerations'
(MEGA® 11/15, 243.13-15, 1077f. and II/4.2: 315.17-19; see also Heinrich, 2001,
p. 360). Second, Michael Heinrich argues that Engels, by structuring and rear
ranging Marx's manuscript for chapter 15 in the printed version, strengthened
the impression that Marx wanted to provide a schema for a crisis theory in
the chapter. Reading the manuscript itself, however, Heinrich found that this
appears to be only one interpretation and, in his view, Marx's text remains
open to other interpretations (Heinrich, 1996/97, pp. 459ff.; Heinrich, 2001,
pp. 358ff.).
Another prominent place for modifications of the arrangement of the text is
to be found in the fifth section on interest, profit of enterprise, credit and so
on, due to the aforementioned great number of excerpts included. Marx had
not decided how to cope with this difficult component of his analysis, and it
is there where we find more than a hundred modifications in the arrangement
of the text. Thus, there was, and is, considerable scope for interpretation in this
whole section, w hich still has to be explored in detail. One suggestion, touching
on the structure of Capital, is made by Heinrich, who contends that, in his pres
entation, Marx left open the question of whether the laws governing the credit
system had to be treated on the general level of Capital, or whether they were
influenced by factors dependent on prevailing historical conditions. Engels, in
his rearranged version, chose the first solution (Heinrich, 1996/97, pp. 461ff.).
W hen we observe the editorial process and the solutions Engels tried to
find for the problems involved, two remarkable things become apparent. First,
Engels, in his comments on the state of the manuscripts, often appears to have
played down the dimensions of the openness of Marx's analysis. Although he
acknowledged that three sections were difficult, he did not specify either the
extent or the importance of the subjects that were dealt with there.70 These sec
tions made up about half of the total text, and involved the most important ques
tions, a fact that Engels eventually admitted in 1894, in the Preface to Book 3.71
Also his judgement of the manuscripts for Book 2 proved to be questionable,
70 See, for example, Engels to Nikolai Danielson, 9 November 1886 (Marx and Engels,
1995, pp. 522-23) and 19 February 1887 (Marx and Engels, 2001, pp. 26-27), or Engels
to Conrad Schmidt, 8 October 1888 (ibid., pp. 220-21).
71 Engels (1998), p. 5. Similarly vaguely, Engels had already described his problems
w ith Book 2: two out of three sections gave him difficulties, w hich were 'of more th an a
merely technical nature' and 'indeed considerable'. (Engels, 1997, p. 9). (The edition
presented by Penguin Classics (1992, p. 87), is more precise w ith the translation of the
last phrase: the difficulties that Engels encountered were 'in no way slight'.)
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as the editors of MEGA volume 11/11 have discovered: Engels describes them
as preparations for a printed version, but they were no more than another of
Marx's attempts to clarify his thoughts and his presentation.72
Second, we may discover evidence of a shortening of the editorial prin
ciple applied by Engels w hen editing the manuscripts. He did this section
by section, needing alm ost a decade to com plete his work. At the begin
n in g of his editorial work, Engels, in a m anner similar to his work on Book
2, selected som e passages and left out others, after com paring several ver
sions of treatises or passages.73 He also considered including 'critical notes'
written dow n in excerpts,74 and offering extended com m ents for the fifth
section.75
However, w hen working on this fifth section in particular, Engels encoun
tered difficulties in finding criteria by which to select passages and to condense
the presentation. The numerous excerpts from various sources,76 which Marx
had included in his presentation on credit and fictitious capital, discussed the
different concepts of m oney and capital in existence, as represented by mer
chants, bankers and political economists. A large part of those excerpts were
collected under the heading 'The Confusion'. The excerpts also dealt with
credit, movement of gold, exchange rates, balance of trade, speculation, English
banking legislation and so on. Engels first tried to use some of the various state
ments as illustrations for chapters 25 to 30, and had planned to condense the
remaining ones into one additional chapter as he noted in the Preface of the
third volume (Engels, 1998, p. 9). In one of his editorial extracts concerning
this part of Marx's manuscript, Engels highlighted some of the statements and
assigned them to such a chapter.77 But Engels did not succeed in creating this

72 This may be seen, for example, in the often missing footnotes, in the use of the
whole page for main text, in the great num ber of variants, or in the breaking off after
seven, ten or fifteen pages.
73 For details on the beginning of Book 3, see Roth (2001), pp. 28-29.
74 'I shall have to work it out by comparison with what other materials have been left
by the author, and there are, for the chapter on rent, very voluminous extracts from the
various statistical works he owed to you - but whether these will contain any critical
notes that can be made use of for this volume, I cannot as yet tell. Whatever there is,
shall be used most conscientiously' (Engels to Nikolai Danielson, 3 June 1885 [Marx and
Engels, 1995, p. 294]; see also Engels to Paul Lafargue, 19 May 1885 [ibid., p. 290]).
75 'the whole context is such that it presupposes the reader to be well acquainted with
the chief works of literature on the subject such as Tooke & Fullarton, & as this is not the
case generally, it will require a deal of explanatory notes etc.' (Engels to Nikolai Danielson,
4 July 1889 [Marx and Engels, 2001, p. 347]).
76 These were mainly parliamentary enquiries from 1848 and 1857 on Bank Acts and
their effect on economic crises. See also Einführung, in MEGA* 11/14, pp. 404 ff.
77 Then Engels planned to collect these illustrations in chapter 31 (Friedrich Engels:
Kredit und fiktives Kapital, in MEGA® 11/14, pp. 252, 257-60, 856-57).
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chapter, neither w ith this first version nor with a second one. Eventually, he
decided to refrain from selecting anything at all, instead settling for com bin
ing the passages in a different manner from that employed by Marx. He finally
presented most of the statements under several subject classifications.78

Conclusion
Marx was always one of the most ardent critics of his own work, which is one
reason why he needed so much tim e to complete any of his writings. Therefore,
we have a lot more of manuscripts and studies from him on various subjects
and problems of Capital than are presented in most of the current editions. I
would like to draw the reader's attention to the openness of Marx's m ind with
regard to his further studies after the publication of Vol. I of Capital in 1867.
Looking first at his manuscripts, but then also taking into account the other
parts of his legacy, the excerpts, the books he read and the ones he noted for
further reading, the newspaper cuttings, and the letters, may offer new insights
into how Marx might have thought to further develop his analysis, in the ways
he defined his problems, and how he tried to cope with them.
Engels as editor endeavoured to provide the reader with an authentic text, as
near as possible to the analysis which Marx had left. But this analysis was in
a very fragmentary state, in which large parts proved to be more a docum en
tation of research than a presentation of results. Therefore, Engels modified
the text extensively to make it readable, and with this he produced the first
interpretation of this fragmentary investigation. Thus the disparity between
manuscripts and the printed version creates room for interpretation of a part
of Marx's legacy which is still to be explored in detail.
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4
Dialectic of the Commodity
and Its Exposition: The German
Debate in the 1970s - A Personal
Survey
Roberto Fineschi

On the basis of the new critical edition of Marx's and Engels' works1 in the
1970s, the debate on several traditional issues concerning their theories was
re-opened.2 This happened especially in Germany and Russia, where most of
the publication was realized and the texts could be read according to the origi
nal. Beyond the ideological controversies, the discussion rested on a com m on
scientific background: the materials offered by the new edition. On some cru
cial points, an agreement was found. I w ill focus mainly on two questions: the
value-form and the relationship of Engels to Marx.
A necessary remark: it is not my intention to deal with the entire broad debate
which occurred in Germany in that period, but to go into those questions that
I consider most relevant to contemporary research.

The 'logic' interpretation of Marx's method
in West Germany
In West Germany, two authors, Hans Georg Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt, pointed
out a 'logical' - neither 'historical' nor 'logical-historical' - attitude in Marx's
methodology. Their ideas influenced several scholars also in East Germany.

1 K. Marx and F. Engels (1975-) Gesamtausgabe (MEGA) (Berlin: Akademie).
2 Several contributions on the history of the MEGA edition and the publication in
German of Marx's and Engels's works are now available. The Berliner Verein zur Förderung
der MEGA-Edition published four volumes on this topics, see Vollgraf et al. (1997, 2000,
2001, 2006). In Italian, see Mazzone (2002); Fineschi (2008). In English, see the Preface
to Bellofiore and Taylor (2004).
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According to Backhaus, Marx's theory of the capitalistic m ode of production
is a logical model of a determined phase of humankind's reproduction process.
This must not, and cannot, be reduced either to a sort of historical descrip
tion of capitalism in the nineteenth century, or to a pre-capitalistic 'simple
commodities production'. He deals with the 'reconstruction' of Capital 3 and
its inner dialectics, in particular with regard to value-form and the necessary
doubling of the com m odity into com m odity and money. This development
has neither necessarily to correspond to a historical process, nor be in itself a
description of a phenomenal history; on the contrary, it is a conceptual exposi
tion [Darstellung] of a logic that is immanent to the 'commodity' itself. Direct
references to historical facts do not define its scientific nature; any result is
accomplished by the dialectical exposition.
According to Backhaus, however, Marx's approach is not generally coher
ent, inasmuch as we can find in his works - as we could in Adam Smith's both an 'exoteric' and an 'esoteric' part. That is, while he sometimes critically
develops a model of the capitalistic m ode of production, he also sometimes
gets lost and does not follow his ow n m ethod. This internal ambiguity caused
both the reduction of dialectics in the published version of Capital, and Engels’
interpretation of the first three chapters of Book I as a 'Simple Commodities
Production', which should be distinguished (strictly speaking) from the proper
capitalistic one.
Backhaus thinks that this traditional Marxist interpretation - the first part
of Capital, Vol. I would deal with a Simple Commodities Production either as a
historical fact or as a logical model, to be put before (either logically or histori
cally) the capitalistic mode of production - sets aside the internal connection
between value and money, which are not analysed in their mutual relation,
as two sides of the same thing. Therefore Marxian and Marx's theory of value
are, paradoxically, not the same. On the other hand, the subjectivist and the
Marxist theory of value have several points in common: both build up a theory
about a pre-monetary, natural econom ic system (a point that characterizes the
neo-Ricardian approach as well; see Backhaus, 1975, p. 124). They also have in
com m on their methodology, which cannot be considered Marxian: dialectic is
not taken into account at all. These interpretations do not refer in fact to Marx's
criticism of Ricardo, according to w hich not only the quantitative, but also the
qualitative aspects are to be considered. Both in the Marxist and subjectivist
tradition, scholars always deal with the quantitative exchange ratio, based, on
the one hand, on objectified labour, and on the other, on marginal utility.
But such an approach, confined to the point of measurability, is not able to go
3 'Materialien zur Rekonstruktion der Marxschen W erttheorie' is the title of Backhaus's
three essays published in Gesellschaft. Beiträge zur Marxschen Theorie in the 1970s. These
are now collected in Backhaus (1997) together with a fourth part and other writings.
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beyond a pre-monetarism attitude (see Backhaus, 1975, p. 127); m oney turns
out to be only a superficial, inessential aspect to be omitted in the scientific
analysis, in order to go back to the essence, which is commodities exchange as if m oney were not a commodity.
All these theories, apparently so different from one another, share the
com m on idea that we have to disregard m oney in order to find the core of the
modern econom ic system in a fictitious model of a natural economy; on the
contrary, 'in its first drafts, Marx's critique of the econom ic categories was still
very clearly determined by the intent of destroying the assumptions of a pre
monetarist theory of value ...this implied first of all the demonstration that
an exchange process based on pre-monetarist commodities should necessarily
fail' (Backhaus, 1975, p. 38).
According to Backhaus, the most important flaws in Marx's exposition con
cern the dialectic of substance and form of value; the false interpretations
m entioned above arise from this undemonstrated passage, w hich also caused
the disappearance of the dialectic development (Backhaus, 1969, pp. 129ff.).
Moreover, Engels misinterpreted Marx's simple circulation as simple com m odi
ties production: the first part of Capital should describe a pre-capitalistic society
in which exchanges take place according to their magnitudes of value; in a
proper capitalistic society we should have not values, but production prices.
In this way, Engels fostered the thesis that there is a contradiction between
Volumes I and III of Capital. Such a mistake arises from the misunderstanding
of the dialectic of essence and phenomenal forms, where the latter are the way
the former manifests itself at the surface of society: both are co-essential for
the concept as a whole. On the contrary, in those approaches, the latter were in
fact not considered, taken not as phenomenal forms of the essence, but as nonessential accidents. Treating the first part of Capital as a pre-capitalistic society,
Engels made it difficult to perceive that value and price are interconnected
categories, and that the second is nothing but the necessary phenomenal form
of the first.
Backhaus reaches the point of doubting Engels' comprehension of Marx's dia
lectical method, which was 'historicized' in so far as the necessity of historical
factual evidence for almost every category of Marx's theoretical construction was
claimed;4 this explains too why Engels suggested, in a letter, that Marx should put
some historical descriptions into the logical exposition of value-form.5 Backhaus

4 See Engels (1859, pp. 252 ff.; English, 223 ff.). According to this point of view, for
example, every step of the value-form analysis (simple, expanded, general and money
form) has to correspond to historical passages in the generalization of commodities
exchange.
5 See Engels's letter to Marx of 16 June 1867 and Marx's answer of 21 June 1867 (Marx
and Engels, 1987, pp. 381, 384).
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comments: 'How so? The historical analysis simply has to "complete" and
"illustrate" the essential definitions or "correct" and "verify" them' (Backhaus,
1975, p. 139). This is not clear; furthermore, Engels spoke of theory as a sort of
summary of the historical process, in which the inessential accidents were set
aside. The logical method should be nothing but a way to simplify the histori
cal reconstruction and description (see Backhaus, 1975, p. 140). Backhaus thinks
that the logical-dialectical development of money does not require any historical
demonstration; but quite the opposite, it is the theory that allows us to arrange
historical facts in a coherent way. The dialectical exposition proceeds thanks to
its a-priori internal necessity. Did Engels understand this conceptual dialectical
framework? He was surely wrong when he asserted in the preface of Capital, Book
III, the existence of a simple commodities production (Backhaus, 1975, p. 142).
W hile writing part III of his 'Reconstruction', Backhaus had second thoughts
about his previous analysis:
If my interpretation of some textual evidences completely ignored by vari
ous approaches in the secondary literature is right, these indicate a certain
indecision in Marx when he has to determine the origin and soundness of
the concepts he uses. This indecision appears above all in his more or less
dogmatic dealing with the 'historic'. From this stance came the necessity for
checking thoroughly the concept of 'reconstruction', which was at the basis
of the first two parts of the Materialien. This idea of m ine rested, more or less
unspoken, on the naive point that Marx's critique of political economy con
sists, so to speak, of two levels put one on another, which could be clearly
distinguished: an exoteric surface and an esoteric deep level. Now, this idea
seems to me to be pretty ingenuous. (Backhaus, 1978, p. 19)
Marx himself, according to Backhaus, had no clear understanding of his own
method. Then, we have (i) to make clear this implicit distinction between exo
teric and esoteric aspects, and to show that incorrect interpretations such as
Engels' derive from the exoteric level; (ii) to bring to light the esoteric core that
fortunately was preserved in a poor form in the Grundrisse. Backhaus tries to dem
onstrate that the esoteric 'logical' Marx elaborates a substantially correct theory;
the logic nature of this reconstruction must be distinguished from the pseudo
method of a logic-historic development of economic modes of production.
Even if we accept that it was Engels who historicized the theory, the ques
tion is (i) to understand whether he caught elements actually present in Marx's
theory; and, in particular; (ii) to recognize that Marx him self progressively his
toricized the 'logic', establishing a relationship with the 'historic'. Therefore,
Backhaus concludes that the attempt of a 'logical' reconstruction of Marx's
theory of value itself can be only an interpretation; if we want to save the unity
of method, we have to consider the logic and the logic-historic one; if we opt
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for the logic interpretation, we have to drop a part of the m ethod - that is, the
logical-historical one. Marx surely 'flirted' with the 'historic' or, at any rate, did
not overcome the difficulties connected with a logical exposition of categories.
Such problems are confirmed by two further points: (i) we are not clear yet
about what Marx intended by method, and Marx him self was probably not, in
so far as he did not finish his project; (ii) the logic approach itself was not able
to answer this question and preferred not to pay attention to the evidence that
allows interpretations such as those of Engels.
In the end, the flaws of Marx’s dialectical exposition are rooted in the flaws
of the content to be exposed; Marx did not formulate the fundamental con
cepts of his theory correctly, and nor, therefore, those of his m ethod (Backhaus,
1978, p. 81). Neither Marx nor his followers were able to write the famous pages
on dialectics;6 this should provide him /them with the required theoretical
means. Marx did not write it for important theoretical reasons: a 'materialis
tic' conception of the world prevented him from working out systematically
a 'specific logic' that corresponded to a 'specific object' such as 'money' or
'capital'. In fact, if the dialectical determinations, which had emerged from the
economic categories, had turned out to rest on the dialectic of reality in act,
this necessarily would have had consequences for the philosophical framework
of his theory. If these concepts had their foundations in the 'thing itself',7 they
could not be explained by means of the post-Hegelian philosophy, including
materialism. Finally, Marx understood that the Hegelian dialectic was strictly
connected with the dialectic of reality itself, and that he would have recog
nized this idealistic framework if he had been aware of his method through
to the end. This was why a 'Widerspiegelungstheorie' and a direct link between
logical development and reality (Engels’ logic-historic method) seemed to be
necessary: in order not to be considered an idealist (Backhaus, 1978, p. 97).
However, according to Backhaus, all the laws presented in Capital had already
been deduced, either in the Grundrisse or in A Contribution, where there was no
historical foundation. As to value-form, we have to focus on two points: (i) in
the first edition of Capital, Book I, there is no sign of logic-historic construc
tions, which appear only in the second German edition; (ii) Marx had been
working on his theory for a long time when he started using a logic-historic
methodology that can therefore be considered subsidiary.
Reichelt also supports a logical approach, with explicit reference to Backhaus;
his position is perhaps more radical in so far as he maintains a closer intercon
nection between Marxian and Hegelian methodology. In his most important
contribution, he tries to present in a very accurate way the logic of the concept
6 See Marx's letter to Engels of 16 January 1858 (Marx and Engels, 1983, p. 249).
7 'Die Sache selbst' is the famous expression with which Hegel indicated the inner
dialectical necessity th at dwells w ithin things.
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of 'capital' as a self-determining process, which corresponds perfectly to the
Hegelian Übersichhinausgehen (going beyond oneself).
In this context, a few problems related to method and its validity arise;
Reichelt speaks of Methode a u f W iderruf (revocable method): such a method is
valid inasmuch as the categories, from whose internal contradiction it comes
out, exist. It is then coupled to the capitalistic mode of production's features.
This thesis is a complete contrast to Lenin's attempt to conceive method as a
general instrument to understand reality. The logic-historic issue, together with
Engels’ interpretation of the first part of Capital, Book I, is linked to this point.
Reichelt is perhaps the first w ho speaks not of Simple Commodities
Production (as Engels did) but of Simple Commodities Circulation. In accord
with Backhaus, he thinks that only the Grundrisse can be considered a valid
source to go into Marx's actual dialectical exposition of the concept of capital,
because later this was concealed (Reichelt, 1970, p. 75).
Reichelt argues that the scholastic attitude 'pre-forms' its theoretical content
so that this is classifiable according to a methodology borrowed from natural
sciences; content's proper nature gets lost this way, because it is analysed from
outside. This subjective pre-formation prevents the study of 'the thing itself'
and its development. On the other hand, Marx's goal is to show the conceptual
'genesis' of these categories and this is possible only because of the Hegelian
Übersichhinausgehen. The theoretical development is carried out in a coherent
process by the internal contradiction of the fundamental category itself, the
commodity; each step of this process is the result of the previous step and con
dition of the next one. All of them are nothing but the ongoing manifestation
of that internal contradiction in a spiral that grows in com plexity and, step by
step, gets closer to reality in act; however, in the Grundrisse the level of abstrac
tion still remains high.
In the relationship of Marx to Hegel, the 'second' reading of the Science o f
Logic in 1857 is considered crucial (see Marx's letter to Engels of 16 January
1858 in Marx and Engels, 1983, p. 249). Reichelt claims that Marx's concept of
Capital and Hegel's concept of Spirit are structurally identical. This emerges,
for example, from a passage in Hegel's Jenaer Realphilosophie on Money, or more
clearly in Book 3 of Capital 8 (Reichelt, 1970, p. 76). Even Marx's and Hegel's
notions of truth match, because they rest on the correspondence of things
to concept - a setting that is pretty distant from a representative, 'pictorial'
theory of knowledge. Another Hegelian feature is the relationship between
essence and phenom enon that are distinguished but not separated - the second

8 'In a general analysis of the present thing, it is assumed throughout that actual
conditions correspond to their concept, or, and this am ounts to the same thing, actual
conditions are depicted only in so far as they express their own general type' (Marx
1894, p. 152; English, p. 242).

56 Re-reading Marx

represents the way the first manifests itself on the surface - and their relation
ship as such is essential. If essence and phenom enon were identical, no science
would be necessary (Reichelt, 1970, pp. 88 ff.; see Marx, 1894, p. 824; English;
p. 956). This implies that, if we consider the phenom enon setting apart its
mediated relation with the essence, this appears as an irrational figure; this
was exactly the attitude of vulgar political econom y that reduced the essence
to a phenom enon in a linear way, 'intellectually', as Hegel would say. But: 'The
expression "concepts of intellect" lets us know that Marx intends the general
concept of Capital as a system of concepts of reason, and so, in his ow n system,
bourgeois scholars have the positions assigned by the Hegelian system to the
modern science of experience' (Reichelt, 1970, p. 93).
Reichelt sets him self the goal of reconstructing the conceptual core of
Marxian method, disregarding, so far, the issue of applying this theory to the
'existing capitalism'; this is a further problem with which Marx him self did not
deal. Capital's scientific framework, the incomplete way it was realized, is valid
as far as we research into the pure theory.
Going back to the 'revocable method', neither Hegel nor Marx accepted that
a given m ethodology could be applied to an external given content. This would
mean that form and content should be pre-existent each from the other, and
be separated and put into a connection only in a second phase. The dialectical
approach consists, in contrast, in the exposition of the thing itself: com m odity
(in our particular case) as contradictory unity of value and use-value, which
posits itself as com m odity and money. Although Reichelt admits that there is
no explicit passage where Marx affirms this, he claims:
by dialectical method Marx did not intend a method with supratemporal
soundness, but rather a method that is as good or bad as the society it cor
responds to. It is valid where a universal imposes itself at the expense of
a singular. As idealistic dialectics, it is the philosophical doubling of the
real inversion; as materialistic dialectics, it is the revocable method, which
will have to disappear together with the conditions of its own existence.
(Reichelt, 1970, p. 264; see also p. 82)
As for the distinction between logic and historic exposition, Reichelt shares
Backhaus's idea: the exchange process turns out to be nothing but a phenom 
enal manifestation of the essence that lies behind it. The fact that the exist
ence of free wageworkers is a presupposition of the theoretical structure of the
capitalistic mode of production does not imply that the conceptual exposition
of this framework and the historical genesis either of capital or of wageworkers
have to coincide (Reichelt, 1970, p. 132).
If in Capital Marx presents the actual relations only insofar as these 'cor
respond to their concept', at the same time this means that the existing
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capitalism has neither to immediately correspond to its concept nor to be
'adequate to itself'; nevertheless, the form in which it exists has to be con
ceived as the mode of existence to which the development of the category
of value tends. (Reichelt, 1970, p. 135; see also pp. 261ff.).
So, what is affirmed in the Preface to A Contribution as the periodization of the
various econom ic historical phases must not be read as a scientific formulation
but only as a simple hypothetical typology.9

The debate in East Germany
In East Germany, an interesting debate on method took place among sev
eral scholars and members of the MEGA editorial staff. In particular, they
commented on some Marxian passages in the 'Postface' to the second German
edition of Capital, Book I (Marx, 1890, p. 17; English, p. 102) and in the
so-called 'Introduction' to the Grundrisse (Marx, 1857-58, pp. 35ff.; English,
pp. lOOff.). Most of this debate appeared in the review Arbeitsblatter zur MarxEngels-Forschung. The core points were the relationships between 'abstract'
and 'concrete', and between 'mode of exposition' (presentation) and 'mode of
research" (inquiry).
The relationship b etw een abstract and concrete,
and b etw een research and exposition
Vygodsky10 thinks that between mode of exposition and mode of research
there is dialectical unity; that is, also a distinction. In Capital, exposition is
more important, but, if it is a result, we also have to consider the great distance
the research travelled to reach it:
The study of the process of research and exposition as two sides of the coher
ent process of development of the econom ic theory justifies the hypothesis
that the rise from concrete to abstract (C - » A), from the concrete - but not
yet known - reality to the starting abstractions characterizes the research
process, while the scientific process exposes the rise from abstract to con
crete (A —> C), from the starting abstractions to the concrete reality, which
appears now as theoretically reproduced concrete. (Vygodsky, 1978, p. 58)
9 Gohler (1980) presented an interesting and influential contribution; he introduced,
for example, a distinction between 'emphatic' and 'reduced' dialectic (the first is dialectic
in a proper way; while the second is weakened). Even if his argum entation was not
generally accepted, many scholars shared the assumption that, after the first drafts of
the theory, a 'reduction' in the dialectic occurred.
i° Vygodsky was not German, but Russian. However, as one of the fathers of the
critical edition, he exerted a strong influence and was regularly translated into German,
so we have to take his contribution into account.
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The process of knowledge as a whole is then C -> A -» C. We should, in fact,
speak of reciprocal interaction: there is no work in w hich we find only one of
the two; it is always a question of predominance. In the Grundrisse, passing
from money to value, the rise to abstract was completed; in A Contribution, the
way back to concrete began. However, it did not go too far; that is, the level of
abstraction of Marx's theory was still very high; for an empirical application of
it, further steps in the exposition are required, as well as further research.
Vygodsky comments: 'mode of research and mode of exposition are, accord
ing to Marx, essentially different, used in different phases of the elaboration of
the scientific theory, properly separated in space and time. Their difference is
formal, because both of them rest on a coherent process of knowledge of reality
in act' (Vygodsky, 1979, p. 5). In his view, Marx identifies three features in the
mode of research: (i) accurate selection of material; (ii) analysis of its different
forms of development; (iii) individuation of their internal unity.
We have, then: (i) a close connection between mode of exposition and rise
from abstract to concrete; (ii) a close connection between m ode of research and
rise from concrete to abstract; (iii) a separation in space and time - although
not absolute - of exposition and research.
Jahn and Noske maintain that, when they were writing (1979), a detailed
analysis of Marx's m ethod had not yet been possible, because the only avail
able texts concerning this point were A Contribution and the Grundrisse; a few
fundamental Exzerpte - in particular those of the period 1850-53” - had not
been studied. Resting on these, the two scholars achieve some interesting con
clusions that diverge from Vygodsky's.
By mode of exposition, we do not have to mean only the classic form we
have in Capital; mode of exposition and research cannot be separated, because
the exposition itself belongs to the research process, which proceeds through
mistakes, hypotheses, false assumptions, and so on. Moreover, before the final
exposition there were various provisional ones, first attempts at a systematic
presentation. Therefore, 'research and exposition are united in the coherent
process of knowledge as formally different ones; they are in a reciprocal rela
tion and develop in spiral. Since research always aims at exposition, exposition
itself is the object of research, exposition of results of research and there
with research in special form' (Jahn and Noske, 1979, pp. 10ff.). If the result
of research is the ideal reproduction of the dialectical development, w hich is

11 In the period 1850-53, Marx wrote several notes on money theory: he studied in
particular the so-called 'currency principles' and th e ‘banking school' approaches. Parts
of these materials were published for the first time in the fourth section of MEGA®:
Marx and Engels (1983-91) Gesamtausgabe (MEGA), Fourth Section, Volumes 7-9 (Berlin,
Dietz); Volumes 10 and 11 are not yet published.
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internal to the object itself, then the process of selection cannot be only an
intellectual abstract generalization, but is already a dialectical connection.
The relation of theory to empirics is interesting. They argue that in Marx we
have no direct rise from empirics to theory, even though we cannot say that
his theory is purely speculative and disregards the empirical evidence. Both are
levels of the same objective reality, w hich is represented differently: empirical
analysis stays on the surface, considering things as they appear, while theory
aims at the essence. But the understanding of what is essential does not dis
pense with the necessity to find out the links, the necessary mediations to go
back to phenomenon; that is, to the manifestation of essence. The history of
econom ic thought consists in this development. Empirics remains as a refer
ence point at the end; it confirms, or not, through a process mediated by the
human praxis, the soundness of the theory. Several factors are influential on
empirical research: (i) interests and aims of knowledge - in this case, the con
nection is given by the class struggle; (ii) theory has to explain reality - this
does not mean that each step or theorem needs an empirical parallel - theory
as a whole has to explain the complexity of real phenomena; (iii) empirics
itself, in the end, is not a formless heap of individual elements, but has some
structure (Jahn and Noske, 1979, p. 38).
They conclude that 'When Marx speaks of "method of elaboration",12 it is
not a question of presenting already achieved results, but an elaboration that
brings to new discoveries' (Jahn and Noske, 1979, p. 73).
In opposition to Vygodsky, they claim:
The shared view that the rise from concrete to abstract be the specific mark
of the research mode against the exposition mode is not confirmed by the
reconstruction of Marx's research process ...Therefore, in our opinion, the
rise from abstract to concrete, as Marx's "proper scientific method", has to
be referred not only to the m ode of exposition but also to that of research.
(Jahn and Noske, 1979, p. 76)
This is why: 'The essential in Marx's abstraction m ethod is ...the rise from
abstract to concrete. Through this method, one goes from the simplest forms
of the object we need to research into to the more complicated ones' (Jahn and
Noske, 1979, p. 74). At the lower levels of research, this rise from abstract to
concrete does not reflect the structure of the object in its genetic sequence; to
get this, we need a more advanced phase. We have the genetic connection of
abstract and concrete, of the two rises from one to another, when the research
mode gets together with the exposition one. Research, aim ing at elaborating

12 See Marx’s letter to Engels of 16 January 1858 (Marx and Engels, 1983, p. 249).
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abstract concepts, does not start from the living whole, but begins with the
critical analysis of the theories of the past and proceeds, checking their con
tradictions, also with the mediation of praxis, to achieve a unity of the diverse
(Jahn and Noske, 1979, p. 79).13
Fabiunke (1980) took part in the discussion as well. He criticizes the partiality
of Jahn and Noske's position, according to which Marx's abstraction m ethod
is reduced to the rise from abstract to concrete. Fabiunke thinks the opposite:
abstraction leads from concrete to abstract. Jahn and Noske, who would avoid
unilateral interpretations of the mode of exposition by refusing the idea that
the rise from concrete to abstract disregards it, end up by denying the research
m ode such a rise. According to Fabiunke, they would have been right if they
had claimed that the rise from abstract to concrete does not regard 'only' the
m ode of research, but also that of exposition (and the same as for the rise from
concrete to abstract); in this way, the old idea shared by Vygodsky, according
to which the rise from concrete to abstract characterizes research and the rise
from abstract to concrete characterizes exposition, would be dropped. The fun
damental criticism is that we cannot set apart the rise from concrete to abstract
inasmuch as the starting point is always diverse and chaotic reality.
Vygodsky (1980) and Jahn and Noske (1980) replied, concluding the debate.
The former re-exposed his theses, accepting some remarks from Jahn and
Noske. The two authors wrote an articulated answer, which went back to a
more complex theory of knowledge.
A general theory of knowledge requires three fundamental phases: (i) the
living vision of concrete objects in the material world; (ii) the knowledge of
concrete in form of abstract concepts as mental concrete; (iii) the application of

13 E. Schwarz agrees w ith them: 'The two moments rest on the scientific m ethod of
the rise from abstract to concrete, to which it is presupposed the rise from concrete to
abstract. The process of the rise from abstract to concrete characterizes not only the
mode of exposition but begins in the research process. There, we already have abstractions
and syntheses' (E. Schwarz, 1978, p. 23). He adds: 'Marx's works make clear that the
interaction between research and exposition is never stopped... Exposition presupposes
research, but research is conditioned by elements peculiar to the mode of exposition
and every exposition needs a renewed research process. There is no pure exposition, not
even in Capital'. Jahn and Nietzold comment that Marx does not begin researching as if
nobody has researched before; he took into account the scientific results achieved by his
predecessors (see also Jahn and Marxhausen, 1983, pp. 43ff.): 'According to Marx,
empirics is not only what we can perceive immediately, but also the generalizations
realized by other scholars... not only in the exposition but already in the research all the
scientific means of the materialistic dialectic are at work’ (Jahn and Nietzold, 1978,
p. 156). Winfried Schwarz also agrees: ‘The dialectical exposition can't simply assume
given knowledge obtained before somehow' (W. Schwarz, 1978, p. 22); this is exactly
Marx’s criticism to Lassalle. Marx intends to show the development as such, and find out
formal internal connections. Therefore the fundam ental dialectical structures are
proper, both of research and exposition.
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those abstract concepts of the mental concrete through practical activity (Jahn
and Noske, 1980, p. 39). The second phase is the only one given to mankind to
have knowledge of the concrete, the first is not adequate to this task:
As Marx writes in the Introduction of 1857, the concrete of the first stage,
that is as intuition and representation, is the very starting point of knowl
edge; but at this level, as "represented concrete", it is only a "chaotic repre
sentation of the whole". It is difficult to consider this the "proper scientific
method" of knowledge. The only possibility mankind has to grasp the
concrete is in form of concepts, categories, laws, that is to reproduce it in
thought as a "mental concrete".
The proper scientific m ethod Marx talks about refers, then, to the second
stage. Empirical analysis cannot go beyond the simple connection of elements,
cannot discover their fundamental structure. If Fabiunke's ideas that abstract
can be the result of the abstraction process were right, this would mean that
abstract is to be deduced from concrete, while the complex whole is the result
of the dialectical development of the abstract.
With Vygodsky, they generally agree, except for the separation in space and
tim e of research and exposition. The two processes develop in a spiral: Marx
does not realize all the required abstractions at the first moment and then pass
on to their exposition; every intermediate phase is instead the exposition of
results obtained thanks to research, in so far as the same exposition process
becomes the object of research. Claiming also that, in the research process,
scientific thought goes from abstract to concrete, they do not refer to every
single step, but to the process as a whole. The resolution of the contradictions
internal to the process is the spring of further developments.
'Starting category', 'logic' and 'historic'
Another important issue of this debate was to establish which should be the
starting category [Ausgangskategorie] of the dialectical exposition of the politi
cal economy. Vygodsky's contribution to this point was very important.
Following Marx, he focuses on the distinction between social form and m ate
rial content in the modes of production.14 The material content, the labour
process, is 'abstractly' com m on to each phase of social reproduction; that is,
in each of them mankind needs to work in order to reproduce themselves and
the material world in w hich they live. The framework that constitutes and
describes this abstract notion does not show, however, the historical determined

14 See Marx’s passages: Marx (1890), pp. 161, 167,38,44 (English, pp. 283,290, 126,133).
See Marx (1885), p. 42 (English, p. 120). See also Marx (1863-64), pp. 56, 57 (English,
pp. 981 ff.).
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forms in which this process takes place: that is, the historically particular way

humans - as part of nature - interact with one another and with nature. From
the abstract labour process, we only know that such individuals will have to
reproduce themselves, and that in this reproduction there will be some con
stant elements; but we do not know from this, which determined form the
interrelation of all these elements will assume. But it is exactly the specific
form of that interrelation that confers a peculiar historical character to each
mode of production. We can then point out continuities and discontinuities in
the historical reproduction process and its logic, and so speak of its historicity,
which does not mean historicism.
Taking this notion into account, Vygodsky goes back to the question of the
starting category. W hich is an adequate level of abstraction at which the expo
sition can begin? He claims that commodity, since unity o f use value (material
content) and value (social form), is the 'economic cell' of the capitalistic mode
of production and, as such, it is the starting point of the exposition of Marx's
theory: 'The distinction between social form and material content gives each
time the exact criteria to consider the right abstraction level' (see also Noske,
1976, p. 85). Classical political econom y did not grasp this distinction and
identified social form and material content, affirming in this way the eternity
of capitalism (see Marx, 1890, p. 79; English, pp. 173ff.).
The 'mode of research' that begins with concrete and proceeds to abstract
culminates in the elementary form; it is 'elementary' in so far as it expresses
the most abstract unity of the two faces of the economic process: a peculiar
historical form of use value, a peculiar historical form of the labour process,
a peculiar historical form of the social reproduction process (Vygodsky, 1975,
p. 69). Value is more abstract than commodity, but does not in itself express the
content. Content is more abstract than commodity, but does not express the
social form (Vygodsky, 1978, p. 60).
Marx draws this conclusion in the Grundrisse: his analysis begins with money
and reaches value; at the end of the manuscripts, in the last pages where he
starts writing the first chapter entitled 'Value', he affirms that the first cat
egory of bourgeois political econom y is com m odity and coherently begins A
Contribution (and every successive version of his theory) with that - also chang
ing the title of the first chapter into 'commodity' (see Marx, 1857-58, p. 740;
English, p. 881).
Jahn's (1978) considerations were an answer to those 'occidental' criti
cisms, according to w hich Marx should not be completely familiar w ith his
ow n m ethod. He agrees w ith Vygodsky that, in the Grundrisse, in the end,
Marx focused on the com m odity as an econom ic cell, because of the unity of
social form and material content. Now, however, a further problem related to
the development of the system of political econom y needs to be considered:
even though we have reached an adequately abstract starting point, we do
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not know yet whether this is the real econom ic cell. To be a proper starting
point,
the econom ic cell must be developable. The cell, as an elementary form of
the whole, has to be at the same tim e unity of contradictions; its unfolding
works out the system. As an element of them, the starting point is contained
in all categories of the system; each of them refers to that. Every following
concept refers to the starting point. Therefore the basic category could be
determined in an exactly scientific way only when the fundamental cat
egories of the whole system of the capitalistic political econom y had been
analyzed in depth - at least in principle - aim ing at the reconstruction, in a
second step, of the internal core of the exposition. (Jahn, 1978, p. 72)
A crucial question, then, is whether the com m odity analysed in the first
chapters of Capital belongs to the capitalistic or a pre-capitalistic mode of
production. Jahn is inclined to accept the first option on the base of Marx's
criticism to Wagner: 'What I proceed from is the simplest social form in which
the product of labour presents itself in contemporary society, and this is the
"commodity" ' (Marx, 1881, p. 369; English, p. 544). Therefore 'that' com m od
ity is already part of the theory of 'contemporary society' (on this, see also
Zengerling, 1979, p. 79; and Schwarzel, 1981, pp. 44ff.). Even categories that
already existed in previous modes of production are re-formed by the capitalis
tic one and so get new meanings.
Hecker shares this idea too. In his opinion, the historical approach would
not have been sufficient to find out the internal development of capitalistic
production; but without historical knowledge even the logic approach would
not have been possible (Hecker, 1983, p. 82). The two accomplish different
tasks in the system: history has to confirm theory as a whole, but not every
single step of it (Hecker, 1983, p. 82). The historical character of production is
incorporated into the system thanks to its logic (see also Jahn and Nietzold,
1978; and Jahn and Marxhausen, 1983, pp. 58ff.). For instance, not every step
of m oney deduction needs to be empirically confirmed, but only the theoreti
cal whole; so the idea of a pre-capitalist Simple Commodities Production can
not be accepted. Hecker claims: 'Marx showed how, in the exchange process,
comm odities are one in front of another, not under what conditions they are
produced' (Hecker, 1987, p. 154). This is confirmed by the summaries Marx
wrote in Manuscripts o f 1861-63, to which both Jahn and Hecker refer:
In developing capital it is important to keep in mind that the sole prerequi
site the sole material we start out fr o m ------is com m odity circulation and
m oney circulation, commodities and money, and that individuals only con
front each other as com m odity owners. The second prerequisite is that the
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change of form the com m odity undergoes in circulation is only formal,
i.e. that in all forms the value remains unchanged, that although the com 
m odity exists at one time as a use value and next time as money, there
is no alteration in the magnitude of its value, that the comm odities are
therefore bought and sold at their value, in proportion to the labour time
contained in them: in other words, that equivalents alone are exchanged.
(Marx, 1861-63, p. 28; English, p. 33)
Jahn strengthens his considerations by pointing out that the distinction
between 'becoming' [werdend ] capital, which still has exogenous presupposi
tions, and 'become' [geworden ] capital, where every former presupposition
is posited by capital itself, is left behind in Capital. Its objective is not the
historical making of capitalism but rather the theoretical exposition of its con
ceptual nature. The com m odity is the most abstract concrete of the whole to
be exposed. With this, the scientific inquiry begins, and proceeds from the
essential determinations to the surface:
From the standpoint of the totality [of the capitalistic m ode of production],
the conceptual beginning, the com m odity is a simple econom ic form ...a
'not yet accomplished result' that must go through 'further formal transfor
mations' to reach its complete concept. Therefore, as 'not yet accomplished
result', this simple form contains in itself [an sich] the core, the genetic code
of further developments. Uahn» 1978, p. 72)
The logical approach does not imply that Marx's theory is not historical; we
have to consider the 'logical history' of the capitalistic mode of production:
The history of capitalism is reproduced in theoretical form, in concepts.
Therefore, from the very beginning, the historical character and the unity of
logical and historical m ethod are given. The whole is presented as a historical
passage of the social development. There is no doubt that the capitalistic
relationships as a whole are conceptually delimited from all other o n e s... At
the same time, a correct comprehension of how history becomes makes the
past accessible (Jahn, 1978, pp. 74ff.).15
15 Jahn claims that the 'historic' is to be interpreted in a logic way and not th at there
is a logic-historic in the sense criticized by Backhaus. He talks about phases, which we
could consider 'logically' different and therefore belonging to different 'historical'
periods. His position seems not to be so different from Backhaus's and Reichelt's. The
point is that the logic, because of its internal necessity, posits the present tim e (better
the capitalistic mode of production) as something finite. It is not claimed, as in the
logic-historic approach, th at the empirical evidence is generalized in order to become
laws of logic.
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W. Schwarz (1978, pp. 8ff.) deals with m ethod in relation to the question of
'capital in general'. His main theses are: (i) the abstraction level of the theory
of Capital is definitely high; this aspect needs to be taken into account if we
intend to apply this theory to concrete reality; (ii) we would be wrong if we
considered the relation of abstract to concrete as a relation of unreal to real;
the abstract laws of capital outline instead the essential, real trends of capi
tal as such; (iii) political econom y can proceed only through abstractions in
order to go beyond what can be perceived by the senses; (iv) the materialistic
character of such a theory consists in the fact that this way the theory reflects
reality.
The scientific abstraction is not complete until we reach an adequate start
ing point; this must be able to work out the whole system, so should not be a
caput m ortuum : 'It is the quality to be value, peculiar to all figures of the capi
talistic production, in w hich Marx sees the fundamental generality of concept
and its internal unity' (W. Schwarz, 1978, p. 15). The concrete phenom enon
we had at the beginning has disappeared in its unity and will not reappear
until we go back from this unity to phenom enon. The first concrete is only
a representation from which, by means of abstraction, the starting point is
reached; as part of the whole, it needs to be reached again in the end as a result
of the exposition. The construction of the system is the process from abstract
to concrete, what Marx defines as the properly scientific method. The first
is the m ode of research the second the mode of exposition. This one is not
simple and direct and implies contradictions, because the concrete is unity
of diverse and so of opposites (W. Schwarz, 1978, p. 16). Their development
rests on the contradiction internal to the 'thing itself' and is similar to Hegel's
Fortgehen. The concept of capital is outlined through the notions of connec
tion and totality:
All categories of the process that rises from abstract to concrete are subordi
nated to the goal of reconstructing the concrete. Only aiming at the goal of
the exposition, this or that category can be conceived as necessary, and the
single categories expose, in their complexity, a genetic developed relation
only because they are posited in the internal logic of the process of forma
tion of concrete. (W. Schwarz, 1978, p. 23)
This is the coherent principle going throughout the exposition. Historical
method, on the contrary, cannot be considered fundamental in scientific
research.
W. Schwarz defines this method as materialistic because the categories
reproduce ideally the relationships of the real concrete; they simply reflect
the relations immanent to the object. Marx speaks of a dialectical way of
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development and never strives to anticipate categories belonging to a more con
crete level of abstraction.16

Conclusion
From the above-presented debate we can draw some conclusions, which,
although sometimes controversial, are generally accepted by most of the schol
ars that took part in it.
1. Value-form and exchange process analysis represent a conceptual model, which
develops thanks to im m anent laws and trends.

Many scholars share this conclusion. The internal logical necessity implies
a genetic and not-empirical-orientated development. Whether this m ethod is
idealistic or materialistic, there is a necessity in the thing itself. In this context,
the concept of 'economic cell', 'starting point' came out as its core; it is the
more abstract unity of the essential elements of whatever mode of production,
material content and social value; in the capitalist mode of production: com 
m odity as unity of use value and value.
2. Neither the model nor its laws can be reduced to any empirical factuality.

Such a model does require no direct empirical reference. The essential laws
do not appear as such, but in their necessary phenomenal form. Value does
not appear as such, but in prices. We cannot see the Man as such next to John,
Hannah and so on.17
3. Once we have the com m odity as unity o f value and use value, as a starting cat
egory, we have potentially the entire model o f the simple circulation and the genetic
necessity o f its further development.

Com m odity as unity of value and use value implies that: (i) it is the product
of a twofold characterized labour (concrete and abstract) - that is, a sort of
labour that at the same tim e creates utility and value; (ii) it must be exchanged,
because this defines it as such; (iii) we need existing individuals to bring them
to the market; (iv) there is division of labour among independent and autono
16 w h e n W. Schwarz says: 'never strives to anticipate', he does not refer to a selfreflective attitude, but to the theoretical development itself. In fact, the core of his book
on capital in general (see W. Schwarz, 1978) aims at showing that, in some relevant
cases, he did it in any case, and that this caused some methodological confusion.
17 For a 'logical' rather th a n an 'historical' inquiry into the subsum ption of labour
process under capital, see Fineschi (2004).
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mous individuals: the satisfaction of each one's needs is possible only through
the satisfaction of others' needs, and so through the generalized production for
others mediated by commodities exchange; (v) because each single individu
al's product is immediately private and, furthermore, only latently social, the
sociality of its private effort is guaranteed, posited only ex post (that is, through
the exchange process). All these presuppositions, incorporated in the opposi
tion of value and use value im m anent to the concept of commodity, imply the
further development of simple commodities circulation as a whole.18
As for Marx's relation to Engels, as we saw, the maintained monolithic iden
tity of their ideas cannot be accepted. First, Simple Commodities Production is
not the object of Marx's inquiry in the first section of Capital, Book I, neither
as a description of the historical making of circulation nor as a model of a precapitalistic mode of production or econom ic system. Marx intended to deal
with the question of what is conceptually necessary to conceive exchanges.
Moreover, there is no reference, either conceptual or empirical, to the way the
exchanged commodities have been produced; in the end, simple circulation
proves to be nothing but the phenom enal form of a process occurring beyond
it: capitalistic production as generalized commodities production.
Engels second mistake is the misinterpretation of the relationship between
logic and historic; according to him , the logical theory should be a sort of
simplification and schematization of the real historical process. Marx claims
instead that the logic connection of categories in the present allows the under
standing of their history together with their historical meaning. If we think of
the contemporary world as the present in the history of human reproduction
(which is itself part of nature, occurs in nature, and in mutual relationship
w ith nature), we have at the same tim e a clue to inquiry into both the past and
the future.19
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5
Reconstruction or Deconstruction?
Methodological Controversies about
Value and Capital, and New
Insights from the Critical Edition
Michael Heinrich *

In the late 1960s and 1970s, as a result of the students' m ovement in West
Germany, a broad debate arose about Marx's critique of political economy.
Traditional views were questioned and different attempts at a 'reconstruction'
of Marx's critique were made. A process that was in some respects similar hap
pened in East Germany, starting in the late 1970s, as a result of editing work
on the critical edition MEGA®. After sketching these debates and explaining
the specific m eaning of 'reconstruction' in these contexts, I w ill discuss how
far all such reconstruction projects were challenged by the discontinuities and
ambivalences in Marx's project of critique which MEGA® made visible.

'New Readings' of Marx and the 'Reconstruction
of the Critique of Political Economy'
in the German debate
W hen Marx prepared 'Capital' in the 1860s, the workers' m ovem ent was
rather weak. It was only in the late 1870s, and after Marx’s death in the
1880s, that political parties of the working class becam e stronger and were
recognized as 'Marxist' parties. Confronted with early forms of 'Marxism'
by his son-in-law, Paul Lafargue, w ho reported him about som e French
'Marxists', Marx reacted w ith his famous 'Je ne suis pas marxiste' - 'I am

* I would like to thank Chris Arthur and Tony Smith for helpful com m ents on an
earlier draft of this paper,and especially Fred Moseley for intensive and productive
discussions. Special thanks to John Clegg,who corrected the English text and helped
greatly in clarifying my presentation.
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not a Marxist'.1 That he not on ly criticized these specific French positions,
but also the transformation of his critique into a 'system' can be seen in his
'Notes on Wagner': C om m enting on a remark of Wagner, Marx m aintained
that he never created a 'socialist system' (Marx, 1989, p. 533). Nevertheless,
the socialist parties of the late nineteenth century created such a system
to satisfy their needs for simple explanations and propagandistic formu
lae. 'Marxism' as a comprehensive 'world-view' emerged, a 'doctrine' about
w hich Lenin wrote w ith nearly religious admiration: 'The Marxist doctrine
is om nipotent because it is true. It is com prehensive and harm onious, and
provides m en w ith an integral world outlook' (Lenin, 1913).
In accordance with Marx's denial to have created a socialist system, 'Capital'
did not have, as a subtitle, 'A new System of Socialist Political Economy' but
'A Critique of Political Economy'.2 Marx's claim was to deliver a critique not
only of certain theories but of an entire science, more precisely a critique of
that science, which articulated the self-understanding of civil society. In tra
ditional Marxism, this critical project was widely neglected or reduced to a
critique of competing theories. Marx's critique of categories, his accentuation
of social forms and fetishism played no important role. Instead of this 'Marxist
political economy' (besides 'Dialectical' and 'Historical Materialism', the third
main part of traditional 'Marxism') was constituted around a strongly simpli
fied labour theory of value and a theory of exploitation similar to those of leftRicardians during the 1830s. A remarkable exception to these simplified views
was offered by Isaac Rubin, but his book on value theory which appeared in
1923 in the USSR (where it disappeared after he was arrested in 1931), was only
translated into English and other languages in the 1970s.
W hile 'Dialectical Materialism' as a comprehensive philosophical system,
and 'Historical Materialism' as a determinist and economistic theory of his
tory, were heavily criticized since the 1920s by 'Western Marxism', 'Marxist
political economy' remained widely accepted. Even elaborate texts presenting
Marxian economics, such as Sweezy (1942), Meek (1956) or Mandel (1962), paid
no (or only very little) attention to issues such as value form analysis, com 
modity fetishism, the Trinitarian Formula and so on - issues, which show the
differentia specifica of Marx's value theory as a critique of political economy.
It took until the 1960s for this view to change. With the background of
protests against the US war in Vietnam, and the students' movement, a new
reading of Marx began in various Western countries, opposing authoritarian

1 See Engels' letters to Eduard Bernstein, 2 -3 November 1882 (Marx and Engels, 1992,
p. 359); and to Conrad Schmidt, 5 August 1890 (Marx and Engels, 2002, p. 7); and the
short note that appeared on 13 September 1890 in 'Der Sozialdemokrat'.
2 The subtitle of th e first English translation, ‘A Critical Analysis of Capitalist
Production' is rather misleading.
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Soviet 'Socialism' as much as Western capitalism. The movements criticized not
only the philosophical foundations of 'Marxism' but also traditional 'Marxist
political economy'. The means and principal ends of these criticisms were
rather different: take, for example, Mario Tronti and his 'operaistic' criticism
of orthodox readings in Italy; Louis Althusser and his 'structuralist' views in
France; or Hans Georg Backhaus and Helmut Reichelt in West Germany, who
accentuated Hegelian dialectics as methodological foundations for the 'devel
opment of categories'. Also, in Eastern Europe, where an open discussion about
Marx was much more difficult than in Western countries, we can detect some
more elaborated views emerging in the 1960s; see, for example, Vitali Vygodsky
(1967) in Russia, or Walter Tuchscheerer (1968) in East Germany.
In sum we can speak (in a broad sense) of a 'New Reading' of Marx, which
started during the 1960s in many countries. These different approaches had
two features in common: (1) they relied not only on 'Capital' but also on ear
lier, preparatory manuscripts; and (2) they stressed methodological questions.
It was not only important, w hat was said by Marx, but also how it was grounded
and in what ways his views developed (cf. Elbe, 2006, for a compact discussion
of some of these new readings).
For the West German discussion especially two texts had an important
impact. One text was the 'Grundrisse', first published 1939/41, and avail
able since 1953 in a cheap East German edition. But only in the 1960s did it
become widely discussed, first in Schmidt (1962), then, in Rosdolsky's com 
mentary, with its influential introduction stressing the Marx-Hegel relation
and the importance of the 6-book plan with its notion of 'Capital in General'
(Rosdolsky, 1968).
The other text was the section on com m odity in the first edition of 'Capital',
where value form analysis was treated in a rather different way than in later,
better-known editions. The arguments seemed to be much more 'Hegelian', and
thus the first edition was seen as the 'missing link' between the 'Grundrisse'
and later editions of 'Capital'. Between 1966 and 1977, 90,000 copies of this
text (Marx, 1966) were sold (numbers given at the imprint of the book). Other
texts such as 'Results of the immediate production process' were added, also
reprints of a number of older contributions appeared, such as Rubin's book.
In the late 1960s and in the 1970s, the West German debate on 'Capital'
was focused on methodological questions such as the relation between the
'dialectical presentation of categories' in 'Capital' and Hegelian dialectics, the
original 6-book-plan and the scope of 'Capital', the character of 'critique' and
of 'value theory' and so on. These questions were addressed by considering
the making of 'Capital'. This implies investigating the role of the ‘Grundrisse',
'Theories of Surplus Value' and so on, in the development of central concepts,
as well as considering the differences between the first and second editions of
'Capital'. Commentaries on the 'Grundrisse', 'Theories of Surplus-Value' and
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the first chapter of 'Capital' were published, as well as a huge number of texts
on the relation between Marx and Hegel.
Speaking simply, one could see two poles in these discussions. One pole
tried to modernize and adjust traditional Marxism. The other pole con
sisted of different attempts to come to a 'reconstruction' of Marx's critique of
political economy. According to this approach, Marx's work should be freed
of misleading traditional interpretations. Its real but hidden kernel should be
reconstructed from various manuscripts, because 'Capital' was recognized as
being deeply incomplete - not only with regard to the field of investigation,
but also in explicating its own methodological foundations. In this context,
'reconstruction' meant new construction only in relation to problematic tra
ditional views, but not in relation to Marx's ow n work. Regarding Marx's own
work, 'reconstruction' meant to reveal the hidden logic, the covered inner coher
ence o f his work. The undisputed presupposition of the differing reconstruction
attempts was that such an inner coherence existed.
The main issues concerning value, capital, and the structure of Marxian
theory have been:
• the development of Marx's theory, levels of abstraction, the status of certain
manuscripts ('Theories of Surplus-Value' as the fourth volume of 'Capital'?)
and especially the question of how far the 6-book plan and the concept of
'Capital in General' was relevant for 'Capital';
• the motion behind the order and development of categories: dialectical
development of notions or an abstract presentation of historical evolution;
related to this point was the discussion of Engels' concept of 'simple com
modity production' as opposed to Marx's concept of 'simple circulation’;
• following the influential work of Sohn-Rethel (1970, 1978) the nature of
abstraction in 'Capital' was debated: abstraction not as the outcome of cog
nitive action, but as 'real abstraction', inscribed in a certain social practice.
Further issues were closely related to these discussions:
•

the so-called 'Staatsableitungsdebatte', in which, at a high level of abstrac
tion, state theory should be linked to critique of political econom y by the
development of categories;
• the discussion of world market theory, also at a high level of abstraction,
using categories such as 'modification of the law of value', which can be
found in Volume I of 'Capital'.
There is no space here to sketch these discussions. I will touch only on one
point, the Marx-Hegel relation. During the early and mid-1970s, many books
and articles appeared, attempting to follow the Hegelian traces in Marx's
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critique. Many variants of how Marx 'applied' dialectic logic, which parts of
Hegel's book on 'Logic' was the decisive one, and so on, were discussed. The
issues were rather similar to debates in the English-speaking world since the
late 1980s (cf. the contributions of Chris Arthur, Tony Smith, Geert Reuten and
others). But also some studies appeared, which, via a detailed investigation of
the structure of Marx's presentation, questioned the idea that one can find an
application of Hegelian logic, or a m im ic of Hegelian lines of argumentation in
'Capital'; see especially the rather different works of Kocyba (1979) and Schrader
(1980). For me, the most plausible conclusion was the following: from Hegel,
Marx gained a precise perception of the difficulties of presentation (which led in
some cases to similar formulations), but regarding Hegel's notions and lines of
argumentation themselves, there is no application (cf. Heinrich, 1986, 1999).3
In West Germany, the intensive discussions of the 1970s were driven by
expectations of a speedy political and social change. The discussions about
Marx became much weaker when these exaggerated hopes were disappointed.
Instead of a self-critical discussion of such expectations, the image of a 'cri
sis of Marxism', which originated in France under rather different conditions,
was broadly accepted and led many former adherents to abandon Marxian
theory. Therefore the critical edition (Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe: MEGA*),
which began in 1975, came too late for the broad discussions in West Germany.
MEGA* had an impact in the 1980s, but in the meantime, discussion of Marx
had tapered off.
To some degree, a reverse of this picture can be observed in East Germany
and the Soviet Union. W hile there was less discussion during the 1970s, intense
work on MEGA* led after the late 1970s to increasingly elaborate contribu
tions. In East Germany especially two important research groups emerged, one
in Halle, around Wolfgang Jahn, and one in Berlin, with Rolf Hecker, Jürgen
Jungnickel, Carl Erich Vollgraf and some others. The group around Jahn also
had a kind of 'reconstruction' project in m ind (cf. Jahn, 1992). They tried to
rebuild Marx's critique of political econom y along the lines of the original
6-book plan, and as in the West German debate, they presupposed a coherent
but hidden kernel of Marx's critique.
In East Germany, MEGA* also stimulated discussions about method and
presentation, which had an impact even at the textbook level. The last text
book on 'Political Economy of Capitalism and Socialism', which appeared in
1988, abandoned Engels' concept of simple com m odity production, which
had prevailed for decades (cf. Hecker, 2002, p. 89). In the 1990s, the East
German research groups became victim s of German reunification. None of the
institutions in which discussions took place survived the 'evaluation' by the
3 A translation of Heinrich (1986) appeared in 1989 in Capital & Class, but the editors
skipped the part on the dialectical development of the categories.
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West German academic bureaucracy. In the early 1990s, even the continuation
of MEGA® was in doubt (Marxhausen, 2006, gives an overview of the adven
turous history of MEGA* both before and after German reunification). But
MEGA® was able to survive under the new conditions, and its publication of
Marx's original manuscript of Book 111 of 'Capital' inspired new discussions,
both about the relation between Marx's original text and Engels' edition, and
about the crucial issues of Book III, such as the theory of crisis, or the theory
of interest and credit, w hich were shown in a new light by the original manu
script (cf. Vollgraf and Jungnickel, 1995; Heinrich, 1996/7).

The critical edition of the works of Marx
and Engels (MEGA*)
The MEGA® of the 1970s was the second attempt at publishing the complete
works of Marx and Engels. The first MEGA began in the 1920s as a GermanRussian project. Fascism and Stalinism prevented it from continuing.4 Both
editions aimed to publish all writings, manuscripts and letters of Marx and
Engels, following the principles of 'critical' editions. W hile older editions of
important works followed the 'last' edition prepared by the author or, in the
case of unpublished manuscripts, searched for the author's intentions and tried
to present an almost-ready work, critical editions try to publish what has been
passed down in its original shape and language. Editorial interventions such as
correcting or amending the text, reordering or structuring the material should
not appear, but if they cannot be avoided, they are to be documented in the
editorial notes which accompany all critical editions.
The new MEGA® is in this respect stricter than the old one, as the texts
are really published in the form that the manuscripts were received, while
in the first MEGA some manuscripts, such as the 'Economic-philosophical
Manuscripts' or 'The German Ideology', were reordered. Also, the new MEGA®
includes the complete excerpts, rather than only parts of them, and further
more, not only the letters that Marx and Engels wrote, but also the letters they
received, have been published. By the end of 2008, 61 volumes had already
appeared; the complete MEGA® will encompass about 120 volumes.5 Every vol
ume is made up of a book with the text and a separate book with the editorial
index, which depicts the emergence of the manuscripts and the ways they have
been passed down, includes all editorial information, variants of the texts and

4 Vollgraf et al. (1997, 2001) about the history and political context of the first
MEGA®.
5 The fifty volumes of the now-complete published Marx-Engels Collected Works
(MECW) used the already existing volumes of the MEGA®, but these were only a part of
MEGA®.
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detailed descriptions of material witnesses (kind of paper, colour of the ink
used, and so on).6
Following the principles of critical editions, attention is drawn to the process
of the emergence and development of a text, and in m any cases it becomes
obvious that there is no final work. It also becomes clear that, for unpublished
drafts and manuscripts, the search for the editorial form w hich 'the author
him self wanted' is like chasing a phantom. In some respects, a critical edition
resembles what Michel Foucault (1969), in a broader context, called an 'archae
ology of knowledge', where theories are handled not as 'documents' (which
seemingly speak for themselves) but as 'monuments' (which do not speak for
themselves). To some degree, the MEGA® treats the texts of Marx and Engels
in such a way, and through this a much better foundation for a discussion of
these texts is provided. Understanding monuments cannot be reduced to the
simple question of reading, claim ing a good reading for oneself and accusing
authors with a different interpretations of conducting a bad reading. Dealing
w ith m onuments is an open process which takes place repeatedly. It is not a
passive perception of given textual entities because no text is unambiguous,
but rather an active process o f construction depending on changing political and
discursive conditions, which influence discussions, the directions of attention,
the problems w hich were seen as decisive, and so on.
The new MEGA® delivers a mass of new insights and treats many difficult
editorial problems in an excellent way. The edition of the extremely complex
(and until now not translated) manuscript ‘Ergänzungen und Veränderungen' for
example (we shall come back to this text later), is a masterpiece of editorial
work. I stress this point because the critical remarks w hich will follow do not
change my high appreciation of the quality of the MEGA®.
One problem is caused by the division of the MEGA® into four sections (works
other than 'Capital'; 'Capital' and preparatory works; letters; excerpts), which
can result in a misleading separation of studies. The division sets up certain
boundaries, although all the texts are interconnected. In section II, we find
'Capital' and preparatory manuscripts, which were written from 1857 onwards.
In some respects it makes sense to start in 1857, w hen som ething new began,
which is not at the same level as the 'Economic-philosophical manuscripts' of
1844 or 'The Poverty of Philosophy' of 1847. Marx him self said (in the preface
6 This may sound like an excess of scholarly precision, but such work has achieved
significant insights. By observing the way in which the pages were numbered,
Miskewitsch et al. (1982) argued that th e second section of Book III of 'Capital' was
w ritten before section one (which invites some conclusions about the formation of
Marx's arguments). This conclusion was also expressed in the MEGA* II/4.2, which
contains th e original manuscript of Book III. But by using the precise description of the
different kinds of paper used by Marx, I was able to demonstrate that this conclusion
was not very plausible (see Heinrich, 1994).
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of 'A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy') that in 1850 he made
a new beginning with his studies after moving to London. But what he pro
duced there at first were excerpts (published in section IV of the MEGA®) and
the short text 'Reflection' (1851). 'Einleitung' (1857) and 'Grundrisse' (1857/58)
are based on these excerpts. Simultaneously with the 'Grundrisse', Marx wrote
a lot of newspaper articles (to be published in section I of the MEGA®) and let
ters (published in section III), some concerning econom ic issues. Furthermore,
he prepared important collections of material; namely, the still unpublished
'book on crisis' (cf. Block and Hecker, 1991), which will appear in section IV.
All these texts must be studied together and not separately. As readers, we may
not confuse the editorial division with a kind of intrinsic order of the body of
texts.
It may be that an extensive edition such as the MEGA®, because of the huge
mass of texts, cannot avoid such problems of ordering. But another difficulty
could have been avoided. Section II of the MEGA® is named ' “D as 1Capital" und
Vorarbeiten' (' "Capital" and preparatory works'), and in the introductions to sev
eral MEGA® volumes we read of the 'three drafts of "Capital"' - referring to the
'Grundrisse' 1857/8, the 'Economic Manuscript of 1861-63', and the 'Economic
Manuscript of 1863-65' - a labelling which has meanwhile spread widely.7
But this labelling is not a pure description, it implies a certain judgement, and a
judgement which can be questioned. It is presupposed that 'Capital' was the
aim from 1857 onwards, and all the major drafts were steps towards this aim.
And it is further suggested that, after writing the 'three drafts of "Capital"'
Marx published Volume I of 'Capital' as a final result, followed by Engels' edi
tion of Volumes II and III, which are also final. In this view, we have a clear line
of development, and a clear distinction between drafts and the final work. But
all this is by no means clear cut.

Continuity and discontinuity in the development
of Marx's critique of political economy
The above-sketched view (for which some precedent exists) presupposes a strong
continuity, which structures the field of possible questions about the nature of this
development. Roughly speaking, two contradicting positions may be articulated:
1. The consecutive drafts show a development towards greater perfection in
analysis and presentation, because of deeper research.

7 Dussel (2000) and Kratke (2001, p. 10) continue this approach when they call all the
published texts and manuscripts of the period between 1866 and 1881 the 'fourth' draft
of 'Capital'. Kratke (2001, 2002) discusses many of the problems that occurred in this
later period.
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2. The consecutive drafts show a development which leaves some more elabo
rated parts behind; in some respects this is a development leading to greater
imperfection, because of Marx's attempt to popularize his presentation.
In the German debates, both lines of argumentation can be found. The first
view belongs to the core of the 'traditional' position, for w hich a 'reconstruc
tion' in the sense explained in the first section of this chapter is not necessary
at all. The most distinguished representatives of the second view are Backhaus
and Reichelt. 'Reconstruction', then, means to collect and maintain what has
been lost, and to reread the later texts in the light of the earlier ones. But with
the actual materials already provided by the MEGA®, a picture quite different
from the simple relation between 'preparatory studies' and 'Capital' that is sug
gested by speaking of 'three drafts' of 'Capital', seems to fit much better.
During the 1850s, Marx always planned to write a comprehensive critique
of political economy, but this critique was far from having a definite shape or
structure. Writing 'Einleitung' in the summer of 1857 was the first attempt to
articulate methodological problems and the structural needs of this critique.
'Einleitung' is not an introduction to the 'Grundrisse'; it is an introduction to
this planned, but rather vague, work. Many authors see in 'Einleitung' Marx's
mature conception of method, but it is rather the 'first' (in his mature period)
than the 'last' word on method. The often quoted 'method of advancing from
the abstract to the concrete', is much too vague to describe the complex way in
which Marx actually argued in Volume I of 'Capital' some ten years later.
The 'Grundrisse' itself does not have a definite starting point; the m an
uscripts are not 'planned' they developed out of a discussion of a book by
Darimon. They were driven by Marx's expectations of a near crisis (which did
take place) and related revolutionary movements (which did not take place).
In the 'Grundrisse’, simultaneously with the presentation of a certain content,
Marx had to form the structure of his presentation, which opens up many meth
odological questions. Therefore, the 'Grundrisse' is not really a draft for a work
that already has a detailed shape; rather the 'Grundrisse' shows how this shape
is emerging. As we know, the result was the 6-book plan (that is, to present
the 'Critique of Political Economy', which was the title of the whole project,
in books on capital, landed property, wage labour, the state, foreign trade, the
world market) and the distinction between 'capital in general' and 'compe
tition of many capitals'. Therefore, the period from the summer of 1857 to
spring/summer 1858 can be considered as the formative period for the planned
Critique, and the 'Grundrisse' as the text in which this formation took place.
In the next period, Marx tried to realize this project. We can already find the
very first step at the end of 'Grundrisse’: the short text 'I. Value'. The next steps
are the 'Urtext' (1858) and the published book A Contribution to the Critique
o f Political Economy. Part One (1859), where Marx announced his 6-book plan
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to the public and also used 'capital in general' (for the first and only time) as
a heading in a published work. Furthermore, Marx included the history of
political econom y in his presentation: each category should be followed by
its history in econom ic thinking. But even in A C ontribution... we can find
conceptual revisions: the sections on 'the law of appropriation in simple circu
lation' and on the 'transition to capital', which in the 'Urtext' were the two last
sections of the chapter on money, have been omitted.8
After a break of two years, Marx continued his project by writing, as a direct
sequel to A Contribution ...the huge 'Economic Manuscript of 1861-63' (about
half of w hich was devoted to 'Theories of Surplus-Value'). In this manuscript
Marx tried to follow his original plan, but also a number of serious revisions
took place. One important example is the way in which Marx viewed eco
nomic crisis. In a few pages in the 'Grundrisse' (and only there) we can find
something like a theory of a final breakdown of capitalism. At other places
in the 'Grundrisse', Marx also stressed the destructive features of crisis. This
fitted with his expectation at the time that a deep crisis will bring revolution
ary uprisings. But in 1858 the crisis vanished very quickly without inspiring
any revolutionary processes, and furthermore it improved accumulation possi
bilities and strengthened capitalist development. This experience deeply influ
enced Marx's further treatment of crisis theory, and especially he questioned
the position crisis theory should have in the development of categories.
Already during his 1861-63 attempt to conduct his plan, outlines of a changed
project emerged. In a letter to Kugelmann from 28 December 1862 (Marx and
Engels, 1985, p. 435), Marx mentioned for the first tim e the new title: 'Capital'.
He described it as continuation of A Contribution ... but simultaneously a 'selfsustaining' work dealing only with 'capital in general'. At this time, Marx
seemed to realize that he would not be able to finish his 6-book plan and there
fore decided just to present the basics. But in the following m onths a deeper
transformation must have happened. After finishing the '1861-63 Manuscript'
in the summer of 1863, Marx never again mentioned 'capital in general': neither
in manuscripts nor in letters nor in published texts. The notion, which was so
important from 1857 to 1863, and often used in different types of texts, just
vanished. What this exactly means has been heavily disputed during the past
decades. On the one hand, it was argued that the concept 'capital in general'
is still structuring the presentation in 'Capital', but there was no consensus

8 We find these omissions also in 'Capital'. The last one has direct political impact:
blurring the inner connection between simple circulation and capital, something like a
'socialist market economy' seems to be compatible with Marx's analysis. The omission
of the former makes it hard to understand what Marx means by ‘The Inversion which
converts the Property Laws of Com modity Production into Laws of Capitalist
Appropriation' in chapter 24 of 'Capital', Volume 1.

Reconstruction or Deconstruction? 81

on how far 'capital in general' reaches: only to the first two books, or do parts
or even the whole of Book III also argue at this level? On the other hand, it
was argued that Marx changed his structural concept and in fact abandoned
'capital in general'.
In an article (Heinrich, 1986), I argued that, under the heading 'capital in
general', Marx wanted to present a certain content (as the drafts for the content
of the section on capital in general clearly show, the categories from value to
profit and interest - categories which articulate all that, which 'appears' in
the competition of many capitals) at a certain level o f abstraction (abstraction
from the movements of m any capitals): what is appearing in this movement
should not be explained by using this movement. This certain combination of
content and level of abstraction is constitutive of the division between 'capital
in general' and 'competition'. But in the '1861-63 Manuscript' (which MEGA*
has published for the first tim e in its entirety) Marx had to recognize that this
double demand could not be realized: to deal with interest, w hich according to
Marx's plan should be the last category of 'capital in general' (cf. for example,
Marx's letter to Lassalle of 11 March 1858: Marx and Engels, 1983, p. 286), is
impossible without developing the general rate of profit, which presupposes the
competition of 'many capitals', and the presentation of the circulation process
already needs to deal with different types of capital. Marx had to abandon the
concept of 'capital in general', and therefore the word also vanished. The meth
odological axis of the new project is the relation of individual capital (a general
concept not to be confounded with the concrete single capital appearing in
competition) and total social capital, a relation which Marx analysed in several
steps at different levels of abstraction.9
So, during 1863 and 1864 a second project o f critique was born, named 'Capital',
which was to consist of four books, three theoretical ones and a fourth dealing
with the history of economic theory (Marx also abandoned his original plan to
present the history of economic theory step by step for each single category).
Marx not only never again mentioned 'capital in general', but he also avoided
saying anything about his original 6-book plan; in 'Capital' he only mentions
'special investigations' lying outside the scope of 'Capital'. This scope was defined
as presenting 'the internal organization of the capitalist mode of production, its

9 Fred Moseley has elaborated a different view (cf. his contribution, Chapter 8 in this
volume). Moseley sees the distinction between production and distribution of surplus
value as the decisive content of the distinction between 'capital in general' and
'competition of many capitals'. Because Marx maintains this distinction in 'Capital',
Moseley argues that there Marx also adheres to 'capital in general', although he omitted
the word. I do not deny that the distinction between production and distribution of
surplus value is im portant for Marx, and that this distinction also plays a crucial role in
'Capital'. But I do not agree th at this distinction is the kernel of the distinction between
'capital in general' and ‘competition of many capitals’.
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ideal average' (Marx, 1894, p. 970). This 'ideal average' includes a treatment
of competition at an abstract level, but as Marx also stressed, not the 'actual
movement of competition'. Key issues of the originally planned books on
wage labour and on landed property were nevertheless included, so it seems
plausible that 'Capital' replaces the first three books of the 6-book plan, but
with substantial differences in the methodological approach of presentation.
Considering all these changes, we cannot judge that the subsequent
'Economic Manuscript of 1863-65' is the third draft of 'Capital': it is the first
draft of this new project named 'Capital': put precisely, the first draft for the
three theoretical books of 'Capital*. For the fourth book, there is not even a
draft: 'Theories of Surplus-Value' follows a different concept, dealing only with
the history of one category, although it includes a lot of digressions. A draft
of Book 1 was written in 1863/4 but is now lost, with the exception of the last
chapter, 'Results of the Immediate Process of Production'. For Book II we find
in the '1863-65 Manuscript' a complete presentation. Engels, however, when
preparing Volume II of 'Capital', did not use this oldest manuscript. After a
Russian translation in 1974, it was published for the first time in its original
language in MEGA® II/4.1 in 1988. For Book III, the so-called 'main manu
script' originated in 1863/4, it is the only nearly complete version, and Engels
used mainly this text when editing Volume III of 'Capital'.
Based on this first draft of 'Capital', Marx began in January 1866 to write the
text for Book I, which was published in 1867. But this publication was the result
of a revision of the first draft. The published text did not include the chapter
on the 'Results
But it did include an extensive chapter on 'Commodities
and Money', extending the presentation of A Contribution ... instead of giving a
short resume as an introduction, which was Marx's original plan. Furthermore,
during the printing process, Marx amended the 'dialectical' presentation of the
value form in chapter 1 by inserting a 'less dialectical' version as an appendix
to the volume.
Marx assumed that after preparing Book I for printing, he would be able to
finish Books II and III quickly. Both books were to appear in the second volume
of 'Capital'; and then the third volume with Book IV, the history of the theory,
would follow (this is announced in the Preface of Volume I). From 1867 to 1871,
shorter manuscripts for Book III, an extended manuscript for Book II (the so-called
'manuscript II' of Book II) and some shorter manuscripts for Book II were origi
nated. But Marx's hope to finish quickly was not fulfilled: as he wrote in a letter
to Danielson dated 13 June 1871 (Marx and Engels, 1989, p. 152), he thought that
a complete revision of the manuscript (meaning the 1863-65 manuscript) would
be necessary before he could publish Books II and III. In the 1867-71 manuscripts
for Books II and III he undertook this revision, so that these texts, together with
the first edition of Volume I, constitute a new, second draft of 'Capital'.
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This process of reworking was stopped suddenly by the announcem ent by
the publisher in late 1871 that a second edition of Volume I should be pub
lished in 1872. Marx therefore started to revise Book I. With this, a new (and
final) period of reworking began, at first centred around Book I, when Marx
was preparing both the second German edition and the French translation,
which appeared in 1872-75. After 1874, some manuscripts for Book III were
written, and after 1877 some important manuscripts for Book II.
W hen preparing the second German edition of Volume I, Marx eliminated
the double presentation of the value form in chapter 1 and in the appendix.
This reworking was done in the above-mentioned manuscript ‘Ergänzungen und
Veränderungen', which shows not only how Marx searched for a proper presen
tation, but also includes commentaries on his presentation which cannot be
found in any published text. These considerations are especially important in
understanding his concept of 'value-objectivity' [Wertgegenständlichkeit]. In the
next section I will come back to this manuscript.
In the second edition of 'Capital', value form analysis follows mainly the
appendix of the first edition, which was clearly a popularization: in the Preface
of the first edition, Marx recommended the appendix version to the reader
'who is not exercised in dialectical thinking' (cf. Marx, 1867, p. 12). Marx was
very conscious that som ething important was lost in this revision. For the sec
ond edition of 'Capital', he retained the Preface to the first edition, but quietly
erased one important sentence. Comparing .4 Contribution... with 'Capital', in
1867 he wrote about his presentation of value form analysis: 'It is difficult
to understand, because the dialectics is much more precise than in the first
presentation' ('S/e ist schwerverständlich, weil die Dialektik viel schärfer ist als in
der ersten D a r s te llu n g Marx, 1867, pp. 11-12). Removing this sentence in the
second edition shows that Marx did not consider any longer the dialectics of
value form analysis to be 'much more precise'.
In this respect, Backhaus's thesis about a tendency towards popularization,
in which some clarity is lost, is quite right. But it is an exaggeration to stress
only this tendency, even in the case of value form analysis, where the loss in
precision is rather obvious. Here, among other problematic changes, Marx
omitted the fourth 'paradoxical' value form (which can be found in the pres
entation of chapter one of the first edition) and substituted it with the 'money
form', which has no difference in form compared to the 'general form of value'.
The only difference is produced by the social action of the com m odity owners.
Including the m oney form means not only that the road of strict 'form-development' is abandoned, but above all the difference in the levels of presentation
of chapter one (analysis of the com m odity form) and chapter two (analysis of
the social actions of com m odity owners) is blurred. As a consequence, in many
discussions, the status and aim of chapter two remained rather unclear. When
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m oney was already the result of value-form analysis in chapter one, why have
a second chapter, which also presented m oney as a result?
Although we observe certain losses by such reworking, the implications
are not so straightforward. The appendix also includes some developments
(for example, we find here for the first time a very clear presentation of the
'peculiarities of the equivalent form'), and the presentation in the second
edition includes some improvements. In sum, we have three presentations
of the section on value form, and none of them is definitely the 'best one'.
All three published presentations and, just as important, at least some crucial
arguments of the reworking manuscript ‘Ergänzungen und Veränderungen', must
be used to gain a complete understanding of value form analysis (see Heinrich,
2008).
For the French edition of Book I, Marx carried out further revisions and
extensions, mainly in the section on accumulation. Among other issues, he
stressed the connection between accumulation, centralization and credit, con
siderations which had an important impact on the content of Book III, where
the section on credit was still rather incomplete. But in this last period, in addi
tion to some smaller manuscripts dealing with parts of Book III, only one big
ger manuscript about mathematical relations between the rate of surplus value
and the rate of profit emerged (published in MEGA® 11/14). However, between
1877 and 1881, Marx wrote some important manuscripts for Book II, which
will be published for the first time in MEGA® 11/11.
The 1870s were not only a period of further reworking: new issues of interest
also occurred. One of these issues was Russia. Marx even learned Russian in
order to read Russian economic texts and statistical reports. Another important
issue was the development of the USA.10 Before the 1870s, Marx was also inter
ested in the USA, but mainly in its political development (cf. his remarks in the
Preface of 1867). In the 1870s, the economic development of the USA became
increasingly important to him. In a letter to Danielson of 15 November 1878
(Marx and Engels, 1991, p. 343), Marx wrote that, at that time, the USA was the
most interesting country for an economist, especially in the period between
1873 and 1878. In the Preface of Volume I, Marx had considered England as the
‘locus classicus' for the capitalist mode of production. It seems that at the end of
the 1870s Marx saw the USA, with its extensive system of banking and credit,
and the enormous concentration and centralization of capital, as being at least
equal in importance to England, perhaps even as a new ‘locus classicus'. This
increasing importance of the USA would have had a great impact, and not only
on Book III.11 Book I would probably also have been altered in some respect. In
10 See Sylvers (2005) for an overview of Marx's and Engels' preoccupation w ith the
USA from the early 1840s.
11 In the letter to Danielson dated 13 June 1871 (Marx and Engels, 1989, p. 152), Marx
mentioned docum ents for his book that were to arrive from the United States. According
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sum, we can say that during the 1870s, the attempts to finish 'Capital' as well
as the process of investigation continued.12
We do not know which revisions Marx would have made, and in which ways
he would have handled the still unsolved problems of the manuscripts. But we
know that Marx himself was convinced that a fundamental reworking, even
of the already published Book I, was necessary. At the end of 1881, when Marx
was informed that a third edition of Volume I would be necessary soon, he
intended to propose to the publisher to print only a limited number of copies,
with minor alterations, because he wanted to alter and adjust Book I in a funda
mental way (see his letter to Danielson, 13 December 1881 in Marx and Engels,
1992, p. 160). According to an improved dating, the 'Notes on Wagner' could
have been written in 1881, making them possibly a part of Marx's intended
plan to rework Book I (cf. Kopf, 1992).
Summarizing the previous arguments, we can distinguish two different
projects: a 'Critique of Political Economy' in six books and 'Capital' in four
books. After a preparatory period in the 1850s, there are five different peri
ods of the emergence and attempted realization of these projects, resulting in
five different bodies of text (including drafts and published texts), two drafts
for the first project and three drafts for the second, as sketched in Table 5.1.
In the last column I add some information regarding value theory to give at
least a few hints of what development of theory took place. Further impor
tant changes can be found in other fields such as accumulation, circulation or
crisis, but it is impossible to describe them all in only one table.

to an interview Marx gave to John Swinton in 1880, the USA would be the most important
country to illustrate his presentation of credit (see Marx, 1989, pp. 583-85). During the
late 1860s and the 1870s Marx also excerpted a huge am ount of literature about banks,
currency and exchange rates, material that will be published in Fourth Section of the
MEGA*.
12 This contradicts a proposition in the introduction of MEGA* 11/10, that with the
publication of the first book of 'Capital' the research process had come to an end and
only problems of presentation remained (Marx, 1890b, p. 13*). It also contradicts the
rather bizarre statement of the German economist Bertram Schefold, who wrote in the
'Introduction' to another volume, that Marx was not interested in completing 'Capital'
because he thought others could do this as well as he (Marx, 1867, p. 871). Both
introductions provide less inform ation about Marx, but reflect th e political conditions
of producing the MEGA*. The first, although appearing in 1991 after German unification,
was completely prepared in the GDR and was filled with the spirit of a rather dogmatic
Marxism, where Marxian theory had to be complete and perfect. The second introduction
appeared in 2004 in a reunified Germany, where the ‘end of ideologies’ was proclaimed.
In violating the new editorial principles of the MEGA* of 1993, which aim to separate
editorial and interpretational work as far as possible, Schefold's introduction has no
other content th an an interpretation that fits the political conditions of the time: he
states that Marx's theory is completely outdated, and as a substitute he offers Sraffa's
Neoricardianism (see my review of MEGA* 11/15 in Heinrich, 2007).
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After Marx's death, Engels began to edit 'Capital', and in 1883 he published
the third German edition of Book I, including many of the changes Marx had
made for the French translation. But Engels did not take all the changes into
account, so a new version of Book I was born: the third German edition (as well
as the English translation) was compiled by Engels and it is not completely
identical with any edition which appeared in Marx's lifetime. In 1890, Engels
published the fourth German edition, with some minor changes, and this edi
tion, the last supervised by Engels, served as a standard edition in Germany
and as the basic text for many translations.
Book II of 'Capital' appeared in 1885. Engels put it together from several
manuscripts written between 1868 and 1881; Book III appeared in 1894, the
main source for this being the manuscript written in 1865. The publication
of the original manuscript of Book III in MEGA* II/4.2 in 1993 showed that
Engels, although he tried to preserve the main lines of argumentation, made
extensive interventions: he structured the text by dividing it into chapters and
subchapters, giving them titles and subtitles, reordering the material, dropping
some minor parts and changing the original formulations of Marx in nearly
every sentence. These points are not stressed because I want to accuse Engels.
Without him, Books II and III would probably never have been published.
What he did was the best he could have done in the circumstances. But never
theless we have to compare Marx's original manuscripts with Engels' edition.
By his interventions, Engels facilitates reading of the text, but at the same time
he blurs over the fact that in Marx’s original manuscripts many questions were
not answered definitively. Engels not only in many points decided how to deal
with such questions, but for the reader it was not always clear that there had
in fact been a question at all (cf. for the problems of Engels' edition, Vollgraf
and Jungnickel, 1995; Heinrich, 1996/7). For example, Engels decided to struc
ture Marx's considerations of crises which follow his presentation of the law of
the tendency of the profit rate to fall. Engels introduced all the headings and
subheadings, and reordered and shortened the text, so that the reader gets the
impression that here we find the kernel of Marx's theory of crisis. Although the
theory is not complete, one assumes that Marx had in m ind a strict connection
between the law of the profit rate and crisis theory. But this strict connection
is an editorial artefact: in the original manuscript things are much less clear.
Engels' solution is one possible solution, but not the only one. Similar problems
will be recognized when the original manuscripts for Book II are published.
When we compare Marx's original plan for 'Capital' (consisting of three 'theo
retical' books and a fourth book on the history of theory) with the three volumes
of 'Capital' as we know them, then at least three points are worth mentioning:
1. The fourth book is missing completely. 'Theories of Surplus-Value' is defi
nitely not a draft for this book. Probably the importance of the non-existence

Reconstruction or Deconstruction? 89

of this fourth book is highly underestimated. In traditional Marxism, the
difference between Marx's critique of political economy and classical politi
cal economy is widely reduced to surplus value, exploitation and crisis the
ory. The impact of value form analysis, the role of money, fetishism, and the
Trinitarian Formula are to a large extent neglected. Apart from anything else,
this is also a consequence of the missing fourth book. This book would not
have been just an addendum to the three theoretical books; it would probably
have been an important key to a better understanding of the theoretical argu
ments themselves.
2. Nowadays none of the three theoretical books exist in a form given by Marx
himself. Every volume (even the first) was given its final shape by Engels.
This does not mean so much for the first volume, but for the other two
Engels' interventions had a considerable impact on the structure and con
tent of the argument. In some places, Marx's original argument is shifted
to some degree; while in others a certain 'openness' of the original text
(certain unsolved problems) is closed in a definite way by Engels without
making this clear to the reader.
3. The three volumes of 'Capital', as they are used today, are based on texts
which were written at different periods, in which Marx had different views
and conceptual ideas on some problems:
• Volume I is a combination of the second German edition of 1872/3 and the
French edition of 1872-75 (according to Table 5.1, belonging to the third
draft of 'Capital');
• Volume II is a compilation of several texts written between 1868 and 1881
(combining texts from the second and the third drafts of 'Capital');
• Volume III is based on the 'main manuscript' for Book III, written in 1864/5
(belonging to the first draft of 'Capital').
In short, we can say, that 'Capital' is not only unfinished, but the three
published volumes do not even constitute a homogenous entity. Volume III in
particular falls behind the level of reasoning which was reached in the rework
ing of Book I and in the later manuscripts for Book II.
Using all the material provided by the MEGA®, we can say that, in a strict
sense, a three-volume work 'Capital', written by Marx does not really exist.
The 3-volume work that is well-known is an editorial artefact (similar to Max
Weber's main work ‘Economy and Society'). In this respect, the MEGA® has con
tributed to a certain 'deconstruction' of 'Capital'. I stress this point because it
makes clear that a lot of the problems in 'Capital' remain open (what can be
shown in detail). There are not only problems of presentation or of unfinished
reasoning: in many cases, such as with crisis theory or the theory of banking
and finance, even basic conceptual problems are unsolved.
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Any project of 'reconstruction', in the sense of revealing a certain core of
textual foundations, to be used as a main source for uncovering the coherent
kernel of Marx's critique, must fail when we take into account the totality and
the inner connections of the texts passed down.

Ambivalences in basic notions
Besides the uneven level of development of the texts constituting 'Capital',
there is another problem: we can find ambivalences even in basic notions such
as abstract labour, value and money. Ambivalences and unclear points may be
found in any complex text, so this is not extraordinary. But these ambivalences
are of a specific nature. They result from the peculiar character of Marx's criti
cal project, w hich is as Marx stated in his letter to Kugelmann on 28 December
1862 (Marx and Engels, 1985, p. 435), the 'scientific attempt' to 'revolutionize
a science'.
A scientific revolution means a radical critique of the existing categories, a
break not only with single theories, but also with the theoretical field in which
different theories of the old science are rooted. As we know from the history
of the sciences, an author who inaugurates a scientific revolution does not do
it all at once in a perfect way. At some points, Marx stuck to the theoretical
field which he broke with at the same moment. These two sides are not clearly
separated. We cannot distinguish them, for example, along the line of chap
ters. These two sides constitute two discourses. Roughly speaking, one can
distinguish a substantialist and naturalist approach to value (belonging to the
theoretical field of classical political economy, though providing in many cases
a considerable improvement over the reasoning of both Smith and Ricardo) and
a social and monetary approach (which presents a real break). Both discourses
interfere and give not only the basis for a variety of interpretations; above all
this interference causes specific problems in the argumentation of Marx - as in,
for example, the well-known 'transformation problem'. While these problems
are already noticeable in the three volumes of 'Capital' as we know them, the
MEGA* also provided new insights in this field. In the following pages I will
provide some brief hints about these rather complex problems.13
Abstract labour
The ambivalences begin with the notion of abstract labour. Marx seems to
introduce this concept at the beginning of 'Capital' as an improvement of

13 The complex structure of Marx’s 'break' w ith the field of political economy, the
remaining ambivalences and their consequences for the conceptual structure of Marx's
critique are examined extensively in my book Die Wissenschaft vom Wert of 1991
(a substantially enlarged edition appeared in 1999).
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classical political economy: the distinction between the two factors of the com 
m odity - use-value and value - is complemented by the distinction between
two features of commodity-producing labour - concrete and abstract labour.
By relating abstract labour to the spending of 'human brains, muscles, nerves,
hands etc.' (Marx, 1890a, p. 134) and stressing that value creating labour is
labour 'in the physiological sense' (Marx, 1890a, p. 137), Marx not only con
nects abstract labour to natural features w hich m ight characterize any form
of labour but w hich do not help to characterize abstract labour (as Rubin has
already noted); by such formulations he also poses the abstraction of abstract
labour as the attribute of every labour process. But, as Marx stresses, otherwise
abstract labour is not such an attribute. The real existence of labour is always
concrete, and what we can observe is always a certain m ode of concrete
labour, no matter if it is the boring labour at an assembly line or the labour of
a goldsmith. Under certain social conditions, labour 'counts'14 not only as the
concrete labour we can observe, but also as 'abstract human labour': it is an
abstraction, as Marx stressed against Smith, 'forced' by exchange.15 But not
by any exchange, in a strict sense only by the exchange of com m odities in
a society, 'in w hich the capitalist mode of production prevails'. Only by this
kind of exchange are the averages made possible w hich constitute 'socially
necessary labour time' in its double m eaning (expressing technological con
ditions as presented in chapter one, and social solvent demand as expressed
in chapter three of 'Capital'; cf. Marx, 1890a, p. 202).
A further point is only made clear in an indirect way by Marx when he stresses,
at the beginning of chapter three, that not labour time but only m oney can
serve as measure of value. After the distinction between concrete and abstract
labour, we should also make the distinction between concrete and abstract
labour time, w hich Marx failed to do explicitly. What is measured by clocks is
always 'concrete labour time', the time period spent on certain concrete labour.
Abstract labour needs abstract labour time as a measurement, but this abstract
labour time is a social result, w hich cannot be measured by a clock, so the
only possible measurement is money. Therefore in A Contribution ... Marx could
14 The verb Marx often used in this context was ‘gelten’, here translated as ‘to count’.
In the classical translation by Moore and Aveling we can find gelten translated as 'to
count', 'to rank', or 'to consider to be', so that for the English-speaking reader it is not
obvious that Marx was using the same word. Ben Fowkes used in his improved translation
'to count'. It is an advantage to always use the same word, but 'to count’ has a strong
quantitative bias, which is completely missing when using 'gelten' in German.
15 In A Contribution... Marx wrote that 'Smith mistakes the objective equalization of
unequal labours forcibly brought about by the social process for the subjective equality
of the labours of individuals' (Marx, 1859, p. 299, corrected translation). MECW
translates as a very misleading 'equalization of unequal quantities of labour', but in the
German text Marx did not use the word 'quantity'. Unequal kinds of labour are equalized,
not unequal quantities.

92 Re-reading Marx

call m oney the ‘immediate form of existence' ['unmittelbare Existenzform’] of
abstract labour.16
Value
W hen Marx speaks of 'abstract labour' as the 'substance' of value, we have
to ask of 'substance', in which sense? We can distinguish a substantialist and
non-substantialist m eaning of substance. A substantialist theory o f value relates
value to a substance found in a single commodity. Value would then be an
attribute of a single commodity, independent from other commodities and
already determined by production. Such a substantialist view dominated in
traditional Marxism.
In 'Capital' you can find such a substantialist approach, especially when
Marx is discussing in the manuscript of Book III the transformation of values
into prices of production: what Marx transforms here are 'Ricardian' values,
values as single com m odity attributes, which need no independent value
form, and no money. In a strictly quantitative sense, the transformation which
Marx presented failed, as he him self noted (cf. Marx, 1894, pp. 264-65), but
without recognizing the consequences. A hundred years of debate showed the
failure in many details, and Steedman (1977) and many others draw the con
sequence, that value theory is 'redundant' for determining prices of produc
tion. But the value theory, which was shown to be redundant (and w hich a
number of Marxist scholars tried to save by new transformation algorithms)
was a 'Ricardian', non-monetary theory of value.
Before Marx's original manuscript was published, it was not clear whether
Engels eventually produced such an impression through editorial changes. But
after publishing the 'main manuscript' in MEGA® II/4.2 it is obvious that it was
Marx himself who used a non-monetary theory of value when discussing the
transformation of values in prices of production.
Many authors also read the first four of five pages of Volume I of 'Capital'
in such a way as a substantialist theory of value, and founded on such a read
ing a 'Marxist value theory', ignoring value form analysis. But even in these
first pages we find the hint that abstract labour is not only a 'social' substance
of value; it is also a 'common' substance. 'Common' has a double meaning:
two objects can have something in common, because each of them has this
attribute in isolation (such as, for example, a green apple and a green car) and
we put them together (saying that they have in com m on the green colour), or
they have som ething in common, such as, for example, two people who have
a car as com m on property (neither alone is a car owner; only together do they
own a car).
16 The translation in Marx, 1859, p. 297 'direct em bodim ent' (instead of ‘immediate
form of existence') is not very precise.
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Especially in the manuscript ‘Ergänzungen und Veränderungen’, Marx makes
clear that value is 'common' in the second sense, so that we cannot speak of
value as an attribute of a single commodity; we cannot even speak of a single
com m odity itself without relation to other commodities - and Marx also states
that this insight is obscured in his own presentation. After referring to his
presentation of coat and linen as objectivations of human labour as such, he
wrote about this 'reduction':
Aber in dieser Reduktion wurde vergessen, daß keines für sich solche
Werthgegenständlichkeit ist, sondern daß sie solches nur sind, soweit das ihnen
gemeinsame Gegenständlichkeit ist. Ausserhalb ihrer Beziehung auf einander der Beziehung worin sie gleichgelten - besitzen weder Rock noch Leinwand
Werthgegenständlichkeit oder ihre Gegenständlichkeit als Gallerten m en
schlicher Arbeit schlechthin. (Marx, 1871-72, p. 30)
[But in this reduction it was forgotten, that none of it has such valueobjectivity for itself, but each of it has it only in so far as it is a com m on objec
tivity. Outside their relation to each other - outside the relation, in which
they are count as equal - neither coat nor linen possess value-objectivity or
their objectivity as congealed human labour as such.] (My translation)
From this follows:
Ein Arbeitsprodukt, für sich isolirt betrachtet, ist also nicht Werth, so
wenig wie es Waare ist. Es wird nur Werth in seiner Einheit mit andrem
Arbeitsprodukt. (Marx, 1871-72, p. 31)
[A product of labour, considered isolated as such, is not value, nor is it a com
modity. It only becomes value in its unity with another product of labour.]
(My translation)
This has important consequences. Value is not only the expression of a social
substance, it is the expression of a substance which cannot exist in a single thing
and which is not determined by production alone: it is the expression o f a certain
connection o f production and circulation. The specific character of this substance
is the reason Marx used a lot of metaphors when he wrote about it. These meta
phors, such as 'phantom-like objectivity' (Marx, 1890a, p. 128) or 'purely fan
tastic objectivity' ('rein phantastische Gegenständlichkeit', Marx, 1871-72, p. 32),
are often neglected by readers. But they are not a question of style; they carry
important information about this very specific non-substantial substance of
value. This non-substantialist theory of value (which in the analysis of the value
form is shown as a monetary theory of value, in so far as a universal value-relation between the labour products is only possible when an independent form of
value - money - exists) contradicts the substantialist, non-monetary approach,
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which was used by Marx, when he presented the transformation of values in
prices of production (cf. on this point, also Milios etal., 2002, chapter 5).
M oney and m on ey-com m od ity
In 'Capital', Marx always presupposes that the money system is founded on
the existence of a m oney commodity. In real exchange relations, the money
com m odity does not have to be present, it can be substituted, as Marx already
analysed in chapter three of 'Capital'. But in Marx's view, the circulating signs
are only substitutes for the m oney commodity, which serves as som ething like
an anchor for the monetary system. Marx conceptualized his theory of m oney
as if the existence of a m oney com m odity would be absolutely necessary.
But the contemporary monetary system does not depend on a m oney
commodity, neither legally (since the end of the Bretton Woods system), nor
actually (there is no special m oney commodity: the fact that central banks still
possess gold is a historical relic). Attempts of some Marxist scholars to show
that gold also nowadays serves as a 'hidden' m oney com m odity are not very
convincing.
In his approach to credit theory in the 'main manuscript' of Book III, Marx
several times recognized the m oney com m odity as an obstacle to capitalist
production and development. One can continue these considerations and
demonstrate that a m oney com m odity can only be necessary at a certain stage
in the emergence of capitalism, but that a fully developed capitalism needs
a monetary system which does not depend on a m oney commodity. Marx,
however, did not recognize that the capitalist mode of production can also
function without a m oney commodity. At this point, he confounded a certain
historical stage of development (the gold standard) with the 'ideal average' he
wanted to present (cf. Heinrich, 2006, pp. 302-05).
But is the necessity of a m oney com m odity not demonstrated in value form
analysis? Value form analysis is form analysis. It starts by considering the value
relation of two commodities. Because we start with commodities, we also end
with them. What was proved, was not the com m odity character of money, but
rather the necessity of the existence of the general equivalent form, which
becomes the m oney form as a result of social action. But neither the general
equivalent nor money was proved to be necessarily a commodity; this was just
an unproved presupposition.
A quick counter-argument to this line of reasoning says that for measur
ing the value of a com m odity a valuable thing, that is, another com m odity
is needed. But this would only be true if measuring value was an isolated act
between a single com m odity and money. But the specific attribute of the gen
eral equivalent form is that a relation between the entire world of commodities
is constituted; the expression and measurement of value is not the isolated act
presupposed in this counter-argument.
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A further point is important, which is stressed by Marx. The specificity of
the general equivalent is not that it is som ething which bears value (every
com m odity has this feature); its specificity is that the general equivalent in its
'natural' form 'counts' as value. It is 'value as such' confronted by all the com
modities, which are not values as such. In his presentation of value form analy
sis in the first chapter of the first edition of 'Capital', Marx illustrates this with
a brilliant analogy. The general equivalent is a universal, but a universal which
exists as an individual besides all the other individuals. It is, Marx wrote, as
if besides the concrete lions, tigers, rabbits and so on, also 'the animal' would
exist and be walking around (Marx, 1867, p. 37). Continuing this considera
tion (something Marx did not do), we can conclude, that 'the animal' cannot
really exist as an individual besides the concrete lions, tigers and so on. There
must be 'something', which 'counts' as 'the animal', which is a representation
of 'the animal'. 'The animal' cannot exist, it can only be represented either by
a certain animal or, for example, by a plate with a big A. The same holds for
money: value as such can also only be represented, either by a com m odity or
by a symbol.
In sum, we can conclude that at the level of value form analysis and simple
circulation there is no argument demonstrating the necessity of a money com 
modity. What is shown is the necessity of the money form. At this level of pres
entation, whether the bearer of the m oney form is a com m odity or not must
remain open, the level of presentation is too abstract to determine this. But at
the level of interest and credit one can demonstrate (with the help of Marx's
arguments but against his explicit line of reasoning), that in a fully developed
capitalism m oney cannot be founded in a m oney com m odity (cf. Heinrich,
1999, pp. 302-05).
From the above-mentioned ambivalences, other ambiguities derive, espe
cially in the relation of m oney and capital, and in crisis theory (cf. Heinrich,
1999), but here is no space to discuss these points.

Understanding Marx's critical project
W hen Engels edited Volume III of 'Capital' in 1894, the three theoretical
books seemed to be nearly complete, and after Kautsky published 'Theories of
Surplus-Value' (1904-08), the fourth book, the history of theory, also appeared
to be available. In the following decades, with a very few exceptions, Marx's crit
ical project was simplified to a 'Marxist political economy'. When in the 1960s
and 1970s a new reading of Marx began, and the simplifying views were chal
lenged, 'Capital' still appeared to be almost complete and final, despite being a
sometimes unclear or overly popularized work. But it could be complemented
above all by the 'Grundrisse', the big and in some aspects richer draft, so that
a 'reconstruction' of the inner, coherent kernel of Marx's project seemed to be
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possible (an idea which was shared by different readings of 'Capital', whether
or not they explicitly used such terms). But with all the texts the MEGA® made
available, the idea of such a coherent inner kernel, to be 'reconstructed', has
been made questionable in two respects. On the one hand there is no clear dif
ference between drafts and the final work - we have only differently developed
drafts of a shifting, unfinished and incomplete project. And on the other hand
we find a number of ambivalences, even in basic notions which make different
lines of interpretation and reasoning possible. Thus the MEGA® contributes to
a certain 'deconstruction' of widespread views about 'Capital'.
This deconstruction shows that understanding Marx's critique of political
economy is a much more constructive task than a mere perception of a given work
or a reconstruction of a hidden core. As a construction, such an understanding
is not revealing the final truth about Marx's critique; it is an always unfinished,
open and at every level a questionable process. Marx's critique presents itself as
an open project, open in a much more fundamental meaning than was assumed
in the past. It is not only open in that new phenomena of capitalism have to
be analysed, it is also open and questionable in relation to the categories used
for the analysis. This openness, however, is not to be confounded with arbi
trariness. There are elements of a well-defined research project which cannot
be removed, such as, for example, a (non-substantialist) theory of value. And
furthermore this project is committed to a certain aim: to overcome capitalism.
An aim which cannot determine the results of scientific research (any attempt
to do so would only produce a kind of left vulgarism), but which can give rise
to the directions in which decisive questions can be posed.
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6
The Limits and Uncertainties of
Historical Materialism: an Appraisal
based on the Text of Grundrisse
(Notebooks III, IV and V)
Roberto Finelli

The term ‘rupture epistemologique' that Louis Althusser applied to Marx's work,
while helping to understand a lot about the humanist mythologies that
influenced the young Marx, does not elucidate - with its science based, antiHegelian obsession - the theoretical structure of Grundrisse and Capital. I believe
that in order to interpret the transition from the young to the mature Marx, it is
not Gaston Bachelard's epistemological ruptures that have to be studied, but the
semantic shifts in the conceptual nomenclature utilized by Marx, that appear in
his works, at least on the surface, to have remained unchanged. It is precisely the
significant shift in the meaning of key concepts such as labour, species, abstrac
tion, freedom, rights and nature, that allows us to understand two things:
1. how Marx's thoughts evolved with respect to key concepts;
2. how the persistence of the nomenclature in his works, including his
epistemological consciousness and his own understanding of his works,
often appear regressively fixed to his 'pre-capitalist' period.
Taking into consideration the expression 'free labour' [freie Arbeit], the term
is divided into two parts which, in my opinion, are semantically different in
Marx's earlier applications compared with the use he makes of the same term
in his mature writings. The term expresses two fundamental conceptual fields
in his work, that of freedom/rights and that of labour.

Rights: from the individual to the false individual
The definition Marx gave of 'free labour' [freie Arbeit] in Notebook III of the
Grundrisse (pages 9 and 10 of the manuscript) casts light on the other meaning
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of the modern term freedom: that is, one that goes beyond the KantianEnlightenment binomial connection of 'freedom' with 'autonomy'. Here free
dom means, in fact, not individual autonomy from external authority, but rather
Trennung, the separation of labour from the objective conditions of its realiza
tion. More precisely, freedom defines that specific historical-social period in
which the individual existed autonomously from those personal relationships
of dependency that characterized pre-modern society. As such, the individual is
one who does not share his decision-making capacities with the others, because
he is at the same time separated and excluded from all possible relationships of
ownership or use of the whole objective world that exists outside.
Marx affirms that the worker, as labour-power, has no relationship with
the objective world; he/she is 'not raw-material, not-instrument of labour,
not raw-product: labour separated from all means and objects, from its entire
objectivity' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 294). The worker experiences a relationship of
separation that, as expressed in Notebook V, 'includes, first of all, not-landownership' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 488). In the pages mentioned above from Notebook
III, the term 'free labour' coincides with the term 'living labour' [lebendige
Arbeit], a term which expresses more concisely in what way the worker rep
resents the purely subjective, being absolutely denied an object. 'This living
labour, existing as an abstraction from these moments of its actual reality (also
not-value); this complete denudation, purely subjective existence of labour,
stripped of all objectivity' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 294). It is living labour in the
sense that it is pure potential of labour compared the material labour that is
concretized in an end-product.
With this concept of freedom - not as autonomy but as a separation of the
individual from every possible objectivity in the world - Marx reformulated his
earlier theories on the droits de l'homme. In his work On the Jewish Question shifting from the metaphysics of man-species or the ontologically communitary
man of Feuerbachian derivation - Marx interpreted and criticized those uni
versal rights of man codified in the French and American revolutions, ‘égalité’,
‘liberté’, ‘sûreté’, ‘propriété’, as expressions of a m odem civil society. This society,
which he saw as having surpassed the 'society of social orders' or 'society of
estate' [Stände], is founded on the constitutional principles of 'individualism'
and 'egotism'.
Marx's argument is structured around the ontological and axiomatic anti
nom y between 'genre' [Gattung], 'species', and the 'egotistical individual'.
Thus 'les droits de l'homme' recalls an atomistic civil and economic society in
which the egotistical individual is the basis, irreducible and without reference
to other sources or principles of social life.1 Where the concept of 'les droits du
1 'Present-day civil society is the realised principle of individualism; the individual
existence is the final goal; activity, work, content, etc., are mere means' (Marx, 1843, p. 81).
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citoyen' assumes importance in the political state, is only in the unreality of
the imagination, in that sense of unity of species denied by the individualism
that characterizes civil society.
These are the three basic categories conceived of by Marx and through which
he posits the modern as an 'abstract horizon':
1. The separation of the modern individual from the unity of species
[Gattung],

2. Structuring of modern civil society according to abstract and egotistical
individualism.
3. Re-composition and creation of species in the separation/abstraction of the
state, in the separation/abstraction of the political imagination.
The organization of his theory also includes all conceivable substitutions:
putting, for example, the historical dissolution of the society of estate in first
place, or philosophy in third place (the Hegelian Idea), or economics (money as
abstract and divided social cohesion).
In Notebooks I and II of the Grundrisse, on the other hand, Marx interprets
the world of rights no longer as starting from an initial, external position of
the object, as in his metaphysical presuppositions of species in Contribution
to the Critique o f Hegel's Philosophy o f Right or in On the Jewish Question, but
through its im m anent and dualistic characteristics of modern freedom. In
the Grundrisse, the term 'freedom' contains two m eanings connected func
tionally to each other by the concept of the concealm ent of violence through
non-violence. Individual autonomy in an exchange, w hich is neither violent
nor coercive, conceals the violence of radical division-séparation from the
outside world that the individual has historically suffered from and contin
ues to suffer from, in his/her condition of representative of labour power.
Marx asserts that:
exchange-value or, more precisely, the m oney system is, in fact, the system
of equality and freedom [...] It is just as pious as it is stupid to wish that
exchange value would not develop into capital, nor labour which produces
exchange value into wage labour. (Marx, 1857-58, p. 244)
Here, the individual is no longer the basic principle, given that the rela
tionships of production w ith an end result (or, to use Marxist terminology
deriving from Hegel, 'posit'), are now both principle and basis. Above all, the
individual is not separated from a presupposed and mythological com m u
nity of species, w ith all the imaginary compensations that this abstraction
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implies, but undergoes a real and concrete abstraction, through the im po
sition of other classes, from the outside world. The other name for this is
'labour power'.
In On the Jewish Question, the question of rights, intended as droit de I'homme,
de-limits and legitimizes individualism in civil society. Intended as droits du
citoyen, it functions as ideological dissimulation operating through the equal
ity of political rights extended to the individual only through occasional and
extraordinary participation in political life. In the Grundisse Notebooks, rights
have a very different function, becom ing everyday and perm anent ideological
dissimulation, that invests the 'free' subject, separating him /her from any pos
sible relationship with the world and thus also with his/her true self, by creat
ing for him /her the superficial appearance of being a 'free' subject, autonomous
and in control.

Separation from the 'Gattung' (species) and separation
from the means of labour and the material for labour
It could be useful at this point to go back to those pages in Notebook III which
define - in perhaps the most complete way in the whole of Marx’s work - the
characteristics of labour-power, in order to analyse the different type of 'sepa
ration' introduced by Marx with respect to his earlier work. As I interpret it,
while separation of species, that most central category in Marx's earlier works,
produces the individual as the principle of society and history, separation in
Marx's later work, intended as the absolute separation of the worker from the
outside world, does not produce an individual, but merely the appearance of
being an individual.
The four essential characteristics or conditions that in Grundrisse Marx
assigns to 'living labour', seen as separation from effective reality and hence
work denied all objectivity, are:
1. absolute poverty;
2. the absolute and immediate coincidence of the subject and labour-power;
the impossibility of the individual to distance him/herself from his/her
bodily existence;
3. existence as a negative relationship with self;
4. source of value, as a life activity, w hich is, however, the action in which
capital is confirmed, and, thus, absolute poverty as the general possibility of
wealth.
On the first characteristic, Marx writes: 'Labour as absolute poverty: poverty
not as shortage, but as the total exclusion of objective wealth' (Marx, 1857-58,
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p. 294-95). About the second: 'Or also as the existing not-value, and hence
purely objective use value, existing without mediation, this objectivity can
only be an objectivity not separated from the person: only an objectivity
coinciding with his immediate bodily existence [...] In other words, not as
an objectivity w hich falls outside the immediate presence [D asein] of the
individual himself' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 295). Discussing the third character
istic, the absolute negativity that exists and paradoxically assumes a positive
valence, being concrete and visible, in the individual, Marx com m ents ‘Notobjectified labour, not-value, conceived positively, or as negativity in relation to
itself' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 295), On the fourth characteristic, Marx writes that
'general wealth (in contrast to capital in w hich it exists objectively, as real
ity) as the general possibility of the same, w hich proves itself as such in action'
(Marx, 1857-58, p. 295).
With these four characteristics, Marx describes a subjectivity, the princi
ple of action, whose relationship with self is paradoxically one of absolute
poverty and negativity. This is not only because, from the beginning, it is
separated from the objective world, and not only because it does not exist
independently from labour, but also because, when it operates, its operation
w ithin labour coincides with the action of capital. Marx thus defines labour
power negatively, characterizing it according to an original and formative
separation, w hich is both separation from the outside world and separationdistancing from self.
This original and abstract nature of labour power is truly confirmed for
Marx, as we know, in the 'real subsumption' of labour to capital in the process
of production. Thus Marx abandons all easy positivistic conceptions and rei
fications of the machine as a simple instrument, and interprets the machine
and technological development more generally as an aspect of the system o f
machine-labour-power, he maintains that the technological aim of manage
ment and innovation is to elim inate concrete labour and to introduce abstract
labour:
[...] labour [...] becomes more and more a purely abstract activity, a purely
mechanical activity and hence indifferent to its particular form [...] Here it
can be seen once again that the particular specificity of the relation of pro
duction, of the category - here, capital and labour - becomes real only with
the development of a particular material mode o f production and a particular
stage in the development of the industrial productive forces. (This point in
general to be particularly developed in connection with this relation, later,
since it is here already posited in the relation itself, while, in the case of the
abstract concepts, exchange value, circulation, money, it still lies more in
our subjective reflection.) (Marx, 1857-58, p. 295-96)
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Above all, in my opinion, it seems that the Abstraktion of labour power m ani
fests a relational structure of the Trennung clearly different from that which
functions in the category of 'alienated' or 'estranged' labour [entfremdete Arbeit]
set forth in the Economical and Philosophical Maunuscripts. Here, the notion
of separation is no longer that of the worker from the objective world, and
from the various components of the labour process (raw material, instrument
of labour, raw product) but, primarily, it is a separation from the essence of
species, which, as Marx underlines, permits human participation in freedom,
universality and creativity. Indeed, when human being 'looks upon himself
as the present, living species [...] looks upon himself as a universal and there
fore free being'. Marx uses terms such as 'life activity’, a 'productive life itself',
a 'free conscious activity', and 'conscious life activity' (Marx, 1844, p. 276).
Alienated labour, on the other hand, is activity forced upon an individual by
an impoverished subject; the individual, separated and alienated from his/her
true essence, obeys the imposition only on the level of physical-bodily and
individual auto-reproduction. In this process of degradation of 'life activity',
'alienated labour' effects a process whereby the particular assumes the role and
function of the universal. It is precisely from this ontological error or exchange,
this perversion of species, that the concept of private property is born, the
appropriation by a few of the work of others.
As Marx writes in Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts,
Private property is thus the product, the result, the necessary consequence,
of alienated labour, of the external relation of the worker to nature and to
himself. Private property thus results by analysis from the concept of alien
ated labour, i.e., of alienated man, of estranged labour, of estranged life, of
estranged man. (Marx, 1844, p. 279)

Reflecting on Feuerbach's influence on Marx here, the conceptual structure
that Marx utilizes in his explanation of alienated labour is not just an inversion
of the species-individual relationship, but is more widely an inversion of the
subject-object relationship established by Feuerbach as the basis of his concep
tion of religious alienation.
Thus in The German Ideology, labour becomes synonymous with alienation
and estranged activity in that it is the manifestation of a 'division of labour'
[die Theilung der Arbeit], as compared with un-divided labour, not confined to
any particular activity. The concepts of 'Arbeit' or 'Theilung der Arbeit' in The
German Ideology, is constantly contrasted with the notion of self-realization
[Selbstbesthatigung] and even though Marx explicitly abandons Feuerbach's
conception of species, he continues, in my opinion, to use the binomials uni
versal-particular and species-individual in The German Ideology. Alienation
continues to mean the denial of the potentially infinite and unlimited creative
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activity of humans; it implies the total loss of self-respect and the subsequent fall
into the particular and the finite. The negative/alienating conception of labour
in early Marx seems to imply the positive concept of valorization of an ancient
and noble master's lifestyle, which according to an ancient and noble master's
lifestyle with man, as species-being, could really only produce when free from
the necessity to work and able to develop a universal praxis. Thus, notwithstand
ing Marx's critique of Hegel's Phenomenology o f the Spirit, he utilizes the Hegelian
dialectic categories of 'master-servant' to trace the authentic praxis of the mas
ter's disappearance from the servant's work of satisfying basic needs. The subject
of human praxis before historical development is a rich and universal subject
located within an ontological and anthropological fullness of species. In this
shift from communitary fullness of the human subject, communism appears as
the inevitable conclusion of history, because, behind alienation is a subject who,
drained of his/her original wealth, can do nothing but struggle to regain it.
In Grundisse, with his definition of labour power, Marx identifies an indi
vidual whose existence is not autonomous from labour, indeed, it is an existence
in no way independent from labour. This individual possesses no trace of subjectiv
ity apart from being the bearer of an economic function. The Arbeitsvermögen,
conceived of as a subject radically separated from an object, is apparently only
a subject. It is a walking abstraction. The individual in a capitalist society is a
theatrical mask [Charaktermaske], the bearer [Träger] of a specific class relation
ship; that is, of forced and necessarily stereotypical behaviour. Only in excep
tional cases can any sense of personal individuality escape from the collective
function.
In short, in my opinion, the negative connotation of labour changes from
Economical and Philosophical Manuscripts to Grundrisse, from a definition of
'alienated labour' to that of 'abstract labour'. Hence 'labour' is no longer the
subordination of the species to the particular needs of an individual, it is no
longer the alienation of a universal in a particular, it is rather the capitalist
'use of labour power', in which all particularization of work must disappear,
because what is produced must be the impersonal substance of value, of equal
and quantifiable time of labour.

History as 'après coup' and the defects of
historical materialism
The mature Marx's discovery of the categories and economic functions of
'labour power' with its characteristic of 'abstract individuality', does not lead
to a necessary contradiction of his earlier definition of revolutionary subjectiv
ity, with its obvious and immediate, collective composition and its inevitable
opposition and contradiction with the capital. In my opinion, it establishes
instead a process of feedback which operates as a profound deconstruction
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of Marx's general theory of history; what is com m only known as ‘historical
materialism'.
In Notebook IV of the Grundrisse, under the title 'Forms which precede
capitalist production', Marx famously explains the historical origin of labour
power, keystone of the capitalist economy, with an historiographical après coup,
which starts from the present in an attempt to make sense of the past. Before
capitalism and the accumulation of wealth that it generated, there was no trace
of labour power, or of 'the individual as a worker, in his nakedness' (Marx,
1857-58, p. 463). In all types of society, from tribal communities to oriental
despotism, from the city states of ancient Greece and Rome to Germanic com 
munities and medieval corporations, the individual, Marx explains, always
had some relationship with original property within the context of his/her
objective world, in which, as a member of that community, he or she enjoyed a
participatory role. As a member of a natural tribal community, or of the Roman
res publica, or of a Germanic community, or in the medieval world of corpora
tions, the individual existed in a relationship of what Marx calls 'natural ow n
ership' with a part of his/her outside world (land, tools, servants, slaves). The
relationship is defined as 'natural' in that it is not the product of labour, but is
the 'presupposition' of labour. It is the belonging to a community, founded on
relations that are not econom ic but are those of blood ties, family and so on
that create the conditions for econom ic appropriation. Looking at the example
of the tribal community, Marx writes:
This naturally arisen clan community, or, if one will, pastoral society, is the
first presupposition - the com m unality of blood, language, customs - for
the appropriation of the objective conditions of their life [...] The real appro
priation through the labour process happens under these presuppositions,
which are not themselves the product of labour, but appear as its natural or
divine presuppositions. (Marx, 1857-58, p. 464)
In the whole of the Grundrisse manuscript, Marx identifies the essence of
capital, following Hegel, in terms of what I suggest a definition of as 'the circle
of presupposition and posit' (Bellofiore and Finelli, 1998, pp. 48-51). That is,
in the sense that the nature of capital is totalitarian, tending to not leave any
thing that has autonomous logic outside of itself. Capital tends to translate
all external 'presuppositions' into products (to 'posit') w ithin its own logical
course. This occurs both on the historical-diachronic level, as capital progres
sively adjusts all systems to its own logic, transforming anything pre-existent
from another epoch into som ething mediated and reproduced; and on the
synchronic level, because, in the presence of modernity, what appears to be
a presupposition external to the market, to circulation and price, is, from a
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Marxist perspective, mediated and produced by the production of abstract
labour and capital. These two cycles - the diachronic and the synchronic - of
capital, w hich meet in the re/production of labour power as the subjectivity of
abstraction, define capital as a totalitarian system.
In other essays I have attempted to explain (Finelli, 1989, pp. 111-31; 2004,
pp. 73-90) how and why this totalizing process of capitalism can work and
be understood only by ignoring the contradiction paradigm proposed in Marx's
earlier works (human essence versus alienation, concrete versus abstract) and by
utilizing instead the abstraction paradigm (abstraction as an interior emptying
of the concrete; the reduction of the concrete to the superficial level). I have
tried to show that it is precisely in this that Marx's real death-blow to Hegel is
dealt, although that is not the point of this discussion.
What is relevant here, instead, is that w hat is missing from the history o f
mankind up to capital is, according to Marx, precisely the totalitarian function o f the
presupposition-posit circle.

In the society that precedes capitalist society, the criterion of socialization,
that which admits access to property and to the use of the means of produc
tion, does not derive from and is not produced by the same process of mate
rial production. It is generated in another way. Thus, material production can
never be used to produce value and abstract labour, wealth in general, but only
the values of use and concrete labour aimed at maintaining the configuration
of a community, the principle of socialization and the type of individual exist
ence inscribed into such a context.
The econom y as an autonomous sphere, not subordinated to other spheres
of social integration and legitimization, is born with capitalism. Indeed, it is
through its autonomy that it can become totalizing and dom inant of the other
social spheres, as Marx writes: 'capital is the economic form of bourgeois soci
ety that dominates the rest' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 112).
But if the presupposition-posit criterion, the totalitarian aspect of the econ
omy, can be applied only to the historical epoch of capitalism, it can be con
strued that the notion of historical materialism; that is, the general explanation
of all social forms and all history from an economic perspective, does not stand
up. An explanation based only on economics can be read as pertinent for only
a brief m om ent in history, that w hich corresponds to capitalism. Those pages
dedicated to 'Forms which precede capitalist production', which seek to explain
the all-modern birth of labour power, see Marx inaugurate a new historical
science, one w hich no longer uses the geological-architectural model of struc
ture/superstructure or, to put it another way, the simple linear cause-and-effect
model. This new science of history, as announced in the Introduction, moves
backwards, interpreting the past from the perspective of the present ('human
anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape'), given that the present is
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a totality, 'the most developed and the most complex historic organization of
production' (Marx, 1857-58, p. I l l ) that contains within it, in an altered, atro
phied or re-elaborated form, all the social forms that preceded it. Here, though,
it is impossible to understand to what extent Marx was aware of the different
historiographical paradigms that the encounter with the objective structure of
capital, as in the presupposition-posit circle, imposed.
This difference in historical methodology with respect to the rough theo
retical draft found in the first part of The German Ideology, is very clear. In The
German Ideology, a linear time line is followed, from the ancient to the m od
ern. In the Grundrisse, the exact opposite is true. Here it is the systematic and
categorical fullness of the present, its totalitarian character, that makes way
for a type of retroactive process - or Nachträglichkeit, to use Freud's term - that
inverts the course of tim e and allows for a science of the past.
In The German Ideology the starting point for a true understanding is described
as the concrete nature of material life, and verifiable experience:
The premises from which we begin are not arbitrary ones [...] They are
the real individuals, their activity and the material conditions [...] These
premises can thus be verified in a purely empirical way. (Marx and Engels,
1845-46, p. 4)
In the Introduction to the Grundrisse, the starting point is the centrality of
abstractions: abstractions that have no universal logic, are not mental generali
zations but are, in a paradoxical sense, real abstractions; that is, they have an
existence outside the mind. As in the case of abstract labour, where it is possible
to speak of 'an abstraction that becomes a practical truth' [Abstraktion prakisch
wahr], an abstraction that, for the first time in the philosophical and theoreti
cal history of the term, is used by Marx outside the semantic and functional
field of logic and is applied to the sphere of action, to the sphere of praxis.
The identification of the economic and social function of labour power,
as an abstract subject, separated from the objective world, is the keystone of
Marx's Capital and of his conception of capital as a totality in progress. Labour
power is also a central concept in the historical science of the past as well as in
the founding of a social science of the present.
It appears that Marx would not have been able to do so much with the term if
it had not been for the shifting significance of the categories ‘Gattungswesen' or
‘Gemeinwesen’. In his earlier works, in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts
first of all, Gemeinwesen seems to signify the free and universal endowment of
human being as distinct from animals. The human being is a 'species-being' or
'communal-being'. In The German Ideology, ‘Gemeinwesen’ already means more
'community' from a social and historical point of view, than an individual
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human being. In Grundrisse, finally, ‘Gemeinwesen' stands explicitly for the
historically determined com munity in all its various forms, to which the individual
is owner of some segments of his or her objective World.
In their first definition, 'Gattungswesen' or ‘Gemeinwesen' are the essence of
the hum an being, and there is no distinction between individual and species;
there can only be a process of inversion-alienation. In the Grundrisse, on the
other hand, the three fundamental forms of ancient society characterized by
landed property - respectively the Asiatic form; the Ancient form (in the classic
sense); and the Germanic form, are distinguished by Marx precisely according
to the various dislocations and relationships between individuals and com
m unity [Gemeinwesen]. From an anthropological and metaphysical concept,
‘Gemeinwesen' has become a concept that articulates and explains historiog
raphy.
In the Asiatic form, the individual does not possess any autonomy vis-a-vis
the community. The com m unity [Gemeinde or Gemeinwesen] is the substance
with respect to which the individual appears almost accidentally. The unity
that everyone enjoys is experienced unconsciously by the individuality of the
beings. In Hegel's terms, it is 'an sich' or 'fur uns'.
In the second form, ‘Gemeinwesen' and the individual have separate exist
ences, one beside the other. Land is owned by the community. In the case of
ancient Rome, it is Roman land. But alongside the concept of ager publicus,
originally located in the city, other lands are distributed to private owners:
'The com m une - as state - is, on one side, the relation of these free and equal
private proprietors to one another, their bond against the outside, and is at the
same time their safeguard' (Marx and Engels, 1845-46, p. 455). In Hegelian
terms, it is a 'nebeneinanderstehen', in which the individual is independent only
in that he is a knowing participator in the community.
In the Germanic form, the community or ‘Gemeinwesen' is, as Marx affirms in
true Hegelian terms, only a 'unity-in-itself' (Marx and Engels, 1845-46, p. 455)
(an sich seined Einheit), a unity that has no distinct existence from that of the
individual, which is the only true presence on the scene. This is the opposite
of the Asiatic model, in w hich the individual disappears into the unity of the
whole; here, the unity of the ‘Gemeinwesen’ disappears in the face of the auton
omous unity of the individual:
Among the Germanic tribes, where the individual family chiefs settled in
the forests, long distances apart, the com m une exists, already from out
ward observation, only in the periodic gathering-together [Vereinigung] of
the com m une members, although their unity-in-itself is posited in their
ancestry, language, com m on past, history and so on. The com m une thus
appears as a coming-together [Vereinigung], not as a being-together [Verein];
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as a unification made up of independent subjects, landed proprietors, and
not as a unity. (Marx and Engels, 1845-46, p. 478)
Without a doubt, what concerns Marx most, in the 'Forms which precede
capitalist production', is to contrast the naturalness of unity between human
beings and the nature and artificiality of this connection with capitalism.
Before capitalism, hum an beings existed as a general entity, as their existence
was always mediated by being a member of one form of com m unity or another.
This original state of being was never produced by labour. This is completely
different from capitalism, as Marx is eager to point out, where there is the total
negation of any form of unity between hum an beings and nature.
But quite apart from such organicist and communitarian appreciations in
these reflections, what I wish to point out is how the irruption of the cat
egory of labour power in Marx's work, along with its constructive abstraction,
implies a rethinking of all of Marx's reflections. Marx was perhaps unaware of
the radical nature of this aspect of his work, starting from that very condition
of naturalness, as the principle of socialization in pre-capitalist society, which
casts doubt on the nature and application of historical materialism.
As I said at the beginning of this chapter, my aim was to contribute some
thing to a theoretical project concerned with the re-reading and study of Marx,
according to the criteria of semantic shifts in terms and categories, which for
mally and linguistically appear to remain unchanged. The new MEGA edition
is an indispensable tool for reading, but, in my opinion, it is necessary to com 
bine a critical edition of Marx's work with a 'Critical Lemmatic Dictionary' obviously on the computer and obviously in German - which could trace the
occurrences of a term w ithin the context of the complete works of Marx. Such
a Dictionary should be able to follow the transformations, shifts and superim
positions in m eaning of terms or concepts in Marx's work. I believe this would
be an indispensable tool, both philologically and conceptually, and a useful
complement to the new MEGA edition, for any Marxist scholar, and clearly,
given the financial and theoretical resources, for Engels scholars too.
In my opinion, Marx often superimposes, through semantic and theoretical
condensation, various meanings into a single term and, in the course of his work,
that meaning changes. I believe that 'the Moor', in an attempt to present his
works as fundamentally one single work, paid little attention to this matter and as
such displays a lack of critical self-reflection. The peculiarity of Marxist self-under
standing is an element that contemporary Marxism has to come to terms with.
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7
The Chapters on Machinery in the
1861-63 Manuscripts
Tony Smith

The technological dynamism of the past centuries is completely unprecedented.
For many years, the most influential mainstream accounts of economic growth
modelled technological change as an exogenous factor, as 'manna from heaven.'
In 'new growth theory', in contrast, technological change is treated as being
endogenous to capitalism.1The crucial point for recent theorists of endogenous
technological change is the distinction between forms of scientific-technical
knowledge and innovation that are non-rivalrous and non-excludable,2 and those
that are non-rivalrous but excludable, at least for extended periods of time. The
former, not the latter, are true public goods.
The models of Paul Romer, the leading new growth theorist, include terms
representing investment in R&D, the education and training of the work force,
intellectual property rights, and other factors contributing to the creation and
use of excludable scientific-technical knowledge and innovations. These m od
els do not assume the declining returns and perfect competition of standard
neoclassical economics. Firms able to exclude others from innovations are in
principle able to appropriate increasing returns from their investments. And
from this point of view the drive to attain (temporary) monopolies on innova
tions lies at the heart of capitalism.
Most contemporary social theorists are willing to give Marx his due as som e
one who fully appreciated that technological change is endogenous to capi
talism. However, this dimension of his work is generally dismissed as merely
'literary', lacking the mathematical sophistication displayed in contemporary

1 Seejones (2002), Helpman (2004), Lewis (2004), Warsh (2006) and, especially, Romer
(1990, 1994).
2 Unlike the pie you cannot consume after I have eaten it, my intellectual appropriation
of e = me2does not prevent you from fully appropriating the formula. The one is a rivalrous
good, the other not. And while I can keep the pie locked away until I am ready to eat it,
once the formula was published others could not be excluded from appropriating it.
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growth models. Given the historical period during which Marx was writing,
this could hardly be otherwise; the supposedly fatal flaw in his position lies
elsewhere. Marx’s writings juxtapose hym ns to capitalism's technological
dynamism with calls to reject the capitalist order. This is alleged to be incoher
ent, since the former undermines the latter.
Contemporary theorists of endogenous technological change insist that, if
appropriate public policies are in place, capitalism is ‘a kind of perpetual cor
nucopia machine forever spilling out new goods' (Warsh, 2006, p. 224). Some
of these new goods are directed towards the satisfaction of workers' wants and
needs from the beginning. Others are initially luxury goods. But over the course
of time their unit costs tend to reduce as a result of productivity advances, thus
lowering their prices to a point where ordinary workers are able to afford them.
In short, the technological dynamism of capitalism brings about generalized
material prosperity, doom ing Marx's political project:
Technology was far and away its [capitalism's] most important source of
growth. Labor unions could forget [Marx's] warnings against new m achin
ery. They could stop worrying and learn to love the cornucopia of new
innovations. (Warsh, 2006, p. 147)3
New growth theorists are hardly the first, and will surely not be the last,
to appeal to capitalism's technological dynamism. In this chapter I shall dis
cuss the arguments against this legitimating ideology found in the drafts for a
chapter on 'Machinery' in Marx's 1861-63 Manuscripts.4 These sections of the
Manuscripts are somewhat disorganized. But they include all the major themes
subsequently presented in a more polished fashion in chapter 15 of Capital,
Volume I, often in far more striking formulations. As the first comprehensive
presentation of Marx's views on technological development in capitalism, they
are worth close examination.
Is Marx's theory of 'Machinery' best seen as a mere 'literary' anticipation
of contemporary theories of endogenous technological change? One clue that
this is not the case is the way that Romer and other new growth theorists

3 I have taken the liberty of substituting 'Marx' for 'Ricardo' in this passage. From
Warsh's standpoint, Marx took to extremes Ricardo's error of underestimating just how
widespread the benefits of technological change would be.
4 After writing the equivalent of 30 pages of published text, Marx broke off a draft
chapter on 'Machinery' in March 1862 to compose what came to be known as The
Theories o f Surplus Value. In late 1862-early 1863 he returned to th e topic. I have not
discovered any substantive differences between the two drafts. It should be noted that
the term 'm achinery' is to be taken here in an extremely broad sense, including all the
forms of fixed constant capital that must be in place in a workplace for machinery in the
narrow sense to be used effectively.
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are concerned exclusively with increasing use values ('wealth'), in contrast to
Marx’s concern with how the social forms of value shape the innovation proc
ess. Another clue is that Marx, unlike Romer, did not intend his theory to be a
contribution to political economy. It was, as he insisted in the title of the work
the Manuscripts were initially intended to complete, a contribution to the cri
tique of political economy. These clues must now be pursued.
Marx informs us that his treatment o f 'Machinery' 'presupposes nothing
but our general law about the value of com m odities and the laws that follow
thereform about the value of labour capacity and rate of surplus value to the
latter' (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 378). The 'general law' is that the value of com 
modities is determined by socially necessary labour time. This law expresses
the unrelenting imperative for privately undertaken labour to prove its
social necessity through the successful sale of produced com m odities for
money. The 'laws that follow' stem from the fact that generalized com m od
ity production is based on the capital/wage labour relation or, equivalently,
the fact that the imperative to create value is ultim ately the imperative to
create surplus value (s, the difference between the value of the labour capac
ity hired by capital -v, variable capital - and the value produced through the
actualization of that capacity in production). Two tendency laws follow from
this valorization imperative. For any given rate of surplus value (s/v), there
is a necessary tendency to increase absolute surplus value by extending the
working day. And for any given length of the working day, there is a neces
sary tendency to increase relative surplus value by raising the rate of surplus
value.
The drive to appropriate relative surplus value necessarily leads to the regu
lar transformation of the social organization of labour, taking the technical
apparatus employed in the labour process as given. Co-operation, for example,
can increase the rate of surplus value, since a set of workers co-operating is
generally more productive than the same set operating separately. A division
o f labour, in w hich each worker is assigned a specialized task, can also pro
duce a greater surplus product. If this surplus product is sold successfully, the
appropriated surplus value increases relative to the given investment in labour
power.5
Reorganizations of the labour process necessarily tend to lead to innovations
in the technical apparatus. (In the epoch of manufacturing, for example, the
specialization of tasks was accompanied by a specialization of tools; Marx,
1861-63a, pp. 273ff.) These innovations in turn necessarily generate a tendency

5 Other ways of increasing labour productivity through changes in the social
organization of labour are also possible. The 'multiskilling' of contemporary lean
production is designed to raise the rate of surplus value by decreasing specialization in
certain (limited) respects (Smith, 2000).
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to reorganize the social organization of the labour process in order to take
advantage of the new instruments of production. This suggests that the drive
to transform the production apparatus is as much an essential determination
of capital as the drive to transform the social organization of labour; both may
further the valorization imperative. W hen the transformation of the produc
tion apparatus reaches the point where 'It is no longer the hum an being, but a
mechanism made by human beings, which HANDLES THE TOOLS/ we have
the third way of generating relative surplus value discussed by Marx: machin
ery (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 422).6
Relative surplus value is increased when the tim e workers spend produc
ing an am ount of econom ic value equivalent to what they receive in return
in the form of wages is reduced, leaving more of a given work day for the
production of surplus value. Assuming that wages are equivalent to the value
of labour power, and that this value is determined in the given historical
context by the cost of a given bundle of wage goods, surplus value can be
increased by reducing the value of those wage goods. But Marx insists that
m achinery is generally not introduced for this reason.7 Units of capital pro
ducing luxury goods (or the means of production devoted to them) obvi
ously do not aim at the reduction of the value of wage goods. And units
producing wage goods (or means of production for that endeavour) would
only see the value of the labour power they hire reduced by the proportion in
w hich their particular output is, directly or indirectly, part of working-class
consum ption. This is too insignificant to motivate behaviour, even if it were
not the case that such innovations do not provide any special advantage to
the innovating firm.
For Marx, the main factor behind the introduction of machinery is the drive
to appropriate higher-than-average returns. If productivity advances enable a
com m odity to be produced at a lower individual value than its selling price,
while this selling price is lower than its social value (expressed in the average
selling price), a producer may appropriate a higher amount of surplus value
than is appropriated by its competitors:
The value of the com m odity is determined by the socially necessary labour
time contained in it. With the introduction of new machinery, and as long
as the major part of production continues to be based on the old means of
production, the capitalist can sell his com m odity a t less than its social value,
even though he sells at more than its individual value, i.e. for more labour

6 The words in capital letters are as in Marx's original text in English.
7 'Only in isolated cases does the capitalist intend to secure a direct reduction o f wages
by introducing m achinery' (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 319).
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tim e than he requires to manufacture it under the new production process.

(Marx, 1861-63a, p. 319)8
Everything else remaining equal, higher-order labour power, labour power
of above average productivity, is then paid as if it were standard labour power.
This compresses the portion of the working day devoted to the production
of a monetary value equivalent to what workers receive in the form of wages,
while extending the portion devoted to the production of surplus value (Marx,
1861-63a, p. 320).
A closer look reveals 'an important complicating factor' that does not come
into play in other ways of increasing relative surplus value:
(M)achinery, unlike simple cooperation and the division of labour in manu
facture, is a productive force which has been produced; it costs m oney [...]
Like any portion of constant capital, the machinery adds to the product the
value contained in it, i.e. it makes it dearer to the extent of the labour time
required for its own production. (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 322)
And so,
(T)he cheapening of the commodities produced by machines depends on
one circumstance alone [...] the value of machinery which enters into the
com m odity is less than - i.e. = less labour time than - the value of the labour
replaced by it. (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 323)
'The value of machinery which enters into the com m odity' is determined
by the relationship between the total constant capital invested in machinery
and the number of individual commodities produced over the machinery's
lifetime. The larger the former relative to the latter, the greater the cost of
constant capital (c) going into the final price of the individual commodity.
The larger the latter relative to the former, the lower the c going into the

8 The main question of the chapters in the Manuscripts that correspond to Volume I of
Capital is how ‘the class of capitalists taken as a whole [can] enrich itself as a class, [since]
it cannot increase its total capital, or produce a surplus value, by one capitalist gaining
what another loses' (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 25). The answer lies in the capital/wage labour
relation, examined at the level of 'capital in general', prior to a consideration of concrete
forms of inter-capital competition. The main themes of Marx's discussion of machinery
are at this level. None the less, this discussion crucially involves inter-capital competition,
as the passage in the main text reveals. Just as 'price' (the expression of value in a socially
objective form) operates at all levels of Marx's theory, 'competition' is also not simply a
'Volume III' category. No ‘Volume I' category can be presented, even provisionally,
without employing a (simple and abstract categorization of) competition.
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final price.9 Everything else begin equal, if c is lowered while the final price
remains the same (or declines at a slower rate), more surplus value can be
appropriated.10 And so capitalists hope to extend the use of machinery, while
fearing that their investment in constant capital will becom e technologically
obsolete prior to appropriating a satisfactory return ('moral depreciation').
Eventually, above-average profits are lost as other capitals duplicate or sur
pass the innovations responsible for the productivity gains. But the imperative
to seek productivity-enhancing innovations is found in industries producing
wage goods no less than in other sectors. There is therefore a tendency for the
unit costs and prices of wage goods to decline, lowering the costs of reproduc
ing labour power (that is, the value of labour power) at the given standard
of living for workers. This increases the rate of surplus value s/v.11 We may
conclude that there is a tendency at the level of total social capital for relative
surplus value to increase as a result of the introduction of machinery (Mandel,
1975, ch. 3; Smith, 2004).
The 1 861-63 Manuscripts, like Capital, include extended discussions of other
aspects of technological change in capitalism, including the mechanical work
shop ('the most developed form of the capitalist application of machinery'
Marx, 1861-63a, p. 320).12 He also discusses how technological change is at
least partially determined by 'internal' factors; innovations are often sought
that complement established technological systems or address bottlenecks in
an existing system (Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 343-44). Marx also examines spe
cific features of the nineteenth-century British Industrial Revolution (Marx,
1861-63a, pp. 330-45; 1861-63b, pp. 387-477; 1861-63c, pp. 46-64). And he
regularly contrasts his account with competing views, especially Ure's (Marx,

9 ‘As the efficiency of the machinery grows, as the productive power of labour is thus
raised, th e quantity of use values and therefore of commodities which are produced in
the same labour time with the help of machinery grows [...] (T)he greater this total
am ount the smaller the proportion of the machinery's value that re-appears in the
individual com modity' (Marx, 1861-63a, pp. 323-24).
10 The 'economies of scope' of contemporary flexible production illustrate this
dynam ic no less than traditional 'economies of scale' (Smith, 2000).
11 '(A)s soon as competition has reduced the price of the com modity produced by
machinery to its value, the employment of machinery can only increase the surplus
value, the profit of the capitalist, in so far as the cheapening of the commodity leads to
a reduction in the value of wage or the value of labour capacity or in the time necessary
for th e reproduction of labour capacity’ (Marx, 1861-63a, pp. 334-35).
12 Mechanical workshops need not take the particular form they did in Marx's day - an
extensive system of machines located in the same plant and powered by the same prime
motor (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 481). In the twenty-first-century 'networked corporation',
systems of interconnected machines are scattered across the globe. Marx anticipated the
principles of the networked corporation when he referred to 'the combination of factories,
one which produces a semi-manufactured object, while the other uses it as its raw material’
(Marx, 1861-63b, p. 425).
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1861-63b, p. 494). Our concern here, however, is whether Marx provides a
compelling alternative to the contemporary new growth theorists who invoke
capitalism's technological dynamism as a legitimating ideology.
There are numerous points of agreement between Marx and Paul Romer,
the leading contemporary theorist of endogenous technological change. Marx
too refers to the manner in which innovations can be, at least temporarily,
excludable. This is what enables surplus profits to be appropriated. He also
refers explicitly to the manner in which innovations are non-rivalrous. This
accounts for the temporary nature of surplus profits. Marx also refers explicitly
to the increasing importance of scientific-technological knowledge, insisting
that there is a structural tendency for science to be subsumed under the capital
form.13 As far as these central ideas are concerned, there is nothing new about
'new growth theory'.
Most importantly in the present context, Marx was well aware that produc
tivity advances tend to expand the consumption of use values by workers over
time. As we have seen, he often took the workers' consumption bundle as a
given in order to explicate important structural tendencies of capital. But he
also recognizes explicitly in the Manuscripts and elsewhere that productivity
advances enable real wages (in use value terms) to increase over tim e.14 Here
too there is nothing especially new about 'new growth theory'.
Does this last point not fatally undermine Marx's claim that the social
relations of capitalism are inherently antagonistic? Does capitalism's unprec
edented innovation not generate unprecedented material prosperity on an
unprecedented scale? Should Marx not have accepted the force of technologi
cal dynamism as a legitimating ideology? An initial response to these ques
tions is straightforward: Workers’ gains in use values do not refute the theory o f
surplus value:

Even if the capitalist w ho introduces the new machinery were to pay a higher
than average wage, the surplus realised by him over and above the normal
surplus value, the surplus value realised by the other capitalists in the same
branch of industry, would originate solely from the fact that the wage was
not increased in the same proportion as this labour rose above the level of

13 'The employment of th e natural agents - their incorporation so to speak into
capital - coincides w ith the development of scientific knowledge as an independent factor
in the production process. In the same way as th e production process becomes an
application o f scientific knowledge, so, conversely, does science become a factor, a function
so to speak, of th e production process' (Marx, 18613c, p. 32).
14 '(S)ince the m anner of their satisfaction depend to a large degree on the level of
civilization of the society, are themselves the product of history, the necessary means of
subsistence in one country or epoch include things not included in another' (Marx,
1861-63a, p. 44).
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average labour, that a relative increase in surplus labour time continued to
occur. Therefore this case can also be subsumed under the general law that
surplus value = surplus labour. (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 320)
Accepting this, however, does not eliminate all questions. If workers' wants and
needs can be liberated from traditional constraints and fulfilled to an unprec
edented degree, does this not make capital/wage labour conflict a contingent
and relatively secondary matter, even i f the theory o f surplus value is correct?
A full answer to this question would go far beyond the sections of the
Manuscripts considered here. But the account of machinery there suggests three
sorts of reply. The first concerns the precarious nature of workers' gains; even
relatively privileged workers remain subject to generalized and profound eco
nom ic insecurity. As innovations diffuse, competitive pressures tend to erode
the wage gains of workers in no-longer-leading firms (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 330).
If a given unit of capital does maintain its advantages, it will usually do so only
through further innovations that themselves threaten to displace wage labour
ers. Further, machinery (in the broad sense of the term) may enable the imple
mentation of effective 'divide and conquer' strategies, in which the threat of
employing less privileged groups of workers reduces wages.15 Machinery also
regularly ‘deskills' entire categories of workers, making previously won gains
difficult to maintain.16 Finally, in so far as machinery can be used to replace
striking workers, it lessens the chances of successful strikes, making previously
won gains increasingly difficult to maintain.17
Marx's discussion of machinery occurs at a relatively abstract theoretical
level. Investment in constant capital is considered only in so far as it affects the
rate of surplus value (s/v), and not the more complex rate of profit, [s/(c + v)].18

15 Lebowitz (2003).
16 Marx describes how machinery developed in the British Industrial Revolution made
craft skills obsolete. However, 'deskilling' is not the correct general term for the tendency
to seek technologies enabling the employment of a ‘new class of workers, who enter the
situation as a determining element, alter the character of the whole workshop, and by
their nature are more obedient to the despotism of capital' (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 331). A
generalization of previously above-average skills may also have this effect. (Marx, 186163b, pp. 162-63 and Marx, 1861-63c, p. 228 provide reasons to think that the general
skill level in capitalism tends to increase over time.)
17 'It is also demonstrated in strikes that machinery is invented and employed in
direct opposition to the claims of living labour, and that it appears as a means of
defeating and breaking them ' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 29).
18 'In content of course th e two questions come down to the same thing. But here the
same phenom enon is considered from entirely different points of view' (Marx, 186163b, p. 377). This statement implies that the traditional ‘transformation problem' is
profoundly misguided. As Marx's theory progresses, one stateof affairs is not ‘transformed’
into a different one. The same state of affairs is conceptualized in a different (more
complex and concrete) fashion.
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But a central premise in an argument regarding the latter can be elaborated.
The mad drive to accumulate pushes investments in machinery whenever
doing so is foreseen to increase surplus value in the short-to-medium term.
C therefore tends to increase at a faster rate than v. In so far as s is a function
of v, the result is a structural tendency for a falling rate of profit, resulting from
increases in c that are not compensated by increases in s.19 This systematic
tendency to over-accumulation crises reinforces tremendously the precarious
nature of workers' gains from technological change, since the extent to which
benefits from technological advances trickle down to workers is strongly cor
related with the contingent state of the world market.20 The outbreak of over
accumulation crises in the world market is invariably accompanied by attacks
on wages (Brenner, 1998).
A second sort of reply to defences of capitalism based on technological
dynamism concerns the necessarily lim ited nature of workers' gains from
innovations. The first draft on machinery in the Manuscripts begins by quot
ing J. S. Mill's observation that the mechanical innovations of capitalism have
not lessened toil (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 318). This would come as no surprise to
anyone familiar with the ‘general law about the value of com m odities and the
laws that follow':
(O)n the basis of capitalist production the purpose of machinery is by no
means to lighten or shorten the day's toil of the worker... (A)s in any develop
ment of productive power on a capitalist basis...it is a matter of shorten
ing the part of the working day during which he works for himself, the
paid part of his labour time, and thereby lengthening the other part of
the day, during w hich he works for capital for no return. (Marx, 1861-63a,
pp. 318-19)
Increased consumption of use values also does not eliminate systematic sur
veillance in the workplace, or ceaseless attempts to control the labour process

19 'Since the part of capital laid out in wages has become much smaller in relation to
the total capital - particularly in relation to the fixed capital - and since the magnitude
of surplus value depends not only on its rate but on the number of working days
simultaneously employed, while profit depends on the ratio of this surplus value to the
total capital, the consequence is a fall in the rate of profit' (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 333). In
the 1861-63 Manuscripts, Marx also mentions counter-tendencies: the economizing of
constant capital (Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 478, 481), the lowering of constant capital costs
(Marx, 1861-63c, p. 126), the lowering of raw material costs through imports and
reductions of waste (Marx, 1861-63c, pp. 58-59), increases in the rate of surplus value,
and so on.
20 Marx connects the rise in real wages in nineteenth-century Britain to the high
levels of dem and in the world market for British commodities (Marx, 1861-63b,
pp. 386-87).

Machinery in the 1861-63 Manuscripts

121

by management (Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 486, 490).21 Nor does increased con
sumption change the fact that the level of environmental risks and unsafe
work practices necessarily tends to be far higher under the reign of capital
than is technologically necessary (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 475). The unrelenting
fear of moral depreciation implies that the introduction of machinery tends to
be accompanied by both an intensification of work22 and pressure to lengthen
the work day (Marx, 1861-63a, pp. 330-33), both of which are correlated with
increased physical and psychological stress. Gains to workers resulting from
advances in productivity are also partial in that they do not extend to those
laid off because of the introduction of labour-saving machinery.23 Nor do the
benefits extend to those employed by less productive firms w hose competitive
strategy revolves around low wages.24
A final way in which use value gains are limited mentioned in the chapters
on machinery anticipates the much later stage of Marx's theory devoted to
uneven development in the world market:
(T)he relation of the English to the foreign manufacturer is the same as
the relation of a manufacturer who has introduced new machinery to his
competitor. (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 338)

21 Democracy demands that those exercising authority are accountable to those over
whom the authority is exercised. No democratic theorist has ever provided a compelling
reason to ignore this principle in the workplace.
22 With machinery, 'the continuing activity of the individual is bound and conditioned
by the activity of a whole, of which he only appears as a member or which works, as in
the mechanical workshop, w ith the utter uniformity and tirelessness of an inanimate
force of nature, an iron mechanism' (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 385).
23 '(I)t is only in machinery, and in the mechanical workshop based on the application of
the new system of developed machinery, that the replacement o f workers by a part of the
constant capital (by the part of the product of labour which again becomes a means of
labour) exists; in general, only here does the rendering of the workers superfluous emerge
as an explicit and conscious tendency and a tendency acting on a large scale' (Marx, 186163c, p. 25); 'Here the antithesis between capital and wage labour develops into a complete
contradiction' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 28).
24 'Apologists of the system, such as Ure, therefore point to the atrocities of the system
of labour produced outside the factory system by the factory system itself - whether
under th e small masters or under an enterprise only formally capitalist - in order to
prove the relative beauties and advantages of the system itself! They only forget that those
branches of labour are so to speak only the foreign department of the system, being still
its direct offspring and logical consequence!' (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 495); 'Ure's grounds for
consoling the factory workers are [...] particularly that workers in branches which have
been ruined by machinery or have to compete with it, or into which machinery throws its
displaced SURPLUS workers, are still worse off th an the workers employed directly in the
mechanical workshop. And this is supposed to prove that the system is favourable to the
working class!' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 41).
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Since,
(T)he measure of the value, e.g. of cotton, is determined not by the English
hour of labour, but by the average necessary time of labour on the world
market [...] An English working day of 10 1/2 hours is not only more pro
ductive, but contains perhaps as great a quantity of labour as the 24 hours
worked in the cotton mills of Moscow. (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 384)
Regions lacking the resources to attain a position at (or close to) the frontier
of scientific-technical knowledge are systematically disadvantaged, and these
disadvantages necessarily tend to be reproduced over time. Gains in use value
consumption are not likely to be shared by workers in these regions.25 Profound
poverty and inequality are not accidental features of the global capitalist order.
They are built into 'the rules of the game' (Smith, 2006).
The extremely precarious and limited manner in which the gains of produc
tivity trickle down to workers is typically ignored by capitalism’s apologists.
There is also a third and yet deeper level of Marx's critique to consider, involv
ing the murky question of the ontological status of capital.
In mainstream social theory, 'capital' consists of things employed by human
subjects to attain hum an ends. In sharpest contrast, Marx believes that once
the social relations of capitalism are in place, a bizarre subject/object inversion
occurs in which 'capital' emerges as a higher-order 'subject' (Marx, 1861-63a,
pp. 12-13, 170), subsuming human activity to its ends:26
(E)very increase in the productive powers of labour - leaving aside the fact
that it increases use values for capital - is an increase in the productive
power of capital and it is only a productive power of labour in so far as it is
a productive power of capital (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 11).
This implies that,
The examination of these conditions [the 'objective conditions of social
labour'] appears from the capitalist point of view [italics added] as the
examination of circumstances which concern capital alone, proceed from
it and are enclosed w ithin it, and have absolutely nothing to do with the
worker. (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 478)
25 It must also be stressed, however, that workers enjoying (limited and partial) gains
in use value consumption may be more exploited th an those who do not: 'It is possible
for wages to stand e.g. higher in England than on the Continent, and yet be lower
relatively, in proportion to the productivity of labour' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 40).
26 ‘(P)resent labour (is) itself already incorporated into capital, it is a m om ent of capital'
(Marx, 1861-63b, p. 479).
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The ontology implicit in 'the capitalist point of view' is thus far different
from that proclaimed by capitalism’s advocates. 'Capital' is in effect a higherorder alien power operating at the level of society as a whole. It systematically
selects for human ends compatible with its end, 'the self-valorization of value',
and systematically represses all hum an ends that are not compatible with this
non-human end.
Marx's theory, however, is not exhausted by a brutally honest articulation
of what is implicit in the 'the capitalist point of view'. A critique of this point
of view accompanies every stage of its articulation, and this critique is not
limited to pointing out the subject/object inversion. As a careful reading of
the Manuscripts makes clear, Marx vehem ently asserts capital's claim to be a
subject, only to deconstruct this claim just as vigorously. This certainly sounds
contradictory. But capital is objectively contradictory in a manner that makes
the paradoxes of quantum mechanics seem like child's play. Capital is the rul
ing force of the social world, and a mere alienation of powers that are not its
own. It is the absolute centre of a system dominated by inhum an social forms,
and an empty void at the heart of a social order created (and transformable) by
human action.
W hen the powers of collective social labour appear as powers of capital
this distorts the true (if bizarre) state of affairs, however much these distorted
appearances necessarily result from objective social relations. In the 1861-63
Manuscripts, Marx's explanation for this complex and perverse state of affairs
revolves around four main factors:
(i) 'the conditions of labour confront living labour as independent' (Marx,
1861-63b, p. 479);
(ii) m oney capital is 'a draft on future labour' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 12);
(iii) wage labourers sell their labour power as separate individuals;27 and
(iv) a compulsion to perform surplus labour follows from (i)-(iii).
These (humanly created) social facts enable a ghostly vampire, 'capital', to
emerge and appropriate the creative powers of nature, machinery, science and
collective social labour without having to pay for them .28 The inevitable result

27 The individual worker 'sells to capital [...] his individual labour capacity in the form
in which it is enmeshed in his person, not his labour as a factor of that social power of
combined labour [...] (T)his latter combination is a form alien to the individual workers,
it is a form o f capital, for w hich reason the productive powers of this combination also
appear as productive powers of capital and not of labour' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 148).
28 'The division of labour and the combination of labour w ithin the production
process is a machinery which costs the capitalist nothing. He pays for the individual
labour capacities, not for their combination not for the social power of labour. Another
productive force which costs him nothing is scientific power. The growth of the
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is that these powers necessarily appear to be capital's. But having the ability to
appropriate the creative powers of others effectively is not the same as possess
ing those powers itself.29 Marx makes this absolutely crucial distinction in his
discussion of the first form of relative surplus value, while insisting it holds for
the other forms as well:
Cooperation, which is a productive power of social labour, appears as a pro
ductive power of capital, not of labour. And this transposition takes place
w ithin capitalist production in respect to all the productive powers of social
labour. (Marx, 1861-63a, pp. 260-61; italics added)
A gain,
The different means whereby capital creates relative surplus value, raises the
productive forces, and increases the mass of products, are all social forms
of labour; but they appear, even w ithin production, rather as social forms
of capital - modes of capital’s existence. (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 311; italics
added)
It is not wrong to speak of living labour as capital's 'other', standing 'outside'
capital, or to stress how from capital's standpoint living labour is 'nothing'
(see Marx, 1861-63c, p. 202). But it is very misleading to stop here. Living
labour is 'inside' capital all the w ay down. There are no powers of capital that are
not ultimately the collective social powers of labour (or the powers of nature,
machinery and science mobilized by collective social labour). On the deepest
level of Marx's social ontology it is capital that is nothing, a mere 'pseudo-sub
ject'. Capital may be the ruling principle of the social order, subjecting human
agents to a discipline that both unleashes and distorts their creative powers,
inside the workplace and outside it. But capital has no powers in itself whatso
ever, any more than any other fetish object. To think otherwise is to fall prey to
the very mystification that Marx's concept of capital is meant to dispel.

population is a further productive force which costs nothing. But is only through the
possession of capital - in particular in its form as machinery - that he can appropriate
for himself these free productive forces; the latent wealth and powers of nature just as
much as all the social powers of labour w hich develop w ith the growth of the population
and the historical development of society' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 18).
29 A rough analogy: The Sistine Chapel would not have been created w ithout the
permission and support of Julius II. And Michelangelo may have assimilated the desires
of Julius such that in a different context with a different patron a completely different
work would have resulted. None the less, thecreative aesthetic powers were Michelangelo's,
not the warrior pope's.

Machinery in the 1861-63 Manuscripts

125

This same mystification is exam ined at the very beginning of Marx's theory,
where he shows that com m odity and m oney fetishism make it difficult to rec
ognize how 'value, both in the form of m oney and of the commodity, is an
objectified quantity of labour [...] The sole antithesis to objectified labour is
non-objectified, living labour’ (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 34). This same mystification
reappears after the level of machinery as well: 'The conversion of surplus value
into profit therefore completes the mystification which makes capital appear as
a SELFACTOR and a person vis-à-vis labour, thus turning the objective moment
of the production process into a subject' (Marx, 1861-63b, p. 91). Similarly,
in capitalism it necessarily appears that profits arise from sales, that gold is
money, that the entire day's labour is paid for in wages, that value is created
w ithin circuits of commercial and financial capital, that rent is a reward for the
productive contribution of land, and so on and on. Marx's main theoretical task
is to explain how the social relations o f capitalism necessarily generate appearances
that distort w hat capital essentially is (appearances that none the less have material
effects).

The precarious and limited nature of any expansion of workers' consum p
tion, combined with the manner in which capital's powers usurp those of
collective social labour, provide com pelling reasons to assert that the social
antagonism between capital and wage labour is profound and irreconcilable.
But what is the practical import of this theoretical claim?
In the 1861-63 Manuscripts, Marx derived a systematic tendency for resist
ance to the reign of capital, a resistance that first took the form of struggles
over technologies at the point of production:
It is also with the com ing of machinery that the worker first directly fights
against the productive power developed by capital, seeing in it a principle
antagonistic to him personally, to living labour. The destruction o f machinery
and the resistance in general on the part of the workers to the introduction
of machinery is the first declaration of war against the mode of production
and the means of production developed by capitalist production. (Marx,
1861-63c, p. 25)
Unfortunately, capital has numerous weapons in this war, m any of which are
noted in the chapters under consideration. Machinery may enable capital to
implement effective strategies of 'divide and conquer', 'deskill' privileged sec
tors of the wage force, and break strikes. Further,
'(P)ast labour - in the automaton and the machinery moved by it - steps
forth as acting apparently in independence of [living] labour, it subordinates
labour instead of being subordinate to it, it is the iron man confronting the
man of flesh and blood' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 30).
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From the standpoint of social ontology, this independence is only apparent.
Objective social ties connect those who produced machinery yesterday with
those who use it today. The sense of powerless in the face of 'the iron man' is
no less real for that, and no less practically effective. Finally, the technological
dynamism of capitalism does indeed spread (however unevenly) the not-to-beunderestimated seductions of consumerism. No abstract theoretical argument
rules out the possibility that the promise and (limited and precarious) reality of
increased consumption - combined with subtle and not so subtle coercion, as
occasion demands - w ill lead to a general acquiescence to the capitalist order.
The advice to 'stop worrying and learn to love the cornucopia of new in n o 
vations' could not be more facile (Warsh, 2006, p. 147). But it may still be
followed.
Marx's account of the essential determinations of capital leaves the future
paths of history indeterminate. But the deconstruction of capital's ontological
claims in the Manuscripts and elsewhere is none the less of immense practical
significance. First, if the powers of collective social labour (and the powers of
nature, machinery and science mobilized by that labour) were truly powers of
capital, socialism would be a mere eschatological hope, rather than a feasible
historical possibility. But they are not, however much their development has
been spurred and distorted by capital's insatiable drive for valorization. And
because they are not, a socialism is objectively possible in which 'all the social
forms of labour developed within capitalist production are released from the
contradiction which falsifies them all' (Marx, 1861-63c, p. 109).30
The actualization of this objective possibility requires collective social action
on a mass scale. The recognition of the fraudulence of capital's ontological
claims is hardly a sufficient condition for the emergence of the required col
lective agency. But it is just as surely a necessary condition. In the 1861-63
Manuscripts Marx inserts a passage from the Grundrisse that expresses this point
with an eloquence and force unsurpassed elsewhere in his writings:
The recognition of the product as its [labour's] own, and its awareness
that its separation from the conditions of its realisation is an injustice - a
relationship im posed by force - is an enormous consciousness, itself the prod
uct of the capitalist mode of production and just as m uch the knell to its
doom as the consciousness of the slave that he could not be the property o f
30 In the final analysis, release from this falsifying contradiction crucially involves
'the politics of time': 'W hat distinguishes the factory system is the fact th at in it the
true nature of surplus value emerges. Surplus labour, and therefore the question of labour
time, becomes decisive here. It is not only the measure of hum an life. It is th e space for
its development. And the encroachem ent of capital over the tim e of labour, is
the appropriation of th e life, the mental and physical life, of the worker' (Marx, 186163b, p. 493).
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the another reduced slavery to an artificial, lingering existence, and made
it impossible for it to continue to provide the basis of production. (Marx,
1861-63c, p. 246)

When all is said and done, it is this insight that separates Marx's perspective from
all competing theories of endogenous technological change in capitalism.
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8
The Development of Marx's Theory of
the Distribution of Surplus-Value
in the Manuscripts of 1861-63
Fred Moseley

I have argued in several recent papers (Moseley, 1993, 2000, 2002) that Marx's
theory of surplus-value is structured in terms of two basic levels of abstraction:
(1) the production o f surplus-value, in which the total amount of surplus-value in
the econom y as a whole is determined; and (2) the distribution o f surplus-value,
in which the predetermined total amount of surplus-value is divided into indi
vidual parts (equal rates of profit, commercial profit, interest and rent). In the
theory of the distribution of surplus-value, the total amount of surplus-value
to be distributed is taken as given, as already determined by the prior theory
of the production of surplus-value. This key quantitative premise is repeated
many times in all the drafts of Capital, especially in the drafts of Volume III
of Capital in the Manuscript o f 1861-63 and the Manuscript o f 18 6 4 -6 5 . Other
authors w ho have also emphasized the prior determination of the total surplus-value in Marx's theory of the distribution of surplus-value include Paul
Mattick, David Yaffe and Duncan Foley.
I have also argued further that this distinction between the production of
surplus-value and the distribution of surplus-value is closely related to the two
basic levels of abstraction in Marx's theory: c a p i t a l i n g e n e r a l and c o m p e t i t i o n
(see Moseley, 1995, 2007). The production of surplus-value (or the determi
nation of the total surplus-value) is the main question addressed at the level
of abstraction of capital in general. Other questions addressed at the level of
abstraction of capital in general are the circulation of capital and 'capital and
profit' (including the falling rate of profit). The distribution of surplus-value
(or the division of the total surplus-value into individual parts) is the main
question addressed at the level of abstraction of competition. Another question
addressed at the level of abstraction of competition is 'revenue and its sources’,
or the critique of vulgar political economy's explanation of the phenomena of
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competition. Therefore, the basic logical structure of Marx's theory in Capital
is as follows:
I.

C a p it a l in G e n e r a l

1.

P r o d u c tio n o f s u rp lu s -v a lu e

(Volume 1 of Capital)

absolute surplus-value
relative surplus-value
accumulation
2.

Circulation of capital

(Volume 2)

the circuits of capital
the turnover of capital
the reproduction of the total social capital
3.

Capital and profit

(Parts 1 and 3 of Volume 3)

cost price and profit
the falling rate of profit
II.

C o m p e titio n ,

or the

d is trib u tio n o f s u rp lu s-v a lu e

1.

Equal rates of profit

(Part 2 of Volume 3)

2.

Commercial profit

(Part 4 of Volume 3)

3.

Interest

(Part 5 of Volume 3)

4.

Rent

(Part 6 of Volume 3)

5.

Revenue and its sources

(Part 7 of Volume 3)

The Grundrisse is almost entirely at the level of abstraction of capital in gen
eral, and is divided into the three sections: the production process of capital,
the circulation process of capital, and a brief section on capital and profit. In
addition, there are a few brief discussions of the equalization of profit rates
across industries, an aspect of the distribution of surplus-value, and a subject
which Marx repeatedly stated 'does not belong here’ (that is, does not belong
in the section on capital in general), but instead belongs in 'the later investi
gation of competition' (Marx, 1857-58, pp. 435-36, 669, 684, 758-63, 767).
Marx also clearly stated in these brief discussions that the total surplus-value is
determined prior to its distribution, and specifically prior to the equalization
of profit rates. For example:
The

as well as the total profit, which is only the surplus
n e i t h e r g r o w n o r d e c r e a s e through this
operation [the equalization of profit rates], e v e r ; what is modified thereby is
t o t a l s u rp lu s-v a lu e ,

value itself, computed differently, can
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n o t it, b u t o n l y

its

d istrib u tio n

among the different capitals. However,

EXAMINATION BELONGS ONLY W ITH THAT OF THE MANY CAPITALS [ t h a t

does n o t y e t b e l o n g h e r e
(Marx, 1857-58, p . 760)1

tio n ], it
e ra l],

[th a t

is,

in th e a n a ly sis

of

is,

th is

C o m p e ti

c a p ita l in g e n 

Therefore, while Marx left the elaboration of his theory of the equalization
of the profit rate to the subsequent analysis of competition, he was already
clear by the end of the Grundrisse that this theory would be based on the
fundam ental premise that the total amount of surplus-value is determined
prior to its distribution, and prior to the equalization of profit rates. This
key premise continued to be the basis for all of Marx's subsequent work on
his theory of the distribution of surplus-value, and equal rates of profit in
particular.
The recent publication of the Manuscript o f 1861-63 sheds new light on the
development of Marx’s theory of the distribution of surplus-value, which was
eventually published in Volume III of Capital. The Manuscript o f 1861-63 is the
second draft of Capital, and is the manuscript in which Marx developed for the
first time his theory of the distribution of the total surplus-value into individual
parts that would later be presented in Volume III of Capital. About two-thirds
of the Manuscript o f 1861-63 is what we know as the Theories o f Surplus-Value,
much of which is about the distribution of surplus-value. The other third of the
manuscript has been published for the first time in the new MEGA edition, and
includes a second draft of Volume I of Capital and, what is most relevant to this
chapter, about 250 pages on the individual parts of surplus-value that would
later be included in Volume III.2 See the Appendix for an overview of the order
of the subjects discussed in the Manuscript o f 1861-63.
This chapter reviews Marx's development of his theory of the distribution
of surplus-value in the M anuscript o f 1861-63. Emphasis will be given to the
key quantitative premise m entioned above - that, in Marx's theory of the

1 In all the quotation in this chapter, italicized emphasis is in the original, UPPER
CASE emphasis is added, and square brackets are added.
2 The Manuscript o f 1861-63 was published for the first time in its entirety in German
in the Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe, abbreviated as MEGA, in 1976-82. The English
translation was published in 1988-94 by International Publishers, as Volumes 30 to 34
of the 50-volume Marx-Engels Collected Works. The publication of this entire manuscript
was an im portant event in Marxian scholarship. This manuscript is an im portant link
between the Grundrisse and Capital, and provides many valuable insights into the logical
structure and content of Capital, especially Marx’s theory of the distribution of surplusvalue in Volume III. It should be carefully studied by all those who wish to understand
Marx's Capital. See Oakley (1983, ch. 6), for a short introduction to the Manuscript o f
1861-63; Dussel (2001) for a detailed textual study of this manuscript; and Moseley
(2001) for the Introduction to Dussel's book.
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distribution of surplus-value, the total amount of surplus-value is determined
prior to its division into individual parts.

The second draft of Capital, Volume I, parts
2 -4 (Marx and Engels, 1988, pp. 9-346)
The Manuscript o f 1861-63 also begins at the level of abstraction of capital in
general, with the second draft of Marx's theory of the production of surplusvalue, w hich later became parts 2 - 4 of Volume 1 of Capital. This second draft
of the theory of the production of surplus-value is very interesting, and is
much more clearly developed than the rough and exploratory first draft in the
Grundrisse. This draft also contains more methodological com m ents than the
'popularized' final versions of Volume I. By this time, Marx had a very clear
idea of the overall logical structure of Volume I (since 1859, at least; see the
outline in Marx and Engels, 1987, pp. 511-17), and he was able to write these
chapters in close-to-final form.
There is an interesting and relevant point in this second draft of Volume I, in
the section that later became chapter 5 ('Contradictions in the General Formula
of Capital'). Marx briefly discusses merchant capital and interest-bearing capi
tal, which receive profit and interest, even though they are employed solely in
the sphere of circulation, which appears to contradict the law that no value is
created in exchange. Marx notes that these two forms of capital
' d o n o t c o m e i n t o c o n s i d e r a t i o n h e r e a t a l l , for we are dealing with c a p i t a l a s
s u c h [that is, capital in general], but rather must be developed later as d e r i v e d ,
s e c o n d a r y f o r m s o f c a p i t a l ' (Marx and Engels, 1988, pp. 31-2).
The reason why merchant capital and interest-bearing capital cannot be con
sidered here is that merchant profit and interest are individual parts of the total
surplus-value, and the total amount of surplus-value must first be determined (at
the level of abstraction of capital in general in Volume 1). With respect to interest
specifically, Marx states that the magnitude of interest is related to the d i s t r i b u 
t i o n of surplus-value, which p r e s u p p o s e s the total amount of surplus-value:
Similarly, interest appears then merely as a p a r t i c u l a r f o r m a n d b r a n c h o f
s u r p l u s - v a l u e , just as the latter d i v i d e s l a t e r o n i n t o d i f f e r e n t f o r m s , which
constitute different kinds of revenue, such as profit, rent, interest. All ques
tions about the magnitude of interest, etc. therefore appear as questions of
the d i s t r i b u t i o n of surplus value between different sorts of capitalists. The
existence of surplus value as such is p r e s u p p o s e d here. (Marx and Engels,
1988, pp. 31-2)
Therefore, Marx continued to have in mind the key quantitative premise of
the determination of the total surplus-value prior to its division into individual
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parts as he started the Manuscript o f 1861-63. Marx made the same point about
merchant profit and interest in the final version of chapter 5 of Volume I,
thereby indicating that Marx's logical m ethod of first determining the total
surplus-value and then determining the individual parts of surplus-value, with
the total surplus-value p r e s u p p o s e d , remained the same in the final draft of
Capital as in the earlier drafts.

Theories of Surplus-Value (Marx and Engels, 1988,
pp. 347 - 1989b, p. 541)
W hile working on part 4 of Volume I on relative surplus-value, Marx broke
off and began to write in a new notebook (Notebook VI), which he entitled
'Theories of Surplus-Value'. It appears that Marx's original intention was to
follow his own theory of surplus-value, just presented, with a brief critical sum
mary of previous theories of surplus-value of the classical economists, similar
to his work earlier in the Contribution to a Critique o f Political Economy for theo
ries of value and theories of money. In any case, Marx's work on the 'Theories
of Surplus-Value’ soon greatly expanded into many new topics related to the
distribution of surplus-value (not just the production of surplus-value) and thus
belong to the level of abstraction of competition, not capital in general. Table
8.1 at the end of this paper presents a chronological overview of how Marx's
work on these manuscripts expanded in the following months, beyond the
production of surplus-value and the level of abstraction of capital in general to
the distribution of surplus-value and the level of abstraction of competition.
Marx first wrote what we know as Volume I of Theories ofSurplus-Value, which
is mainly about Smith's theory of value and surplus-value, and the concepts of
productive and unproductive labour.3 In a digression in this part of the manu
script on J. S. Mill and the question of the effect of a change in the magnitude
of constant capital on the magnitude of surplus-value, Marx clearly stated the
determination of the total surplus-value prior to profit and the rate of profit
(the total surplus-value is the ' p r e s u p p o s i t i o n ') :
When we speak about profit and the rate of profit, then surplus-value is sup
posed to be g i v e n . The influences therefore which determine surplus-value
have all operated.
3 A very important discovery in this section on Smith was the development for the
first time of the ‘schemes of reproduction' in order to criticize what Marx called 'Smith's
dogma', according to which the total value of the total commodity product in the
economy as a whole consists only of wages and profit (and rent for agricultural goods),
without any component for constant capital (Marx and Engels, 1988, pp. 411-51; Marx,
1861-63a, ch. 3, sect. 10) The use of the reproduction schemes to criticize 'Smith's
dogma' later became part 3 of Volume II of Capital. See Moseley (1998) for a further
discussion of this purpose of Marx’s reproduction schemes.
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This is the p r e s u p p o s i t i o n (Marx and Engels, 1989a, p . 69; Marx, 1861-63c,
p. 228).
After discussing Smith, Marx's work took a surprising turn. Instead of next
considering Ricardo's theory of surplus-value and then the work of the later
Ricardian economists, as Marx originally planned (Marx and Engels, 1989a,
pp. 583-84, nt 2), Marx discussed a more recent work, published in 1851, by
Karl Rodbertus, who had attempted to develop a new theory of r e n t along
Ricardian lines, and with an attempted solution to Ricardo's problem of abso
lute rent (Ricardo's theory could not explain how the least fertile land could
receive a rent). This subject is out of place in the manuscript, both chronologi
cally and logically, since it deals with rent, an individual form of the distribu
tion of surplus-value, rather than the production of the total surplus-value,
and thus belongs to the level of abstraction of competition, rather than capital
in general. Marx labelled this section of the manuscript a 'Digression'.
It appears that the immediate reason for this surprising turn was largely
practical and fortuitous. Lasalle had loaned Marx a copy of Rodbertus's book
the previous year, and had recently written to Marx asking for his book to be
returned (Marx and Engels, 1989a, p. 593, nt 99; Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 633-34,
nt 1). Therefore, Marx studied Rodbertus's book while he still had the oppor
tunity to do so. The book turned out to be more interesting than Marx had
expected, and it appears to have stimulated Marx's thinking about rent and the
determination of prices of production. It started Marx on a very creative theo
retical excursion for almost a year, during which time he began to work out for
the first time the details of his own theory of the distribution of surplus-value,
which would later be presented in Volume III of Capital.
Early in the section on Rodbertus's theory of rent, Marx began to realize that,
in order to be able to explain absolute rent, it was first necessary to explain
' a v e r a g e p r i c e s ' or 'cost prices' (which Marx later called prices of production).
Therefore, he began to sketch out for the first time the details of his theory
of 'average prices' (Marx and Engels, 1989a, pp. 260-64; Marx, 1861-63b,
pp. 27-30; Marx and Engels, 1989a, pp. 297-305; Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 64-71).
In these sketches, Marx emphasized that the general rate of profit to which all
individual rates of profit are equalized is determined by the ratio of the total
amount of surplus-value divided by the total amount of capital invested. The
total amount of surplus-value, Marx assumed, is determined by the prior anal
ysis of capital in general. This total amount of surplus-value is then distributed
among the individual branches of production by means of commodities sell
ing at average prices which differ from their values, and which are determined
in part by this general rate of profit. In this way, each capital is treated as a
'shareholder of the aggregate capital', and receives its share of the total surplusvalue, according to its own magnitude. Capitalists are like 'hostile brothers
[who] divide among themselves the loot of other people's labor' (Marx and
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Engels, 1989a, p. 264; Marx, 1861-63b, p. 29). The total magnitude of this
'loot' has already been determined by the prior analysis of the production of
surplus-value.
Rent is then explained as a further application of this theory of the general
rate of profit and prices of production. Rent is a part of the total surplus-value
which landlords are able, by their monopoly of the land (and other natural
resources), to appropriate for themselves, rather than this surplus-value being
distributed among all capitalists. In this theory of rent, the total amount of
surplus-value is again taken as a given magnitude, as determined by the prior
analysis of the production of surplus-value. This total amount of surplus-value
is 'split' into profit and rent, and rent does not enter into the equalization of
profit rates across industries. If rent increases, then profit will decrease, and
vice versa, because the total surplus value is given.
It is obvious that when a g i v e n s u r p l u s v a l u e is divided between capitalist
and landowner, then the larger the share of one, the smaller w ill be that of the
other, and vice versa (Marx and Engels, 1989a, p. 308; Marx, 1861-63b, p. 74).
One of the main conclusions of Marx's discussion of Rodbertus's theory of
rent is that both Rodbertus and Ricardo made the mistake, following Smith, of
assuming that the cost prices (or prices of production) of individual com m odi
ties are equal to their values (that is, 'identifying cost prices and values'), and
this false assumption led to their erroneous theories of rent. Therefore, Marx
next discussed 'Ricardo's and Smith's Theory of Cost Price' (Marx and Engels,
1989a, pp. 387-456; Marx, 1861-63b, ch. 10). In this section, Marx argued that
Ricardo was not able to provide a satisfactory theory of cost prices (or prices
of production), because he failed to follow the correct logical m ethod with
respect to the production and distribution of surplus-value. Instead of first
determining the total amount of surplus-value and the general rate of profit,
and then determining cost prices on the basis of this predetermined general
rate of profit, Ricardo simply assumed a given rate of profit (without explaining
its determination) and examined the extent to which the assumption of equal
profit rates was consistent with the determination of prices by labour-times. To
quote this important methodological criticism at some length:
Ricardo's m ethod is as follows: He begins with the determination of the
magnitude of the value of the com m odity by labor-time and then exam 
ines whether the other econom ic relations and categories contradict this
determination of value or to what extent they modify it. The historical jus
tification of this m ethod of procedure, its scientific necessity in the history
of economics, are evident at first sight, but so too is, at the same time, its
scientific inadequacy. This inadequacy not only shows itself in the method
of presentation (in a formal sense) but leads to erroneous results because it
o m i t s s o m e e s s e n t i a l l i n k s and directly seeks to prove the congruity of the
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econom ic categories with one another. (Marx and Engels, 1989a, p. 390;
Marx, 1861-63b, pp. 164-65)
Instead of postulating this general rate of profit, Ricardo should have exam
ined how far its existence is consistent with the determination of value by
labor-time and he would have found that instead of being consistent with it,
prima facie, it contradicts it, and that its existence would therefore h a v e t o
b e e x p l a i n e d t h r o u g h a n u m b e r o f i n t e r m e d i a r y s t a g e s , a procedure very dif
ferent from merely including it under the law of value. He would then have
gained an altogether different insight into the nature of profit and would
not have identified it directly with surplus-value. (Marx and Engels, 1989a,
p. 401; Marx, 1861-63b, p. 174)
The most important 'essential link' or 'intermediary stage' omitted by Ricardo
is the prior determination of the total amount of surplus-value and the general
rate of profit, which is then taken as given in the subsequent determination of
cost prices. Marx summarized his discussion of Ricardo's faulty logical method
in the following important passage:
The equalization of the surplus-values in the different trades d o e s n o t a f f e c t
but merely a l t e r s i t d i s t r i b u t i o n
among the different trades. The determination o f this surplus-value itself, how
ever, only arises out of the determination of value by labor-time. Without
this, the average profit is the average o f nothing, pure fancy. And it could
then equally well be 1,000% or 10% ... One can see that though Ricardo is
accused of being too abstract, one would be justified in accusing him of the
opposite: lack of the power of abstraction, inability, when dealing with the
values of commodities, to forget profits, a factor which confronts him as
a result of competition. (Marx and Engels, 1989a, p. 416; Marx, 1861-63b,
pp. 190-91)

t h e a b s o l u t e s iz e o f t h i s t o t a l s u r p l u s -v a l u e ;

Later in the manuscript, after sections on Ricardo's theory of rent, Smith's
theory of rent, and Ricardo's theory of surplus-value (which contain nothing
new for our purposes), Marx returned to Ricardo's theory of profit. Here, again,
Marx emphasized that a correct understanding of equal rates of profit requires
the 'intermediary link' of the prior determination of the total amount of sur
plus-value. Equal rates of profit are bound to be misunderstood if they:
are not connected by a series of i n t e r m e d i a r y l i n k s with the general laws of
value etc: in short, if profit and surplus-value are treated as identical, which
is only correct for the aggregate capital. Accordingly, Ricardo has n o m e a n s
f o r d e t e r m i n i n g t h e g e n e r a l r a t e o f p r o f i t . (Marx and Engels, 1989b, p. 61;
Marx, 1861-63b, p. 427)
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Marx emphasized again the prior determination of the general rate of profit
by the ratio of the total surplus-value to the total capital:
T h e g e n e r a l r a t e o f p r o f i t is f o r m e d t h r o u g h t h e t o t a l s u r p l u s - v a l u e p r o d u c e d
BEING CALCULATED O N THE TOTAL CAPITAL OF SOCIETY (THE CLASS OF CAPITALISTS).

Each capital, therefore, in each particular branch, represents a portion of
a total capital of the same organic composition [...] As such a portion, it
draws its dividends from the surplus-value created by the aggregate capital,
in accordance with its size [...] The s u r p l u s - v a l u e t h u s d i s t r i b u t e d [...] consti
tutes the average profit or the general rate of profit, and as such it enters into
the costs of production of every sphere of production. (Marx and Engels,
1989b, p. 69; Marx, 1861-63b, p. 433)
After considering various aspects of Ricardo's theory in greater detail (surplus
value, profit, and accumulation), Marx then discussed a variety of post-Ricardian economists (Malthus, Torrens, Bailey, and so on) and several 'Ricardian
socialists' (Ravenstone, Hodgskin, and so on). W hile writing about Hodgskin,
Marx broke off again and began an entirely new section entitled ' R e v e n u e and
its Sources', which is a first draft of what later became the concluding part 7 of
Volume III, with a similar title (Marx and Engels, 1989b, pp. 449-541; Marx,
1861-63c, pp. 453-540). This section begins with a discussion of the 'Trinity
Formula', which Marx called 'the most fetishistic expression of the relations of
capitalist production'.
Marx continued in this section to discuss for the first tim e at any length the
subject of i n t e r e s t . Marx's treatment of interest is somewhat complicated and
requires careful examination. It is necessary first of all to understand that there
are two main aspects of Marx's theory of interest:
(i) i n t e r e s t a s a n ' i l l u s i o n a r y f o r m o f a p p e a r a n c e ' o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e ; a n d
(ii) i n t e r e s t a s a m a g n it u d e o r q u a n t it y , a s o n e p a r t o f t h e t o t a l s u r p l u s - v a l u e .

In the first respect, interest is similar to profit, and could be considered at the
level of abstraction of capital in general, as is profit. Profit is an 'illusionary
form of appearance of surplus-value', in that the surplus-value that is actu
ally produced by labour, and hence intrinsically related to variable capital
only, is seen by capitalists and economists as the result of the total capital,
both constant and variable. The concept of profit is prior to the equaliza
tion of the profit rate or the determination of the average profit, and thus
belongs to the level of abstraction of capital in general. Interest is even more
'illusionary' than profit, because interest appears to come from money-capital
itself, without any relation to production at all ('money begets money'). Marx
called interest 'the prefect fetish'. However, in the second aspect, as a quantity,
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interest is a fractional part of the total surplus-value, and is an element of
the distribution of surplus-value, which belongs to the level of abstraction of
competition, along with equal rates of profit and prices of production, com 
mercial profit, and rent.
In the Grundrisse, interest was included in the title of section 3, along with
profit ('Capital as Fructiferous. Interest. Profit'), thereby suggesting that inter
est belongs to the level of abstraction of capital in general, and comes before
the equalization of the profit rate and prices of production, at the level of
abstraction of competition. I suggest that the reason Marx included interest in
the title of section 3 of the Grundrisse is that he was thinking at that time only
about this first aspect of interest, and not yet about the second quantitative
aspect (we do not know for certain, because Marx did not discuss interest at all
in section 3, even though it is mentioned in the title).
In the Manuscript o f 1861-63, most of Marx's discussion of interest is still
concerned with the first aspect of interest - interest as 'the perfect fetish'.
However, Marx also discusses the division of surplus-value into industrial
profit and interest, that is, the quantitative aspect of interest, as a part of the
total surplus-value, along with other parts of surplus-value:
I n t e r e s t is therefore nothing but a p a r t o f t h e p r o f i t (which, in its turn, is
itself nothing but surplus-value, unpaid labour), which the industrial capi
talist pays to the owner of the borrowed capital with which he 'works', either
exclusively or partially. Interest is a part of profit - of surplus-value - which,
established as a special category, is separated from the total profit under
its ow n name, a separation which is by no means based on its origin, but
only on the manner in which it is paid out or appropriated. Instead of being
appropriated by the industrial capitalist himself - although he is the person
w ho first holds the whole surplus value in his hand no matter how it may
be d i s t r i b u t e d between him self and other people under the names of r e n t ,
i n d u s t r i a l p r o f i t and i n t e r e s t - this part of the profit is deducted by the
industrial capitalist from his ow n revenue and paid to the owner of capital.
(Marx and Engels, 1989b, p. 469; Marx, 1861-63c, pp. 470-71; see also Marx
and Engels, 1989b, pp. 471-78; Marx, 1861-63c, pp. 473-70)

Marx also mentions several times that the ratio of profit to interest (that is,
the quantitative aspect of interest) belongs to the level of abstraction of com
petition, not capital in general:
This is not the place for a more detailed examination of interest and its rela
tion to profit; nor is it the place for an examination of the ratio in which
profit is divided into industrial profit and interest. It is clear that capital, as
the mysterious and self-generating source of interest, that is, source of its
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own increase, finds its consummation in capital and interest. (Marx and
Engels, 1989b, p. 451; Marx, 1861-63c, p. 455)
It is not intended to investigate here how this ratio [the ratio of profit to
interest] is determined. This belongs to the section dealing with the real
movement of capital, i.e. of many capitals [that is, competition], while we
are concerned here with the general forms of capital. (Marx and Engels,
1989b, p. 469; Marx, 1861-63c, p. 471)
Therefore, it appears that Marx was still thinking at that time that interest
would be included in capital in general, because he was considering only the
first aspect of interest and not the second, quantitative, aspect, but he already
realized that the quantitative aspect of interest belongs to the level of abstrac
tion of competition, along with the other individual parts of surplus-value.
This consideration of interest also seems to have led Marx to a more gen
eral clarity about his work during the preceding m onths on the different
individual forms of appearance of surplus-value at the level of abstraction of
competition, and how these fit together with his theory of the production of
surplus-value already presented in the first 'section' on capital in general. T\venty
pages into the section on interest (Marx and Engels, 1989b, pp. 482-87 ; Marx,
1861-63c, pp. 481-6), Marx sketched out a remarkable summary of how interest
is related to his theory of surplus-value already presented ( ‘t h e r o a d t r a v e l e d
b y c a p i t a l before it appears in the form of interest-bearing capital'), which in
retrospect we can recognize as an overview of Marx's theory of the production
and distribution of surplus-value presented in the three volumes of Capital even though Marx him self might not have been fully aware at the tim e he
wrote this (November 1862) that this summary is very close to the final form
that his 'book on capital' would take (the reader is asked to please read these
remarkable pages). The main them e of this summary is also the main theme of
Volume III of Capital - that the individual forms of appearance of surplus-value
(which are analysed at the level of abstraction of competition) o b s c u r e t h e
o r i g i n o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e , which is surplus labour (and which is analysed at the
level of abstraction of capital in general). Each of these forms of surplus value
appears to capitalists and to bourgeois economists to have its own separate and
independent source (interest from capital, rent from land and so on), but this
appearance is just a fetishistic illusion.
It is clear that, as soon a surplus value [is split up] into different, separate
parts, related to various production elements - such as nature, products,
labour - which only differ physically, that is, as soon as in general surplus
value acquires special forms, separate from one another, independent of one
another and regulated by different laws, the com m on unit - surplus value and consequently the nature of this com m on unit, becomes more and more
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unrecognizable and does not manifest itself in the appearance but has to
be d i s c o v e r e d a s a h i d d e n m y s t e r y . (Marx and Engels, 1989b, p. 486; Marx,
1861-63C, p. 485)
A few pages later, Marx summarized this fetishistic illusion as follows:
The b r e a k d o w n o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e , that is, of part of the value of com m odi
ties, into these special headings or categories, is very understandable and
does not conflict in the least with the law of value. But the whole matter is
mystified because these d i f f e r e n t p a r t s o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e a c q u i r e a n i n d e p e n d 
e n t f o r m , because they accrue to different people, because the titles to them
are based on different elements, and finally because of the autonomy with
which certain parts [of surplus-value] confront the process as its conditions.
F r o m p a r t s i n t o w h i c h v a l u e c a n be d i v id e d , t h e y b e c o m e i n d e p e n d e n t e le 
W H IC H CONSTITUTE VALUE, THEY BECOME CONSTITUENT ELEMENTS. (Marx and
Engels, 1989b, p. 511; Marx, 1861-63c, p. 511; brackets in the translation)

ments

Recently published texts related to Volume III
of Capital (Marx and Engels, 1992, pp. 9-371)
The section on 'Revenue and Its Sources' is the end of the published version
of Theories o f Surplus-Value, with which we are familiar. However, it is not the
end of Marx's manuscript. Marx's manuscript continues, and pursues the same
general question of the different forms of appearance of the distribution of
surplus-value. Fortunately, because of the recent publication of the entire man
uscript, we can now study the very interesting and important remaining sec
tions, the continuation of Marx's development of his theory of the distribution
of surplus-value, inspired by his critical confrontation with Rodbertus, Ricardo
and others.
The next individual form of appearance of surplus-value that Marx began
to consider in greater depth (again for the first time) in the continuation of
these manuscripts was commercial profit (which he called mercantile profit in
this manuscript) (Marx and Engels, 1992, pp. 9-68). The question of the origin
of commercial profit was probably raised for Marx by a brief digression in the
previous section on 'Revenue ...' (Marx and Engels, 1989b, pp. 467-69) on 'dif
ferent forms of capital', which includes commercial capital.4
4 Unfortunately, this im portant digression on the ‘different forms of capital' is not
included in the 'Addenda' to Volume 3 of Theories o f Surplus-Value on 'Revenue and Its
Sources’; see Marx, 1861-63c, p. 470, where the digression should be. Also, the entire
section on 'Revenue ...' is out of place in the Theories ofSurplus-Value. It is placed at the
end of Volume III, but should be in the middle of Volume III, in section 3 of chapter XXI,
starting on p. 315 (between sections (f) and (g)).
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W hile working on commercial profit, Marx broke off again to write a draft
of what he called 'Chapter 3' on 'Capital and Profit' (Marx and Engels, 1992,
pp. 69-153).5 As discussed above, the level of abstraction of capital in general
was divided into three parts: production of surplus-value, circulation of capi
tal, and capital and profit. Marx's original plan, and apparently still his plan
while writing this draft in January 1863, was that this 'Chapter 3' on 'Capital
and Profit' should be concerned only with capital in general, and therefore
should not include competition and the various forms of the distribution of
surplus value that Marx had been working on during the preceding months.
Consistent with this plan, this draft of 'Chapter 3' is concerned mainly with
what we know as part 1 of Volume III (the transformation of surplus-value into
profit) and part 3 (the falling the rate of profit).
Marx also discusses briefly several times the general or average rate of profit
(the future part 2 of Volume III), but states repeatedly that 'a more detailed inves
tigation of this point belongs to the l a t e r i n v e s t i g a t i o n o f c o m p e t i t i o n ' (Marx
and Engels, 1992, pp. 83, 94, 101). In these brief discussions, Marx also stated
clearly several times that the average (or general) rate of profit is determined by
the ratio of the total surplus-value to the total capital advanced, and that the
total surplus-value is determined prior to its division into individual parts:
The empirical, or average, profit can therefore be nothing other than the
d i s t r i b u t i o n o f t h a t t o t a l p r o f i t (and the total surplus-value represented
by it or the representation of the total surplus labor) among the individual
capitals in each particular sphere of production, in equal proportions [...] It
therefore only represents the result of the particular mode of calculation in
which the different capitals divide among themselves aliquot parts of the
total profit. W h a t is a v a i l a b l e f o r t h e m t o d i v i d e a m o n g t h e m s e l v e s is o n l y
d e t e r m i n e d by t h e a b s o l u t e q u a n t i t y o f t h e t o t a l p r o f i t o r t h e t o t a l s u r p l u s value.

(Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 99)

Empirical or average profit [...] relates the t o t a l a m o u n t o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e ,
hence the surplus-value realized by the whole capitalist class, to the t o t a l
c a p i t a l , or the capital employed by the whole capitalist class.... (Marx and
Engels, 1992, p. 100)
the average rate of profit is nothing other than t h e t o t a l s u r p l u s - v a l u e related
to and calculated on this t o t a l c a p i t a l . (Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 104)

5 Marx began a new notebook with the draft of this chapter and wrote 'Ultimum ' on
the front of this notebook, suggesting that this was more of a final draft than the
exploratory work of the previous notebooks; see Marx and Engels (1992, p. 506, nt 4).
Section 6 of this draft on ‘costs of production' (Marx and Engels, 1992, pp. 78-103) is
one of th e most interesting sections in the whole Manuscript o f 1861-63 (especially
pp. 94-103) and is highly recommended for careful study.
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Marx also comments that the equalization of the rate of profit does not affect
the magnitude of the total surplus-value:
It needs no discussion here that if a com m odity is sold above or below its
value, there takes place m e r e l y a c h a n g e i n t h e d i s t r i b u t i o n o f s u r p l u s - v a l u e
between different capitals, between the buyer and the seller. This difference
in distribution, or alteration in the proportions in which different people
share in the surplus value, d o e s n o t c h a n g e a n y t h i n g , e i t h e r i n t h e m a g n i 
t u d e o r i n i t s n a t u r e . (Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 75)
In this draft of 'Chapter 3', i n t e r e s t does not appear in the title (as it did in
the Grundrisse), nor is it discussed at all. Perhaps Marx was already thinking
that he would relocate his discussion of interest from the level of abstraction of
capital in general to the level of abstraction of competition, in order to include
the quantitative aspect of interest.

Decision to expand Volume III to include the
distribution of surplus-value
After finishing this draft of ‘Chapter 3', Marx returned to 'mercantile capital',
and then to the discussion of Hodgskin (from which he had broken off three
m onths earlier, as we saw above, in order to write the section on ‘Revenue and
Its Sources'). Then Marx continued with discussions of Ramsay, Cherbuliez and
Jones (mainly about issues related to the falling rate of profit). While working
on Cherbuliez, Marx inserted into the manuscript a clear, detailed outline of
what later became part 2 of Volume III, and what Marx then called 'the second
chapter of Part III on "Capital and Profit", where the f o r m a t i o n o f t h e g e n e r a l
r a t e o f p r o f i t is d e a l t w i t h ' (Marx and Engels, 1992, p. 299; Marx, 1861-63a,
pp. 415-16). We can see from this outline that 'Chapter 3' on 'Capital and
Profit' has become 'Part III' and that it now includes a 'second chapter' on the
general rate of profit and prices of production. This outline consists of the fol
lowing six points:
(i) Different organic composition of capitals ...
(ii) Differences in the relative value of the parts of different capitals which do
not arise from their organic composition...
(iii) The result of those differences is diversity of the rates of profit in different
spheres of capitalist production.
(iv ) Fo r t h e t o t a l c a p it a l , h o w e v e r , w h a t h a s been e x p l a in e d in C h a p t e r 1 h o l d s
good

.

In

c a p it a l is t

p r o d u c t io n , each

c a p it a l

is a s s u m e d

to

be a u n i t , a n

ALIQUOT PART OF THE TOTAL CAPITAL. FORMATION OF THE GENERAL RATE OF PROFIT.
( C o m p e t i t i o n ).

142 Re-reading Marx

(v) T r a n s f o r m a t i o n o f v a l u e s i n t o p r i c e s o f p r o d u c t i o n .. .
(vi) To take up the Ricardian point: the influence of general variations in wages
on the general rate of profit and hence on prices of production.
This outline clearly indicates an expansion of the contents of 'Part III' from a
few weeks before, when Marx stated that the subject of the general rate of profit
and prices of production would not be included. We can see that this outline
is close to the final version of part 2 of Volume III, with (i)-(iii) the subjects of
chapter 8; (iv)-(v) the subjects of chapter 9; and (vi) the subject of chapter 11
(Chapters 10 and 12 are not included in this outline). Note especially item (iv),
w hich is an important methodological comment, and which clearly supports
the main point of my chapter, that the total amount of surplus-value is deter
mined prior to its distribution and is not affected by this distribution. Note
also the second sentence of item (iv), which clarifies the important point that
the individual capitals which Marx often used as illustrations in Volume I of
Capital (that is in 'capitalist production') are not in fact individual capitals, but
are instead ideal representatives of the total capital ('is assumed to be a unit,
an aliquot part of the total capital'), and thus that the real subject of Volume
I is this total capital or capital in general. Also note that the 'competition' in
parentheses clearly indicates that the theory of the equal rates of profit and
prices of production belongs to the level of abstraction of competition.
About fifty printed pages later, we get a more complete picture of the extent
of Marx's expansion of the contents of 'Part III'. W hile working on Jones, in
January 1863, Marx inserted a completely new outline of 'Part III', which he
now called 'Section III' (Marx and Engels, 1992, pp. 346-47; Marx, 1861-3a,
pp. 414-15), and which he probably had in mind when writing the earlier
outline of 'Chapter 2', discussed above.6 What is most remarkable about this
outline is that the contents of 'Section III' have expanded greatly from the
draft of just a few weeks before:
1. Conversion of surplus-value into p r o f i t . Rate of profit as distinguished from
the rate of surplus-value.
2. Conversion of profit into a v e r a g e p r o f i t . Formation of the g e n e r a l r a t e o f
p r o f i t . Transformation of values into p r i c e s o f p r o d u c t i o n .
3. Adam Smith's and Ricardo’s theories of profit and prices of production.
4 . R e n t . (Illustration of the difference between value and price of production.)
5. History of the so-called Ricardian theory of rent.
6. Law of the fall of the rate of profit. Adam Smith, Ricardo, Carey.
6 A page later, Marx inserted an outline of 'Section I' on the ‘production process of
capital', which is very close to the final version of Volume I of Capital (Marx and Engels,
1992, p. 347; Marx, 1861-63a, p. 414).
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7. Theories of profit...
8. D i v i s i o n o f p r o f i t into i n d u s t r i a l p r o f i t and i n t e r e s t . M e r c a n t i l e c a p i t a l .
Money capital.
9 . R e v e n u e and its sources. The questions of the relation between production
and distribution also to be included here.
10. Reflux movements of m oney in the process of capitalist production as a
whole.
11. V ulgar eco n o m y .

12. Conclusion. 'Capital and wage labor'.
We can see from this outline that the contents of 'Section 111' now include
not only the aspects of capital in general included in the draft of a few
weeks before (numbers 1 and 6), but also all the individual forms of surplus
value that Marx had been working on over the previous year, ever since his
encounter w ith Rodbertus (general rate of profit, rent, interest, and commer
cial profit), and includes his critique of vulgar political econom y written two
m onths earlier. These subjects belong to the level of abstraction of com peti
tion, beyond capital in general. Marx had made considerable progress on his
theory of the distribution of surplus-value over the previous year, and this
progress must have convinced him to include his theory of distribution in
'Section III', rather than to wait for a later separate volume on competition,
w hich Marx probably realized by this tim e in his life that he would probably
never finish.
In addition, I think that another reason why Marx decided to expand 'Section
III' in this way was that he wanted to include the critique of vulgar political
econom y that he had developed over recent months. It should be remembered
that the subtitle of Capital is 'Critique of Political Economy'. Thus a very impor
tant objective of Capital was not only to present Marx's theory of surplus-value
and the individual parts of surplus-value, but also to critique the explanation
of these phenomena presented by all versions of political economy. In order to
achieve this objective in an earlier volume, Marx expanded 'Section III' beyond
capital in general to include his theory of these important phenomena of com
petition and his critique of vulgar political economy.
We can also see that in this outline 'interest' is no longer located straight
after profit (chapter 1), but is instead located in chapter 8, along with com
mercial profit, and after average profit and prices of production (chapter 2) and
rent (chapter 4). Since all these individual forms of surplus-value are related to
the distribution of surplus-value, and thus belong to the level of abstraction of
competition, this change of location of the chapter on interest suggests that
Marx had decided to include the quantitative aspect of interest, and to move
the expanded chapter on interest to the level of abstraction of competition,
where the quantitative aspect belongs.
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Conclusion
This expanded outline of 'Section III' is the main result of Marx’s very creative
exploratory work on his theories of the distribution of surplus value during the
previous year. This outline is close to the final version of Volume III, which
Marx wrote in the following two years, in th e Manuscript o f 18 6 4 -6 5 . Evidently,
Marx's work on the Manuscript o f 186 1-63 clarified his thinking on these issues
to such an extent that he was by then ready to write this volume. The fact that
this 1864-65 draft of Volume III, while certainly not polished for publication,
is clear and complete as it stands (apart from part 5, on interest), is further
evidence of the clarity Marx had achieved while working on the Manuscript o f
1861-63.

Unfortunately, this very important expanded outline of 'Section III' is
misplaced in Theories o f Surplus-Value, and this misplacement obscures its
significance. This outline is placed as an 'addendum' at the end of Volume
I of Theories... (pp. 414-16), immediately after the discussion about Smith,
to which it is not related, and before the encounter with Rodbertus and the
year-long development of Marx's theory of the distribution of surplus-value.
Therefore, the reader does not realize that this outline is located at the end of
the Manuscript o f 1861-63, not at the beginning, and that it is the m ain result
of all Marx's work on this manuscript.
Seeing the entire Manuscript o f 1861-63 together also shows the Theories o f
Surplus-Value in a new light. We can see more clearly from the manuscript as
a whole that chapter 8 of the Theories o f Surplus-Value (on Rodbertus’ theory of
rent) is a turning point in Marx's work, and the beginning of a long and creative
exploration of the different forms of appearance and individual parts of surplusvalue, at the level of abstraction of competition, beyond capital in general.
We have also seen that Marx maintained throughout this manuscript the
key quantitative premise of his theory of the distribution of surplus-value that the total surplus-value is determined prior to its distribution; that is, prior
to its division into individual parts. This key quantitative premise was also
maintained in Marx's final draft of Volume III, and his theory of the distribu
tion of surplus-value in the Manuscript o f 1 8 6 4 -6 5 (see Moseley, 2002, for a
discussion of the textual evidence).
We have also seen that one of the main themes of Marx's theory of the
distribution of surplus-value is that the individual form of appearance of sur
plus-value obscure the real origin of surplus-value (which is surplus labour),
because each of the individual form of surplus-value appears to have its own
separate and independent source. Marx's theory of the production and distri
bution of surplus-value is necessary in order to uncover the hidden real source
of these individual forms of appearance of surplus-value - namely, surplus
labour - which 'has to be discovered as a hidden mystery'.
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Some authors (for example, Rosdolsky, Heinrich) have argued that Marx
abandoned the logical structure of capital in general and competition after
1863, because of difficulties that he encountered in the Manuscript o f 1861-63
in maintaining this distinction.
1 argue, to the contrary, that Marx encountered no such difficulties in the
Manuscript o f 1861-63, and that he maintained these two basic levels of abstrac
tion in his theory in his final manuscripts after 1863. Marx clearly did not
abandon the distinction between the production and the distribution of sur
plus-value in his theory, nor did he abandon the key quantitative premise of the
prior determination of the total surplus-value. Therefore he did not abandon
the corresponding levels of abstraction of capital in general and competition.
The subjects added to Volume III in the January 1863 outline are all related to
the distribution of surplus-value, which still belongs to the level of abstraction
of competition. The only difference is that Marx decided to try to publish this
part of his theory sooner rather than later. Marx's decision simply made Volume
III a combination of the level of abstraction of capital in general (parts 1 and 3)
and the level of abstraction of competition (parts 2 and 4-7); it did not indicate
an abandonment of these two basic levels of abstraction in his theory.
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Appendix: Overview of Marx's Manuscript of 1861-63
Production of
surplus-value
capital in general

August 1861
March 1862

Distribution of
surplus-value
competition

Parts 2-4 of Volume I
TSV I

Smith, etc.
June 1862

October 1862

TSV II
rent (Rodbertus, etc.)
prices of production
TSV III
disintegration
opposition (Hodgskin)

November 1862

December 1862 'Capital and Profit'
(Parts 1 and 3
of Vol. Ill)
January 1863

MECW
volumes/page nos

30, pp. 9-346
30, p. 347
31, p. 250
31, pp. 25032, p. 208
32, pp. 209-49

TSV III
revenue and interest
critique of vulgar
economics
Commercial profit

32, pp. 449-541

Commercial profit
Reflux of money

33, pp. 154-252

TSV III
Ramsay, etc.

33, pp. 9-68
33, pp. 69-153

33, pp. 253-371
Expanded outline
of volume III

33, pp. 299
and 346-47

(out of place in TSV)
Mar. 1863

Parts 4-8 of Volume 1

33, pp. 37334, p. 354

Note: MECW: Marx-Engels Collected Works, Vols 30-34.
TSV: Theories o f Surplus-Value: (1 - Marx, 1861-3a); (II - Marx, 1967); (III - Marx, 1861-3c).
Text in bold italics: recently published for the first time.

The Distribution o f Surplus Value in 1861-63

147

References
Dussel, Enrique (2001) Toward an Unknown Marx: A Commentary o f the Manuscripts o f
1861-63, edited by F. Moseley (London: Routledge); translation of Dussel, Hacia un
Marx Desconocido: Un comentario de los Manuscritos de 1861-63 (Mexico: Siglo XXI,
1988).
Foley, Duncan (1986) Understanding Capital: Marx's Economic Theory (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press).
Heinrich, Michael (1989) 'Capital in General and the Structure of Marx's Capital’, Capital
and Class, no. 38.
Marx, Karl (1857-58) Grundrisse (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973).
----- (1861-63a) Theories ofSurplus-Value, Vol. I (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1963).
----- (1861-63b) Theories o f Surplus-Value, Vol. II (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1968).
----- (1861-63c) Theories o f Surplus-Value, Vol. Ill (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1971).
Marx, Karl and Friedrich Engels (1987) K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 29
(New York: International Publishers).
----- (1988) Economic Manuscript o f 1861-63. A Contribution to the Critique o f Political
Economy, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 30 (New York: International
Publishers).
----- (1989a) Economic Manuscript o f 1861-63. A Contribution to the Critique o f Political
Economy, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 31 (New York: International
Publishers).
----- (1989b) Economic Manuscript o f 1861-63. A Contribution to the Critique o f Political
Economy, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 32 (New York: International
Publishers).
----- (1992) Economic Manuscript o f 1861-63. A Contribution to the Critique o f Political
Economy, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Collected Works, Vol. 33 (New York: International
Publishers).
Mattick, Paul (1969) Marx and Keynes: The Limits o f the Mixed Economy. (Boston, Mass.:
Porter Sargent).
Moseley, Fred (1993) 'Marx's Logical Method and the '"Transformation Problem",' in
Fred Moseley (ed.), Marx's Method in Capital: A Reexamination (Atlantic Highlands, NJ:
Humanities Press).
----- (1995) 'Capital in General and Marx's Logical Method: A Response to Heinrich's
Critique', Capital and Class, no. 55.
----- (2000) 'The New Solution to the Transformation Problem: A Sympathetic Critique',
Review o f Radical Political Economics, Vol. 32, no. 2, pp. 282-316.
----- (20 01) Editor’s 'Introduction' to Dussel, Toward an Unknown Marx.
----- (2002) 'Hostile Brothers: Marx's Theory of the Distribution of Surplus-Value in
Volume 3 of Capital,’ in G. Reuten and M. Campbell (eds), The Culmination o f Capital:
Essays on Volume 3 o f Capital (London: Palgrave).
----- (2007) 'Kapital im Allgemeinen und Konkurrenz in der Theorie von Marx. Die
quantitative Dimension', in Marx-Engels-]ahrbuch 2006. Ed. by International MarxEngels-Stiftung Amsterdam (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag).
Oakley, Allen (1983) The Making o f Marx's Critical Theory (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul).
Rosdolsky, Roman (1977) The Making o f Marx's Capita (London: Pluto Press).
Yaffe, David (1976) 'Value and Price in Marx's Capital’, Revolutionary Communist, May,
pp. 31-49.

The Possessive Spirit of Capital:
Subsumption/Inversion/
Contradiction
Christopher J. Arthur

Introduction
In the working manuscripts Marx wrote prior to the appearance of his
masterwork, Capital, Volume I (1867), the category of 'subsumption' is more
prominent than it is in the published edition. Now that the 1861-63 manu
script (the so-called 'second draft' of Capital) is available to us in a critical
edition (Marx, 1861-63), in the new Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe, it confirms
what was already known of this from the discovery of the draft chapter 'Results
of the Immediate Process of Production', written around 1863-64 (from the
so-called 'third draft'; Marx, 1863-64). This was to be the culm inating chapter
of Volume I, but was omitted in the eventual publication (save for a single para
graph tacked on to the end, which was itself suppressed in later editions; cf.
Marx, 1867, p. 619). The consequence of the omission of 'Results....' is that the
published edition contains only a single reference to the distinction between
'formal' and 'real' subsumption (Marx, 1867, p. 415).
The first section of this chapter examines the evidence found in the 1861-63
manuscript for the thesis that 'subsumption' is a category in the evolution
of Marx's thought that should be given more attention than previously. An
important aspect of this issue, treated in the subsequent sections of the chap
ter, is the light it throws on the claim that Marx's system was influenced by
Hegel's dialectical logic. W hen the Grundrisse manuscript (the so-called 'first
draft' of Capital; Marx, 1857-58) became available it aroused interest precisely
because this influence was rather obvious. While it is true that Marx's method
of presentation ( Darstellung) parallels that of Hegel, in my opinion it follows
that this m ethod is relevant only because capital has a certain 'ideality' to
it; like Hegel's idealist ontology it is characterized by inversion; it is a 'topsy
turvy' reality (Arthur, 2002a). Moreover, it also follows that Marx has a critique
148
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of capital parallel to his critique of Hegel's idealism; in both cases, he confronts
som ething 'standing on its head'. This chapter addresses this relation between
ideality and reality in the light of the category of 'subsumption'. Implicit in the
concept of capital is a drive to posit its presuppositions, as with Hegel's selfpositing Spirit. The term 'subsumption' marks an aporia in this ambition. In
conclusion, the capital/labour relation is exam ined anew.

The textual evidence
In the 1861-63 manuscript, there are two separate attempts to thematize (for
mal and real) subsumption, one with an explicit heading drawing attention to
it (Marx, 1861-63, pp. 32ff., 2126ff.; English: Vol. 30, pp. 92ff.; Vol. 34, pp. 93ff.).
One point of interest (which helps to explain why it is not prominent in the
published chapters of Capital ) is that Marx experienced difficulty in deciding
where it fits into his argument. The original treatment occurs early on, under
the heading 'Unity of the Labour Process and the Valorisation Process'; but later
Marx decided that it would be better placed after the discussion of absolute
and relative surplus value, as he came to associate the two pairs of concepts.
Thus, in a plan drawn up at the end of 1862, 'subsumption' is listed under the
head 'combination of absolute and relative surplus value' (Marx, 1861-63, pp.
1861-62; English: Vol. 33, p. 347). In accordance with this plan, Marx wrote
again on subsumption, noting in passing that the earlier treatment should now
be held back to this new place (Marx, 1861-63, p. 2131; English: Vol. 34, p. 95).
This plan also includes a chapter on 'Results of the production process' which
does not include it. However, surviving from the subsequent draft (1863-64)
is just the final chapter 'Results of the Immediate Process of Production': the
most prominent them e of this is now subsumption, which follows the 1861-63
treatment so closely that some pages are physically transmitted from one to
the other. Yet, in Capital Volume I as published, the topic is mentioned only
briefly, in the chapter on the unity of absolute and relative surplus value, as if
the 1861-63 plan had never been altered. I now proceed to an examination of
the thematization of subsumption in the 1861-63 manuscript.

The 1861-63 manuscript
At the outset, Marx makes an important point about the priority of the value
form: 'In order to develop the concept of capital it is necessary to begin not with
labour but with value, or, more precisely, with exchange value already devel
oped in the movement of circulation' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 28; English: Vol. 30,
p. 20). It follows that the peculiar abstractness of labour is determined only
when commodities are posited as equivalent in value. The context of the first
discussion of the concept of subsumption is the distinction drawn between the
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real labour process, considered as that which gives rise to a definite product,
and the valorization process, directed towards production of new value. The
labour process as such is 'subsumed', says Marx, under the valorization proc
ess (Marx, 1861-63, p. 59; English: Vol. 30, p. 67). As thus subsumed, labour
is not regarded under its specifically useful form but 'it is reduced to a certain
quantity of [...] abstract labour' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 63; English: Vol. 30, p. 71).
Thus, even though all real labour is particular in its action, here 'indifference
towards the specific content of labour is not merely an abstraction made by
us, it is also made by capital, and it belongs to its essential character' (Marx,
1861-63, p. 49; English: Vol. 30, p. 55).
Such subsumption requires, in the first place, simply that capital is in com 
mand: 'labour and the worker him self come under the control of capital, under
its command. I call this the formal subsumption of the labour process' (Marx,
1861-63, p. 84; English: Vol. 30, p. 93).
In the 'Results...' manuscript he adds:
Labour, as the exertion, the expenditure of vital forces, is the personal
activity of the worker. But as value-creating, as engaged in its ow n objecti
fication process, the labour of the worker itself becom es a mode o f existence
of the value of the capital [...] This power of preserving value and creating
new value is therefore capital's power and the process appears as one of
capital's self-valorisation while the worker w ho creates the value - value
alien to him - is on the contrary impoverished. (Marx, 1863-64, p. 63;
English: Vol. 34, p. 397)
Thus, w hen reified in value, living labour realizes itself in the m ode of
denial because it is formally posited as a mode of existence of capital and its
action.
In the 1861-63 manuscript Marx underlines this passage twice: 'In
production by capital the specific product of labour [...] is not this or that
product but capital. The labour process itself appears o n ly as a m eans of the
valorisation process, just as use value appears o nly as the bearer of exchange
value' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 92, English: Vol. 30, p, 103). Capital 'becom es
productive capital in so far as it has subsumed the production process';
and that of w hich it is productive is itself (Marx, 1861-63, p. 92, English:
Vol. 30, p. 103).
Initially, this subsumption is brought about on the basis of existing tech
nology: 'Only in the course of its development does capital not only formally
subsume the labour process but transform it, give the very mode of produc
tion a new shape and thus first create the mode of production peculiar to it'
(Marx, 1861-63, p. 83; English: Vol. 30, p. 92). This he will soon call the 'real
subsumption' of labour under capital.
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We begin to see what real subsumption involves when Marx goes on to the
discussion of relative surplus value. In the section on co-operation, he points
out that capital organizes this prior to the hiring of individuals, so that it 'con
fronts them as a relation of capital, not as their own relation' (Marx, 1861-63,
p. 235; English: Vol. 30, p. 261). The mode of production specific to capital as
a system of 'command' requires 'a new kind of labour, labour of superintend
ence' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 235; English: Vol. 30, p. 262). Co-operation therefore
appears as the 'productive power of capital': this is the first sign that there has
been 'a real alteration of the mode of production itself' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 237;
English: Vol. 30, p. 263).
Co-operation in turn makes possible a technical division of labour. All work
ers are reduced to a 'one-sided, abstract, partial' function; the 'totality' of their
labours is not subsumed under them - rather, 'the workers form the building
blocks of this combination'; 'the worker has altogether ceased to be the pro
ducer of a com m odity [...] since his skill can only be exercised in a workshop,
only as a link in a mechanism which confronts him as the presence of capital'
(Marx, 1861-63, p. 253; English: Vol. 30, p. 279). Under the division of labour,
new skills are required that can be exercised only on the basis of real subsump
tion: 'Thus he is now subsumed under capitalist production [...] no longer just
because he lacks the means of labour, but because of [...] the nature and manner
of his labour' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 254; English: Vol. 30, p. 280). In sum, 'The
social form of the workers' combined labours is the existence of capital over
against the worker' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 254; English: Vol. 30, p. 280).
Uncertainty about the right place to deal with subsumption becomes evi
dent when Marx writes a note to himself about the need to consider absolute
and relative surplus value 'in combination'. He continues: 'After this, or rather
before it, the alteration the mode of production itself undergoes in becoming
capitalist' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 285; English: Vol. 30, p. 311). But he then embarks
on an enormous digression pertaining to theories of surplus value, and follows
this with a draft of Book 3. Before he resumes the argument of Book 1 itself, he
sets out a plan in which 'Formal and real subsumption of labour under capital'
is a topic to be dealt with in the section on the combination of absolute and
relative surplus value (Marx, 1861-63: pp. 1861-62; English: Vol. 33, p. 347).
In accordance with this idea, he soon re-examines the topic, which is listed
explicitly on the cover of Notebook XXI started in May 1863 (Marx, 1861-63:
p. 1891; English: Vol. 34, p. 7). He reminds himself that 'everything said about
this earlier is only now in the proper place' (Marx, 1861-63: p. 2131; English:
Vol. 34, pp. 95-96).
He begins by linking two pairs of concepts: 'I call the form which rests on
absolute surplus value the formal subsumption of labour under capital' (Marx,
1861-63: p. 2130; English: Vol. 34, p. 95). Whereas 'the real subsumption of
labour under capital is developed in all the forms which produce relative, as
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opposed to absolute, surplus value' (Marx, 1861-63: p. 2142; English: Vol. 34,
p. 105). He expands on the latter as follows:
With the real subsumption of labour under capital there takes place a com
plete revolution in the mode of production itself, in the productivity of labour
and in the relation between capitalist and worker [...] On the one hand, the
capitalist mode of production, which now takes shape as a mode of production
sui generis, changes the shape of material production. On the other hand, the
alteration of production's material shape forms the basis for the development
of the capital-relation, which in its adequate shape therefore corresponds to a
specific level of development of the productive powers of labour.1
In the 1861-63 manuscript Marx supplem ents these points by looking at
the category 'productivity of capital'. What is characteristic of the relation
of subsum ption is that 'inversion' whereby 'the productive powers of social
labour present them selves as productive powers of capital' (Marx, 1861-63,
p. 2160; English: Vol. 34, p. 122). This is because the objective conditions
of labour 'do not appear as subsumed under the worker; rather, he appears
as subsumed under them' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 2161; English: Vol. 34, p. 122).
In fine 'capital em ploys labour' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 2161; English: Vol. 34,
p. 122).
The social forms of their own labour [...] are relations constituted quite inde
pendently of the individual workers; the workers as subsumed under capital
become elements of these social constructions [...] And this assumes a form
which is the more real the more, on the one hand, their labour capacity
is modified by these forms, so that it becomes powerless when it stands
alone, i.e. outside this context of capitalism, and its capacity for independ
ent production is destroyed, while, on the other hand, the development
of machinery causes the conditions of labour to appear as ruling labour
technologically too, and at the same tim e to replace i t ... in its independent
forms. (Marx, 1861-63, pp. 2161-62; English: Vol. 34, pp. 123-24)
The machinery too is subsumed under capital. Marx writes in his Grundrisse:
The means of labour [...] undergoes a formal change in that it now appears
not merely as means of labour from its material aspect, but at the same time
1 Here advantage is taken of the more elegant draft in 'Results...': Marx (1863-64),
p. 105 (English trans.: vol. 34, p. 439); the corresponding passages in the 1861-63
manuscript are to be found in Marx (1861-63): pp. 2142-44 (English: Vol. 34, pp. 107-8);
note that between these drafts Marx altered the final phrase from 'material forces of
production' to 'productive powers of labour'.
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as a particular mode of existence of capital [...] as fixed capital. Once included
into the production process of capital, however, the means of labour [...]
ends up as [...] an autom atic system o f machinery [...] and the form in which it
was included, as immediate means of labour, into the production process of
capital is superseded by a form posited by capital itself and corresponding to
it. (Marx, 1857-58, p. 571; English: Vol. 29, p. 82)
It now has a form 'adequate to capital' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 573; English:
Vol. 29, p. 84). Whatever changes fixed capital undergoes, it must accord with
this requirement. W hile no content may be considered final, the material
inscribed within the capital form must be shaped into a content adequate to it,
at least in so far as the recalcitrance of labour is m inim ized through the very
design of the factory.
With the real subsumption of the human and material elements of the pro
duction process, capital takes them into its possession in a more than legal sense;
having them within its power its spirit is present there. The productive power
of labour and machinery is now capital’s own power. For example, assuming
I am in possession of my bodily powers, the power of my arm to lift things is
m y power. 1 myself exist in my powers, severally and collectively. It would be
absurd to insist on a reductionist programme that replaces all statements about
what 'I' can do with circumlocutions about brains, nerves and muscles. Just
so, capital appropriates the productive powers of social labour as its own so
as to grow. It is absurd to replace statements about General Motors' power to
produce a thousand cars an hour with circumlocutions about the workforce.
GM really has this power.
Capital is productive in two different senses (we take the following
formulation from 'Results...' which presumably supersedes that in the 1861-63
manuscript):
Capital is therefore productive:
1. as the compulsion to do surplus labour....
2. as the personification and representative, the reified shape of the 'social
productive powers of labour' or the productive powers of social labour.
(Marx, 1863-64, p. 123; English: Vol. 34, p. 459)
An interesting difference between these cases is marked next (Marx, 1863-64,
p. 123; English: Vol. 34, p. 460):
(i) Capital as self-valorizing appropriates the productive labour of 'isolated
workers' because this has to do with the social positing of labour as belong
ing to capital, through the wage contract, not to do with the development
of its natural powers in the 'real labour process'.
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(ii) Capital as a material productive power is incarnate in the collective labourer.
Despite the use made of their individual skills this collectivity is plausi
bly represented, not as that of the associated individuals, but as capital's
own productive power in so far as its principle of organization flows from
capital, which subsumes the individuals under the hierarchical division of
labour imposed on them.
(It follows there are two different labours of superintendence: (i) the compul
sion exercised by foremen 'driving' workers to increase their efforts; and (ii) the
design and management of the process as if the representative of capital were
like the conductor of an orchestra.)
Let us now summarize the leading points of the above recitation of these
passages (primarily) from the 1861-63 manuscript The basic insight is that
the production process is subsumed under the valorization process. As the
process is under the control of capital, the production of surplus value can
be achieved on the existing technological basis simply by prolonging the
working day. However, with the development of capitalism, the production
process is itself revolutionized, such that (especially w ith automation) it is
shaped by capital into a form adequate to its concept. This is so because it
is no longer a matter of the immediate producer em ploying the means of
labour; rather, this relation has becom e inverted. (An example of the expro
priation of the directing activity of the worker by that of capital is m entioned
by Marx in Capital, Volume I, when he associates machinery w ith repressing
the 'insubordination' of skilled craftsmen - Marx, 1887, p. 318). The solution
to the place where 'subsumption' should be thematized flows from my belief
that this concept is important to the whole architectonic of the presentation
of capital. Accordingly, it is appropriate to address the issue at different levels
of concretion. It should certainly be introduced at the outset of the discus
sion of the valorization process, because it is important to stress that the
labour process is therewith (i) subsumed under the drive for valorization; (ii)
subordinated to the control of capital (Marx, 1887, p. 160). The distinction
between such 'formal' subsumption and the advent of 'real' subsumption'
has to be developed in detail when considering the impact of the search for
relative surplus value. Finally, it is one of the most important 'results’ of the
development of the capitalist process of production that such subsumption
is perfected, and that capital thoroughly penetrates material production and
moves fluidly in this ground of its being, having shaped the material into its
adequate content. Capital is now a 'Subjekt' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 90; English:
Vol. 30, p. 102) em bodied in the factory regime. Given this, we see why Marx
concludes: 'Thus capital has created capital' (Marx, 1863-64, p. 126; English:
Vol. 34, p. 463).
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The question of Hegel
The issue to be addressed next is how far this 'result' conforms to the logic of
Hegel's self-positing 'Idea'. I find in capital's self-production a logic which is the
same as that of Hegel. It is important to distinguish this homology thesis from
the application of Hegel's logic to a substantive dom ain of reality. I do not say:
'Hegel's logic is good, let us apply it properly.’ I ask: 'Where do we find out
there a system of self-moving abstraction which then applies itself to mate
rial reality?' Hegel's logic springs from the shedding of contingent empirical
instances to leave pure categories. In parallel fashion, exchange issues in a
practical abstraction from the natural features of a com m odity which are the
basis of its use value. As a consequence of this displacement of use value, the
com m odities acquire a new determination: the social character of exchangevalue (which contains 'not an atom of matter'). The different goods concerned
play the role of bearers of this social determination. They becom e subject to
the value form. The reason why I term this social form of the product of labour
'ideal' is that the mediation of social labours here is of an abstract, 'logical'
character.
In my view, a significant homology obtains between the movement of exchange
and the movement of thought. Both impose a formal unity on the real material
they address. But the value forms, although they have a 'logical' character, are
out there. As embedded in the practical activity of exchange, they require material
bearers. (Thus value as universal is not produced when we think the identity of
commodities; it is produced when gold is excluded from other commodities to
constitute their identity practically as value bodies; see Arthur, 2005.)
My view is that we have in the 'Concept' of capital a self-moving system of
abstract forms, predicated on the inversion consequent on the material practice
of exchange, which becomes 'Idea' if it subsumes material production; however,
it is precisely because capital cannot fully incorporate its material foundation
that there must be a limit to such ideality.
None the less, the assumption to be tested here is that the form of capital has
som ething of the character of an Absolute ; it takes up into itself the real world
of material production, and subordinates it to the spirit of capitalism; this last
is to be understood, not as Weber has it, as a disposition of capitalists, but as
an objective spirit in Hegel's sense. What is meant by Absolute? It means that (at
least relative to its domain) it has the form of the unconditioned. It reproduces
all the relevant conditions of its existence in its own movement.
I suggest that the parallel to the sphere of Hegel's logic, in which thought
moves freely in its own element, that of pure form, is the realm of circulation.
Here values exchange, but the use value side has no specific determinacy, albeit
commodities must have use value of some sort. Thus the turn to production
from the general formula of capital has the same significance as the going
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over of Hegel's logic to the real. The pure forms must prove themselves to be
the truth of material reality. This transition is logically necessary because the
simple movement of circulation does not contain within itself the principle of
self-renewal. New commodities must be thrown into it again and again, as fuel
into the fire. Thus, if capital is to posit its presuppositions it must produce the
values that are its premise. Only if capital brings production within its circuits
does it constitute itself as an autonomous power. Moreover, if capital is to be
properly grounded on itself, surplus value cannot arise contingently, from tem
porary market conditions allowing capital to buy cheap and sell dear. Capital
can guarantee a surplus only by sinking into production and mediating itself
in productive labour. Capital makes that activity its ow n in so far as it thor
oughly subsumes labour, not merely formally, but 'really'.
However, while Hegel's 'Idea' is presumed to create the reality its logic
informs, in the case of capital there is no metaphysical 'guarantee' that its
forms fit sm oothly the material reality inscribed w ithin them. Capital has to
shape the material given to it into its substance, it has to forge for itself a con
tent adequate to its form. Marx him self remarks this contrast when he cites
Hegel to the effect that the 'Concept' needs no external material: 'It is only the
Hegelian "Concept" that manages to objectify itself without external stuff'.2
In order to understand this feature of capitalist production, I develop Marx's
category of 'subsumption' (this category is prominent in Schelling, where it
signifies the absorption of the finite by the infinite; it is possible this source
influenced Marx). First, let us turn to Hegel; while 'subsumption' is not a central
Hegelian category, it does occur in the section on 'the Judgement', where the
paradigm case is 'the singular is the universal' or 'the subject is the predicate'
(Hegel, 1969, p. 628; Hegel, 1991, para. 166). Hegel argues this can be looked at
two ways, according to which side of the relation is prioritized. In one view, the
singular is subject and the universal is a predicate reflecting som ething about
it. From another point of view, if the universal is granted self-subsistence, it
subsumes the singular. Hegel says, 'From this standpoint subsumption is only
the application of the universal to a particular or a singular, which is placed
under the universal in accordance with a vague idea that it is of inferior qual
ity' (Hegel, 1969, p. 629). On the other hand 'Such a universal which merely
subsumes, is an abstraction which only becomes concrete in som ething else, in
the particular' (Hegel, 1969, p. 739). This contrasts with the concrete universal,
where it is the self-determination of the universal that logically generates the
singulars, and is identical with its instances. The universal and the singular are

2 Marx (1867), p. 31, quoting Hegel: ‘The Concept, which is initially only subjective,
proceeds to objectify itself by virtue of its own activity and without the help of an
external material or stuff': Hegel (1991), p. 273, para. 194 Add. This reference to Hegel
occurs only in the first edition of Capital.
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harmonized. The whole Idea seems to have a similar relation to the reality it
shapes. Hegel speaks of the 'objective judgement' (Hegel, 1969, p. 739) linking
the subjectivity of the concept to external objectivity. In Hegel's philosophy
the pure forms of conceptuality becom e Absolute Idea in so far as they are
understood as at the same time the shape of the world.
Are we to understand this relation as one of subsumption, or is the Idea a
concrete universal? Rightly assessing the meaning of Hegel's transition from
logic to reality is complicated. It is necessary to distinguish what Hegel says
he does from what he really does. What Hegel claims is that the Idea in 'an act
of perfect freedom' creates reality; accordingly, the reality it confronts is not
genuinely other than it; a fortiori it may be known and reappropriated by it.
What he actually does is to smuggle in positive material, empirically derived,
and subsume it under logical schemas. As Marx complained in his notes on
Hegel's political philosophy, Hegel does not elucidate the logic of the body
politic, but gives his logic a political body.
How does this movement between the spheres of logic and reality inform
our account? Certainly, in our case, while capital claims to create 'wealth', I
argue that it merely subsumes the material content of the econom y under the
forms of value. It is in this context that I situate the turn to production. The
logical form of capital is by no means absolute, but insufficient to maintain
itself; it requires a transition to a domain of reality regulated by the form but
by no means inessential to it; capital is not free to develop in its concept alone,
but must confront the problem of its lack of self-subsistence as mere concept of
self-valorization.
The dialectic of capitalist production is one in which the form seeks to secure
and stabilize itself through subsuming material production and turning it into
a bearer of self-valorization. But the logic of capital accumulation would run
down pretty quickly were it not for the m aterial fact that workers produce more
than they themselves consume. Hegel's speculation about an Absolute seeking
to actualize its entire conditions of existence has a parallel in capital, which
has such a drive implicit in its form. However, in truth, it subsumes, but does
not create, its internal other, the worker, and its external other, Nature.

Subsumption and inversion
A capitalist firm is specified formally as a mass of value. In such a light, the
material side appears merely as a predicate of such inner essence. But capital
must always be materially instantiated if it is to achieve its individuality. Capital
as self-valorizing value doubles into the universal form it shares with all capital
(value in motion) and its singular existence (the material in which it invests
itself). In the constitution of individual capitals, tw o kinds o f particularization
are simultaneously realized: on the one side, the formal existence of capital as
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value must be quantitatively determined as an am ount of capital; on the other
side, the material existence of capital, invested in means of production and
labour power, must be qualitatively determined, and situated in a specific site
(Arthur, 2002b). In order to produce efficiently, capital must combine comple
mentary factors of production in the relevant proportions. To quote Marx:
The nature of the use value, wherein value exists, which appears now as the
body of capital, appears here as itself determinant of the form and the action
of capital; as giving one capital a particular characteristic as against another;
as concretising it [...] Nothing is more erroneous than to overlook the fact that
the distinction between use value and exchange value, which falls outside the
determination of economic form in simple circulation, [does not] fall outside
it in general. (Marx, 1857-58, p. 530; English: Vol. 29, p. 34)
But the determinate potential of use value is materially given to capital in
the first instance. I suggest that the category of 'subsumption' is required in
order to construe this relation between value and use value, more specifically
between the general form of capital and the material production processes it
subsumes. If the factory is 'the body of capital' its 'soul' is the living labour
process as it is appropriated by capital as a valorization process. In short, capital
is a relation of production. Yet capital presents itself as the prime mover in the
economy. There is here a double subsumption and a double inversion:
(a) Because capital legally employs each worker individually, surplus labour is
similarly expropriated from each singly; since the labour process is subsumed
under the valorization process, their productive labour belongs to capital,
hence it is 'justly' exploited for the purpose of capital’s self-valorization.
The concretely universal character of living labour, when subsumed under
the value form, counts only as an abstraction of itself. The subject/object
inversion w ithin the form of capital is here that the putative value product
becomes the value creator and what 'created' value becomes the (recalci
trant) agent of capital. Hence ‘capital creates capital'.
(b) Capital embodied in means of production (its inorganic body) employs
every worker as a labour-power machine (its organic body); they are its
'hands', subjugated to the discipline of the factory regime. Materially, there
is a quasi-inversion of subject and object in so far as the factory embodies
an intention alien to the workers and brings them into connection exter
nally so as to constitute a collective labour they do not comprehend. It is
collectively that concrete labours are really subsumed under capital when
it imposes material shapes of co-operation, division of labour, and ma
chinery. In addition to serving as exploited sources of surplus labour, the

The Possessive Spirit o f Capital

159

immediate producers are alienated from their own universality as socially
productive, since the labour process is not that of freely associated pro
ducers but subsumed under the despotism of the capitalist factory. Living
labour expresses its individuality only when correlative labours are united
in a universal enterprise such that the category of 'social labor’ is posited
for itself. In a sense, this universal determination must be present here too,
but the hegemony of capital redetermines it as an estranged universality
opposed to the single labourers.
(c) W hen these two inversions are conflated, the result of the first, which posits
capital as creator of profit, may be seen as the act of capital qua thing (the
factory system); conversely, the power of produced means of production is
seen as that of capital qua monetary form. In his Grundrisse, Marx draws
attention to this double error:
If capital gives itself its adequate form as use value w ithin the production
process only when it adopts the form of machinery [...] it does not follow
in any way that this use value - machinery in itself - is identical with its
existence as capital'; or that 'the social relation of capital is the most appro
priate [...] relation for the application of machinery (Marx, 1857-58, p. 574;
English: Vol. 29, p. 85).
Both Hegel's Absolute, and capital, claim that subsumption of reality under
the ideality of their form means they created the wealth of the world, rather
than merely reviewing it under their peculiar form of validation. Marx, in the
second edition of Capital, Volume I, says: 'For Hegel, the process of thought,
which, under the name "Idea", he even transforms into an independent sub
ject, is the demiurge of the actual, which figures only as its outward appearance'
(Marx, 1872-73: Nachwort, p. 709; Marx, 1887, p. 24). The Greek background to
Marx's characterization of Hegel may be summarized thus: the demiurge does
not create the world out of nothing but it does shape primeval chaos into a
cosmos through informing it with a (logical) order.
Marx goes on to say that Hegel needs turning off his head and back on to
his feet. My argument is that capital also stands on its head, so the same criti
cism applies. The spirit of capital is equivalent to the demiurge. It is a 'Subjekt'
in possession of material production. Marx again: 'The capitalist appropriates
living labour as the lifeblood of capital [...] Through the incorporation of liv
ing labour capacity into the objective com ponents of capital [means of pro
duction], the latter becomes a monster endowed with life, and begins to act
"as if by love possessed".' (Marx, 1863-64, p. 81; English: Vol. 34, p. 415) (Of
course, the monstrous 'love' is vampiric, as we see from the first sentence.)
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The contradictions of capital
However, the appropriation of labour is problematic because the labourers
potentially have ends of their own to realize. They cannot be considered as
'human resources' no different in principle from other 'natural resources'
exploited by capital. Thus the capital relation falls short of totalization achieved
through 'absolute negativity', and it is better understood critically as a contra
diction of capital with itself. See Table 9.1.
Let us first 'read' Table 9.1 from capital's point of view. Capital defines itself
as self-valorizing value; it is true this requires mediation in productive labour;
but, having been appropriated through the wage, labour power is possessed
by capital, and labour is formally subsumed under it, hence productive labour
is its own activity. Valorization cannot occur without the production of use
values; however, capital claims to produce these through its em bodim ent in
the factory, capital is ideally posited as self-acting machinery; concomitant
with this is the organization of the 'collective labourer' by capital. With real
subsumption, the machinery now 'employs' the workers! So capital both is and
is not its opposites. But, on this reading, capital is the identity of identity and
difference, and comprehends all four moments in the table.
Let us now consider the same thing from the point of view of materialist
demystification of capital. Then the dialectical structure is reversed, and the
capital relation refigured as the difference of identity and difference. So, as a
counterpoint to the them e of capital's self-constitution, which pulls the struc
ture toward (i), self-valorizing value, the critique claims (iv), the collective
labourer, is not reducible to it. Apparently absorbed by capital, social labour yet
has a ground from which to lever up the dead weight of its oppressor. The sys
tem is prey to antinomies; value and use value, capital and labour, are rooted
in real differences, they are opposites incapable of reconciliation, one cannot
be reduced to an appearance form of the other.
Table 9.1 The contradictions of capital

Capital

Labour
v. (employs)

Value form

Self-valorizing value
(i)

'Productive' labour (alienated
by sale of labour-power)
(ii)

Self-acting machinery
(iii)

Collective labourer
(alienated social labour)
(iv)

v. (subsumes)
Use-value 'co n te n t'
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In answer to the regime of truth imposed by the form of capital as selfvalorizing, the deconstruction of capital’s repression of what is truly other
than itself is in order. But full weight has to be given to the real subsumption
of land and labour that capital has achieved.
Capital is a subject;3 counter to it is living labour; but in the capital relation
this is a self-estranged subject. In the 1861-63 manuscript, Marx writes: '[Labour]
posits itself objectively, but it posits its objectivity as its own non-being, or as the
being of its non-being - the being of capital' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 2239; English:
Vol. 34, p. 202). The self-affirmation of capital and the self-negation of labour
are identical, distinguished only as mutually presupposing moments. However,
the 'capital relation' is properly so-called (that is, capital is both part and whole)
since it affirms itself therein while labour is reproduced as the propertyless other
of capital (inversion of the law of appropriation). While the logic of difference is
suppressed, it remains an immanent source of critique. This is not because 'really'
labour is everything and capital is nothing, but because the re-forming of the
human reality of the labour process by the inhuman form of capital generates an
inverted reality. The 'true' and 'false' ontology of capital are coexistent.
There is a parallel between the claims of Hegel's Idea and of the Idea of capi
tal. As absolute form, both claim to be the whole reality, because all content is
posited as itself in another shape. The criticism of these claims is also parallel. In
Hegel, the philosophical mistake lies at the juncture of logic and reality, where
he takes up 'positive' material empirically and subsumes it under his logical
schemes (although he does not say he does, of course) as if in some occult man
ner the latter accounts for the nature of the former. As for the claim of capital to
be the creator of all 'wealth', the mistake here springs from the subsumption of
the material metabolism under the forms of value; in reality, the material spe
cificity of use value, especially that of labour power, has economic determinacy.

Conclusion
According to Hegel, 'the free Concept [...] determines itself and in so doing
makes itself real' (Hegel, 1991, para. 213). The result is that the Idea is 'the
Subject-Object, as the unity of the ideal and the real' (Hegel, 1991, para. 214).
Such a unity of the ideal and the real, I suggest, is projected in the Idea of
Capital. If it succeeds, then it is the result of its own movement, the produc
tion of capital by means of capital. Capital produces capital through subsuming
human and natural powers, formally (wage/rent) but also 'really' to a great
extent. However, despite the thoroughgoing transformation of the produc
tion process as it is really subsumed by capital, it remains the case that capital
3 Like the Hegelian Subject, it is nothing other than the continual process of its own
production, not an origin or result.
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cannot properly claim to produce all its conditions of existence. It may be
said that what is at issue here is merely contingent concrete diversity, easily
contained w ithin the logic of the system. But living labour is recalcitrant to
such subsumption under the logic of capital accumulation. Epochally, the Idea
of capital has made itself real. Whether that which is in excess of its concept
remains forever marginal is for the future to determine.
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The Place of 'The Results of the
Immediate Production Process'
in Capital
Patrick Murray

Introduction
'The Results of the Immediate Production Process' ('Results'), the unfinished
draft of a conclusion to Capital, Volume I, which became available in German,
Italian and French between 1969 and 1971 (in English in 1976), belongs to those
recently available texts that continue to fund a profound reinterpretation and
re-evaluation of Marx's mature work.1 Others include the Grundrisse, the Urtext
and the 1861-63 manuscript published in the MEGA. Reading these manu
scripts, we encounter Marx in a different voice. He sounds less studied; more at
home; more philosophical, dialectical and Hegelian; he is more prone to pursue
incisive moral and sociological observations.2 Above all, the topic of the specific
social form and purpose of labour and wealth is explicit and emphatic.

1 The 'Results of the Immediate Production Process' is the only 'chapter' of the
1863-64 draft (the ‘third draft’) of the first volume of Capital to come down to us, apart
from some loose sheets from preceding chapters of that draft that were stuck in the
manuscript of the 'Results'. The MEGA editors put the composition of the 'Results' in a
time frame of 1863 to 1864 (MEGA editors, 1988, p. 9*).
The 'Results' was published simultaneously in German and Russian in Arkhiv Marksa
i Engelsa, Volume II (VII), pp. 4-266, in Moscow in 1939 (Editors of Marx, 1933b, p. i;
Mandel, 1976, p. 943). Maximilian Rubel published excepts in Ecommie et Societes,
Cahiers de L'lnstitut de Science Economique Appliquee, Serie Etudes de Marxologie, no. 6, June
1967. In 1969, the 'Results' was published as a book in German (Marx, 1969b) and in
Italian (Marx, 1969a). Complete translations into French (Marx, 1971) and English
(Marx, 1976) followed. A new Italian translation is forthcoming in conjunction with the
new Italian translation of Capital, Volume i (Marx, 2008).
2 In a letter from Marx to Lassalle of 12 November 1858, Marx writes that in the
Critique (1859) he is not striving for an ‘elegant presentation’ but to write in ‘my middling
m anner [Durchschnittsmanier]’ (Marx and Engels, 1954, p. 93). In a letter to Lassalle dated
15 September 1860, Marx writes th at the form of the sequel to the Critique will be
163
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Ever since the 'Results' entered the picture, w hy Marx did not complete it
and include it in Capital, Volume I, has remained a mystery. One purpose of
this chapter is to revisit this mystery in the light of the MEGA. However, let
me disappoint the reader straight away by saying that the MEGA editors have
turned up nothing that addresses the question explicitly, leaving them and us
to speculate. Commentators divide between those w ho argue that Marx had
no theoretical reason for not including the 'Results' in Capital, Volume I, and
those who maintain that Marx dropped the 'Results' either because changes to
the plan of Capital, Volume I, made it superfluous or because material included
in the 'Results' belonged elsewhere. I argue against this latter view that Marx
had theoretical reasons to abandon the 'Results'. Most significantly, I reject the
MEGA editors' claim that the treatment of the com m odity as the product of
capital does not belong in the 'Results' but only after the introduction of prices
of production in Capital, Volume III. That judgement rests on a paralysing mis
take about Marx's dialectical m ethod of presentation. W hile I hope to shed
light on the 'Results', regrettably, neither my criticisms of existing literature
nor my speculations dispel the mystery of what became of the 'Results'.

A quick overview of the 'Results'
The 'Results' runs to just over 100 pages in the MEGA edition, and nearly
120 pages in Rodney Livingstone's translation.3 Though still in rough form, the
manuscript is organized into three parts, one devoted to each of these themes:
(1) the com m odity is the product of capital; (2) the aim of capitalist production
is the production of surplus value; and (3) capitalist production reproduces
specifically capitalist relations of production. Marx tells us that (1) is intended
to come last, as it is unquestionably meant to be the transition to Volume II.4
Section (1) (26 pages) emphasizes the circular nature of the argument in
Volume I: 'As the elementary form of bourgeois wealth, the com modity was our
point of departure, the prerequisite for the emergence of capital. On the other
hand, commodities appear now as the product o f capital' (p. 949).5 Marx stresses

somewhat more popular but 'in no way out of any inner drive from my side' (Marx and
Engels, 1954, p. 102).
3 Unless indicated otherwise, page references refer to the Fowkes translation of Capital,
Volume I (Marx, 1890) or to Livingstone's translation of the 'Results' (Marx, 1863-64),
the appendix to Capital, Volume I.
4 The 1933 German and Russian editions and the 1969 German edition take Marx's
suggestion and place section (1) last. The 1971 French translation and both English
translations follow the order of the manuscript.
5 The shift from 'th e commodity’ to ‘commodities' here is im portant because, ordinarily,
the product of capital is a mass of commodities where each counts as an aliquot part of
the total product.
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the inseparability of (a) the generalized circulation of commodities, '(including
money)' (p. 949); (b) the generalization of wage labour; and (c) the capitalist
mode of production. Marx provides an extended commentary on the differ
ence between the com m odity conceived of as independent at the beginning
of Capital, Volume I and the com m odity conceived of as the product of capital
(see pp. 953-55 for three key differences). To my knowledge, there is nothing
comparable to this portion of the 'Results' elsewhere in Marx's writings.
Section (2), easily the longest of the three (85 pages), rehearses a number of
misconceptions about capital and reflects at length on the unity of the labour
process and valorization process. That is followed by sub-sections on formal
subsumption and real subsumption, productive and unproductive labour, net
and gross product, the 'mystification of capital', and a transition from (2) and
(3) to section (1).
Section (3), at six pages easily the shortest of the three, contains several
pages on the relations between capital and wage labour relevant to the inver
sion of the bourgeois law of appropriation. It concludes with a one-paragraph
sub-section bearing the title of the manuscript. That short, final paragraph
re-emphasizes the point that capitalism reproduces its ‘specific social character'
(p. 1065) while reproducing itself materially.

Getting the right question about the 'Results'
As Marx observed, asking the right question can be the key step in an inquiry.
W hen it comes to the fate of the unfinished 'Results of the Immediate Production
Process', we may wonder if Ernest Mandel's question 'But why was the originally
planned Part Seven ['Results'] discarded?' jumps the gun (Mandel, 1976, p. 944).
Did Marx decide not to include the 'Results'? Of course, he did not include it,
but the manuscript is unfinished; he could not have included it without com
pleting it for publication. Marx gave up on publishing simultaneously all three
volumes of Capital only reluctantly, and late in the day. In allowing Volume I to
be published independently, Marx was not deciding against the publication of
Volumes II and III. In fact, there was little, if anything, that appeared consist
ently in his draft outlines of Capital that Marx decided not to include. As it is,
Marx concluded the first edition of Capital, Volume I, by awkwardly appending a
thumbnail sketch of the 'Results' that (1) highlighted the fact that the immedi
ate result of the production process is the commodity, only now pregnant with
surplus value; (2) called attention to the return of the investigation to its point
of departure, the commodity; and (3) made the transition to Volume II by con
trasting the simple circulation of commodities with the circulation of capital.
In later editions, this vestige of the 'Results' was excised.
Let us, then, adopt this general formulation of the question concerning the
fate of the 'Results': why did Marx not complete and publish the 'Results'? We
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should keep in mind that Marx did not stop work on Volume I of Capital in
1867, when it was first published. He reworked it for a second edition, which
appeared in 1872. He also oversaw the French translation, which was pub
lished in instalments between 1872 and 1875. Engels used Marx's notes and
alterations for the French edition in publishing the third German edition in
1883, shortly after Marx's death. Without settling the issue, Marx's continued
work on Volume 1 casts suspicion on the easy answer that Marx was simply too
pressed for time to complete and include the 'Results' in Capital, Volume I.
As mentioned above, there are two basic answers to our question:
1. Marx decided, for one theoretical reason or another, to drop the 'Results'.
In the literature we find two possible reasons why: (a) because Marx worked
important points from the 'Results' into Volume I, it became superfluous;
and (b) because important points from the 'Results' would have been out o f
place - by being introduced prematurely - in a conclusion to Volume I.
2. Marx never decided to drop the 'Results'; instead, one or other practical con
sideration kept him from completing and publishing the 'Results'. Perhaps
Marx thought that including the 'Results' in the first volume would make
the book too long; his publisher, Meissner, had given him a limit of 60 proof
sheets [Druckbogen], and he expressed his worry to Engels about length.
Since the 'Results' was written as a bridge to Volume II, Marx's failure to
complete Volume II might be thought to have made completing the bridge
to it seem less urgent.6 Perhaps, but the unfinished state of Volume II did
not affect Marx's rationale for constructing the 'Results' as a bridge from
Volume I to Volume II.

Select review of the literature
Let us now consider some of the responses in the literature to the main ques
tion, namely, the editors' bibliographical notice to the 1969 German edition
of the 'Results'; Ernest Mandel's introduction to the Livingstone translation;
Allen Oakley's remarks; and, most importantly, the editors' introduction to the
MEGA edition of the 'Results'.
The bibliographical notice to 1969
Germ an edition
The editors of the 1969 German edition write, 'Probably, during his final work
up, Marx decided not to include the extensive sixth chapter in the first volume
[...] Therefore the content of the first volume of Capital concluded with the
6 Rodney Livingstone notes, 'presumably Marx would have finished the present
chapter ['Results'] at this point when he had finally revised it [Volume II]’ (p. 975).
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chapter (later, part) on the accumulation of capital.7 Precisely in this chapter
Marx adopted a series of theses whose draft is contained in the unpublished
manuscript ['Results']' (Editors of Marx, 1969b, p. 111). First, given its unfinished
state, Marx could not have 'decided' to include the 'Results'. Second, if length no doubt the manuscript is 'extensive' - is being offered as an explanation for
why Marx did not publish the 'Results', the editors accept the second answer
to the general question: practical considerations worked against including the
'Results'. But, third, the editors' further observation that Marx put a number of
points from the 'Results' into Capital, Volume I, suggests that, in so doing, he
knowingly rendered the 'Results' superfluous. The editors, then, adopt type (a)
of the first answer to our question about the fate of the 'Results': late additions
to the text of Volume I made the 'Results' superfluous.
There are difficulties with the editors' suggestion, starting with their not
identifying the points from the 'Results' that are integrated into the treatment
of the accumulation of capital in Capital. Let me select some points treated
in the 'Results' that appear in Part Seven of Capital, Volume I: (1) that simple
reproduction and accumulation involve not only material reproduction but
also reproduction of the social forms specific to the capitalist mode of produc
tion (p. 711); (2) the mysticism of capital (p. 716); (3) that surplus value is the
animating goal of capitalist production; (4) how prices, levels of productivity
and productive force, the length of the working day, and quantities and rates
of surplus value interrelate; and (5) the inversion of the bourgeois law of appro
priation.8 1 will consider points (2) and (5) below in connection with the views
of the MEGA editors.
Regarding point (1), some repetition of this sweeping observation in a cap
stone to Volume I would not be out of place. Regarding point (3), the idea that
producing (and accumulating) surplus value is the specific aim of capitalist
production is, of course, a major them e of Volume 1, particularly once we get to
Part Three. The 'Results' illuminates the significance of this specific aim of cap
italist production by setting it in the context of Marx’s basic complaint against
political economy: it is oblivious to the topics of the specific social form and
purpose of wealth and labour. And the 'Results' brings hom e the potential
that this specific aim has for undoing the network of capitalist social relations
(see MEGA editors, p. 16*). In Capital, Volume I, formal and real subsumption
7 The sixth and final 'chapter' of the first edition of Capital, Volume I, included sections
on capitalist accumulation, the so-called 'original accumulation’, and 'the modern
colonial theory'. In later editions. Volume I ends with two 'parts' on the topic of
accumulation: Part Seven: The Process of Accumulation of Capital; and Part Eight:
So-Called Primitive Accumulation.
8 Marx's treatment of ‘so-called primitive accumulation' is the coup de grace of his
critique of the bourgeois theory of appropriation because it makes a mockery of Locke's
idea of property being acquired originally through one's own labour.
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get nothing like the treatment that they get in the 'Results', where Marx treats
them under the topic of surplus value as the defining aim of capitalist produc
tion.9 Regarding point (4), as I will show, Marx's treatment of the com m odity as
the product of capital contains some of the most illuminating passages in the
'Results' and has implications for interpreting two of the most controversial
turns in the dialectic of Volume I.
Ernest M andel
In his introduction to the 'Results', Mandel writes, 'But why was the originally
planned Part Seven discarded? [...] For the time being, it is impossible to give
a definitive answer to that question' ((1976, p. 944). Thirty years later, even
with the publication of the 'Results' in the MEGA, we still have no definitive
answer. Mandel offers this two-sentence hypothesis in answer to the question
of why Marx 'discarded' the 'Results': 'Possibly the reason lay in Marx's wish
to present Capital as a "dialectically articulated artistic whole". He may have
felt that, in such a totality, "Chapter Six" would be out of place, since it had a
double didactic function: as a summary of Volume 1 and as a bridge between
Volumes 1 and 2' (1976, p. 944).
I am not certain what to make of Mandel's suggestion. Is it that a 'summary' is
out of place in a dialectical whole? We know from the Preface to A Contribution
to the Critique o f Political Economy (1859) that Marx decided against any antici
patory introduction (Marx, 1970, p. 19). I know of no comparable passage in
which Marx renounces summaries, capstones, or appendices; Mandel provides
none. As its title announces, the 'Results' trades in retrospection more than
anticipation, though, as a bridge to Capital, Volume II, it has a moment of the
latter. Moreover, we have other examples of retrospection in Capital. Section
four of the first chapter of Capital, 'The Fetishism of the Com m odity and its
Secret', reflects on the significance of the theory of value and the value form
developed in the preceding three sections. The final section of Capital, Volume
III, 'The Revenues and their Sources', resembles the 'Results' in being a cap
stone to all three volumes of Capital.10 In fact, each of the points of the 'Results'
that define its three sections is concisely presented in chapter 51, 'Relations of
Distribution and Relations of Production'.11
9 The only explicit mention of formal and real subsumption in Capital, Volume I,
occurs on p. 645.
10 Moreover, the fragmentary final chapter 52 of Volume III, 'Classes', may have been
conceived as a bridge to books on landed property and wage labour.
11 Marx (1981), pp. 1019-23. The fact that Marx presents all three main points of the
‘Results’ there might suggest that he intended chapter 51 of Volume III to serve in place
of the 'Results'. I doubt that this is so, for three reasons: (i) chapter 51 has a special
purpose, as indicated by its title; (ii) the dates of composition of the two capstones are
close together; and (iii) the treatment in the 'Results', at least of two of the points, is on
a much larger scale.
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Mandel is right that the 'Results' is a bridge. Marx makes this explicit as he
calls attention to the circular nature of the presentation in Capital. What was
the point of departure, namely the generalized com m odity form of wealth,
proves to be the necessary result of capitalist production. Only now is the com 
m odity recognized as being capital in the com m odity form; the significance
of this is examined in the 'Results', which lays down the conceptual basis for
the new set of determinations to be investigated in Volume II. Marx notes that
the section on commodities as the product of capital should be placed last,
'because it forms the transition to Volume II' (p. 949), and he concludes the sec
tion: 'And in this respect their circulation, which is simultaneously the repro
duction process of capital, entails further determinations alien to the abstract
description of the circulation of commodities. For this reason our next task is
to turn to an examination of the circulation process o f capital. This we shall do
in the next volume' (p. 975). W hy would a bridge from one volume to another
go against the dialectical grain? Or is the problem the 'doubling of functions'?
How so? The 'Results' discloses the dialectical structure of Capital; it does not
sin against it.
A llen Oakley
'For some reason that is not clear, this vital concluding piece was left out of
Capital, Book 1, when it went to press', writes Allen Oakley (Oakley, 1983, p. 96.
Punctuating his description of the 'Results' as 'vital' - unfortunately, he does
not tell us what makes it so - Oakley adds, 'if the status of the 'Results' manu
script was as suggested above, the work (Volume I) was without its concluding
chapter' (Oakley, 1983, p. 97). Again, it is worth mentioning that the 'Results'
was not in a publishable state: Marx could not just 'decide' to include it; he
would have had to finish it first. Oakley says nothing about any decision on
Marx's part to drop the 'Results'. On the contrary, in characterizing the 'Results'
as 'vital', Oakley adopts the second answer to the general question: Marx left
the 'Results' out of Volume I, but not on any theoretical grounds. Beyond that,
Oakley is silent.
MEGA editors
The MEGA editors' introduction to the 'Results' comprises only six pages, but
it is the most current and substantive contribution of those reviewed here.
They begin their summary assessment of the importance of the 'Results' as
follows, 'Therefore, the "Sixth Chapter" of the first book of Capital occupies an
important place in the story of its com ing to be and, more generally, in Marx's
econom ic corpus' (MEGA editors, p. 17*). They highlight several points: (1) the
'Results' is where Marx first offers a thorough investigation of the com m od
ity as the product of capital; (2) in doing so, Marx helps readers to recognize
that his theory of value is not confined to the first section of Volume 1, but
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rather spans the three volumes of Capital; (3) the 'Results' presents the general
characteristics of the capitalist mode of production, spells out the conditions of
its origin and situates it historically; (4) the 'Results' points up the development
w ithin capitalist society of the material presuppositions for a post-capitalist
future society; (5) from the 'Results' we can derive a better understanding of
the Marxian m ethod of research and presentation.
Despite their enthusiasm, the MEGA editors favour the first answer to the
general question, and offer three independent, though reinforcing, reasons as
to why Marx decided to drop the 'Results'.12 The first reason is type (b); the
latter two are type (a): (1) Marx came to believe that to treat the com m odity
as the product of capital in the 'Results' was premature. The effort to distin
guish the com m odity as an individual from the com m odity as an aliquot part
of the mass of commodities produced by capital was misplaced, given that a
full account of the com m odity as the product of capital would have to wait
until the introduction of prices of production in Volume III; (2) since Marx
took up the 'mystification of capital' in the chapter on machinery, he made
its treatment in the 'Results' superfluous; (3) because Marx addressed the issue
of the inversion of the bourgeois law of appropriation in connection with the
accumulation of capital, there was no need to treat it in the 'Results'. In these
latter two points, the MEGA editors agree with the editors of the 1969 German
edition: Marx came to see the 'Results' as superfluous because he incorporated
its ideas into the published Volume I. By contrast, the first point argues that
Marx dropped the 'Results' because he came to see that it was premature, out
of dialectical order. Let us consider each proposal in turn:
1. The MEGA editors are right, of course, that a full account of the commodity
as the product of capital is not possible prior to the introduction of prices
of production in Volume III. Is that a reason not to make the point in the
'Results' that the commodity as the product of capital counts as an aliquot part
of the mass of commodities produced by capital? No. Marx warned against
'putting the science before the science'; he upbraided Ricardo for attempting
the impossible - to answer every possible objection to his labour theory of
value in his first chapter. But the reasoning of the MEGA editors lands us in
the inverse kind of scientific futility. If we are not to offer a partial account,
presumably because it falsifies, then, since we cannot give a complete account
all at once, we condemn ourselves never to start - a Zeno's paradox of sci
entific presentation.13 Against the MEGA editors, I argue: (a) the points that
Marx makes in the 'Results' regarding the commodity as an aliquot part of the
12 Curiously, the MEGA editors are silent on the question of why Marx would drop the
sections on formal and real subsumption in the 'Results’.
13 In Murray (2005), I criticize Chris Arthur for a similar assumption.
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mass of commodities produced by capital are true as far as they go; (b) they
are worth making in a retrospective-prospective capstone to Volume I; and (c)
they do not compromise Marx's development of more complex truths about
the commodity as the product of capital later in Capital.
2. Regarding the topic of the 'mystification of capital', the MEGA editors argue
that, since its causes were treated in the analysis of machinery, 'Their sepa
rate treatment proved itself theoretically superfluous' (MEGA editors, 1988,
p. 15*). However, the chapter on machinery contains little that addresses the
mystification of capital as explicitly as the 'Results'; indeed, the language of
'mystification' is absent.14 Compare the benign title 'Machinery and LargeScale Industry' to 'Mystification of Capital', the section heading in the
'Results'. W hile the machinery chapter is about the mystification of capital,
its discursive level leaves room for gathering relevant points and reflecting
on the mystification of capital. Thus, the 'Results' section begins with a
three-point comparison of money fetishism with capital fetishism, show
ing why the latter is more deeply ingrained than the former (pp. 1052-53).
Yes, Marx is exam ining the causes of the mystification of capital in Capital,
Volume I, but in the 'Results' he tells us that this is what he was doing.
3. Exposing the inversion of the bourgeois law of appropriation was pivotal to
Marx's objectives in composing Volume I; I doubt that he would have pub
lished the book without accomplishing that. Capital is Marx's mature cri
tique of bourgeois philosophy of right. Marx treats this topic emphatically
in chapter 23: 'Simple Reproduction' and chapter 24: 'The Transformation
of Surplus-Value into Capital', as is unmistakable from the title of the latter's
first section, 'Capitalist Production of a Progressively Increasing Scale. The
Inversion W hich Converts the Property Laws of Commodity Production
into Laws of Capitalist Appropriation'. Surely, including this material took
pressure off publishing the 'Results'.15 I believe that this is an important
ingredient of the answer to the general question of why Marx let Volume I
go to the printer without his finishing the 'Results'. This, however, is not to
agree with the MEGA editors that, because Marx exam ined the inversion in
part 7, he concluded that the 'Results' was superfluous: 'As a consequence, the
publication of the "Results of the Immediate Production Process" separately
from Capital was once again made superfluous' (MEGA editors, p. 16*).
In a plan for Volume I drafted in January 1963, Marx foresees 'chapters' 5,
6 and 7 as follows: '5. Combination of absolute and relative surplus-value.
14 One of the most explicit passages is found on p. 548. Since the ‘Results' devotes only
eight pages to the mystification of capital, even if its treatment were superfluous, that
would not be sufficient reason to shelve the 'Results'.
15 There is in fact little in the 'Results' on the inversion. We find some on p. 1015, and
then it is treated vigorously on pp. 1062-64, in the third section.
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Relation (proportion) between wage-labor and surplus-value. Formal and real
subsumption of labor under capital. Productivity of capital. Productive and
unproductive labor. 6. Reconversion of surplus-value into capital. Primitive
accumulation. Wakefield's colonial theory. 7. Result of the production proc
ess'. To the latter he adds: '(Either under 6 or 7 the change in the form of the
law of appropriation can be shown.)' (Marx, 1861-63, p. 414). What does this
outline suggest? (a) If we assume that Marx intended to include formal and real
subsumption and productive and unproductive labour in the 'Results', then, at
least at this point, he was not opposed to returning to topics in the 'Results'
that had been introduced in Volume I; (b) including the inversion was a pri
ority in Marx's mind;16 (c) contrary to the MEGA editors’ proposal, at least at
this point in time, Marx did not think that choosing to include the inversion
in what is here called chapter 6 (parts 7 and 8 in Capital, Volume I) meant
dropping the 'Results’.

16 In two of the earliest plans for Capital - the first version of an index to the seven
Grundrisse notebooks (Marx, 1857-58, pp. 855-59) and a plan drafted in February or
March 1859 after Marx had written ‘Referate’ to the material in the Grundrisse that was not
used in his Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (Marx, 1857-58, pp. 969-74; see
p. 950 for the dating) - Volume I culminates in the reversal of the bourgeois law of
appropriation. There is no mention in either plan of the 'Results'; however, both include
a final section to the first volume, 'Reversal [Umschlag] of the Law of Appropriation', that
follows a section on the 'primitive accumulation of capital'. Both plans call for sections
on absolute surplus value and on relative surplus value (the second plan treats relative
surplus value in three sections: co-operation, division of labour, and machinery), so that
terminology goes back at least to 1858. But there is no section on absolute and relative
surplus value, and no mention of formal or real subsumption. Neither plan has a section
on simple reproduction or the accumulation of capital. In the first plan, there is a special
section placed just before the 'transition from money to capital’, entitled, 'The Law of
Appropriation, as it Appears in Simple Circulation’. This section was written, using the
exact number and title from the plan, in the Urtext (Marx, 1857-58, pp. 901-18). Marx
eliminated the section when he rewrote the Urtext as the Critique (1859), and it did not
reappear in Capital. Surely Marx's intention in 1858 was to use that section to set up the
planned final section on the reversal. In the second plan, the topic turns up in the title
to the closing section of Volume I: 'Appearance of the Law of Appropriation in Simple
Commodity Circulation: Reversal of this Law' (p. 974).
In later plans - for example, the one from January 1863 - the reversal of the law of
appropriation remains prominent; though now simple reproduction and accumulation
are part of the plan, and Marx indicates that the reversal could be included either in the
chapter on the accumulation of capital or in a new concluding chapter - the ‘Results'.
These facts reveal how important it was to Marx to expose the reversal of the bourgeois
law of appropriation in Capital, Volume I. Since Marx's harshest criticism - 'the exchange
between capitalist and wage laborer, the wage contract, devolves into "the legal fiction of
a contract"' (p. 719) - requires the concepts of simple reproduction and the accumulation
of capital, he may have decided to introduce accumulation and deviate from his plan to
keep Volume I on the conceptual level of immediate production to give his critique of
bourgeois philosophy of right more power.
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The contribution of the 'Results'
The 'Results' teaches the crucial lessons of the newer, textually based, 'social
form' interpretation of Marx's mature work. For the 'Results' is all about the
specific social form and purpose of capitalist production, of the labour it presup
poses, and of the wealth it creates. True, Capital, Volume I is about this too, but
time and again the 'Results' tells us that this is what the book is about, making
it easier to get the point. In part, the 'Results' teaches because it is written in a
voice that is more Marx's own. Primarily, though, it teaches because of the kind
of writing it is. Capital, Volume I is a work in systematic dialectics, comparable
to Hegel's Encyclopedia and, more so, his Philosophy o f Right. A less exact, but
instructive, comparison is to Spinoza's Ethics. Like the body of Capital, Volume
I, these three works are dense, closely reasoned, 'scientific' texts that chal
lenge readers, first to follow the argument and then to situate it and appreciate
its significance. Hegel and Spinoza aid their readers by complementing their
spare, rigorous prose with prefaces, 'remarks', scholia and appendices (not to
mention university lectures, in Hegel's case). A scholium is defined by Webster's
Dictionary as 'a remark or observation subjoined but not essential to a demon
stration or a train of reasoning', while an appendix is 'supplementary material
usually attached at the end of a piece of writing'. If such descriptions suit the
kind of writing we find in the 'Results', as I believe they do, then we can under
stand why commentators might judge the manuscript to be 'superfluous': it
does not advance the dialectical train of reasoning in Capital. But are such
easier, 'supplemental' texts superfluous to the broader, rhetorical purposes of
'scientific' writers such as Spinoza, Hegel and Marx? I think not. Looking at our
main question in this light suggests how, under pressures of space and time,
Marx could let Capital, Volume I, go to the publisher without the 'Results',
while not deciding that the text was out of place or 'superfluous'.
Each of the three sections of the 'Results' calls our attention to the topic of
specific social form and purpose:
1. The section on the com m odity as the product of capital focuses on the fact
that the wealth produced by the capitalist mode of production is not simply
a com m odity but rather one pregnant with surplus value. Much of the sec
tion is devoted to spelling out how the com m odity as the product of capital
differs, formally, from the com m odity as it was conceived at the beginning
of Volume I. This section emphasizes the inseparability of the generalized
com m odity form of wealth, the wage labour form of labor and the capitalist
mode of production.
2. The whole point of the second section is to insist on the peculiar social
purpose of capitalist production; namely, the production and accumulation
of surplus value. Marx exposes the failure of political economy to grasp
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that capital is not a thing but rather a specific social form of wealth with
a specific aim. The categories of formal and real subsumption force the
question - where the correlative terminology of absolute and relative sur
plus value does not - 'subsumption of what under what'. The only answer
to the question 'under what?' is under a specific social form, notably, capi
tal.17 Likewise, the question What is productive labor? forces us to specify
the social purpose of production. Under the capitalist mode of production,
labor is productive only if it directly produces surplus value.
3. The whole point of this section is to distinguish between material reproduction
and the reproduction of the social form of a particular mode of production.
Finally, Marx's stress in section (1) on the circularity of Volume I brings
out the system atic dialectical character o f the presentation that Marx devised in
Capital. In particular, Marx's stress on this circular - better, spiral - character of
his presentation brings out the structure of mutual presupposition that charac
terizes a systematic dialectical presentation (see Arthur, 2002). The realization
that section (1) brings hom e is that the com m odity with which Capital starts
was in fact one of the mass of commodities produced by the capitalist mode of
production, an 'aliquot part' of that 'heap' of which Marx spoke in the book's
opening sentence. Thus, capitalist production was presupposed from the
beginning; all the same, capitalist production presupposes that wealth is in the
com m odity form: 'As the elementary form of bourgeois wealth, the com m odity
was our point of departure, the prerequisite for the emergence of capital. On
the other hand, commodities appear now as the product o f capital' (p. 949).18

17 In fact, Marx discusses m any more types of subsumption in the 'Results' th a n just
(1) formal and (2) real. These include: (3) ideal; (4a and 4b) hybrid, of w hich he
distinguishes two types, 'transitional' (to formal subsumption) and 'accompanying', in
his more complete treatment of hybrid subsumption in the 1861-63 manuscript; (5)
subsumption of pre-capitalist commercial forms, such as the commodity, money, even
capital itself: 'We see here how even economic categories appropriate to earlier modes of
production acquire a new and specific historical character under the impact of capitalist
production' (p. 950); (6) what I will call non-formal subsumption, for example, when,
under conditions of capitalist agriculture, where seeds are generally in the commodity
form, I use my own seeds to plant, they are subsumed under capital without taking on
the 'value-form'; that is, without ever having been sold; (7) non-productive labourers are
subsumed under the wage form; (8) some unproductive labour, notably, by government
employees, which is paid for by taxes is subsumed under capital and even enters into the
formation of prices (pp. 1042-43).
That Marx elaborated several subsumption concepts in the 'Results' should not lead us
to conclude either that they apply only to the ‘immediate production process', or that
the fact that they pertain to the circulation of capital, and to merchant and interestbearing capital, gave Marx a reason to discard the ‘Results’.
18 Already, in the Grundrisse, Marx had com mented on this structure of
mutual presupposition between generalized com m odity circulation and capital (Marx,
1857-58, p. 227).
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Let us return to the point that Marx makes repeatedly in section (1): ‘Only
on the basis of capitalist production does the com m odity actually become
the universal elementary form o f wealth’ (p. 951).19 Since Capital begins with the
assumption that the com m odity is the 'universal elementary form of wealth',
and Marx's arguments will not work without that assumption, we see that
Marx presupposes capitalist production from the very beginning of Capital.
The several consequences of this are profound:
1. Capital is about the capitalist mode of production from the start; as Chris
Arthur has urged, the whole idea of generalized 'commodity production' as
a stage on the way to capitalism is a myth;20
2. Since the law of value can be established only on the basis of generalized
com m odity circulation, the law of value applies only to societies where the
capitalist mode of production predominates.
3. That means no surplus value, no value, w hich pulls the rug out from under
Proudhonism, Left Ricardianism and perhaps som e forms of market
socialism. It means that value, not simply surplus value, is the target of
Marx's critique and his revolutionary intentions. Marx's goal is not to
redistribute surplus value; it is to replace value with a new social form of
wealth.
4. If a society where wealth generally takes the com m odity form is necessarily
one where the capitalist m ode of production dominates, then the claim of
liberal thinkers such as F. A. Hayek that it is the only possible free society pre
cisely because it has no compulsory collective aim, proves illusory. Because
it must be capitalist, a market society must conform to capital's compulsion,
the endless accumulation of capital.
Let us close with two examples that show how the 'Results' helps us under
stand two of Marx's most controversial moves in Capital. We shall consider
(1) Marx's argument in the first section of chapter 1 that the 'third thing' com
m on to all commodities must be (abstract) labour (pp. 127-28); and (2) Marx's
shift from C-M-C to M-C-M in chapter 4 (p. 248).
(1) The only way to make Marx's argument for (abstract) labour as the substance
of the 'third thing' work, is to recognize that the com m odity stands not for
any individual com m odity (which may or may not be the product of labour)
but for an 'aliquot' part of the mass of commodities produced by capital (see

19 Marx identifies this as the first of the three 'crucial points’ in section (1).
20 See Arthur (2002). That, of course, is not to say that no commodities are produced
prior to the capitalist mode of production, nor is it to deny that, historically, the
emergence of capitalism presupposes a fairly developed level of commodity exchange.
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Murray, 2005). But this is just the point that Marx drives hom e in section
(1) of the 'Results': as a product of capital, the com m odity counts not as an
individual but only as an aliquot part of the mass of commodities (p. 954).
The com m odity with which Capital begins proves to be such a commodity,
a product of capital; however, it cannot be treated as such until the requisite
categories have been developed. This is what mutual presupposition means
in Capital: capital presupposes the com m odity and the com m odity presup
poses capital; that means that we start from a com m odity that is the product
of capital. We just cannot say that at the outset of the presentation. That
would be ‘putting the science before the science'. The individual com m od
ity at the beginning of Capital must serve as a placeholder while we discover
its true identity.
2. Marx's introduction of the circuit M-C-M appears unmotivated, to say the
least.21 Here is his transitional sentence: 'But alongside this form [C-M-C] we
find another form, which is quite distinct from the first: M-C-M' (p. 248).
The 'Results' teaches that it is not so unmotivated after all. It is an everyday
observation in a market society to find M-C-M alongside C-M-C. But there
is more to it; M-C-M m ust be there alongside C-M-C. Why? W hen wealth
generally takes the com m odity form, then all inputs into production,
including labour power (p. 950), are in the com m odity form. Consequently,
the production of wealth on a capitalist basis must begin with m oney in
order to purchase the needed labour power and means of production. In
the 'Results', Marx goes out of his way to make the point that the conse
quence of the (simultaneous) generalization of the com m odity form and of
wage labour is that all the inputs to production are found in the com m od
ity form (pp. 950ff.).22 So production must begin with money. This explains
w hy section (1) of the 'Results' works as a transition to Volume II, which
begins with the 'circuits of capital', of w hich the m oney circuit, M-C-M,
is the first. Marx's transition from generalized com m odity circulation to
capital works, once we acknowledge that generalized com m odity circula
tion presupposes capitalist production; that is, that the (generalized) com 
m odity form is both the presupposition and the consequence of capitalist
production.23

21 Jacques Bidet claims that this transition lacks any argumentative basis: ‘there is, in
reality, no conceivable dialectical transition [...] Marx [...] had to recognise that he could not
proceed by transition, but only by rupture' (Bidet, 2005, pp. 141-42). I contest this
judgement.
22 Marx also makes the contrasting point (p. 1059).
23 I would like to th an k the editors, Riccardo Bellofiore and Roberto Fineschi; the
other members of the ISMT and other participants at the conference; and John Clegg.
Tony Smith’s generous comments were especially helpful.
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A Ghost Turning into a Vampire:
The Concept of Capital and
Living Labour
Riccardo Bellofiore

Introduction
This chapter puts 'Marx in question', mainly on four issues: the relationship of
Marx with Hegel; the m eaning of abstract labour; the notion of exploitation; and
the integration o f money and value. In fact, these four points are those which
were those most debated since the 1950s, and, as I will try to show, are different
facets of the same issue.
A very widespread opinion is that the Marxian theory of value fails to derive
individual prices (cf. the followers of Sraffa), that it is a kind of real analysis
failing to integrate money (cf. Benetti and Cartelier), and it is based on a Hegelian
methodology which is seen as a liability (cf. the post-1976 Colletti). My conclu
sions are radically different, and point towards a view of Marxian critical politi
cal economy as a macro-social foundation o f the evolutionary dynamics o f capitalism,
of the critique of political economy as firmly based on the notion of totality and
real abstraction, and on the idea that contemporary capitalism is incomprehen
sible outside a reference to abstract labour and the centrality o f production.
Even though my aim is to reinstate the (abstract , human) labour theory of
value as a sound m onetary theory o f exploitation, I will argue that Marx's own
formulation runs into some trouble (though not for the usual charges against
him). Thus, the m oment of the interpretation of what Marx actually wrote must
be distinguished from the moment of reconstruction of the project of a Marxian
critical political economy.

Marx after Hegel: capital as a totality and the
centrality of production
The first part of my argument relates to some methodological and foundational
aspects of the Marxian legacy. These methodological aspects of his work have
178
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been made clear, especially in German debate since the 1960s. The general
perspective is as follows: Marx's life-work must be read from the perspective of
Capital (that is, from the later Marx backwards), taking into account that Marx's
understanding o f his own works lags far behind what he offers in his theory, and that
increasingly he tried to conceal his dialectical method (Reichelt, 1996). So, while
we have to go 'backwards', we also have to move forward, at least in this sense:
that D as Kapital needs also to be read giving a crucial position to the suggestions
com ing from the rough draft of 1857-58 (Grundrisse) and the various versions
of the beginning of Capital (especially the 1859 book and the first chapter in
the first edition), where the Hegelian background is much more evident.
Once again, the m ost developed is the key for the knowledge o f the less developed,
but we also have to understand the genesis of Marx's exposition of the concept
of capital. In this opening paragraph, I shall do this with a kind of a com
pressed and orientated survey of some key contributions on the relationship
between Marx and Hegel which has been crucial in shaping my own view.
Let us start with the question: what is the m eaning of the expression critique
of political economy? In Capital, the ultimate object of knowledge is the con
temporary social phenom enon as a whole (capital as totality ): but not as an
immediate object; that is, as the empirically given conditions of production.
Marx rather proceeds through a critique o f bourgeois categories and theories. It is in
this inner connection of objects and concepts that it is possible to see, as Alfred
Schmidt proposed in the 1960s, a first role o f dialectics, and then of Hegel in
Marx: what he labels as a 'weak ontology' perspective (Schmidt, 1968). Since
there is an ultimate irreducibility of the 'real' object to the object of analysis,
the method o f presentation must be radically different from the method o f inquiry.
More than that: the logical course is opposite to the historical course. We have to go
from immediate being to mediating essence.

Outward appearance, however, departs from hidden essence, though it is
not possible to divorce the two: essence m ust appear, and this appearance is
not mere semblance. The point is that appearance, while exhibiting the essence,
at the same time distorts it. It is here that we have a second role o f dialectics, and
hence a second influence of Hegel on Marx, according to Roberto Finelli: dia
lectics as dissimulation (Finelli, 1987).
As a totality, capital has to be known as a concept, and hence through a sys
tematic exposition. This latter starts with simple and abstract categories, and then
it develops into more and more complex notions, which are also more concrete.
This movement may be described as 'concretion'. A third role o f dialectics lies
here, and therefore a further point of view about the relationship of Marx to
Hegel. Dialectics is here seen first of all as system atic dialectics: this outlook
is the one taken, more or less, by Geert Reuten (2003). Along this line, cat
egories (and, most importantly, the same value) need to be (and are in fact)
redefined again and again at each successive stage, or layer, of Marx's theoretical
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development of the concept capital. There are, then, in Capital m any concep
tual conversions or 'transformations'. The comprehension o f the (more complex
and) concrete informs the simpler and) abstract. So, for example, the categories of
Volume 1 are not 'final', in a sense each of them must be re-read in the light
of the further development of the argument. Since the latter has remained
unfinished business, this interpretation of Marx opens to a 'non-orthodox'
reconstruction and an 'open' attitude.
All these three approaches to dialectics are correct. I think, however, that
there is som ething more, without which Marx cannot be fully understood.
Something, moreover, which has very often been seen as a source of embar
rassment in the Marxian camp. It was well understood by Lucio Colletti (1973),
in the last chapter of Marxism and Hegel. Hegel's Logic - Colletti wrote - is the
logic of capital, is the logic of the Christian-bourgeois world. The com m od
ity is truly a mystical entity, value is in fact a metaphysical notion. Capitalism
cannot be understood without putting at the core of the capitalist process the
dynamics of the abstraction of labour as a process of a real hypostatization actu
ally going on in reality (Colletti, 1972). As Claudio Napoleoni soon realized, this
is som ething which pertains not only to (generalized ) exchange, where Colletti
more or less stops (cf. Bellofiore, 1999). The process of abstraction in exchange
is the end-point of a process of real hypostatization that is more fundamental,
and affecting the capitalist 'social relations of production'. Capitalism is an
inverted reality. Why?
To understand this, two other methodological points must be added to what
has been said. First, the clear (though implicit) methodological standpoint in
Capital is the so-called circle o f presupposition-posit (Finelli, 1987 is useful here
too). This means that the presupposition of the result is posited by the result
itself, in a spiral. What at first appear as subjective and mental abstractions are
rather posited by the argument as objective and real abstractions.
A good example is exactly the crucial notion of abstract labour. In the first
chapter, this notion seems just som ething deduced from exchange as such, and
the value form itself appear to be grounded only in generalized exchange. It is
at this level of argument that the first three chapters introduce m oney (as the
universal equivalent). But it is possible to show that abstract labour is eventually
posited by Marx as wa^e-labour (Napoleoni, 1975), when this latter is really
subsumed under capital - that is, when the same properties of the concrete and
useful labours are shaped by capital, and the 'matter' of labour itself becomes
form-determined. Wage labour is forced labour (of free subjects! - an absolute
historical novelty) and it is other-directed labour (as the labour 'commanded'
through an organizational and technological capitalist system giving social
form to the labour process) (Bellofiore and Finelli, 1998).
Another good example is the relationship between m oney and (surplus-)
value production. Of course, this relationship cannot be theorized in the first
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three chapters. The discourse on m oney is taken up again by Marx in Volumes
11 and III; and as a consequence, the same categorical structure of its nature
(and of its value) must be re-thought, taking into account the issue of finance
(Bellofiore, 2005b). More generally, the real subsumption of labour to capital
and abstract labour have to be grounded in a macro view where the (expected )
expenditure of the living labour of the wage worker, as labour tentatively pro
ducing (more) m oney as the universal equivalent, strictly depends from the
differential access to m oney as (b«nfc-)finance by the two fundamental classes of
capitalist society (Bellofiore, 2004a).
The second methodological point to be added is that the methodological
spiral of the positing of the presupposition is adequate because, ontologically,
capital is self-valorizing value. Chris Arthur (1993, 2002) has shown convinc
ingly that capital as value begetting value mimics Hegel's Absolute Idea: it is the
constant drive to actualize and reproduce its entire conditions o f existence. To be
self-grounded, value must be produced by value. But dead labour cannot pro
duce more dead labour. What is needed, therefore, as both Chris Arthur and
myself have (at first independently) asserted over many years, is that capital
'internalizes' in production the same human activity which may only turn less
dead labour into more dead labour. Indeed, the only 'other' to dead labour
cannot but be living labour. This making of the workers an internal other is pos
sible because the worker is the bearer of labour-power, which, in turn, is noth
ing but potential living labour extracted from the worker. The potentiality to
work becomes a com m odity bought and sold on the (labour-)market - and the
worker is attached to it as its human appendix.
As pure form, Arthur stresses, capital 'spins in the void'. True reality is mate
rial. But if capital must make workers its internal other, on their side workers
may co-operate or may resist. Paradoxically enough, the value-productivity of
the wage-earners, and the same Marxian fundamental theorem according to
which the new ‘value added' in the period is the m onetary exhibition o f nothing but
current living labour, depends precisely on this potential counter-productivity of
the working class.
If, however, I am right in this reasoned survey, the point where Marx comes
nearer to Hegel in his dialectical exposition is exactly the point where the criticism
o f Hegel is a t its greatest. The process of 'abstraction' refers to the complex struc
ture of the argument going towards further and further concretion (Reuten),
but also to abstraction as a real occurrence, as real hypostasis (Colletti), which
becomes 'true' only with real subsumption, when form-determination makes
m atter a content adequate to the form. Along this line of reading Marx, the pos
iting of the presupposition is not only a logical method but, also and foremost,
an ontological feature o f capitalism. As Raffaele Sbardella (1998) put it, one may
summarize this view saying that capital is the Abstract in Motion. More pre
cisely, it is the Totality where the antagonistic social relation o f production between
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capital and labour (on the labour market and in the capitalist labour process) is
a t its centre. In my view, this is the sense in which 'production' is the centre of

the concept of capital.
Roberto Fineschi (2001) has put forward - in a perspective that again stresses
Marx's method of positing the presupposition, and based on a careful appraisal
of the German debate after the MEGA® - four other points which I find
extremely useful in clarifying the way to go, in both interpreting and recon
structing Marx. First, he points out that the 'content' which moves the exposi
tion of Capital is the com modity - that is, it is neither the substance of value nor
the form of value alone, but rather the contradictory polarities of value and usevalue and the development of this contradiction. Second, in Marx, the move
ment goes from 'content' to 'form', but the content is always, in a sense, already
form-determined. Third, the (immanent) measure of value is (socially necessary)
labour tim e: this is the socially objective dimension of the magnitude to be meas
ured; but the true measuring act which 'fixes' this objective magnitude is only
the 'final' exchange on the com modity market, where the metamorphosis of the
commodity happens, with m oney as the measuring rod. Fourth, Fineschi reminds
us of the crucial notion of 'ordinary' demand. Thus, socially necessary labour time
is not simply defined by the average techniques but also by the satisfaction o f the
social need within the particular branch o f production. We may add that the aver
age technique itself does not exist independently of this influence of demand,
which, however, can only affect how much of the amount of the potential value
latently present in the commodity actually comes into being.
In my view, these observations allow a radical conclusion (Bellofiore, 2002;
2004a): though the concept of capital as a totality is at each time re-defined at
the different layers of the argument in Capital, once 'ordinary' dem and is given,
the 'value' macro-class analysis of the extraction of living labour and of its
distribution between the entire capitalist class and the working class remains
unaffected. (Surplus-)value production is demand-driven, while the actual extrac
tion of living labour depends on class struggle in production (and on all the fac
tors affecting it). Once the analysis is framed so that short-term expectations by
firms on effective dem and are assumed to be confirmed, expected value is actual
ized value - this, of course, is quite compatible with radical long-term shifts
in demand, and with the periodical eruption of crises. Again in this sense,
the Marxian analysis of the immediate process of surplus value production in
Volume I of Capital remains the fundamental core of the economic analysis of
capitalism.

The abstraction of labour as a process
We come to more-or-less the same conclusions if we take another route; that
is, if we consider some key contributions on the notion of abstract labour. As
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we have already anticipated, abstract labour is not a mental generalization but
a real abstraction. It goes on daily in the 'final' com m odity market, but also on
the labour market and immediate production. Colletti (1972) stressed the abstrac
tion of labour in exchange, and the fact that this abstraction amounts to a real
hypostatization; that is, to an inversion o f subject and predicate. On the com m od
ity market, through the exchange of things - that is, through objectified and
dead labour - what is going on is an 'alienation' of the human subjectivity of the
producers.
A much richer analysis was the one that Claudio Napoleoni (1972) presented
as an extension of Colletti's line of thought. It was based on the re-reading
of the process of real hypostatization in all the phases of the capitalist circuit
before the final exchange on the com m odity market. Napoleoni held that, on
the labour market, the worker has to be seen as an appendix o f the com m od
ity he[/she] sells, labour-power: an instance, again, of inversion of subject and
predicate. Something similar may be said about what is happening in the capi
talist labour process. W hen we reach the stage of the real subsumption of labour
to capital, living labour not only counts as abstract, says Marx, but it is abstract.
Note that, in this view, the properties of labour, hence its characteristics as
concrete and useful labour, are form-determined. The content of labour cannot
be divorced from the form, even as concrete labour. This statement now has a
correspondence in the same 'material' reality. Note also that, though the wageearner as seller and as worker in capitalism has to be reduced to an appendix
of labour-power and of labour as value-producing activity, the capacity to work
and living labour cannot but remain 'attached' to the worker as human being
(within determinate social relations).
Napoleoni (1975) is important for another conclusion. He clarifies that we
have in Marx two deductions of abstract labour: one from exchange as such; and
one from capitalist production. But the two, he says, are not alternative or con
tradictory. They are in fact one and the same. It is so because the exchange of
commodities becomes general only in capitalism. Thus, abstract labour is not
only im mediately private labour which has to become social through exchange; it
is also, and at the same time, the living labour of the wage worker organized
by capitals in competition. In fact, the 'immediately private labours' of the
beginning of Capital, Volume I, must be re-read as individual capitalist firms
struggling against each other.
A similar point was made in the 1920s by Isaak Ilyich Rubin (Rubin, 1928).
He saw that the abstraction of labour was a process. /Is activity, labour is 'in
motion', 'in becoming'. A s values, the commodities are the 'solidification' by
freezing (a congelation ) of this labour. Hence, the abstract features of labour,
when labour is living labour, are there, but only latently, and when labour is
objectified in the com m odity only ideally. Rubin rightly stresses that when
Marx makes abstract labour dependent on exchange, this must actually be read
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not just as a reference to the final exchange of commodities on the market, but
rather as a reference to the whole capitalist circuit, as a totality including production
and circulation. 'Exchange', in this sense, is the form o f the social production and
reproduction process. And again, Rubin saw very well that in this approach the
movement is from the inner content to the outer form. A content w hich is already
form-determined: the 'spiral' of the positing of the presupposition once again.
On this Rubin is not very clear: his superiority over Napoleoni is on not reduc
ing living labour as activity and value-as-result to an identity; his inferiority is
in not seeing clearly enough that the labour producing for general exchange is
wage and capitalist labour.
However, there is a problem here. Recent debates have shown conclusively
that if the accent on the abstraction of labour is put only on the exchange in
the final market, as most value-form theorists are tempted to do, the conclu
sion risks being the total evacuation o f labour. More than that: as the debate
with the Sraffians has clarified, labour in production before final exchange
appears to be heterogeneous. The only way to rescue the Napoleoni-Rubin line,
in my view, is to radicalize it so that that living labour in production is already
tentatively social thanks to some monetary ante -validation. This latter needs
to be grounded in a view of the capitalist sequence as an essentially monetary
circuit in an endogenous money approach, with m oney seen first as bank finance
to production (Graziani, 2003; Bellofiore, 1992; 2005a).
The abstraction of labour can be asserted only if the deduction of abstract
labour is extended so that 'finance', and finance granted by the banking sys
tem to the capitalist firm sector, becomes essential in Marxian critical political
economy. But this is the same as saying that, when we develop a full analysis
of the capitalist cycle of m oney capital, m oney must necessarily be seen as
essentially non-comm odity money. This breaks with Marx's original formula
tion. In this alternative monetary perspective, where m oney as (bank-)finance
is crucial, m oney not only passively exhibits value ex-post (as in Marx), it also
and fundamentally constitutes value ex-ante (Bellofiore, 2005b).

Money as a com m odity and the 'embodiment' o f a ghost
Taking stock of the debate I have been following in the preceding paragraphs,
I shall concentrate in this paragraph on the interpretation of some aspects of
Capital, Volume I.
For Marx, value eventually comes into being on the com m odity market,
w ith the form of value necessarily including a reference to m oney as a com 
m odity. The value of a com m odity, before it is sold, counts merely as ideal
money. To becom e actual value it needs to turn into real m oney in the final
circulation o f com m odities. W hile the a ct o f m easurem ent is going on o n ly on
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the com m odity market, and hence the external measuring rod is nothing but
money, the substance o f value to be exhibited in m oney is nothing but homo
geneous and abstract labour - better, labour w hich is hom ogeneous because
it is abstract. It is in this m eaning that Marx speaks of an 'intrinsic' value
w hose im m anent 'measure' is labour time, if expended in the socially necessary
amount. The socially necessary labour tim e (SNLT) constituting value is not
just a 'technical' average, because the sociality of private labours, and so the
sam e magnitude to be measured, is eventually fixed in m arket exchange. Thus,
SNLT is known only ex-post.
The key point is the 'unity' of production and circulation, so that abstract
labour is both something presupposed to, and something fully actualized within,
final exchange. Commodities are exchanged with money because - Marx says they are already commensurable. As values, commodities count as objectified
abstract human labour: and they count as objectified abstract human labour
because they are ex-ante ideal money, and because m oney is a com m odity pro
duced by labour. As such, as objectified abstract hum an labour, values are the
preconditions of the equalization going on in exchange. But abstract labour,
Marx adds, is achieved only in actual exchange, when commodities as ideal
m oney turn into real money.
Very often, this point - abstract labour both as a precondition and as a result
of final exchange - has been seen as a contradiction in Marxian critical politi
cal economy. On the contrary, it has to be stressed that, in Marx, the analysis
is quite consistent, precisely because o f Marx's theory o f money as a commod
ity. Commodities, as crystals of abstract labour, have 'value', but this 'value',
strictly speaking, is a ghost. It must take possession of a body to exist: this actu
ally happens in the metamorphosis with gold as money, the embodiment of
value. The abstract labour producing the value of the particular commodities
must be exhibited by the concrete labour producing m oney as a commodity,
as the universal equivalent. Since capital is indeed 'money begetting money',
and money is (directly or indirectly) gold produced by labour, money already
has for Marx a given labour content when it enters the monetary circuit - and
this, of course, means it has a determinate 'value of money' given a t the point
o f inflow into the circuit. It is because of this that the monetary expression of
labour time (MELT) can be taken as a given.
Constant capital and variable capital are m oney magnitudes which can be
expressed a t the same time, and necessarily, as labour quantities. This amounts
to a criticism of the correlative errors of unilaterality in the interpretations
offered by Moseley and by Reuten, with the first stressing the labour quantities
contained in commodities, and the second stressing the monetary exhibition.
Geert Reuten rightly stresses that, without exception, the value entities are
expressed in monetary terms (£), and that the same applies to all numerical
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examples. According to this author, this would falsify the accounts according
to which 'value' has a labour-time dimension. In fact, since for Marx m oney is a
com m odity produced by labour, and abstract labour is exhibited in the concrete
labour of m oney as a commodity, there is absolutely no contradiction between
the fact that 'values' are expressed in monetary terms and a t the same tim e they
also have a labour-time dimension; and this applies to the ideal m oney of out
put before actual exchange.
Exploitation can thus be portrayed by Marx as the outcome of what is hap
pening on the labour market and within immediate production, even before the
final exchange on the com m odity market - these two are the moments which
together define the 'social relations of production'. In Volume I (and II) of
Capital, however, tw o major assumption rules justify these results: (i) supply is
equal to demand; (ii) commodities exchange at simple or direct prices, so that
relative exchange ratios are proportional to the labour 'congealed' in these
commodities.
Thanks only to these assumptions - and, of course, to the m onetary theory
of value, w hich sees in value nothing but a m onetary expression of (living)
labour as congealed in com m odities - the origin of surplus value is geneti
cally accounted for, thanks to som ething akin to a m ethod o f comparison.
The first step of this is the situation where living labour is supposed to be
expended in an am ount equal to necessary labour. The second step is the pro
longation of living labour in excess of necessary labour: hence the 'new value'
added to the original value anticipated as initial capital. W hen this self
valorization of capital through the extraction of living labour and surplus
labour happens, the ghost has turned into a vampire. The first situation in
the comparison, though hypothetical, portrays som ething real and relevant
for any capitalist economy, and helps to define the value o f labour pow er as
the labour required to produce the means of subsistence. The second situa
tion makes surplus value the uncertain outcom e of the extraction of living
labour from workers, and thus ultim ately grounds the claim that only living
labour objectifies as the 'substance' of value. This last point is only implicit
in Marx (who thought wrongly he had justified the reference of value to
labour in the first chapter) and should be better seen as a m om ent in the
reconstruction of his thought.
In this argument, even when analysing the origin of value and surplus value,
Marx cannot abstract from circulation. This is because he has to take into account
the buying and selling o f labour power as a commodity before the capitalist labour
process - that is, he has to explain the exchange value of labour power, and
thereby how the subsistence level of the wage is set. It is only thanks to this
that he can, afterwards, compare the exchange value of labour power (exhib
iting necessary labour) with its use value (labour 'in becoming', which, once
objectified, is the substance of value as ideal money). Marx also has to assume
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that the value which is ideally present in the com m odity will eventually be
confirmed as social use value on the final exchange in the market. More than
that, he has to assume that the metamorphosis of the com m odity with money
will happen in the expected quantitative amount, so that the abstract labour ide
ally objectified in the com m odity will be fully expressed by the (immediately )
social concrete labour producing money as a commodity.
Though he cannot ever abstract from circulation, he m ust and does have to
abstract in Volume I (and II) from the tendency to the equalization o f the rate o f
profits between industries. This is necessary to make transparent the relationship
between human labour power as the only source of living labour, the fluid
which 'materializes' in congealed shape as value, and this value itself. That is
why the analysis of the constitution of capital must be put forward in terms of
'simple prices'. At the same time, even though Marx has to abstract from 'static'
competition to explain how capital is produced before explaining how capital
produces, he cannot fully abstract from the struggle o f capitals to gain extra surplus
value, hence from the diversification and stratification through entrepreneurial
innovation; that is from 'dynamic' competition.
Since Marx in Volume I takes the real wage (of the working class ) as given at the
subsistence level, Rosa Luxemburg is right in stressing that this will produce a
tendential fall o f the 'relative wage' (Bellofiore, 2004c), within an approach where
the rate o f accumulation is the independent variable, and the labour supply is (partly)
endogenously generated and influenced by labour demand.
In Capital, Volumes II and III, Marx: (i) defines the abstract possibility of inter

sectoral equilibrium (which is neither a fully spelled crisis theory nor a theory
of balanced reproduction); (ii) derives individual capitalist prices, embodying a
uniform rate of profit with a third step of his m ethod of comparison, where the
average rate of profit is defined as the total surplus value over the total value
of capital (but he does not transform the inputs, as in my view he should, as a
fourth step ) (Bellofiore 2002); (iii) puts forward several crisis theories (disproportionality, under-consumption, tendential fall in the rate of profits), without
integrating them.
This theoretical building, as it stands in Marx, has been subjected to several
criticisms. The identification of value with the monetary representation of only
labour (Boehm-Bawerk) is just one: it is ultimately wrong, but Marx made it a
reasonable rebuttal to his argument because of the ambiguities of the first chap
ter of Capital, and his concealing of the dialectics and the relationship with
Hegel. The fact that Marx did not 'ended' the transformation of prices into val
ues is another problem: in simultaneous determination, simple prices appears
to be redundant (this is the opinion of the follower of the surplus approach,
bu t notofSraffa, cf. Bellofiore, 2007): of course, this is because of the obfuscation
of the role of the abstract labour theory of value in constituting the economic
magnitudes, where that theory is really essential.
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The real problem, however, is elsewhere. If abstract labour exists only in
final exchange, then labours in production may appear as only concrete, then
heterogeneous. Only the monetary dimension seems to make them truly social.
But then there is no need for the notion of socially necessary labour, and of
the reference to time (as for some value form theorists, but not Rubin). We shall
overcome these difficulties below.

A macro-monetary reconstruction of the
abstract labour theory of value
Here, I summarize some of the main lines of my reconstruction of Marx. This
reconstruction is based on the following principles: (i) it is a macroeconomic,
class and monetary reading of the capitalist circuit; (ii) the stress is moved to
the phases of the cycle of capital which precede the 'final' exchange on the
com m odity market; (iii) both m oney and abstract labour are seen as diachronic
concepts 'in motion', perpetually in becoming; (iv) the bank-money opening
the circuit is without value, in the sense of not being a com m odity produced by
labour.
Capitalism is a monetary sequence without any reference to m oney as a com 
modity. Logically, there is an essential temporal dynamics w ithin the period
defining the circuit, even though the relationship between prices and distribu
tion at the end of the circuit is to be conceived as simultaneous when studying
the equilibrium of reproduction. The total m oney wage is ruled by the sub
sistence wage. The value of labour power is fixed by social conflict, just as class
struggle contributes to determining the length and intensity of the working day.
The m oney wage bill is advanced to firms by the banking sector. This finance
is ex-nihilo, and has to be read at the same time as finance to production, and
finance to innovation.
This initial finance is expectations-based. These expectations are by firms,
banks and workers. Firms ask finance on some guesses about the success in
compelling workers to work, and about the actualization o f their value-output on
the com m odity market. These estimates are submitted to banks, w hich select
firms. This amounts to a monetary ante-validation o f production, and then also o f
the expenditure o f labour. The banking system is ruling a system of social account
ancy, so that, in giving finance to firms, banks are emitting ex-ante 'sanctions’
o f the sociality o f the concrete and useful labours to be employed by firms, as well
as granting the expectations o f gross money profits. Workers bargain their money
wage, having in mind a target real wage.
Marx's two major assumptions in 'pure' theory am ount to the idea that
both workers' expectation and firms' short-term expectations are met: no
injustice in exchange explains systematically the emergence of gross m oney
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profits, and in the short term, supply is driven b y expected (and realized) demand.
Because of the assumption about the total real wage, bank-finance, though
without value in itself, can be 'translated' into a certain am ount o f labour-power.
If the joint expectations about valorization in production by firms and banks
are also met, the labour-power bought gives origin to the expected flux of
living labour, and then of value congealed as 'ideal' money. As long as short
term expectations about the actualization of value are confirmed, this ideal
m oney becomes real m oney in the sam e amount, and the SNLT is the one
actually expended in production. Exploitation is determined by what hap
pens in the articulation of the labour market (moment of circulation, ruled
by the subsistence class real wage - necessary labour going back to all the work
ers) and the process of production (moment of immediate valorization, ruled
by the antagonism between capital and the working class in production on the
extraction o f living labour).

Because of the way the theory is constructed, the class distribution depends
ultimately from social relations o f production defined by this articulation, and
it is analysed adequately by a reasoning in 'values' - that is, a shift from
sim ple prices to prices o f production definitely does not change the class rela
tionship betw een capitalists and workers. From this point of view, what the
so-called transformation of exchange values into prices of production does
is simply to conceal (that is, dissimulate) the real state of affairs. Even though
the working class get the sam e wage in use values, always requiring the same
given am ount of labour tim e to be produced, the sellers of those use val
ues are able to com m and in circulation more or less labour than is contained
in com m odities. This determines a divorce betw een p a id and unpaid labour
from the necessary and the surplus labour required to produce profit-goods
and wage-goods.
The logic here is 'macro', as in most recent approaches to Marx. But here,
differently from these new approaches, class division is basic in discriminating
the same access to money, and the model is monetary from the start: m oney is not
only (as universal equivalent) crucial after production has been accomplished, it
is also necessary (as bank finance) to start production and to determine the com
position of output and employment. In this reconstruction of critical political
econom y - and this again is a difference relative to most of the new macromonetary approaches to Marx, there is no doubt about m oney being necessar
ily endogenous and non-neutral. This allows, as in Marx, to see the same labour
in production as som ething which is dual in the same moment of a ctivity:
labour is both concrete (as the collective worker organized by capital, with spe
cific properties) and latently abstract (that is, as labour tentatively producing
m oney and more money, manipulated and other-directed by a capitalist will
and design).
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The value of money: an alternative reading
The abandonment of the view of money as a commodity does not produce a
collapse in the abstract labour theory of value, provided a monetary ante-validation
o f labour is granted through banks financing firms' bets on valorization. The problem
remains, however, to show how the value of m oney (or the MELT) is determined
in this alternative reading, which cannot be reconciled with a quantity-theory
of m oney approach.
Once we leave the world of m oney as a com m odity and accept the mathe
matical formulations of the New Interpretation on the 'transformation', Marx's
determination of the MELT prior to final exchange no longer holds. This creates
a problem, since it does not seem compatible with Marx's idea that exploita
tion can be meaningfully defined ex-ante - that is, before the market outcomes.
The problem can be overcome if we look at how the MELT ex-post, at the end
of the circuit, comes into being, assuming that the expectations o f banks, firms
and workers are fully met. In the first phase of the monetary capitalist circuit we
can take as given the m oney wage bargained by firms and trade unions on the
labour market. The m oney wage bill (average money wage multiplied for employ
ment) must be equal to the amount the workers need to buy as the real subsist
ence wage. This magnitude is nothing but the bank finance asked by firms to
allow them to buy a certain number o f workers. Thus, even though the credit
m oney advanced by banks is in itself without value, that finance correspond
to a very clearly defined am ount o f labour time: namely, the labour tim e required
to produce the real wage goods for the working class - that is, necessary labour.
It is the labour-time congealed in the means of subsistence for the number of
workers bought at the average daily wage. This is the first definition of the value
o f money: the value of m oney as finance, strictly speaking.
Those workers are expected to give birth to a given amount of living labour,
which will be objectified in a certain amount of commodity-value to be sold at
expected prices. This is an ideal m oney sum. Even though the expected returns
are in themselves, as paper money, without value, this is not so for the amount
of congealed labour in the com m odity output. Here we have an ex-ante deter
m ination of the value of m oney (as universal equivalent to be spent of the com 
m odity market). This value-output, seen as crystal o f labour, correspondent to
the expected m oney sum to be realized by selling it, gives us the second defini
tion of the value o f the money advanced by firms thanks to banks - the value
of m oney as capital. Here we are in fact comparing the monetary expression
of the labour tim e congealed in the com m odity output with the labour time
congealed in the m oney wage bill exhibiting the real class subsistence level.
If we assume that firms' short-term expectations are met, this ex-ante MELT is
also equal to the ex-post MELT, to the MELT as fixed in the final com m odity
market.
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The same thing can be looked from the angle of the realized magnitudes,
with no assumption on the level of the real wage gained by the working class
(which may be higher or lower than subsistence). Once the real consumption
of the working class is fixed, once the techniques are given, and once the battle
over the length and intensity of the working day ends, we have determined the
total living labour expended and the share of that total labour going into the
commodities made available to workers: the difference is total surplus labour.
These labour quantities are independent from the price rule because - as long
as exploitation and the consumption bundles are given - they do not change.
The only thing which happens with a change in prices is a redistribution among
individual capitals of the total direct labour exhibited by money income, some
thing which does not affect directly the fundamental class relation.
In the end, this reasoning converges with the New Interpretation ex-post,
observable MELT. In my reconstruction of Marx, it is fully accepted that the
MELT is only determined in the metamorphosis of commodities with the uni
versal equivalent on the com m odity market. The difference is that an attempt
is made to put a hypothesis on the macro working of the economy within an
endogenous bank-credit m oney system, w ithin a 'circuitist' approach. Crucial
to this perspective is indeed that capitalist production needs a monetary
a«ie-validation just to begin.

The standpoint of Hegel
In his Essays on Marx's Theory o f Value (1928), Rubin wrote:
One cannot forget that, on the question of the relation between content and
form, Marx took the standpoint o f Hegel, and not of Kant. Kant treated form
as something external in relation to the content, and as something which
adheres to the content from the outside. From the standpoint of Hegel's
philosophy, the content is not in itself som ething to which form adheres
from the outside. Rather, through its development, the content itself gives birth to
the form which was already latent in the content. Form necessarily grows out of
the content itself. This is a basic premise of Hegel's and Marx's methodology,
a premise which is opposed to Kant's methodology. From this point of view,
the form of value necessarily grows out of the substance of value, (p. 117)
Even though this quote by Rubin is controversial, I think that he was into
something, both about the interpretation of what Marx was trying to do, and
about the suggestions of w hat had to be done in the critique of political econ
omy. The point, as 1 insisted all along in this chapter, is that there is a dual
meaning in the reference to the form in relation to the content. The content,
in a sense, is already always form-determined. Commodities, as values, are a
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ghost-like 'objectuality', and nobody knows how to handle this value, until it
takes a separate and autonomous form from the commodities themselves: money.
It is only when the opposition within the com m odity becomes a real duality value-as-content duplicated by value-as-form - that Hegel's ontological categories
start to gain actuality, and value begetting value becomes the instantiation o f the
Absolute Idea. We pass from the em bodiment of value (the ghost taking possession
o f a 'material' body) to 'value begetting value' (the valorization process). Capital is
then a vampire, dead labour sucking living labour: an animated monster which
begins to work as i f its body were by love possessed.

So, exactly when Hegelian ontology seems to come fully into being in capi
talist reality, it turns out that it depends crucially on its ability to exploit and
command labour. In this sense, when the 'content' is fully form-determined - that
is, when labour, both as concrete and abstract, is shaped by capital, the movement
is as Rubin portrays it: from the 'content' to the 'form'. But to make that con
tent really form-determined, a m onetary ante-validation is needed as a necessary
logical moment. To maintain both the value-form and abstract labour as essen
tial notions in the constitution and development of the concept of capital,
Marxian theory of value must be reconstructed as a macro-monetary theory of
exploitation along the lines proposed here.
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12
From History of Capital to
History in Capital
Massimiliano Tomba

The critical edition of the works of Marx and Engels (MEGA*) makes it possible
to re-read Marx with new philological instruments. However, these do not really
add up to much if they do not allow us to make a new beginning in the inter
pretation and use of Marx. One cannot read Marx without Marxism and its
interpretative sedimentations. Not even philology is neutral. The texts of Marx,
as 'pure' texts, removed from their political context, do not exist any more.
This is admitted, and it is not conceded that they have ever existed as such.
Fundamentally, the fact that we are faced here with a single critical edition of
two authors together is proof of this. These two authors, Marx plus Engels, repre
sent the plurality of the work that is present in those texts. Not only discussions
in common, but com m on political work beyond the individualities of Marx and
Engels: a crossroads and always open intervention into the workers' movement.
These texts contain an intrinsic political dimension. The fact that they cannot
be separated from politics and from the struggles of the workers' movement is
the reason that the academic world has always had difficulty in digesting them.
Marx's text does not exist without the interpretative sedimentations and its
political use in the class struggle. The contemporary attempt to place it in the
glass case of philology, to restore it in its objectivity of economic and social
science, is itself a piece of that class struggle: the reaction against the political
content of Marx's analyses, in order to produce a depoliticized Marx, without
the class struggle. There is an absolute continuity between those who supported
the tanks sent against the Berlin workers in 1952 in revolt against the prison of
the wage workers of the socialist state, and those currently singing the praises
of Marx as a social scientist. Both get rid of politics. The former transformed
politics into a fetish; the latter delete politics because it is not scientific.

Commodity and capitalistic form of production
Capital opens with the commodity, with the 'individual commodity' as the

'elementary form' of the capitalist mode of production (Marx, 1890, p. 23;
195
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English, p. 125). To Wagner, who from the concept of value sought to deduce
the other categories, Marx replies:
All this is 'drivel.' D e prim e abord, I do not proceed from 'concepts/ hence
neither from the 'concept of value/ and am therefore in no way concerned
to 'divide' it. What I proceed from is the simplest social form in which the
product of labour presents itself in contemporary society, and this is the
‘com m odity’. (Marx, 1881, pp. 368-69, English, p. 20)
Marx does not start with either the concept of value, or with that of the com 
modity, but w ith that of the com m odity as a concrete element (Konkretum der
Ware) (Marx, 1881, p. 362). The use object is comprehended not in an abstract
form, but as the product of the concrete human activity that gives it form.
The act of the materialist historian consists prima facie in comprehending the
object as praxis, we might add subjectively, to show in it the concrete activity
that produced it. This means, therefore, grasping the com m odity as a 'con
crete social form of the product of labour' (Marx, 1881, p. 369; English, p. 21).
Starting with the com m odity as 'the product of labour in the present society
[in der jetzigen Gesellschaft], its categories are explained not in a meta-historical
way, but only in their specific historical content determined by the relations
of production.
Marx begins with the com m odity and its use-value as the simplest category
of the capitalist mode of production, but these categories enter into explo
sive tension when they meet a specific com m odity with a particular use-value:
labour-power. In this way, exchange manifests itself in a transfigured nature
as soon as it presents itself as an exchange between labour-power and capital.
Marx does not explicate capital and capitalist relations with the calm with
which an entomologist examines an object of research, but instead assumes
the point of view of the object, or better, the subjective side of the object.
The praxis of the working class in struggle is its own praxis, the prospective
of which observes capital in a relationship of tension with the working class.
Capital stripped of this relationship is an abstraction. And this same abstraction
is a historical product of this relationship. From an abstract point of view, from
the point of view of the impartial observer w ho studies the object in front of
him or her, the relationship between the classes appears to be symmetrical.
The capitalist maintains his rights as a purchaser when he tries to make the
working day as long as possible, and, where possible, to make two working
days out of one. On the other hand, the peculiar nature of the com m odity
sold implies a limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the worker
maintains his right as a seller when he wishes to reduce the working day to
a particular length. There is here therefore an antinomy, of right against
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right, both equally bearing the seal of the law of exchange. Between equal
rights, force [Gewalt] decides. Hence, in the history of capitalist production,
the establishment of a norm for the working day presents itself as a strug
gle over the limits of that day, a struggle between collective capital, i.e. the
class of capitalists, and collective labour, i.e. the working class. (Marx, 1890,
p. 249; English, p. 344)
A 'civil war' is delineated 1 in which the Kapitalistenklasse and th e Arbeiterklasse
have, symmetrically, each their own justice and their own rights. But Marx's
Capital is constructed not around this symmetry, but rather around an asym
metry that stands in relation to the dialectic as the fuse stands in relation to
the dynamite. From the point where we think that the buyer and seller of the
com m odity labour-power negotiate a contract as 'free persons who are equal
before the law’ (Marx, 1890, p. 190; English, p. 280), we now move to being in
the middle of a civil war in which the working class seeks to impose a sort of
' working day '. 2 The real asymmetry between the classes instead gives the lie
to the legal appearance in which the seller and buyer of labour-power seem to
contract together freely: the imposition of a universal law for a part of society,
that imposed by the struggle of the working class to limit the working day,
is an expression of this asymmetry of relations. And it is therefore the truth.
Only through this asymmetry is it possible to put an end to the 'history of
capitalist production': and to its perennial 'civil war.'
If we limit ourselves to observing the com m odity simply as a use-value,
we see in it only 'things which serve to satisfy needs of one kind or another'
(Marx, 1890, p. 192; English, p. 283). This approach does not, however, identify
the specific nature of the relations of capitalist production. From this point of
view, it does not matter whether the labour process takes place for a capitalist or
for a feudal lord. From the taste of the wheat, writes Marx, we cannot taste who
cultivated it, and more importantly, we do not see the conditions under which
the labour process took place (Marx, 1890, p. 199; English, p. 290). Use-objects
have always been so, just as we have always exchanged different use-values to
satisfy diverse needs:
The product of labour is an object of utility in all states of society; but it is
only a historically specific epoch [...] which presents the labour expended
in the production of a useful article as an 'objective' property of that article,

1 ‘The establishment of a working day is therefore the product of a protracted and
more or less concealed civil war between the capitalist class and the working class' Marx
(1890), p. 316 (English, p. 412).
2 To represent wage relations in terms of equity is logically impossible. This should be
the standard by which to judge the theory of justice of Rawls (1971, 1993).

198 Re-reading Marx

i.e. as its value. It is only then that the product of labour becomes trans
formed into a commodity. (Marx, 1890, p. 76; English, pp. 153-54)
The wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production pre
vails appears as an 'immense collection of commodities'; the individual
com m odity appears as its elementary form. (Marx, 1890, p. 49; English,
p. 125)
Two elements are important here: on the one hand, the com m odity is named
as the elementary form of the capitalist mode of production, and therefore,
as a category, it cannot be extended to relations of production different from
capitalist ones. Such an extension would only mean the categories of capital,
transforming them from som ething historical into natural categories. Marx
wants to show the radical break determined by the rise of the capitalist mode
of production. It is for this reason that, up to the very last stroke of the pen,
he demonstrates the structural transformation that even 'wealth' undergoes in
the current mode of production. From the time that it appears as an ‘immense
collection of commodities [ungeheure Warensammlung]', even scarcity assumes
a radically different sense from that which it had in the past. Marx begins
his exposition by delineating an anthropological break comparable to that of
the Neolithic. The collecting of use objects becomes ungeheur, that is, at the
same time both enormous and monstrous, when it appears in the form of com
modities, when it no longer serves to satisfy needs, and it becomes possible for
scarcity to exist in the midst of the greatest overabundance. It is first of all a
different relation with the world of needs, because the latter is itself structur
ally changed, to take its modern form. Whether needs come 'from the stomach
or from the im agination makes no difference' (Marx, 1890, p. 49; English,
p. 125). The modern epoch has given birth to this enormous distortion in the
sphere of needs; it is monstrous not so much for being out of proportion, but to
the extent that it finds in capital its own limits.
The epochal character of capitalism consists in this indifference with respect
to use-values, an indifference that Marx analyses through the category of value
and the concept of valorization. In order to demarcate the break with a whole
continent of thought extraneous to the relations of capitalist production, Marx,
starting from the Anhang to the edition of 1867, calls into question Aristotle.
The problem looks at what renders a com m odity 'immediately exchangeable
[unmittelbar austuaschbar}’ with another: this com m on element is for Marx the
'undifferentiated human labour', that is 'like all other commodity-producing
labour, it is [...] labour in its directly social form' (Marx, 1890, p. 73; English,
p. 150). Aristotle was able to grasp that there can be no exchange without
equivalence, and that there cannot be equivalence without commensurability
(Aristotle, 1984, p. 1178; Marx, 1867, p. 635). Aristotle understands that two
commodities cannot be referable to another commensurable quantity if not for
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the presence of an essential equivalence, but he stopped when faced with this
com m on essence, and tells us that things that are so heterogeneous cannot be
commensurable. The concept that Aristotle lacked, Marx emphasizes, was that
of 'equal human labour', that could not be put forward because 'Greek society
was founded on the labour o f slaves, hence had as its natural basis the inequal
ity o f men and o f their labour-powers' (Marx, 1867, p. 636) Aristotle could not
identify the 'secret of the expression of value'; he could think of the existence
of a com m on substance that rendered different objects commensurable, but he
couldn't think of the concept of value. In fact, Marx writes.
The secret of the expression of value, namely the equality [Gleichheit] and
equivalence of all kinds of labour because and in so far as they are human
labour in general, could not be deciphered until the concept of human
equality [Begriff der menschlichen Gleichheit] had already acquired the per
manence of a fixed popular opinion. (Marx, 1867, p. 636)
This clarification, added by Marx in the Anhang and then brought back up
again in successive editions, allows him to demonstrate finally the passage
of the com m odity form into value in terms of a historical discontinuity. The
intelligibility of value, an impossibility in Aristotle, becomes possible only
when the concept of equality possesses the ténacité d'un préjugé populaire, as we
read in the French edition edited by Marx. It is evident that, discussing this
historical determinacy pulled out of the cannon-fire of the American Civil
War, 3 Marx intended to explain categorical abstractions by their concrete his
toric content: the class struggle. Equality as a popular prejudice does not fall
from the sky, but is the result of concrete struggles, in which the oppressed
classes have shattered to pieces the old authoritative hierarchical relations and
social rankings that claimed to be founded in nature. This process of dissolu
tion is carried out by concrete practices of liberation of the serfs, who re-enter
contractually into work relations as formally free workers, waged labourers who
sell their labour-power to the capitalist. In other modes of production, such
as the 'patriarchal family' or in the ancient 'Asiatic community', the product
of labour is not a commodity, but possesses instead a 'determinate social char
acter' that derives from its being produced for consumption in that particular
com m unity (Marx, 1871-72, pp. 29, 44). In the production of commodities,
the social form of labour is instead inconsequential: the commodities behave
toward one another as equals [Ihresgleichen], as 'expenditures of human labourpower'. The indifferent sociality of abstract labour destroys the previous com 
munity relations and the multiplicity of the differences between the particular

3 See the letter from Marx to Engels, 29 October 1862 (Marx and Engels, 1985, p. 419).
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spheres of society, producing a new, radical difference: that between capital and
waged labour. And it is w ithin this difference and starting from it that the
previous differences become reinvented and re-articulated as differences of
gender, ethnicity, race and culture.
W hen Marx poses in equality as a popular prejudice the condition of pos
sibilities for deciphering the notions of value and abstract labour, he is putting
in a categorical context a historical determinacy that is not only a sign of the
particularity of modern society, but also forces us to think of the category of
capital as radically traversed by class antagonism. He explains it in such terms,
as he does in the preface to the 1873 edition, as an ideal and therefore mate
rial element transferred and translated into the brains of humans. The level of
abstraction needed to think of value can be reached when, in the real world
of social relations, concrete labour becomes the phenomenological form of
abstract labour. And this abstraction finds a place when the productive process
becomes a process of valorization. The level of abstraction necessary to think
of the concept of value is therefore possible only starting with the dissolution
of differences that claim to be natural; with this dissolution it becomes pos
sible also to affirm the abstract nature of capital.
The com m odity is therefore the form that every object produced assumes in
the capitalist mode of production; in this geological passage, use-value assumes
a new form as well: therefore it is necessary also to investigate the specifi
cally capitalist use-value of use-value. This new nature emerges specifically in
consumption, both individual and productive. Individual consumption is linked to
the satisfaction of needs, but the transformation in the nature of needs under
goes change through individual consumption, which is itself part of a larger
anthropological transformation linked to affirmation of the relations of capi
talist production. Along with this transformation arises the reactionary small
talk about so-called 'superfluous' needs. It is, however, in productive consum p
tion that the specifically capitalist nature of use-value emerges in all its glory:
when, that is, work uses products of work as means for the production of new
products. In this sense, the means of work 'indicate the social relations within
which men work' (Marx, 1890, p. 195; English, p. 286). The page dedicated by
Marx to describing the machinery employed to increase the productive power
of work is only the prolegomena to a critique of the capitalist use-value of tech
nology and of bourgeois science, and their supposed neutrality. This means
that workers' self-management of the factory is only a dream that runs up
against the use-value of constant capital.
But the analysis and its politics go only halfway unless one puts one's finger
on a particular type of consumption of a specific commodity: the capitalist 'then
proceeds to consume the commodity, the labour-power, he has just bought, i.e.,
he causes the worker, the bearer of that labour-power, to consume the means
of production by his labour' (Marx, 1890, p. 199; English, p. 291). There is here
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a further duplication of the levels of analysis: work not only consumes the
products - the means of production - in order to create new products, but it also
consumes, at the same time, the commodity labour-power, its own Träger, the
flesh and blood worker. The capitalist inversion, domination through abstrac
tion and through valorization, is overturned by the working class point of view.
The exchange between capital and labour-power is a special exchange, because
it is the only one in which the seller of the commodities remains attached to
the commodity sold. And that commodity, labour power, does not exist apart
from the body of the seller. In this sense, there is a continuity between slave
labour and wage labour. The consumption of the use-value of labour-power
that presents itself in the form of the physical and spiritual brutalization of the
worker, does not only pose a moral question, but also a further problem, related
to the uncompensated nature of this consumption of the worker's body. The
capitalist has purchased labour-power, but consumes the worker as well. And
there is no wage that can compensate for this consumption.
The capitalist is interested in the specific use-value [spezifischer Gebrauchswert]
of the com m odity labour-power, which consists in being the source of value
and of more value than it has in itself: the capitalist is therefore interested in
living labour [lebendige Arbeit] furnished by labour-power, which constitutes
its specific use-value capable of valorizing value to a greater magnitude than
that of the labour-power itself. It is this 'difference in the magnitude of value
[Wertdifferenz]' (Marx, 1890, p. 208; English, p. 300) that the capitalist pursues
and the workers curse. The use-value of labour-power has therefore an ancipite
character: this shows itself in the specific nature of living labour, which is on
the one hand that which valorizes value, and on the other is the worker's body
counter-posed to the use-value of dead capital. It is from this concreteness that
Marx develops his positions in Capital. In the first seven chapters of Capital one
should not look for a systematic deduction of the categories, but rather for the
construction of a voltaic arc suspended between the use-value of the com m od
ity and the particular use-value of a specific commodity: labour-power.

Labour in the capitalistic form of production
Before his reflections on the 1860s, Marx had not yet cleared up some impor
tant categorical distinctions relative to abstract labour and value .4 The limits of
Marxian thought of the 1850s become evident as soon as we search for traces
of the distinction between value and exchange-value, between abstract labour

4 In the Grundrisse, Marx had not only not yet cleared up the terminological distinction
between the two characters of labour that produce commodities, but also had not
clarified the im portant notion of 'socially necessary labour'; see Hecker (1987),
pp. 147-96, 149-50.
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and social labour. The level of analysis in the Grundrisse precedes the Marxian
immersion in the question of value, which is worthwhile re-examining in
order to identify the problem that tormented Marx.
Around 1867, Marx was in search of a discriminate element, capable of
indicating in terms of a break that which transforms ordinary products into
commodities. Since commodities are exchangeable, it is necessary to determine
a com m on substance that permits them to be equivalents. Two different com 
modities are exchangeable because they have som ething in common, because
they are things made of ‘an identical social substance human labour' (Marx,
1890, p. 58; English, p. 138). Value is delineated in the Marxian understanding
of it as the form of the exchangeability of commodities: since it is called upon
to explain exchange, and therefore is a condition of its possibility, it cannot
derive from exchange.
Commodities 'possess an objective character as values only in so far as they
are all expressions of an identical social substance [gesellschaftliche Enheit],
human labour', their 'objective character as values is therefore purely social.
From this it follows self-evidently that it can only appear in the social relation
between com m odity and commodity' (Marx, 1890, p. 62; English, pp. 138-39).
The objectivity of value is not a product of the exchange between com m odi
ties; it is already present in the production of commodities itself, but manifests
itself in exchange, which is after all the site of its Erscheinung. To claim instead
that this objectivity of value has a place only in the relations of exchange
(Heinrich, 2005, pp. 47-48), means to assume that exchange is a historical
invariant, and means, consequently, to find Wertgegenständlichkeit wherever
there is exchange. Commodities instead have objectivity of value in as much as
they are expressions of the same social substance, of labour 'in an immediately
social form' (Marx, 1871-72, p. 21). It must be investigated as soon as labour
undergoes this metamorphosis. And it is only through contact with that par
ticular com m odity that is labour-power that the invariant historical 'exchange'
enters a new constellation of concepts that radically re-defines its semantic.
If instead, exchange is assumed, if the abstract character of labour arises in
exchange, from the moment that the use objects are exchanged, the category
of value would be eternalized, losing thereby the historical discontinuity that
characterizes the m ode of production of commodities. In the Ergänzungen und
Veränderungen to the first volume of Capital edited between December 1871 and
January 1872, Marx observes:
The general or abstract character of labour [allgemeiner oder abstrak
ter Charakter] is, in the production of commodities, its social character
[gesellschaftlicher Charakter], since it is the character of equality [Gleichheit]
of labours that is incorporated in the different products of labour. This
determinate form of social labour [gesellschaftliche Arbeit] distinguishes the
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production of commodities from the other modes of production. (Marx,
1871-72, pp. 28-29)
The production of commodities distinguishes itself from other modes of
production because here, and only here, the social character of labour is not
derived from the fact that the different labours are functions of a com m u
nity, as was the case with the patriarchal family or ancient com m unity (Marx,
1871-72, pp. 28-29), but from the fact that the different labours that produce
commodities have the character of equality. Marx calls this 'common element
[das Gemeinsame]' that presents itself [sich darstellt] in the exchange of com
modities: value [Werth] (Marx, 1871-72, p. 72). The true problem is the origin
of this element com m on to all commodities, identified in the historic break,
starting from which the product of labour is transformed into a commodity
(Marx, 1890, p. 76; English, p. 156). The question looks at the transition to the
production of commodities and its categories. In order to arrive at the correct
determination of it as the universal form o f value, Marx passes through inter
mediate levels of abstraction that he abandons immediately. This is the case
with the ‘expanded relative form of value'. This determination is passed over
because the expression of relative value to another com m odity leads to an infi
nite chain of causes where it is impossible to identify any unitary character.
This is instead provided by the 'General form of value [allgemeine Wertform]’.
Here value is no longer determined in relation to exchange between use-values,
but is the expression of that which is com m on [Gemeinsame] to all commodities'
(Marx, 1890, p. 80; English, p. 158).
In this manner, the labour objectified in the values of commodities is not
just presented negatively, as labour in which abstraction is made from all the
concrete forms and useful properties of actual work. Its own positive nature is
explicitly brought out, namely the fact that it is the reduction of all kinds of
actual labour to their com m on character of being human labour in general, of
being the expenditure of human labour-power.
The general value-form, in which all the products of labour are presented as
mere congealed quantities of undifferentiated human labour, shows by its very
structure that it is the social expression of the world of commodities (Marx,
1890, p. 81; English, pp. 159-60).
This homogenization of the different labours to undifferentiated human
labour happens when labour-power is employed not to the ends of produc
ing determinate use-values, but to the ends of valorizing value. This occurs
in the valorization process, which can be animated only by living labour
and by its specific use-value: it is for this reason that the opposition between
value and use-value inherent in the single com m odity takes the form of the
expression of the opposition between labour-power and the subjectivity of the
worker, between the process of valorization and the labour process. If Marx
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starts from the Konkretum of the com m odity it is because abstraction and the
valorization process itself find their limits in the use-value of the com m odity
labour-power.
Value explains the exchangeability of commodities starting from the fact
that the necessity of valorizing value transforms the products of labour in crys
tals of abstract labour. Exchange and circulation become moments of the proc
ess of valorization itself, because the exchange-value contained potentially in
the com m odity m ust be realized. Exchange is possible because of the specific
nature of the labour contained in the commodities: labour in its immediately
social form. The categories of the capitalist mode of production do not unfold
in a diachronic succession, but present themselves as a unitary constellation
w ithin w hich each concept, as a monad, is enclosed. Value and exchangevalue are not successive moments; the latter is only the phenomenal form of
the former, which is the objectification of a com m on 'expenditure of human
labour-power' (Marx, 1890, p. 81; English, p. 160). They are exchanged with
the growth of a labour time indifferent to the qualitative character of labour
itself and of the objective basis of that labour. What is really exchanged is
de-skilled labour-time (Krahl, 1984, p. 31-33), indifferent to the use-value of
the object and ontologized in value, which is the telos, the 'in sight of which'
of the process of valorization. The tim e really employed in the production of
a given com m odity counts only in relation to the abstract time, de-skilled,
that is needed for labour of an average social intensity to produce that com 
modity. Only the capitalist mode of production uncovers this absolute equal
ity that makes of labour something universally common: abstract labour. It is
this character of labour that means that a com m odity 'no longer stands in a
social relation with merely one other kind of commodity, but with the whole
world of commodities as well' (Marx, 1890, p. 77; English, p. 155). De-skilled
time, time that is objectified in commodities, manifests itself as quantitative
time. But this is its appearance. It is time that has broken its relationship with
nature. Capital has not only suppressed the classic interdiction against night
work, altering the 'natural' rhythms of the day and night, but, as a means of
increasing the productiveness of labour with respect to the social average, it
has also overcome the natural limit of the twenty-four-hour day. For the first
time in human history, it is possible to have working days of thirty or more
hours w ithin the 'natural' limits of twenty-four hours. The reflections on time
and historiography brought forth in late modernity will be read as expressions
and attempts to metabolize this anthropological mutation.
The crucial question is not the de-skilling of time and its quantification, but
its measure: this derives from the productive power of socially necessary labour,
which represents the quantitatively determined expression of abstract labour. If
the latter explains the exchangeability of commodities in a world that materi
ally makes an abstraction from needs, and therefore from the use-quality of
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commodities, exchange-value, the phenomenal form of value, expresses instead
the 'quantitative relation, the proportion in which use-values of one kind
exchange for use-values of another (Marx, 1890, p. 50; English, p. 126). But the
quantity of objectified labour in a commodity, its exchange-value, is ‘deter
mined not by the quantity of living labour actually objectified in it, but by
the quantity of living labour necessary to produce it' (Marx, 1890, pp. 558-59;
English, p. 677), because it 'only needs, in order to produce a commodity, the
labour time which is necessary on an average, or, in other word, is socially'
(Marx, 1890, p. 54; English, p. 129) Marx repeatedly emphasizes that only the
labour time socially necessary counts as the creator of value [wertbildend] (Marx,
1890, p. 204; English, p. 303), such that it is only by bringing the intensity of
the labour individually expended in the production of a given commodity into
line with 'the level of intensity typical in that given society' that it is possible
to determine quantitatively the exchange-value and surplus value contained in
a given commodity. This determination is not possible when calculating the
average labour productivity in a given society, but only ex-post, when the proc
ess of capitalist production has gone through circulation. The growth in value
takes place in the process of production, but it manifests itself in circulation:
the value contained in the commodities produced must be realized, such that
the valorization process is completed only with the realization of value: 'the
exchange-value, considered logically, is constituted in the sphere of production,
considered genetically, is constituted in the sphere of circulation' (Krahl, 1981,
p. 175). One must always keep in mind that 'the process of capitalist production,
taken in its complexity, is unity of the processes of production and circula
tion' (Marx, 1894, p. 33). It is not possible to determine the exchange-value of
commodities independently of exchange. This seems to have by now become a
widespread understanding in the most recent interpretations of Marx. Put sim
ply, neither exchange-value nor surplus value can be calculated in the perimeter
of a single company, as if the surplus value were determined by the additional
labour time beyond that necessary for the worker to produce his or her own
wage. This conception leaves us to assume that surplus labour, and from this
surplus value, is calculable in a linear mode; that is, based on the labour time
above and beyond that necessary to cover the wage. The exchange-value of a
commodity would therefore be determined not by social labour but by indi
vidual labour employed in the production of this commodity.
If even Marx himself is at times given to simplifications of this kind, his
discourse should be followed and developed to where the level of categorical
exposition is highest. In determining the exchange-value of a given com m od
ity, it is necessary to take account of the 'social labour' required for its produc
tion; the 'different and particular productive processes, separated by time and
space' can be understood 'as distinct and successive phases in a single and same
productive process' (Marx, 1890, p. 202; English, p. 304). Productive processes,
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commanded by distinct capitals, in which commodities are produced that will
go on to become part of a new productive process, must be considered as 'phases
[Phasen]' (Marx, 1890, p. 202; English, p. 304) of a single productive process. A
single productive process can be composed of phases of different intensity of
work; 'phases' that we can consider historically previous to the relations of wage
labour stricto sensu cannot be in any way considered pre-capitalist whenever
they become phases in a process of capitalist production. Plantation slave labour
ceases to be pre-capitalist in the moment at which the product - cotton - is sold
in order to produce commodities. Its labour intensity is time-measured on the
world stock markets and controlled by the whip of the overseer. Slave labour, or
whatever other form of labour that seems to be backward because of the social
relations that denote it, must be understood to be a phase of a single process,
whose intensity is based on 'social labour'. From a historical point of view, every
phase is considered as being contemporary with the others; the universal nature
of capital produces this synchronicity between the various phases, and van
quishes any historicist attempt to speak in terms of capitalist and pre-capitalist
relations.5 The de-skilled time of capital is a de-historicized time, a tim e that
conforms to history without the history of capital.

Intensities of labour
The intensity of necessary labour is variable, and its variability retroacts on the
determination of the quantity of social labour contained in a commodity. If
there is a change in the general conditions within which a certain commodity
is produced, then a retroaction takes place [Rückwirkung] on it (Marx, 1861-63b,
p. 75). It is possible that a determinate quantity of labour time already objec
tified in a com m odity changes due to a change in the social productivity of
labour, that retroacts upon the exchange-value of that commodity.
The notion of retroaction [Rückwirkung] allows Marx to explain a change in
value that has its origins 'outside [außerhalb]' the process of production, and
specifically following a change of the cost of raw materials or the introduction
of a 'new invention' (Marx, 1890, pp. 224-25; English, p. 318). This important
Marxian understanding is possible only within a constellation that is clear on
the social character of labour that valorizes value:
The value of a com m odity is certainly determined by the quantity of labour
contained in it, but this quantity is itself socially determined. If the amount

5 According to Chakrabarty (2000) 'to speak of residue means to reason in historicist
term s’. In a polemic w ith the theory of uneven development, he considers it historicist
to consider the distinction between formal and real subsumption of labour 'as a simple
historical transition’ Chakrabarty (2000).
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of labour-time socially necessary for the production of any com m odity alters
[...] this reacts back on all the old commodities of the same type, because
[...] their value at any given time is measured by the labour socially neces
sary to produce them, i.e., by the labour necessary under the social condi
tions existing at the time. (Marx, 1890, pp. 224-25; English, p. 318)
In other words: the changes in the productive power of social labour react back
on the commodities already produced, causing a change in the labour time
objectified in them.
If Capital represents the high point of categorical elaboration, it is here that
we must find the most mature consequences of this way of understanding
social labour and exchange-value. As already seen, 'The real value of a com 
modity, however, is not its individual, but its social value; that is to say, its
value is not measured by the labour-time that the article costs the producer in
each individual case, but by the labour-time socially required for its produc
tion' (Marx, 1890, p. 336; English, p. 434). If therefore the value of a com m od
ity depends on the labour time objectified in it, it should be kept in mind that
this labour time is not the tim e employed effectively for the production of a
given use-object, but can be either greater or smaller than that. The generic
human labour time objectified in the substance of value must be adjusted to
the time that social labour would need to carry out that same job. Surplus value
is not a quantifiable am ount within the accounting o f a single firm.

The proof of this is that it is possible for an hour of work of high productivity
to correspond to two hours of social labour performed in the places where the
society as a whole still does not use technological innovation. This exchange,
where one is equal to two, violates only the intellectual principles of whom 
ever holds to primary-school mathematics; the value of commodities in gen
eral, and therefore also of those produced with technological innovation, is its
social value; that is, the quantity of social labour objectified in it. This phe
nom enon imposes itself violently in the world market, where an increase in the
productive power of labour through the introduction of a new machine counts
as an increase in the intensity of labour if the capitalist can sell the com m odi
ties at a superior price, equivalent to the labour necessary to produce identical
commodities by other capitalists who still lack that technological innovation.
The fact that the labour time effectively expended is inferior to that which is
socially necessary changes nothing in the relationship, except that the capi
talist, selling the com m odity at its value, appropriates social surplus value,
and therefore exchanges one hour of labour for two: 'Hence the capitalist
who applies the improved m ethod of production appropriates and devotes to
surplus labour a greater portion [Extramehrwert] of the working day than the
other capitalists in the same business' (Marx, 1890, p. 336; English, p. 436).
Beyond numbers, the Extramehrwert which is appropriated by the capitalist
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corresponds to the quantity of social surplus value he or she can withdraw
from the society to the extent that he or she is an extractor of relative surplus
value.
In this way, a greater number of hours of work concretely performed pass
through the hands of the capitalist who utilizes a greater productive power of
work without violating the law of equivalence. The difference between capital
ists who exploit work of different productivity is therefore necessary so that it
will be possible to extract relative surplus value from the advantage that springs
from the technological innovation. This can be seen not only on a worldwide
scale, where capital is continually in search of masses of absolute surplus value,
but also w ithin the Western metropolises and even w ithin the same corpora
tion, broken up into apparently independent productive segments that are in
competition with each other: capital is in any case searching for the maximum
gap possible between the intensity of labour in phases that, even if they are
part of the same cycle, are recomposed through circulation.
The differential quota between individual labour performed and social labour
is realized concretely through a transfer of value from production spheres in
which the productiveness of labour is lower relative to those in which capital
exploits labour at a productive power that is higher than the social average.
The immediate repercussion of a technological innovation is a prolonging of
labour tim e wherever the innovation is not yet employed: 'One of the first
consequences of the introduction of new machinery, before it has become
dominant in its branch of production, is the prolongation of the labour-time
of the labourers w ho continue to work with the old and unimproved means
of production' (Marx, 1861-63a, p. 323). The introduction of a new machine
generates an increase in relative surplus value, an increase that, in order to
be realized, must be sustained by a proportional increase in the extraction of
absolute surplus value, where the innovation has not yet been employed. The
relative surplus value is relative in this sense, because it, to be real, must be
placed in relation to absolute surplus value. To the extent to which the capitalist
who takes advantage of a technological innovation realizes at least a part of the
relative surplus value that is potentially the capitalist's, this surplus value takes
shape through a social transfer of value from productive areas of high absolute
surplus value toward those of high relative surplus value.
Only when Marx further clarified the nature of exchange-value, was he able
to show that the machine not only does not create value, but it also does not
produce surplus value:
As machinery comes into general use in a particular branch of produc
tion, the social value of the machine's product sinks down to its individual
value, and the following law asserts itself: surplus value does not arise from
the labour-power that has been replaced by the machinery, but from the
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labour-power actually employed in working with the machinery. (Marx,
1890, p. 429; English, p. 530)
W hen a technological innovation becomes widespread, the growing produc
tive power of labour obtained through its employment becomes socially dom i
nant, and there is less chance of extracting quotas of social surplus value from
means of production of relative surplus value. The m achine can in fact produce
surplus value in two ways: one - indirect - consists in the de-valorization of
labour-power following the expulsion of workers replaced by machines; and
the second, relative surplus value stricto sensu, exploiting the sporadic intro
duction of the machine. The latter circumstance allows the exploitation of
labour of a greater intensity than the social average, such that the individual
labour enclosed in this com m odity is less than the quantity of socially average
labour (Marx, 1890, p. 428; English, p. 530). And we know by now that only
the latter determines exchange-value. When the productive power of labour
obtained by a technical innovation becomes socially dominant, it unleashes
'the most ruthless and excessive prolongation of the working day, in order that
he may secure compensation for the decrease in the relative number of work
ers exploited by increasing not only relative but also absolute surplus labour'
(Marx, 1890, p. 429; English, p. 531). The scenario of the famous fragment on
the machine from the Grundrisse, in which 'capital works [...] toward its own
dissolution' (Marx, 1857-58, p. 596; English, pp. 308-9), no longer finds a place
in this more mature formulation. In the Grundrisse Marx got rid of a few prob
lems regarding the concept of value, obtaining in exchange a blurred philoso
phy of history of the breakdown of the capitalistic mode of production.
The extraction of relative surplus value generates, in those parts of the world
where workers' resistance is lower, a mass of absolute exploitation. This means
that the introduction of new machinery is not a pre-determined route in the
history of all countries; on the contrary, different capitals in head-to-head
competition with each other in the world market must seek out or create geo
graphic areas with different labour powers having different wages and produc
tive powers. If the reciprocal implication of the various forms of surplus value
are grasped, then it is only out of faith in some progressive and Eurocentric
philosophy of history that it is possible to consider some forms of production
as being backward, and wage labour, extended to the whole world, as being
residual.

References
Aristotle (1984) 'Nichomachean Ethics', in The Complete Works o f Aristotle, ed. Jonathan
Barnes, Vol. 2 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press).
Chakrabarty, D. (2000) Provincializing Europe: Postcolonial Thought and Historical Difference
(Princeton/Oxford: Princeton University Press).

210 Re-reading Marx

Hecker, Rolf (1987) 'Zur Entwicklung der Werttheorie von der 1. Zur 3. Auflage des ersten
Bandes des 'Kapitals' von Karl Marx (1867-83)', Marx-Engels-]ahrbuch, no. 10.
Heinrich, Michael (2005) Kritik der politischen Ökonomie (Stuttgart: Schmetterling).
Krahl, H.-J. (1984) Vom Ende der abstrakten Arbeit (Frankfurt am Main: Materialis).
Marx, Karl (1857-58) Ökonomische Manuskripte 1857/1858, in K. Marx and F. Engels,
Werke, Bd. 42 (Berlin: Dietz, 1983) (English: Grundrisse, New York: Vintage, 1973).
----- (1861-63a) Oekonomisches Manuskript 1861-63, Teil 1, in K. Marx and F. Engels,
Werke, Bd. 43 (Berlin: Dietz, 1990).
----- (1861-63b) Theorien über den Mehrwert, Teil 1, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Werke, Bd.
26.1 (Berlin: Dietz, 1974).
----- (1867) Das Kapital. Kritik der politischen Ökonomie. Erster Band. Hamburg 1867, in
K. Marx and F. Engels, Gesamtausgabe, Second Section, Vol. 5 (Berlin: Dietz, 1983).
----- (1871-72) Ergänzungen und Veränderungen zum ersten Band des 'Kapitals' (1871-72) in
K. Marx and F. Engels, Gesamtausgabe II/6 (Berlin: Dietz Verlag, 1987).
----- (1881) Randglossen zu Adolph Wagners 'Lehrbuch der politischen Ökonomie' (1881) in
K. Marx and F. Engels, Werke, Bd. 19 (Berlin: Dietz, 1962) (English: Notes on Adolph
Wagner's 'Lehrbuch der politischen Ökonomie', 2nd edn, Vol. I, 1879 available at www.
marxists.org). (1890) Das Kapital, Bd. I, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Werke, Bd. 23 (Berlin:
Dietz, 1969) (English: Capital, Vol. I, New York: Vintage, 1977).
----- (1894) Das Kapital, Bd. Ill, in K. Marx and F. Engels, Werke, Bd. 25 (Berlin: Dietz,
1973).
Marx, Karl and Frederick Engels (1985) Collected Works, Vol. 41 (New York: International
Publishers).
Rawls, John (1971) A Theory o f Justice (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press).
----- (1993) Political Liberalism (New York: Columbia University Press).

13
Marx's General Rate of Profit
Transformation: Methodological
and Theoretical Obstacles - an
Appraisal based on the 1864-65
Manuscript of Das Kapital III
Geert Reuten

Introduction1
In part 2 of the third volume of Capital, Marx addresses the famous transformation
of the rate of surplus-value into the general rate of profit. This chapter discusses
Marx's 1864-65 manuscript on this issue - the text that Engels (selectively)
used for his edition of Das Kapital, Volume III. We shall see that this text is a
research manuscript rather than a near-to-final presentation of the matter, and

1 I am grateful for the com ments and discussion by the participants of the 2006 ISMT
meeting in Bergamo. I have also benefited a lot from w ritten comments by, and
correspondence between, Chris Arthur, Fred Moseley and Tony Smith. As a result, I have
added a completely new fourth section (against which, due to space limits, other parts
of the original paper have been removed).
Note: References w ithout m ention of author (for example, M:272 or E:208) are to works
of Marx as follows (full references are in the bibliography):
M Marx (1992M/1864-65): m ain manuscript for Das Kapital, Volume III (MEGA);
E Marx (1894E/-1864-65): Das Kapital, Volume III as edited by Engels (MEW);
F Marx (1894F/-1864-65): Capital, Volume III in the Fernbach translation.
The first date is the date of first publication; the second indicates the year(s) of
composition of the manuscript. A tilde [~] before the second date means that the text is
roughly based on that manuscript.
W ithin citations, italics are always in the original. Any underlining is my emphasis.
Unproblematical insertions in quotations are in square brackets. Comments are in curly
brackets. The indication 'm t' after a page number (for example, 370-mt) means 'my
translation'. W ithin my translations, the original German term also appears, in curly
brackets.
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that Engels polished up this preliminary status of the manuscript - in this I
merely confirm the view of the MEGA editors.
The assessment of Marx's transformation procedure hinges very much on our
view of the method he adopted. Two main alternative interpretations of the
method are set out in the third section, below. Even if only one of those would
make Marx’s transformation procedure methodologically legitimate, we shall see
in the fourth section of this chapter that, paradoxically, it is not obvious that Marx
intended to adopt this method. Thus the main object of this chapter is to lift the
discussion on the 'transformation problem' to a more fundamental level*

The published drafts for part two of Das
Kapital, Volume III
Engels edited the text of part two of Das Kapital, Volume III from a 1864-65
manuscript by Marx. For the main argument of this chapter it is important
that this manuscript thus dates from before the final manuscript of 1866-7 for
the first edition of Das Kapital, Volume I (1867).2
The transcript of the German 1864-65 manuscript was first published in
1992 (MEGA II/4.2). There is no (published) English translation. A 1857-8 man
uscript, the Grundrisse, contains notes concerning the problematic of this part .3
A more mature - though relatively short - draft dates from 1861-3, and was first
published in 1980 (MEGA II/3.5), with the first English translation in 1991.4
Other relevant texts, published for the first time in 2003, can be found in
MEGA 11/14. This includes a substantial manuscript dating from 1875 as well as
four shorter texts from (probably) 1871?, 1873-5?, 1877-82 and 1878? (see pages
227-8 below for a note on especially this last ms) .5
A final number of eleven draft texts for Das Kapital, Volume III (dating from
1867-8) is to be published in MEGA II/4.3. With that, the publication of Marx's
manuscripts for the work will be complete (Vollgraf and Roth, 2003, p. 382).
From reading the 1864-65 manuscript, it is obvious that it reports prelimi
nary investigations; it includes ‘try outs' together with mistakes of w hich the
author at some point becomes aware. In Engels' manner of carrying out his
editorial work, this investigative character of the text has been polished away;
hence it has seemed for over a century that much of Das Kapital, Volume III
Kopf etal. (1983, pp. 15*-16*).
Relevant are especially pp. 373ff. and 434ff. of the English edition.
For a comparison, the 1861-3 draft consists of 35 printed pages (MEGA); the 1864-65
draft has 285 printed pages (MEGA); the final text of Das Kapital, Volume III, as edited
by Engels (including texts by Engels) is # pages (MEGA) (220 pages in the MEW
edition).
s The annotations to the texts (for example, text variations, crossings-out, dating and
contextualization) by Vollgraf and Roth (2003) are of superb scrutiny and scholarship.
2
3
4
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(and II) was in an almost finalized state -including its part 2 . I am of course
not the first to observe this (see, for example, Vollgraf and Jungnickel (1994)
and Heinrich (1996); cf. the chapters by Roth and Heinrich in this volume). In
fact, there was no simple solution to the problem that faced Engels: most of the
drafts were not in a readable state for non-specialists. The problem is that, given
the solution he adopted, he gave very ill warning as to his interventions .6

A note on Marx's method in Capital
Although in my view, the project of Marx's Capital is based methodologically on a
development from Hegel's Systematic Dialectics (cf. the chapter by Arthur in this
volume), the main argument of this chapter does not need this stringent posi
tion. Instead, I just emphasize one, less controversial, aspect of Marx’s method
in Capital, namely that it proceeds by way of conceptual development. Between
the three volumes of Capital, as well as within each one, we have a movement of
'levels of abstraction', running from abstract, relatively indeterminate, general
and simple concepts to increasingly concrete, determinate, particular and there
fore complex concepts. At the earlier levels, certain complexities are suppressed,
or 'bracketed'. Each time it is the 'insufficiency' of the earlier-level presentation
that drives the text on to the introduction of further complexities. (For the pur
poses of this chapter, these levels of abstraction may even be interpreted in terms
of a movement from 'simple models' to 'complex models', in the course of which
initial ceteris paribus assumptions are increasingly dropped.)

A formal presentation of alternative interpretations of Das
Kapital Volume I categories from the perspective of those
of the Das Kapital, Volume III manuscript
Rate o f surplus-value and rate o f profit
In this section I use the following four main concepts and definitions.
Circulating capital (k):
ki = c, + v,

[definition] (13.1)

6 Heinrich (1996) writes about the whole of the manuscript for Das Kapital, Volume III:
'there are modifications to the original text on practically each page that have not been
indicated. Hardly one paragraph remained as Marx had written it. Engels's modifications
are not confined to “stylistic" matters [...] [T]he 1894 edition was an extensive adaptation
of Marx's manuscript, and Engels did not inform the readers about the true extent of his
adaptation [...] The interventions [...] offer solutions for problems which the manuscript
left open (...] and in some passages they even change the argumentation of the original
text, if this obstructs Engels' interpretations.' (pp. 456, 459, 464). See also the extensive
comments by Vollgraf and Jungnickel (1994) about Engels' mark on the text ('Engels left
only few of Marx’s sentences untouched' - p. 47-mt).
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where c and v are the parts invested in means of production and in labourpower (the wages sum of wl). For simplicity, we abstract throughout, like Marx,
from fixed capital and from differences in turnover tim e .7 The subscript i refers
to a specific sector of production (later, the subscript j will refer to any other
sector).
The rate of surplus-value (s'):
s', = f(e*¡)
Sj = s'jVj

[explanation - pro memory] (13.2a)
[explanation; here reduced to definition] (13.2b)

Capital, Volume I posits surplus-value (s) and its increase as the driving force
of capital. The focus of the middle part of Capital, Volume I is the explanation

of surplus-value in terms of labour-time, and of the productive forces of labour
operating on the means of production .8 The rate of surplus-value (s') is the con
centration of these explanatory determinants. Here, as for Marx in the Kapital,
Volume III manuscript, all this explanation is assumed. Thus we have s' as a
determinant for s. It remains to be seen (cf. the subsections below) how it is also
a determinant for profit (r) and the rate of profit (r'):
t

i = rjki

[definition] (13.3)

The spectrum of wages is posited synchronically equal for all sectors (w, = w),
hence:
w/j = v,

[approximation] (13.4)

For the sake of brevity, I posit throughout this section a number of assump
tions without further argument. For our purposes, there are three types:
'simplifications’ serve to make a problem tractable; the same applies to 'stage
simplifications' (these, however, are dropped in a later stage); 'approximations'
[Annäherungen] set out the uninhibited result of forces (tendency laws).
The assessment of Marx's general rate of profit transformation in the 1864-65
draft for part 2 of Das Kapital, Volume III depends very much on the view of
how the categories presented in this part are connected to those of Capital,
Volume I. We shall see, in the fourth section of this chapter, that Marx is
aware of the importance of the connection, and how he hesitates about the
part 2 consequences (his self-interpretation!) for the, then, draft of D as Kapital,
Volume I. Both in order to shortcut the discussion in the next section, and
7 Relating to (uniform) turnover time, there is a problem with Equation (13.1) that I
set aside for the purposes of this chapter (see Reuten, 2006).
8 Marx’s explanation is discussed in Reuten (2004).
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because the categorical connections are not obvious, the current section sets
out a brief formal presentation of the two main alternatives. Note that a formal
presentation necessarily loses conceptual richness; on the other hand, once
quantitative matters are involved - as is the case here - it is a means of preci
sion.
For the purposes of this section, I reduce Marx's complex method of many
stages (levels of abstraction) to simply two stages: that of Capital, Volume I
and of part 2 of Capital, Volume III. The movement to the later stage is one of
increasing determination (concretion or completion).
In considering surplus-value and production, we can, of course, not get
around exchange and prices. We assume that 'market prices' converge to
what I provisionally call 'supply prices' (and what Marx was to call 'produc
tion prices' in Capital, Volume III). We want to explain production (x = pq) in
terms of these convergence prices (p). In principle, we can adopt two methods,
and we can take these as possible interpretations of the two stages referred
to. I call them 'the method of concretion' and 'the method of completion'.
For both methods, we shall be concerned throughout with synchronic matters
only (some synchronic uniformity of sectors of production may go along with
diachronic change).
[CC-1] M ethod o f Concretion at Volume I level:
Abstract Explanandum
Before we reach the explanation of the prices, p, we first explain an abstract
approximation of them, labelled 'pi' (tt), whence we also have an abstract
approximation of production: nq. Thus we have an abstractum, or theoretical
construct. (This may be interpreted as a systematic-dialectical stage; or also as a
theorization of variables constructed in an (ideal) experimental constellation,
so reaching ceteris paribus conditions.) In brief, we posit:
71,(7,

= K + s ivi

[explanation of a construct/abstractum] (13.5)

Via the m oment of s'jV, this incorporates the explanation represented by
Equations (13.2a and 13.2b). We proceed by adding two simplifying assump
tions. First, that of synchronically uniform rates of surplus-value:
s'i = s'

(for all i)

[simplification or approximation] (13.6)

A key question is whether this is indeed a simplifying assumption or rather an
approximation of a systemic force (see pages 216-18, 222-23, 227-28). Second,
that of synchronically uniform compositions of capital:
(fc/v)f = k /v

(for all i)

[stage simplification] (13.7)
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Dividing (13.5) through vi; and making use of (13.6) and (13.7), we have:
nflJVi = k /v + s/v

(for all i)

[implication] (13.8)

Because wZ, = v (equation 13.4), then substituting wl, for v„ and multiplying by
w, we also have:
nfli/li = k /1 + s/1

(for all i)

[implication] (13.9)

In the way I have presented it here, it is the implication of the construct that its
prices (n) are proportional to labour commanded (Smith) as well as to labour
embodied (Ricardo).
Even if Marx introduces the (general) rate of profit only in Capital, Volume
III, another implication is that we have uniform rates o f profit, since (cf.
equation 13.3):
r',- = s'Vj/k, = s7(*i/Vf) = s'(k/v)

[implication] (13.10)

(This is roughly how I interpreted Capital, Volume I until m y study of the
1864-65 manuscript discussed in this chapter .9 In a later section (see page 222)
we shall see that this interpretation makes Marx's D as Kapital, Volume III m an
uscript transformation procedure methodologically mistaken.)
[CC-2] M ethod o f concretion at Volume III level: concretion
We drop the construct ti and proceed to 'production prices' (p). We assume that
real market prices converge to these production prices ('centres of gravitation').
Variant (a)

Marx (at some point, see pages 224-25) defines this constellation as follows.
• Analogous to the nq equation (13.5):
p,<7, = ki + s'¡Vi

[explanation] (13.11)

Via the m oment of s',v, this again incorporates the explanation represented by
equations (13.2a and 13.2b).
• Rates of profit converge to uniform rates:
r'j = r'

(for all i)

[approximation] (13.12)

9 I feel constrained to stress that an interpretation may be truthful as an interpretation,
but that this does not imply that the interpreter agrees w ith what is interpreted.
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• Non-uniform compositions of capital (thus (13.7) is dropped). Hence, in
general:
(Jt/v), * (¡civ),

[empirical observation] (13.13)

• Uniform rates of surplus-value (thus (13.6) is maintained):
s'j = s'

(for all i)

[simplification or approximation] (13. 6 ) = (13.14)

Because of the diverging k/v there is no labour commanded or labour embod
ied proportionality for the production prices p (we merely have Pj<7,7 v, =
(k/v)i + s'). Marx is aware of and explicit about this. Rather more problematical
is the fact that the combination of the three restrictions in (13.12), (13.13) and
(13.14) is impossible.
r', = s'vj/fc, = s'/(k/v)i

[implication] (13.15)

Thus r'j * r'j. We can have uniform profit rates only with either (1) both of s'
and (k/v) uniform (the nq constellation); or (2 ) both of them non-uniform.
Variant (b): reconstruction o f variant (a)

The obvious way to mend the incompatibility is to reconstructively drop
the (simplifying) assumption of uniform rates of surplus-value in equation
(13.14).10 So we have:
s' j * s'j

[empirical observation] (13.14*)

Whence we derive:
r'j = r' = (s'ivi)/ki (for all i)

[implication] (13.15*)

In this reconstruction, the micro equality of profits and surplus-value (r = s) is
maintained ; 11 by implication we also have the macro R = S. Each at this level.
Variants (a) and (b)

Instead, Marx endeavours to get around the incompatibility via a macro-micro
détour in which he transposes quantities between the two levels, and that, in
effect, results in:
r', = r'= [(s'Vj) + 8 J/J(c,

['methodologically illegitimate detour'] (13.15**)

(with the aggregate sum of the 8 , amounting to zero).
10 The theoretical ground for this reconstruction is in the productive force and the
degree of intensity of labour (cf. Capital, Volume I, ch. 15) as discussed in Reuten (2004,
esp. pp. 136-41).
11 That is, prior to the introduction of finance and interest.
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However, within the constellation of the Concretion Method this is methodo
logically illegitimate (though not for the reasons usually stated). Since the two
explananda, nq and pq, are non-identical, transposition of quantities from one
level to the other makes no sense. (Certainly, it does make sense to apply the
qualitative conclusions from the earlier level to quantification at the lower level that is, as long as any ceteris paribus conditions of the earlier level allow for it.)
[CP-1] M ethod o f com pletion at Volume I level:
partial explanation o f 'concretum'
There is also a very different interpretation of what happens at Capital, Volume
I level. In this alternative we have no n construct but start immediately with
the convergence price p (and hence pq), thus prices of production - even if
these are explicitly called this only at Volume III level. However, given that
we have the same set of simplifying assumptions as in [CC-1] (equations 13.6
and 13.7) we have approximations for the explanation of p, leaving som e of p
unexplained. (On page 225 we shall see that Marx at some point leans towards
this (self-)interpretation. Fred Moseley (see, for example, Moseley, 2000) seems
to be proposing som ething similar. For each I am not sure they would draw all
of the consequences.) Thus p is explained in successive stages - here, reduced
to two. Until we reach a full explanation we have an unexplained part u.
Pfli ~ K + s',v, + m,

[partial explanation] (13.16)

As in CC-1, the m oment of
incorporates the explanation represented by
equations (13.2a and 13.2b). Again, we proceed by adding on the two simpli
fying assumptions of synchronically uniform rates of surplus-value, and of
synchronically uniform compositions of capital:
s 'i = s'

(for all /)

(k/v), = k /v

(for all i)

[simplification/approximation] (13.6 =)(13.17)

[stage simplification] (13.7 =)(13.18)

Here, however, we have from the beginning no labour commanded or labour
embodied proportionality because of the factor u:
(Mi)/vi = k /v + s/v + Mj/v,

[implication] (13.19)

(cf. (13.8) and (13.9) above). It has been argued (for example, by Moseley) that
Capital, Volume I, merely provides a partial explanation of prices (in a different
way, of course, nor does CC-1 provide a full explanation ) .12

12 As a corollary, it may be noted that, as against CC-1, there is at this point no
implication of (implicit) uniform profit rates.
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[CP-2] M ethod of com pletion at Volume III
level: com pletion
Rates of profit converge to uniform rates:
r'j = r'

(for all i)

[approximation] (13.12)=(13.20)

Hence we have for (what is now explicitly thus called) prices of production:
p¡q¡ = k¡ + r,
p¡q, = k¡ + r'k¡

[accounting identity / empirical observation] (13.21)
[putative explanation] (13.22)

This is a putative explanation pending the determination of r .
Again, we have non-uniform compositions of capital (thus the simplifying
assumption in Equation (13.18) is dropped):
(k/v)i * (k/v)¡

[empirical observation] (13.13) = (13.23)

The uniform rates of surplus-value thesis in Equation (13.17) is maintained;
however, given Equation (13.22), it is considered to play no (new) role a t the
current level.
s'¡ = s'

(for all i)

[simplification/approximation] (13.17)

Reordering Equations (13.20)-(13.22) we have:
r', = r' = r¡/k¡ (for all i)

[implication] (13.24)

Because the pq in the two price equations (13.16) and (13.22) are on the same
plane, it is now methodologically legitimate to transpose quantities from
the one level to the other (CP-1 and CP-2). (Cf. the Marx/Engels (in)famous
aggregation tables of Capital Volume III, chapter 9.)
Substituting (13.16) and (13.2b) into (13.21), we have:
r¡ = s¡ + m,
r¡ = s' ¡V, + u¡

[implication] (13.25)
[implication] (13.26)

In fact, this is a shortcut for Marx's aggregation tables. However, it deserves
a serious warning (and here the usual critiques come in), namely that it is
assumed that the unexplained factor of m, concerns, and so is to be allotted to,
profits rather than (in part) any other factor in equation (13.16).
We now aggregate surplus-value (5) and profits (R):
S = 25,

[aggregation] (13.27)
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R = 2r,

[aggregation] (13.28)

Next, it is posited that S explains, and fully determines, R:
R= S

(right-to-left determination)

[derived explanation] (13.29)

(The explanation is derived from the set of equations (13.1)-(13.4) and
(13.16)-(13.28).)
We also aggregate equation (13.25) into:
[aggregation] (13.30)

R = S + U

Because theoretical priority is given to (13.29), we have:
U= 0

[theory decision] (13.31)

Finally, the sector Mj's are determined via the rate of profit criterion. From
(13.24)-(13.26) we have:
r'j = r' = (sVj + Ujj/kj

[implication] (13.32)

Hence:
Mj = r'k, - sVj

[implication] (13.33)

Som e conclusions and a preview
1. The latter equation (13.33) is the ‘tache de beauté’ of this CP set up. The
Mj's are determined by the 'general rate of profit', instead of the rate of
profit being fully determined by explanatory entities. Two objections may
be raised against this alleged blemish. One is that we have a simultaneous
determination. The other, as argued by Marx, is that, at a still lower level of
abstraction, the u x's are determined by competition (see pages 224-25).
2. Remind Marx's equation (13.15**) from CC-2 that I qualified as 'method
ologically illegitimate' (a qualification that I maintain, that is w ithin the
Concretion Method). We had:
r'j = r' = [(s'v,)+8j]/*,

(13.15**)

Its outward appearance is similar to (13.32).
3. In Variant (b) of CC-2 - that is, my reconstruction of Variant (a) - we
have the rate of profit fully determined without any transformation
'problem':
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r'i =

t

= (s',vf)/*,

(13.15*)

4.

In my view, CC-1 is the better interpretation of Das Kapital, Volume I, pub
lished by Marx in 1867!, and revised shortly before publication. In my
view, CP-2 is the better interpretation of Marx's manuscript for part 2 of D as
Kapital, Volume III, written in 1864-65! (at least up to some point of the
manuscript - see pages 225-27).
5 . How is this so? This is methodologically inconsistent! Yes. Because of this
problem, the following section is rather complex. My hypothesis is as fol
lows. The 1864-65 manuscript for part 2 initially followed the path of the
1861-3 manuscript, which is in line with CP-2 - that is, the ‘chapter 9' trans
formation procedure (see pages 224-25). Then, reflecting on this transfor
mation procedure in Marx's 'chapter 10', he became increasingly worried
about what he had been doing in terms of his manuscript for Das Kapital,
Volume I (see page 225 ff ) .13 Engels, however, in his editing of the 1864-65
manuscript for 'his' Das Kapital, Volume III, polished away these worries
whence we have the 'CP-2' result.
6 . Each of [CC-1 with CC-2] and [CP-1 with CP-2] is consistent. The usual
post-Marx solutions to the transformation problem obviously took Engels'
version of Das Kapital, Volume III for granted, and then combined the 'theo
retical domain' of CC-1 with that of CP-2, which is methodologically incon
sistent. If one would want to use the 'domain' CP-2 (not only for a solution
to the transformation problem but also for any other quantitative matters)
then one is bound to CP-1.

The 1864-65 manuscript and the text of Capital,
Volume III, part 2
General outline
Regarding part 2 (originally a 'chapter') of the 1864-65 manuscript, Engels left
unchanged the main chapter structure of the text for his Capital, Volume III edi
tion (chapters 8 - 1 2 ); however, there are changes of order within the chapters
as well as texts that have disappeared altogether. For the convenience of the
reader, I therefore refer in this section to the Capital, Volume III chapters.
At the very opening of part 2 (chapter 8 ) we immediately find the crucial
assumption of a uniform rate of surplus-value, for all of part 2 (M: 212; E: 151;

13 Another problem is that the penultim ate manuscript for Das Kapital, I is missing.
We just do not know to what extent - if at all - Marx adapted his text as a consequence
of the worries mentioned.
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F: 241),14 and this is repeated regularly throughout the part. According to this
manuscript, it is not just a simplifying assumption but rather a law. In 'Chapter
10' Marx writes that competition between labourers gives rise to:
a general rate of surplus-value - tendentially that is, as for all economic
laws; we posit it as a theoretical simplifying presupposition; in fact it is the
actual presupposition of the capitalist mode of production even if inhibited
by practical frictions [...] in theory we assume that the laws of the capitalist
mode of production develop in their pure form (rein).' (M: 250-mt; cf. E:
184, F: 275)
Given this assumption/law the terrain of the problematic for part 2 is defined by
the prevalence of non-uniform compositions of capital (ratio's of k/v ) between
sectors of production, or also non-uniform turnover times of capital - which
offers the same problematic (M:216). Thus whereas Capital, Volume I, parts
4, 5 and 7 treat the diachronic change of the capital composition (with any
divergences between sectors 'bracketed') the current part makes the reverse
assumption: constant though diverging.
Part 2 comprises three main chapters (chs 8-10) that in my view should be
considered together (the two smaller chapters (11 and 1 2 ) may be regarded as
'addenda'). I begin w ith a brief outline of these three chapters before discussing
some of the details.
In chapter 8 , Marx sets out the constellation that results from the assump
tions just indicated. These, together with the assumption that commodities
are sold 'at their values' [presumably equation (13.5)] would result in differing
rates of profit between sectors (M: 223-4) [cf. equation (13.10)]. This constel
lation, however, does not exist in reality (M: 229-30). Hence the presentation
is insufficient.
Therefore the next chapter (ch. 9) must widen the theoretical terrain. Marx
introduces a new concept 'production price'; 'its presupposition is the exist
ence of a general rate o f profit' (GRP) (M:234). Thus Marx posits in chapter 9
the 'production price' [cf. equation (13.11)/(13.22)]. He indicates that this is 'a
transformation of value' ('eine verwandelte Form des Werths' - M:239; E:173)
but nevertheless carries out a quantitative substitution between the two levels
of abstraction! This is a problem if his method is the Method of Concretion
(see page 215 ff), which is the hypothesis from which I start.
The point is that the status of this transformation is very different from the
purely conceptual one that Marx presented in part 1, and in which no quantitative

14 I write 'uniform'; the manuscript has 'constant' and 'given'. The m anuscript has
'chapter'; Engels apparently forgot to change this into 'part'.
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differences are involved. Consider, for example, the following quotation from
its chapter 2 :
'while surplus-value and profit are in fact the same - they are numerically
identical - profit is still for all that a transformation {verwandelte Form) of
surplus-value' (M:64; see E:58, F:139). Or , from chapter 1:
‘Materially (Stoff; stofflich) considered [...] the profit [...] is not different from
the surplus-value itself. Hence its absolute magnitude is not different from the
magnitude of the surplus-value [...] it is however a transformation (verwandelte
Form ) of the latter' (M:8-9-mt ) 15
For the part 1 transformation, no new quantitative determinations appear.
However, as Marx was well aware, for his part 2 transformation there are different
quantities (nfl, * p/qt and k/v * kjv, and s'v, * r'kj, at least for the micro level. Thus
he substitutes quantities of a theoretically insufficient constellation (nq) into that
of a theoretically enriched, more concrete, constellation (pq). On the basis of the
Method of Concretion, this would be very awkward. Then the problem is not
primarily that the two famous conditions of aggregation (of I n q = Ip q and R = S)
are mathematically incompatible (as stressed in the literature on the issue). No,
the primary problem is that of conceptually incompatible quantities .16 (Note
that for post-Marx solutions to 'the' transformation problem, there is potentially
the same pitfall.)
It is especially in chapter 10 that Marx reflects on, and questions, what he
had accomplished in the previous chapters, including the consequences for his
self-interpretation of the concept of value set out in his manuscripts.
Chapter 8: th e problem atic
I now move on to the relevant details. I begin by recapitulating the important
point about chapter 8 that was been made above. This chapter sets out the
following five assumptions/theses (M:223-4, 229-30):
[A]

assume commodities are sold 'at their values' [presumably nq; see
equation (13.5)];
[B] assume equalized rates of surplus-value [s'j = s'j);
[C] we have diverging compositions of capital [(ir/v)/ * (/c/v),];
[Da] hence [A]-[C] equal capitals produce unequal surplus-value or profit
[(s/k)j * (s/k)j\;

15 This text appears on the opening pages (pp. 2-3) of the manuscript; apparently it is
omitted in Engels' text.
16 A similar critique was made earlier by H artm ann (1970, p. 370): 'The mistake made
by Marx was the mistake of viewing a transcendentally early (category) as identical to a
transcendentally late one.' Smith (1990, p. 168) adds: 'This goes against one of the basic
canons of systematic theories of categories.' (H artm ann is cited from Smith.)
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[Db] therefore we have diverging rates of profit [r'f * r'J;
[E] in fact, however, we have (tendentially) equalized profit rates [r', = r'J.
These five assumptions/theses are inconsistent. At least one of them must be
wrong, and it remains to find out which one(s). Analytically, and I repeat ana
lytically, this set up might make sense. (Chapter 8 makes sense generally - also
in that there are no deviations from the later Capital, Volume I terminology.)
Chapter 9: a cheerful accom m odation for
the inconsistency
Chapter 9 sets up a possible constellation accommodating the inconsistency
(this is my interpretation); however, in any case it is obvious that the text
is investigative (Forschung) not presentational (Darstellung ) .17 As it turns out
,Marx's set up is much along the lines of his earlier 1861-3 manuscript.
The chapter starts by repeating the assumption about the rate of surplusvalue - [B] above. Marx also introduces a number of simplifying assumptions,
such as the full and linear depreciation of fixed capital w ithin the year, and
equal turnover times (M :230-l).
Next he sets out the famous three schemes (M:231-3). (The first and second
schemes apply assumptions/theses [A]-[D];18 the third scheme is the one where
Marx introduces prices of production as diverging from value [Equation (13.11)/
(13.16)]. He drops sales at value, [A] introduces (instead) production prices and
so gets rid of diverging profit rates [Db], He does so with hardly any argument:
'Their presupposition [i.e. of production prices] is the existence of a general rate
of profit [...] In reality the very different profit rates [...] are by way of competi
tion equalized into a general rate o f p r o f it..."' (M:234-mt; cf. E:167, F:257).
Note that he maintains the disproportional production of surplus-value [Da]
(M:234-5).
However [A] is not really dropped. At this point in the text, Marx posits one
of the famous two aggregate equalities - that is, that of 'values' and production
prices (perhaps I,pq = ~2nq). The aggregate equality of profits and surplus-value
(R = S) is posited throughout . ' 9
As indicated, from the point of view of the Method of Concretion, these
equalities make no sense. Not so much because of an analytical mistake (the
standard critique), but because of a methodological mistake: the 'values' [nq]
('values' in Marx's terminology at this point) have no concrete existence, hence

17 Cf. Vollgraf and Roth (2003, p. 385).
18 In the second scheme, the silly addition of profit rates (to 110 per cent) is
Engels' (F:256).
19 W hen he posits Xpg =
(presumably) he feels there is a difficulty (M:236-7;
E:169; F:259); M:241-3 on the same theme.
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they are quantitatively incompatible with (more) concrete existants. From the
point of view of the Method of Completion there would not be such problem;
however, at this point in the text 1 am still assuming that Marx has adopted
the Method of Concretion.
Finally, for chapter 9 I draw attention to the passage were Marx seems quite
happy about what he has achieved so far, declaring that the current presentation
'reveals for the first time [...] the inner connection' between value and produc
tion price, and between surplus-value and profit (M:245; cf. E:178 and F:268).
Chapter 10: gloom y reflection
In Chapter 10, however, the scene seems much more gloom y and dismal. After
two pages connecting the two chapters, Marx posits two research questions,
one immediately after the other (I call these Question 1 and Question 2):
{Question 1} The really difficult question here is this: how does this equalization
o f profits or this emergence {Hertstellungj o f the general profit rate come about,
since it is evidently a result and cannot be a point o f departure.
It is clear first of all that an assessment of com m odity values, for example, in
money, can only be the result of their exchange, and that, when we presup
pose such assessment, we have to consider them as the outcome of actual
exchanges o f com m odity value against com m odity value. (Question 2:) But how
could this exchange o f commodities against their actual values have come about?

(M:250-mt; cf. E:183-4, F:274-5 italics added)
It is especially at this point in the text that the reader (I) may start doubt
ing if Marx indeed aim s to adopt (remember this is a research manuscript) the
Method of Concretion. Note the 'actual exchanges' ('wirklicher Austausche')
which especially for a Hegel-inspired scholar cannot leave room for compro
mises. So do we bid ‘n q ’ farewell?
Marx devotes about 20 pages to Question 2, before he gets to the first question.
The answer to Question 1 (M:269-70; E 205-7; F:297-8) is rather limited. We
learn mainly that capital moves from low to high profit rate spheres and that
the thus affected supply in relation to demand establishes the transformation
of values into production prices. This answer is far more problematical than
it might perhaps seem at first sight. (The process briefly described here is not
problematical - such m ovement of capital and labour is also part and parcel
of classical political economy, and of many economics paradigms after it.) The
problem is that Marx must rely, so it seems, on a historical process to set out a
system atic problem! The movement of capital is a continuous systemic process.
However, the implication of Marx's set up is that the GRP 'transformation' is
of the past. Marx is aware of this, as we can infer from the fact that he realizes
that Question 1 cannot properly be answered before Question 2.
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By this tim e - that is, when he finally gets to Question 1 (page M:269) - I
guess that Marx had run out of steam as a result of being disillusioned by
the consequences of his chapter 9 outline (1864-65) - that is, the answer to
Question 2.
On to Question 2: how could the actual exchange of commodities against their
actual values {nq } have come about? Marx repeats (M:250) that such an exchange
(given the equalized rate of surplus-value assumption, as he once again stresses)
would result in unequal rates of profit - which is counterfactual .20 Obviously,
the production prices of the research manuscript for chapter 9 put the (current)
Capital, Volume I, chapter 1 presentation - of com m odity exchange according
to value - into question in a rather disastrous way .21 It is clear from the text
that Marx was much bothered by this. My reading is that Marx sets out, in a
unsystematic way, a number of analytical consequences of where he has got to,
together with some possible ways out. We find, for example, a model-like case
in w hich workers own the means of production and exchange products accord
ing to their value; then a move to a 'historical transformation'; next a long
detour on market value and supply and demand generally, without com ing to
the point (in his work of 1896, all this was rightfully ridiculed by Bohm-Bawerk
in this context ) .22
The 'try out' of the historical transformation especially is inconsistent with
the chapter 9 procedure .23
On page M:267 (E:203; F:294) Marx finally arrives at a systematically, and
thus methodologically, relevant statement. Note that he uses the kind of 1859
(or 1867) terminology of exchange (Engels puts the following in the past tense,
suggesting an even more direct reference to Capital, Volume I, chapter 1):
In considering money, it is assumed that commodities are sold at their val
ues, because there is no foundation {Grund} to consider prices deviating
from value since the concern is just the changes in form that com m odi
ties have to undergo w hen they are turned into m oney and then trans
formed back into commodities again [...] it is completely irrelevant for them
as such [the commodities] whether the realised com m odity price is below or

20 Note that, for the following 20 pages, Engels maintains the structure of Marx's text.
21 Instead of Capital, Volume I, chapter 1, we can take the 1859 Critique as a reference
point. On page M:257 (E:191-2) Marx refers to this work (note th at the 1864-65
manuscript for Capital, Volume I is lost - see Kopf et al., 1983. pp. 15*-16*).
22 Bohm-Bawerk, of course, read the text as a final docum ent - that is, as polished by
Engels.
23 Engels, on the other hand, seems to have liked the idea. It has given rise to a
historical, as against a systematic, interpretation of Capital, Volume I, chapter 1 - rightly
criticized by Arthur (1997). Such an interpretation, however, cannot save the chapter 9
procedure (even neglecting the latter's internal problems of the two conditions).
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above their value. The value of the com m odity as groundwork {Grundlage)

remains important, since m oney can only be developed conceptually from
this foundation {Fundament}, and price, in its general concept (seinem allgemeinen Begriff nach), is only valeur monetisie [monetised value; the two
words appear in French]. (M: 267-mt; see E:203, F:294-5)
Methodologically, this is fine. I believe this sheds light on what Marx (with the
1859, or later, text in his mind) intended to do in the 1867 text. It is a conceptual
presentation in stages of complexity. So finally it seems that Marx leans back to
the Method of Concretion?
In fact, Marx shows here (implicitly that is) that the chapter 9 procedure
makes no methodological sense. An abstract magnitude of value cannot be put
into quantitative equality with the magnitude of some concretum.
I round off this section with a comment on Engels' editorial work. Quite
apart from all my methodological critique on chapter 9 as addressed above,
Engels seems to have misjudged Marx's own critique on that chapter in his
chapter 10 manuscript (and Engels' polishing work made all this worse). Thus
Engels provided intelligent people like Bohm-Bawerk with plentiful opportu
nities to point out inconsistencies - inconsistencies that Marx himself in fact
laid bare.

Notes on a small 1878 manuscript:
diverging rates of surplus-value
My suggestion that Marx was not happy with the chapter 9 manuscript is
sustained by the fact that he kept returning to the matter in manuscripts after
the publication of Capital, Volume I (see pages 212-13 above) even if without
substantial progress (that is, in the MEGA 11/14 manuscripts). However, I should
like draw attention to a hint in Marx's final manuscript on the issue (Marx,
2003f/1878?).24 This is a small manuscript of six pages dating probably from
1878 (see Vollgraf and Roth, 2003, p. 697). Consider the following passages:25
For [the] calculation o f the rate o f profit th at the social capital yields it was assumed
(angenommen), 1) that the rate o f surplus-value uniform for the different heaps o f
capital jKapitalmassenj in different branches o f industry, 2) and neglecting turno

ver, i.e. the turnover o f the social capital over the year posited = 1.

24 If we neglect the 25 lines of algebra which is the content of a manuscript from
probably 1877-82.
25 It is extremely difficult to translate these texts. Marx's texts are unpolished and
continuously mixed with shorthand phrases.
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In fact, for the different heaps of capital, different rates o f surplus-value and
different turnover times. (158-mt)

The clarification following this (after seven printed lines on the calibration of
turnover times) is very interesting. Note Marx's usage of the term pure (rein),
which he reserves for law-like entities:
These are just differences {Differenzen} emerging from the pure economic
conditions, namely different {verschiednej magnitudes o f the capitals invested
in business sectors, different rates o f exploitation o f labour-power, different turno
ver times. However [there are] other aspects of the equalisation such as unat

tractiveness, danger and standing of the work. (158-mt)
This text is ambiguous. W ith some hesitation I opt for the interpretation
that the text em phasized by Marx in the second quotation sums up the
pure conditions. (In the alternative interpretation, the tw o assum ptions of
the first citation would presumably be the 'pure conditions'. However, it
would then be most puzzling as to how these could turn into their exact
opposite.)
Remember quotation on page 222, above, from the 1864-65 manuscript
(p. 250) where Marx posited the uniform (general) rate of surplus-value as part
of the 'pure' constellation. Thirteen years later, if my interpretation above
is correct, non-uniform rates of surplus-value are seen as being part of the
theoretically pure constellation - whereas the competition between labourers
has become a subordinate factor. Then even Marx's reason for the troubling
1864-65 chapter 9 type of procedure evaporates.

Conclusions
We have seen that the assessment of Marx's GRP transformation procedure in
chapter 9 of his 1864-65 research manuscript for Das Kapital, Volume III hinges
on the interpretation of the general method he adopts for the three volumes
of Capital. If the adopts the Method of Concretion (cf. page 215 ff, above) then
the procedure is illegitimate. The problem centres on the two equations for
'value' and 'price of production', each posited at a different level of abstrac
tion. Then the mistake is to transpose quantities between these levels. If Marx
adopts the Method of Completion, the procedure is legitimate, though not
without problems. More important, it would make much of Capital, Volume I
problematical.
We have seen that in the course of writing chapter 10 of the research
manuscript, Marx became increasingly worried about the consequences of
chapter 9. For over 15 pages it seems that Marx is leaning towards the Method
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of Completion. However, towards the end of the chapter, he apparently reverts
to 'the Method of Concretion', so leaving the chapter 9 procedure up in the air.
This conclusion applies to the manuscript. On the basis of 'Engels" text (as well
as his interpretation of part 1 of Capital, Volume I) the Method of Completion
is fairly consistent for most of part 2 of Capital, Volume III.
The problem for the interpretation of Marx's work, and for the further develop
ment of marxian theory after Marx, is not that Marx encountered a big problem
that he did not solve. The problem is that Engels, in his editorial work, polished
away most of Marx's worries and so made it appear as if Das Kapital, Volume III
was a near-to-final text instead of just a research manuscript on this issue.
We also saw (see page 218 ff) that the very reason for Marx's troubling
1864-65 chapter 9 type of procedure is in fact the thesis of a uniform rate
of surplus-value. If that thesis is dropped, there is in fact no transformation
'problem'. In reference to Marx's brief last manuscript on the issue, we saw in
the final section above that there is some (thin) evidence that Marx might have
been about to set out on this track.
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