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1 Introduction1
Michael Williams

The chapters which follow have all been sparked by opposition to the 
widespread reversion of contemporary Marxism to the methodologi
cal preoccupations of orthodox social science: positivism, analysis, 
individualism and naturalism. This reversion, manifested most 
recently in self-styled 'analytical Marxism’ (see, Elster, 1982, 1985; 
Roemer, 1981, 1982a, 1982b, 1986a) is based upon the tacit (and 
sometimes explicit) rejection of the crucial place of the Hegelian 
dialectic in Marxist theory, the role of forms of consciousness in 
regulating bourgeois society and of the insights of Marx’s early 
writings on the state, civil society and critique of right. Our aim is not 
to reject analysis, model-building and so on, as tools of social science, 
but only to argue that they cannot form the philosophical basis of the 
validity of social theory. Indeed much of the detailed work of writers 
such as Roemer and Elster is admirable in its own right, but its merits 
do not rest upon them claiming to be the sole legitimate heirs of 
Marxism, or that analysis and individualistic positivism are the 
philosophical foundations of their work. Since they ignore the 
sustained critiques of the latter, from within and without Marxism, 
this is perhaps just as well! Whilst analytical Marxism calls persistently 
for micro-foundations (see, e.g., Roemer, 1986a, p. 1), critical political 
economy insists on the conceptual development of the specifically 
bourgeois social forms, which are indeed then to be grounded in the 
micro-activities of individual agents, conceived as bourgeois 
persons.2

This methodological degeneration has been reflected in political 
economy more generally. In the anglophone world especially, there 
has been a persistent neglect of the form of value and the presupposi
tion of some natural substance of value pre-existing commodity 
exchange. The ‘utility’ or ‘preferences’ of neo-classical economics are 
merely replaced in contemporary Marxist economics by some notion 
of homogeneous labour, whether embodied or, more recently, 
abstract. This in turn has expressed itself in an inability to cope with 
the dialectic of value as form and use-value as content; of valorisation 
and use-value production; and of the market and resource allocation 
to the satisfaction of human need. As a consequence the individual
ism of orthodox social science has either been accepted, or has merely 
been confronted with an assertion of the primacy of classes as social

1



2 Michael Williams

agents, with no adequate account of how the forms of consciousness of 
bourgeois subjects in society come to express the class relations 
implicit in the capital relation. Analytical Marxism, indeed, perceives 
classes as mere coalitions of ‘rational economic men’. The question of 
the social forms of subjectivity has been yielded almost completely to 
bourgeois social science, whilst Marxism has concerned itself almost 
entirely with the structure of bourgeois society, which somehow keeps 
on reproducing itself.

Mainstream Marxism has thus long ceased to offer a critical 
challenge to social science and has been unable to answer challenges to 
itself: for example, to account for its privileging of labour or its 
apparently economistic and functionalist accounts of the relation of 
the state to the economy. Most analytical Marxists, in their flight from 
the sin of functionalism, have attempted to assimilate Marxist political 
economy to the methodological preconceptions of bourgeois social 
science, explicitly espousing positivism, individualism and analysis as 
their epistemological foundations.

This collection is meant as an intervention in this situation, designed 
to revive and reconstruct some neglected (especially in anglophone 
work) arguments within the Marxist tradition. Whilst we have little 
quarrel with the agenda of analytical Marxism, that: ‘The social 
formation of the individual can be explained while at the same time 
requiring that society be understood as the consequence [at least in a 
proximate sense] of many individuals’ action (Roemer, 1986b, p. 
199), we doubt profoundly whether any but the dialectic method can 
possibly cope with such a dialectical object of theory. Each of the 
chapters contributes some fresh and exciting ways out of some of the 
culs-de-sac into which not only Marxist social theory but also orthodox 
social science, in particular economics, have driven themselves. They 
go some way towards meeting the unfulfilled promise of Marxism to 
provide a critical account of all spheres of life in the bourgeois epoch, 
on the basis of the economic.

Opponents of the Hegelian tradition in Marxism frequently make 
reference to the grandiose nature of its project. In thisr instance, 
however, it would appear to be analytical Marxism which sets itself the 
overambitious, if not impossible, task of accounting for eternal verities 
on the basis of historically specific individualistic micro-rational 
behaviour. The goal of critical political economy is more modest: to 
grasp individual micro-rational behaviour in a specific historical era on 
the basis of that era’s own forms of consciousness.

The critical introduction of social forms based upon the dominance
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of the value-form does not merely enable the theoretical development 
to the state-form and the sphere of personal relations; it also lays the 
groundwork for a closely and internally integrated theorisation of the 
economic, the social, the political and the personal, thereby emphasis
ing both the specificity and the internal interdependence of these 
different aspects of bourgeois life. The conceptualisation of individual 
subjects and of classes can then be accomplished in a systematic 
presentation, with the theorisation of their forms of consciousness and 
being providing the essential mediation between the economic, and 
the social and political. The recognition of social form also enables 
theory to avoid reliance on a priori value substances. It thereby 
provides the theoretical basis for the major moral and political critique 
of bourgeois society in terms of the dominance of economic forms over 
the substantive content of the adequacy of resource allocation to the 
reproduction of existence.

The following chapters do not arise from the collective work of some 
new school or tendency and they have a variety of fertile antecedents. 
The logic of the abstract labour approach to value in Marxist 
economics is extended to its inevitable conclusion: namely, that the 
key to value in the bourgeois epoch is that it is the social form imposed 
in the first instance upon the economic and then upon the social, 
political and personal aspects of that society. Without this develop
ment abstract labour would remain as some mysterious asocial 
value-substance pre-existing the systemic exchange which in fact 
constitutes it. From within Marxist philosophy similar results began to 
emerge from the reconstruction of Marx’s discussion of the value- 
form.3 The state-derivation debate from German Marxist political 
science has also provided an initial impetus to some of the chapters. 
The article by Flatow and Huisken (1973), which bases the derivation 
of the state on the society of competing income source subjects, is of 
particular significance in providing a way out of the apparent 
economism of such derivations of the state from the pre-given needs of 
capital. Finally, although none of the authors engages explicitly with 
the Frankfurt School, the influence of its critical social theory -  in 
particular of Habermas’ work on legitimation crises -  is clearly visible. 
Each of the contributions in its own way demonstrates the reinstate
ment of the dialectic into Marxist scholarship as a helpful (not to say 
necessary) characteristic of the accounts rather than a mystificatory 
afterthought, resorted to when the going gets tough. Each chapter 
provides a key contribution to the project of reconstructing a critical 
political economy.
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Arthur, in Chapter 2, critically examines the source of form theory 
in Hegel’s work and thus provides the basis for the reconstruction of 
Marxist theory within a rectification of the Hegelian paradigm in which 
it was first written. He argues that contemporary economics (and 
analytical Marxism) forfeit any claim to true social scientificity because 
of their assumption that subjects treat their conditions of existence as 
given and because of their reduction of economic to natural categories. 
In Marx’s phrase, they seem to assume that rents grow out of the soil 
along with the crops. Notwithstanding the partial insights of these 
examples of what Hegel called ‘abstract understanding’, critical 
political economy, Arthur argues, must seek the necessities inherent in 
historically specific social forms, as the essential framework and 
philosophical foundation of any empirical research, model-building or 
analysis. Thence the growth of a healthy critical political economy 
requires the exact opposite of the reversion to the alien paradigms of 
positivism, individualism and naturalism espoused by the analytical 
Marxists. Since an adequate social science cannot eliminate concepts 
such as social structure, it behoves it to grasp them in an integrated 
coherent whole. It cannot be concerned with individuals, on the one 
hand, and also with social relations, only externally juxtaposed, but 
must concern itself with the social totality that constitutes individuals 
who then enter into social relations within that totality.

Arthur points out that for Hegel the specific bourgeois totality in fact 
exhibits the falling apart of universality and particularly, of form and 
content, which is reflected in the pre-given ‘rational economic man’ of 
bourgeois social science, especially economics. By critical reference to 
Hegel’s work, the significance of labour as a social form of 
self-expression is elaborated. Through labour people’s dependence on 
nature is initially overcome and the subject-object opposition 
transcended, but only at the cost of eventual reversion to a new social 
alienation. Labour is socially recognised as ‘of value’ in bourgeois 
society. However, this is merely an abstract overcoming of the 
alienation of isolated workers, since they remain only externally related 
through money, the sole actual autonomous existence of the form of 
value. In this context, the failing of economics (and of analytical 
Marxism) is that it comes down entirely on either the quantitatively 
determined empirical side of relative price or it reduces money to the 
role of a numéraire of already determined value-relations, whether 
determined by technical coefficients, subjective preferences or 
embodied labour times. The internal interconnectedness of these 
concepts is thus totally neglected.
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Hegel also argues, says Arthur, that the falling apart of the 
individual’s life is reflected at the social level, as bourgeois society 
falls apart into the private and public spheres. Although Hegel in the 
later Philosophy o f Right reverses the order of determination from 
the economic to the ethical and juridical, he does so in search of a 
different ground for the actualisation of the self-realising human 
subject from the evidently inadequate system of needs and labour. 
For Hegelian idealism ‘spirit’ can only be reconciled with the forms of 
bourgeois life through the subjectivity of mutual recognition by 
rightful property owners. The (juridical) form has come to dominate 
the (economic) content. Value has become universal abstract ‘util
ity’, expressed as universal exchange, mediated by money: it is pure 
quantitative form. Arthur shows how the system of needs and man as 
the for-himself, self-subsistent, dissociated bearer of ‘neediness’ is 
reintroduced at the level of civil society.

Hegel recognised political economy to be the science of modern 
bourgeois society, albeit as an uncritical form of that system’s own 
self-presentation. Modern economics jumps from the truth recog
nised by Hegel (as well as Adam Smith) that competitive society’s 
logic is that of self-seeking individuals, to the implausible assump
tions that these ‘competition subjects’ (see Chapter 6) are not socially 
systematically related, and that the mere aggregate of such subjects 
exhausts the meaning of ‘society’. Once again, Arthur argues, this 
conception is a reflection of the separation out of the communal 
aspects of social relations to the discrete sphere of the state, which 
merely abstracts from, rather than abolishes, economic conflict (cf. 
Chapters 6 and 7).

Many of the themes initiated by Arthur are taken up in subsequent 
chapters. He has indicated the loss of coherence and insight likely to 
arise from trying to expunge the Hegelian heritage from Marx, given 
the extent to which Hegel posits the question as to why the products 
of labour take the form of value and anticipates many of the 
conceptual derivations in Marx, even the ‘economic’. Reuten, in 
Chapter 3 provides an exciting reconstruction of Marxist value theory 
precisely in the light of a rectified, neo-Hegelian method. This 
chapter makes the transition from philosophy to social science by 
further elaboration of the dominance of the value-form over the 
economic production and distributions of use-values and goes on to 
reintegrate production and the market as internally interconnected 
moments of the capitalist economy. It also derives the necessary 
privileging of labour from the value-form.
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There are two key new insights in Reuten’s value-form theoretic 
reconstruction of the abstract labour theory of value. The first is the 
concept of ideal precommensuration of labour and its products prior to 
their actual commensuration in the market, which establishes the 
interdependence between production and circulation necessary to the 
commodity form. Because market exchange for money is systemic, the 
resultant quantitative determination of values can be anticipated by 
the economic agents.4 In particular, production is then orientated 
towards the production of commodities and in that way is itself 
form-determined as the duality of technical labour process and 
valorisation process. Capital is then derived as the value-form of 
means of production and labour-power, which can only have meaning 
as self-valorisation.

The second new insight concerns the systematic theorisation of the 
unique role of labour-power in the process of valorisation. Whilst the 
technical labour process requires nature, means of production and 
labour to produce new use-values, only labour both takes on the form 
of value and is not produced within the capitalist economy. Thence 
only labour is a socially necessary element of production of value-ad
ded in the valorisation process. The main target of critique is the 
reduction by existing theories of value of the use-value/value 
opposition in the commodity to one of its poles, and thence of the 
production process to the technical labour process: a classical rejection 
of the dialectic. Both neo-classical and Ricardian theories are unable 

j  to internally theorise money, the sole autonomous existence of the 
value-form, precisely because they examine the capitalist economy as 
if its essence consisted in the (production and) bartering of use-values, 
of which monetary relations were a mere reflection.

Reuten argues that the starting point of the presentation of the 
j  capitalist economy is the dissociation of production, consumption and 

labour, and the specifically capitalist mode of association necessitated 
by it: the value-form. It is only by taking on this form that the products 
of privately regulated dissociated labour, and thence that labour itself, 
come to be socially recognised. Concomitantly the capacity to labour-  
labour-power -  whilst not produced within the capitalist production 
process, also takes on a value-form, namely, the wage. Since value is 
pure quantitative form the driving force of capitalist production can 
only be continual quantitative expansion of value, or valorisation. 
Thence the creation of useful objects is subordinated to the specifically 
bourgeois form in which it occurs. Not only is the bourgeois epoch 
determined by its specific social forms but it is, Reuten argues, specific
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in being form-determined. It is shown how the market of universal 
money-mediated exchanges grounds the doubling of useful objects 
into use-value and money; of labour-power into potential labour and 
the wage; and of labour into particular-concrete and universal-abstract 
labour. Thence the commodity is constituted as the dialectical unity of 
value and use-value; privately performed labour is constituted as a 
specific fraction of aggregate social abstract labour; and money as the 
sole autonomous expression of the value-form (cf. Chapter 5).5

Attempts at an individualistic and positivistic reconstruction of 
Marxism are not new. One of the more influential within anglophone 
political economy has been that of writers such as Dobb, Sweezy and 
Meek. On the basis of the now familiar rectified neo-Hegelian 
methodological imperatives, Taylor’s critique of Marxist positivism 
argues that this tradition led to the dominance of a Marxist variant of 
positivism in much anglophone Marxist economics, and that the way 
forward lies in grasping that it is inherent within bourgeois society that 
its social science will tend to take these particular forms. Like 
contemporary analytical Marxism, Dobb’s project was to beat 
positivist social science at its own game by showing that Marxist 
solutions to the conceptual problems of economics were superior on 
analytical and positivist criteria. Marxism was to be shown to yield 
more adequate empirical constants as parameters of a (mathematical) 
general equilibrium model of the capitalist economy from which 
systemic laws (in the Humean sense) could be derived. Taylor shows 
how a thorough-going positivism of this kind necessarily reverts to the 
abstractly idealist a priori imposition of form by the will of the 
observing scientist. Form and content -  in Dobb’s theory of bourgeois 
society, as in that society itself -  have, albeit unconsciously, fallen 
apart. The question of why the empirical data of the capitalist 
economy appear in the form of calculable magnitudes is never posed.

Meek’s putative critique of positivism, Taylor argues, led eventually 
to his rejection of the labour theory of value. He replaced Dobb’s 
externally given technical constants with the internal concept of social 
relation. Value was to be conceived as the historically specific 
emanation of the division of labour and exchange, expressing 
production relations between people. The trans-historical constant of 
human society was the social allocation of human labour and its 
specifically bourgeois form was a commodity-producing labour. But 
the question as to why labour takes this form is again unposed and the 
distinction between simple and capitalist commodity production is not 
made (cf. Chapter 3). Indeed, it is unclear what is the constant content
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of which capitalist wage-labour was the specifically bourgeois form. 
Once again form and content are not internally related, but rather the 
latter is the pre-given substance upon which the former is externally 
imposed. In the event, Meek’s method turns out to be little more than 
Dobb’s positivism plus a historical story. Meek’s Ricardian search for 
an absolute standard/substance of value pre-existing exchange leads 
him into the (ultimately incoherent) realms of a labour-embodied 
theory of value, thereby losing touch with the determination of the 
capitalist economy by the form of value and trivialising abstract labour 
to the result of an ideal abstraction from different concrete labours.

Once again the ideal abstractions of positivism and an externally 
imposed form complement each other. In positivist fashion a complex 
phenomenon -  capitalism -  is merely constructed by the super-adding 
of discrete, empirically identifiable events (exchange, division of 
labour, etc.). What is missing is the specific social form in which the 
equivalence between dissimilar labours exists. The major silence in 
these political economies is on the question of money, the sole 
autonomous existence of value. This lacuna indicates the lack of grasp 
of the significance of the value-form.

For many practising social scientists questions of social form are 
perceived as being the purview of philosophy, with little effect upon 
their professional practice of analysis, model-building and empirical 
investigation. Kay confronts this issue directly in Chapter 5 by arguing 
that the analytical impact of the conceptual developments of critical 
political economy has to be traced if it is to influence orthodox social 
science. In doing so he provides the basis for taking issue with the 
dogged one-sidednesss of statements such as: ‘the concepts of class and 
exploitation are not essentially determined by reference to a labour 
market, but are intimately related to property rights’ (Elster, 1986b, p. 
4). Kay argues that property rights, along with the propertylessness of 
the labourer, are precisely what determine the labour market, by 
determining the systematic characteristics of the ‘players’ in it. Thus 
‘marxism claims’ that ‘proletarians are unfree’ (Elster, 1986b, p. 6) 
fundamentally because all bourgeois persons share an unfreedom, 
ameliorated only by control of sufficient property: which is precisely 
that of which the proletarian is free!

Kay’s chapter addresses the problem associated with the formation 
of the ‘price’ of labour in order that it can be grasped by the value-form 
in terms of those two peculiar and central ‘commodities’: labour- 
power and money. Reuten has already argued that labour-power is not 
produced under capitalist relations of production. Kay elaborates
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further on labour-power as the capacity to labour, pointing out that the 
distinction between labour and labour-power is antithetical to 
economic methodology. If the opposition of critical and analytical 
theory is to be transcended, he argues, an integrated account of the 
social forms of the autonomous existence of value and of labour-power 
will be needed. Kay proceeds by outlining the transformation of the 
value of labour-power into the wage, or price, of labour-power. But 
first, money must be conceptualised as the sui generis of the equivalent 
form of value, and the sole (albeit unstable) measure of value. Kay 
makes the crucial point that exchange does not presuppose an 
equivalent between some pre-existent value substance, but rather 
constitutes value as price at the moment of exchange for money. Thus 
monetary exchange is neither the expression of equal embodied labour 
times nor the mere manifestation of some underlying value economy. 
Rather the determinacy of relative prices, to the extent that it exists, 
arises from the existence of each monetary exchange as but one in a 
universal and ongoing system of such exchanges.

The main thrust of Kay’s argument is that economics has theorised 
exhaustively this universal system of exchange, but without an 
adequate account of the peculiarities of money and labour-power 
within it; specifically that they are not, and cannot be, reproduced by 
capitalist market mechanisms. This qualitative difference affects 
analytical models because the production of labour-power outside the 
regulatory system of the market of profitable activities enables 
discrepancies to arise between the wage and the value of labour- 
power. There can be no micro-economic adjustment of such disequi- 
libria, only macro-adjustments via inflation and unemployment, 
which in a decentralised system of market regulation are as likely to 
lead to error-enhancing as to error-cancelling feedbacks. In contrast to 
Keynesian instability analysis, this Marxist version derives albeit 
similar conclusions from the objective conditions of existence of value 
and capital, rather than the subjective proclivities of property owners 
vis-à-vis savings and investment decisions.

Kay then goes on to argue that recognition of the peculiarities of 
labour-power can enable a concrétisation both of Marx’s theory of the 
abstract potential for crises implicit in the antinomies of the bourgeois 
epoch and of his much-criticised theory of distribution based on the 
value of the wage-bundle. The point is that it is precisely the 
peculiarity of labour-power, along with the inherent instability of a 
monetary economy, which may generate self-reinforcing discrepan
cies between values (those prices systematically required for crisis-free
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reproduction) and manifest prices. Further, it is clear that wages are not 
determined in any empirically quantitative sense by subsistence needs. 
Once the wage is perceived as a value-form not determined in any way 
by the production processes of labour-power (since these are 
non-capitalist), the way is open for the analysis of its determination by 
the course of capitalist accumulation. Amongst the analytical insights 
that this generates is the necessity for wages to be high enough, as well as 
not too high, in order to maintain capitalist accumulation.

Nevertheless, rectifying the lack of critical truth of orthodox 
economics and social science requires more than either philosophically 
underpinning its analysis or modifying the detailed results of that 
analysis. The source of its lack of scientificity lies fundamentally in its 
unfounded presuppositions (principally ‘rational economic man’) and 
its inability to ground these ideal abstractions. Individual people are 
clearly not self-subsistent entities wilfully and freely associating in 
accordance with undetermined preferences. How are the agents of 
economics, of political science and of psychology internally intercon
nected in actual bourgeois persons? How is their agency interconnected 
with the structure of bourgeois society? Are the different disciplines just 
harmlessly partial on the basis of the pragmatic division of intellectual 
labour, or does their falling apart reflect a diremption in the object- 
totality of social science? These are some of the questions often rele
gated to the ‘too-difficult tray’ by social science, but which a critical 
political economy must confront.

In order to initiate an enquiry into the interconnections of agency and 
structure in the bourgeois epoch, in Chapter 6 Williams takes the crucial 
step from the economic to the social and the political by grounding the 
bearers of economic relations in the subjects of the concomitant income 
sources (land, money and industrial capital and labour) competing with 
each other for their successful deployment. The systematic introduction 
of the epochally specific forms of subjectivity is the key to providing 
functional accounts of social phenomena, without falling into either 
teleological functionalism or uncritical positivist individualisnj.6 With 
an adequate internal account of subjectivity and the acceptance of the 
unity of being and consciousness, systemic functional adaptation can be 
grounded in the micro-activity of intentional agents (see also the 
discussion of precommensuration in Chapter 3). Systematic dialectical 
theory also enables causal accounts without infinite regress,7 and (once 
subjectivity and will have been incorporated along with precommensur
ation) without the restrictive assumption of temporal priority of cause 
over effect.8
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The notion of system at work here can be explained in the following 
way: it is the unfolding of the interdependent conditions of existence of 
the crucial abstractions characterising the system, which we may 
presume are being grounded, at the most concrete level in willed, 
intentional subjective activity, as long as we have evidence that the 
system remains fundamentally unchanged or that the society with 
which we are dealing remains fundamentally capitalist. None of this 
assumes that ‘history is a process with a given goal, whose realization is 
somehow guaranteed independently of any knowledge of the indivi
dual actions by which it is to be brought about’ (Elster, 1986b, p. 
206), whatever Hegel may or may not have argued! What it does do is 
provide a coherent account of precisely that social system in which it is 
useful for its analysis to assume that ‘agents are equally rational’, ‘that 
they know each other to be equally rational’ and that ‘Cooperative 
games... are logically secondary to non-cooperative games’ (Elster, 
1986b, p. 207); that is to say precisely that society in which rational 
choice game-theoretic models may have some validity in grounding 
the abstract moments of the system in the, perhaps contingent, 
micro-activity of rational agents. None of this, however, legitimates 
the resort to methodological individualism.

Whereas neither neo-classical economics nor analytical Marxism 
can ground their universal, trans-historical ‘rationality postulate’, 
form theory can indeed ground such a postulate in the account of 
‘competitive society’ as a moment of the bourgeois totality. Rather 
than rejecting a functionalist approach in favour of micro-foundations 
(Elster, 1986b, p. 214), dialectical theory aims to develop functional 
accounts and seek their micro -grounds.9 The point is not to engage in 
‘the structuralist theories that substitute necessity for choice’ (Elster, 
1985, p. 14), but rather to examine the specifically bourgeois forms of 
the dialectic between necessity and choice (not to mention ‘between 
the psychic causality that shapes aims and desires and the social 
causality that thwarts and frustrates them’: Elster, 1985, p. 24). For 
this project ‘rational choice models’ may well be useful in providing 
the micro-grounding, but only if they are embedded within a 
systematic theory. An avowedly neo-Hegelian method may yet rescue 
the analytical Marxists from the temptation ‘to believe that features 
which are privileged at the level of model-building are so in reality as 
well’ (Elster, 1985, p. 42), to which their espousal of positivist 
individualism as the epistemological basis of their analysis indicates 
that they have succumbed. Inflating the status of the ought-to-be-ta- 
ken-for-granted tools (analysis, model-building, empirical investiga-
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tion, etc.) and professional imperatives (rigour, self-criticism, etc.) of 
the social scientist into that of epistemological/ontological found
ations is akin to founding the artistic merit of a sculpture on the nature 
of the hammer and chisel (or perhaps more appositely, the callipers) of 
the sculptor.

The analytical insights of both economics and Marxism, particularly 
in their accounts of policy, Williams argues, have been disabled by 
their inadequate, respectively individualist and instrumentalist 
and/or functionalist, attempts to move beyond the abstract analysis 
of the economy to conceptions of the agent of that policy: the state. His 
chapter takes off from the state-derivation debate of the early 1970s 
and develops its insights in the light of the theory of the capitalist 
economy developed in Chapter 3. The key step is the systematic 
development of subjectivity and of the necessary rights to property 
and existence. Subjectivity is shown to be incompatible with competi
tive society taken in abstraction, thus pushing the presentation to the 
introduction of the state (and the private sphere). It is argued that 
property income sources are categorically different from the capacity 
to labour, which takes on a specific significance as the income source of 
last resort. Bourgeois subjectivity, especially that of the propertyless 

{j  labourer, entails the right to existence to which the capitalist economy 
is necessarily indifferent and which is continually under threat from 
the tendencies inherent in the cyclical reproduction of the economy. 
The crucial contradications between value and use-value, valorisation 
and resource allocation adequate to particular existence, and capital- 
accumulation and the enhancement of individual well-being are shown 
to be grounded in the separation out of the use value imperatives of 
existence and well-being abstractly to the sphere of politics: namely, 
the state. It is argued that within the bourgeois epoch the antinomies of 
bourgeois life cannot be concretely overcome, but rather only given a 
manageable form of existence in the separation of the communal from 
the economic in the form of the political.

The state, it is argued, necessarily takes the form of universal social 
subject acting from outside civil society. As such it can offer only an 
abstract political, rather than a concretely social reproduction of the 
right to existence, since the latter would in fact collapse the 
fragmentation of bourgeois society into civil society, state and private 

/  sphere. Nevertheless, the state and civil society exist necessarily in the 
contradictory form of separation-in-unity, since the former must 
inevitably intervene in the latter and since the legitimation of the state 
depends upon its being perceived as the emanation of the wills of
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bourgeois persons as citizens. The falling apart of particularity and 
universality at the most abstract level is here grounded in the concrete 
falling apart of civil society and the state.

The reflection of this falling apart at the level of the bourgeois 
individual, who exists in the fragmented unity of competition subject, 
citizen and private subject, enables the account to get to grips with the 
apparent irrationality of working-class politics in bourgeois society, */ 
since distributional and alienation-reducing gains by workers, directly 
or via social expenditure, would seem to be bound to undermine the 
prosperity upon which they depend. The antinomies of working-class 
politics reflect the contradictions of the bourgeois epoch.

It is crucial that what is at issue here is the right to existence, rather 
than the right to existence. The point is that it is only within the specific 
fragmentation of the bourgeois epoch that being takes on the abstract J 
form of right, which is then the basis of the bourgeois state. The merely 
abstract nature of bourgeois right and thence of liberal justifications of 
the rights-based state is the object of the critique in Chapter 7, written 
by Geoffrey Kay. Social contract theories of the state neatly manage to 
avoid the issue of the propertylessness of labourers, and the 
asymmetry of the labour contract (cf. Chapter 3) at the heart of the 
bourgeois economy. The key notion of liberal theory is that the polity 
is based upon will, not force. Whilst in Chapter 6 this contradiction is 
shown to be grounded in the separation-in-unity of the bourgeois state 
and civil society, Kay rather focusses on constructing a Marxist 
critique of social contract theory analogous to Marx’s own critique of 
the classical labour theory of value, since both share a common 
antecedent in the natural law tradition.

The liberal argument moves from the system of private property and 
contractual relations to the rule of law enforced by a sovereign state, 
which then (if free will is to be maintained) must be in some way the 
expression of such individual will via a social contract. Kay’s critique 
focusses, once again, on the essential unfreedom of the labour contract 
as the basis of the antinomies of civil society upon which the state is 
founded. The point is that to reduce human relations to contract is to 
reduce humans to property owners and is reflected in the reduction of 
social being to abstract right enforced in the form of law. Whilst liberal 
theory, both of exchange and of contract, assumes a pre-existing 
natural homogeneity of labour, Marx argued for a historically specific 
social homogenising process through universal exchange: the value- 
form. Similarly the equivalence established by universal exchange 
does not reflect some pre-existing natural equivalence but is itself the
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result, expressed ultimately in the determination by money, of the 
process of actual universal abstraction in the market (see Chapter 3).

Exactly analogous arguments, Kay insists, can be applied to the 
subjects of property and their relations of contract. Such subjects are 
constituted as equivalent in terms of right by the universal processes 
of contract, just as their properties are so constituted in terms of 
value by universal exchange. Again, this is a direct rejection of the 
liberal naturalistic bases posited for both exchange and contract. The 
state is then the universal form of right and is thus a specifically 
bourgeois form of political power. No more than money and 
labour-power can property right and the state be considered as 
trans-historical and natural. And no more than money remains the 
passive lubricant of universal exchange to which orthodox economics 
confines it can the state be confined to the passive laissez-faire ‘night 
watchman’ of liberal theory. Indeed the dominance of civil society by 
money means that it and the state constitute a unity as the objective 
and (social) subjective moments of the regulation of the bourgeois 
totality (cf. Chapter 6).

The state is not willed into existence by a social contract, but is 
rather the objective condition of the existence of private property. 
Since that property encompasses capital, and contracts include 
crucially the labour contract, the state, Kay argues, is immediately a 
class state, whilst at the same time being the democratic sovereign. In 
this duality the state is the reappearance at the social level of the 
antinomies of the capital relation, also characterised by the contra
dictory unity of command and contractual right. The crux of Kay’s 
critique of liberal theory is that whilst it insists on conceiving the state 
as contractually based, it at the same time insists on rejecting the 
notion of the capital relation as being a contractual one; as, in fact, it 
must if it is to reconcile sovereignty and natural individual rights, as 
well as the legitimacy of the capital relation with the alleged natural 
right of individuals to self-determination of their person. Indeed it is 
the essential ‘original sin’ of the bourgeois epoch that ultimately even 
people’s relationship to themselves is posited only in the alienated 
external form of a right of property over their person. Once again, we 
have arrived at the crucial antinomy of the bourgeois epoch: the 
falling apart of subject and object. It is precisely because the person 
and the person’s capacities, specifically to labour, are incoherent 
objects of a property relationship that being, the unity of subject and 
object, leads such a fragmented existence in bourgeois society. It is 
reduced to the exclusively individualistic activities of the competition
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subject on the one hand, and the entirely abstractly social formal right 
to existence of the bourgeois person on the other.

Faced with the implications of contractual alienation of onself 
implied by the conception of the capital relation as contract, liberal 
theory prefers flatly to deny such a conception. Critical political 
economy, however, seeks to theorise the conditions of existence of this 
actually existing contradiction of a contract which alienates the 
inalienable and incorporates subordination along with equivalence. 
Individual rights are social not natural, and it is the social form which 
enforces alienation of self and submission to the external forces of 
valorisation and of the state as a prerequisite of access to subsistence. 
The authority of capital in the capital relation is reflected and enforced 
in the social authority of the state not only in defending and upholding 
private property, but in administration of the lives of its citizens: as 
abstract equals, of course! So those unable to enter the labour contract 
can have no right to state provision in accordance with need (but rather 
only an abstract political right to existence with no concrete social 
content: see Chapter 6), since such would undermine the conditions of 
existence of human labour as the quasi-commodity labour-power.

The focus on the necessary interconnections of the bourgeois epoch 
can lead to neglect of the dynamics of intra-epochal developments 
within that epoch. Whilst it might be plausible to posit the contingency 
of intra-epochal developments in the advanced capitalist social 
formations of the metropolises, the structural location of underde
veloped capitalist formations (UCFs) within the world economy must 
be expected to undergo such developments. The final chapter extends 
the analytical implications of critical political economy to the analysis 
of other than advanced capitalist societies, in particular by operationa
lising the abstraction ‘relative autonomy’.

Giilalp’s contribution includes an account of the relation between 
capital accumulation and the state in UCFs and draws some 
conclusions for the theory of the state more generally. Building on the 
critical reconstruction of another tradition of Marxist state-theory -  
structural functionalism -  this chapter examines the interconnections 
between accumulation, class structure and the state. A UCF, charac
terised by the presence of a plurality of modes of production dominated 
by capitalism and integrated into the world economy in a subordinate 
position, may be expected to undergo a series of phases in its 
development. Each of these, it is argued, is characterised by a different 
‘pattern of capital accumulation’ constituted by changing modes of 
integration into the international division of labour and concomitant
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internal class structure. The concept of ‘pattern of accumulation’ exists 
at an intermediate level of abstraction between the abstract value-form 
determined economy and the concrete conditions of its existence in 
class-conflict. The dynamics of transition, then, involve both economic 
and legitimation crises, issuing in a new structural location within the 
world capitalist economy as well as a new political regime.

Existing theorisation of phases of development is thus extended from 
a focus on the changing technical/economic structure to include a 
presentation of their political conditions of existence. The theory of 
regimes of regulation (Taylorism, Fordism, etc. ) is examined and found 
wanting in terms of relevance to UCFs, partly because of its inadequate 
theorisation of the state and partly because it relies upon responses to 
over-accumulation at the centre not relevant to the periphery. In UCFs 
threatened underconsumption has typically resulted not in rising wages 
and the integration of the working class but rather in increased 
consumption by an expanding indigenous bourgeoisie.

What is abstracted from in the theorisations of the state in Chapters 6 
and 7 is the concrete form of existence of the state as many nation states. 
In Gülalp’s chapter this more concrete level cannot be avoided since it 
is not self-evident that the state of UCFs can be immediately 
conceptualised as a capitalist state. Existing attempts to concretise the 
presentation of such states, Giilalp argues, have tended either to an 
inverted instrumentalism in their conception of them as enjoying a 
relative autonomy from the plurality of modes of production and class 
structures typical of UCFs, or to a dependency version of functionalism 
(with reference to the imperialist phase of capitalism). Drawing 
implicitly on a form-theoretic conception of the state and its relation to 
the capitalist economy, this chapter attempts to transcend both 
economic and political reductionism. The complex entity ‘pattern of 
accumulation’ clearly exists at the same intermediate level of analysis as 
the ‘competitive society’ of Chapter 6. It is a concrétisation of that 
concept of relevance to developing UCFs, in which it is recognised that 
such societies are peopled not only by the capitalist competition 
subjects of property owners and labourers reflecting the character 
masks of the capital relation, but also by other subjects with varying and 
complex economic and social determinants. This intermediate level is 
also the site of contingent intra-epochal development, such as that 
required for an account of UCFs.

All the chapters share a common concern to break out of the 
strait-jacket of individualistic and positivist social science which can 
offer no serious critique of bourgeois society. Nevertheless they by no
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means constitute a ‘new orthodoxy': controversy is very much alive 
within and between the contributions presented here.

For example, Reuten and Taylor differ in their response to the 
Ricardian remnants in Marxist economics. Whilst the former per
ceives embodied labour as at most a non-binding natural constraint on 
valorisation and accumulation totally subordinated by the value-form, 
the latter conceives it as the real, pre-existing substance of value upon 
which the value form is imposed. This kind of disagreement indicates a 
methodological difference as to the significance of historical as 
opposed to conceptual development and, similarly, as to the effectivity 
of natural as opposed to social determinants. Kay and Reuten disagree 
about the correct presentation of the privileged position of labour 
within the bourgeois epoch, the value-form of labour-power, and the 
necessity of money having a commodity base. Whilst Kay perceives 
the capital relation as involving unequal exchange between commod
ity holders mediated by money (which is also commodity-based), 
Reuten conceives the importance of labour as lying in its creation 
outside capitalist commodity relations, whereby it is the sole source of 
value-added when integrated into those relations. Once again the 
significance of trans-historically natural, as against that of historically 
specific social, determination seems to underlie these differences.

The dialectic of form and content of value is also differently 
perceived by the different authors. Kay and Taylor come closest to a 
classical dichotomy between values as ratios on the one hand, and 
money prices on the other, between which there has to be one or more 
transformation. Arthur, Reuten and Williams, in contrast, conceive of 
money as the only actual autonomous existence of value, and money v  
prices as the only systemic quantitative expression of (relative) values. 
What is at issue here is the significance attached to form. Whilst 
Williams and Reuten perceive it as a fundamental characteristic of the 
bourgeois epoch that it is form determined, Giilalp, Kay and Taylor 
place more stress on the imposition of a particular bourgeois form on a 
historically pre-existent content.

Williams and Kay deal with the concept of right in different ways 
and locate the basis of the modern state in the right to individual 
existence differently. Whilst Kay emphasises the objective 'command' 
structure of the state as a capitalist state, Williams stresses the 
necessity of grasping the specifically bourgeois form of subjectivity, 
will and right: namely, abstract free will, and abstract right existing 
only as formal political right. Consequently whilst Kay (in agreement 
with Arthur) theorises the antinomies of the capital relation in terms of
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the absence of any right to existence, Williams argues that precisely 
the reproduction of the specifically bourgeois form of right entails the 
(albeit only abstractly political) right to existence as the basis of the 
welfare state.

Giilalp and Williams also have different conceptualisations of the 
‘political’, revealed in their responses to the German ‘state-derivation’ 
debate. Whilst the former sees the political as a functional epipheno- 
menon of the economic, with its relative autonomy deriving from a 
concrete concatenation of political struggle, for the latter it is by no 
means the contingent concrete surface of bourgeois society but is 
rather determined fundamentally by its necessary separation-in-unity 
vis-à-vis the economic kernel of competitive society.

Many of these differences can be traced to a differential emphasis on 
conceptual as opposed to historical development. Giilalp, Kay, and 
in particular Taylor, on the one hand, place much more emphasis on 
the historical as opposed to the conceptual development of bourgeois 
social forms than do Arthur, Reuten and Williams on the other. It is 
worth noting that the historical and the conceptual modes of 
presentation enjoy an uneasy coexistence in Marx’s own work* and 
that whilst the theory of the bourgeois epoch relies for its validity upon 
conceptual development, it is a specific historical epoch, so that the 
historical account of its coming into being can also be enlightening.

Whilst there is no general agreement as to how the dialectic of 
critique and (empirical) analysis is to be developed, all the authors 
represented here agree on the mystificatory results of ignoring that 
dialectic by reducing social science to analysis. What remains to be 
examined is the extent to which critical political economy merely 
provides the philosophical foundations of an essentially unchanged 
economic analysis, or will such a critical political economy necessarily 
transcend (which does not mean it rejects) economics by providing the 
conceptual basis upon which its tools of analysis, empirical investiga
tion and model-building might be made to yield otherwise obscured 
insights into the true nature of the object of analysis: bourgeois 
society? How can the criticality of critical political economy be 
maintained whilst the potential analytical impact of its conceptual 
derivations is realised? One thing is clear: the abdication from 
dialectical systematicity in favour of the method of positivist indivi
dualism which has proved so inadequate to orthodox social science 
obviously offers no more resolution than have earlier attempts to 
assimilate dialectics to positivism (even in the days when the latter had 
not been so thoroughly discredited).
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A related issue now facing critical political economy is the dialectic 
of necessity and contingency. How are the contingent moments which 
are proximate determinants of intra-epochal developments to be 
integrated into the systematic presentation of the necessary moments, 
contradictions and tendencies of the object-totality? This is clearly 
central to the project of drawing out the analytical import of critical 
conceptual development, since the empirically actual which is the stuff 
of analysis is always to some degree contingent.10 Once again, a 
method which seeks its epistemological and ontological basis in the 
positivist analysis of empirical individuals, only ideally abstracted into 
rational economic agents, will be unable to distinguish between the 
necessary and the contingent, the epochally specific and the eternally 
naturally given. But, on the other hand, correctly located within a 
dialectical systematic presentation, the models of analytical Marxism 
may help to provide the micro-level grounding of a dialectical account 
of the bourgeois epoch.

The adherence of both the ‘new classical’ economics, and the 
‘neo-Keynesians’ to ‘natural rate’ theory and the doctrine of ‘rational 
expectations’ seems ultimately to imply that the economic system 
generates structural moments and tendencies which cannot merely be 
overridden by an all-powerful state and that this system is reproduced 
by the structurally determined consciousness of economic agents. 
What neither does is offer an ab initio integrated theorisation of the 
implications of this for the development of the social system as a 
whole. This collection aims to make a start on this, and to provoke a 
constructive debate with analytical and ‘quantitative’ Marxism.

Notes

1. This introduction has benefited from discussions with all the authors. 
However, it expresses the opinions of the editor who remains 
responsible for the interpretation of the work given here, as well as for 
any failings of that interpretation.

2. The peculiar assertion that Marxism is typically somehow stuck in 
empirical history, from which it is not prepared to abstract (e.g. 
Roemer, 1986b, p. 1) deserves less attention. Presumably what 
analytical Marxists are getting at is that other forms of Marxism do not 
share their particular fundamental abstraction of atomistically maximis
ing rational economic man: which indeed critical political economy does 
not.
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3. Eldred (1984b) is the crucial reference in English.
4. Precommensuration then provides a central ‘feedback loop' which 

offers an answer to the question: ‘how can behaviour be explained in 
terms of something that occurs at a time posterior to it?’; namely, ‘that 
the explanadum cannot be an individual event, but rather must be a 
persistent pattern of behaviour, so that the occurrence of the behaviour 
at time t\ has consequences that contribute to its occurrence at time t2.’ 
(Elster, 1985, pp. 28-9).

5. It would be difficult to dismiss this careful and rigorous account as an 
‘Orthodox marxism [which] sees labour value as existing logically 
prior to price.’ (Roemer, 1982c, pp. 99).

6. See Elster (1986b) for a critique of functionalism in Marxist thought; 
and Cohen (1978) for a defence of that which is valid in functional 
accounts.

7. See Elster (1986b).
8. See, e.g., Cohen (1978, p. 223).
9. See, e.g., Elster (1985, p. 5ff.) for the conflation of micro-economic 

foundations, and micro-(economic) grounds.
10. Calvin Taylor has pointed out that Marx discusses these issues in a 

critique of Hegel in Marx (1927, pp. 64-70).



2 Hegel’s Theory of Value
C. J. Arthur

INTRODUCTION1

In situating Hegel’s understanding of economic relationships it is 
useful to outline three broad approaches to the subject. First of all 
there is naturalism: the assumption is that the science concerns 
relationships between Man and nature and, more particularly, 
imperatives flowing from the scarcity of resources relative to need. All 
the economic categories are mapped on to natural categories such as 
labour, land, machinery, productivity, fertility, location in space and 
time, and so forth. As Marx observed sarcastically, these people seem 
to think that rents grow out of the soil along with the crops. Second, 
there is the attempt to explain economic phenomena in terms of the 
interplay of subjective choices. The important thing about this is that 
what is presupposed is a monological subject; that is to say, whether it 
involves utility maximisation, preference schedules, cost-benefit 
analysis or whatever, it assumes the agency of a self treating its 
conditions of existence, including the presence of other agents, as 
given, and external to it.

Third, there is the recognition of economics as a properly social 
science. It attempts to discern objective laws; these are not natural 
laws, however, but necessities inherent in specific social forms of 
organisation of the metabolism between Man and nature. It is also 
historical in that it seeks to understand the genesis, development and 
decay of such social forms. This third approach is capable of absorbing 
elements of truth in the previous two views, it should be noted.

Karl Marx is the greatest representative of this understanding of 
economic activity. At the same time he acknowledges the paradox of 
bourgeois relationships; namely, that the economists’ model of a 
rational economic agent has a certain validity, precisely because this 
social form dissociates individuals from each other. But he points out 
against Smith and Ricardo that this ‘individual’ is not an original 
presupposition of all economies but a historic result: ‘Only in the 
eighteenth century, in “civil society”, do the various forms of social 
connection first confront the individual as a mere means for his private 
purposes, as external necessity. But the epoch which produces this 
standpoint, that of the singular individual, is also precisely that of the 
hitherto most developed social relations.’2 Marx’s predecessor,

21



22 C. J. Arthur

G. W. F. Hegel, also firmly locates economic activity within the social 
and historical domains. His work stands in sharp contrast to the 
empiricism, naturalism and individualism of the bulk of economic 
thought today.

Many trends in recent Marxist theory ignore Marx’s Hegelian 
heritage and assimilate his work to alien methodological paradigms. A 
prime example of this is John Elster’s work. In order further to 
illuminate these methodological remarks let us consider a passage 
from his recent book, An Introduction To Karl Marx (1986a). There is 
an interesting contradiction in his chapter on methodology, in which 
he proclaims himself a methodological individualist. Methodological 
individualism suggests that ultimately all explanations in social science 
should reduce to facts about individuals; instituted social relations are 
merely their expression. Thus Adam Smith explains commodity-ca
pitalist production relations in terms of a ‘natural propensity’ for 
individuals ‘to truck, barter and exchange’. As Steven Lukes (1977) 
has shown in a well-known paper, this method has no serious prospects 
of success, yet it continues to exercise its fascination.

Elster repeats Hobbes’ error of supposing such reductionist 
strategies to be typical of natural science, and hence of science as such. 
Whatever may be the case with certain natural sciences, it is clear that 
social science cannot eliminate explanatory concepts such as social 
structure, social norms, relations of production, and so forth. Nor does 
Elster! In flat contradiction to the thesis of methodological individual
ism he casually concedes that ‘relations between individuals must be 
let in on the ground floor of social explanation.’3 To admit this is to 
admit that he is thoroughly muddled.

Let us elucidate the contradiction further. The features of this 
standpoint map remarkably well on to those of the ‘abstract 
understanding’ described by Hegel in his Logic. In the section on 
‘Essence’ Hegel describes the explanatory terms used in this kind of 
thinking as correlative pairs whose inner unity is not explicitly 
actualised; rather their connection is simply posited unreflectively. 
Given this approach, an object of study -  society in our case -  will be 
seen to involve two aspects -  the individuals and their relations -  but 
whichever is taken as essential the other will be left over as inessential, 
unincorporated in the explanation. That turns out to be a mistake, 
continues Hegel, because the very distinction between the essential 
and the inessential at the same time affirms their unity in that each can 
be identified only through the mediation of its opposite, which must 
hence also be affirmed. However, if the thinker lacks any grasp of the
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true mediatedness of the whole then he or she can only treat the two 
aspects of the object in a contradictory way: the allegedly self-subsis- 
tent differences must yet be connected in the whole. The abstract 
understanding ‘combines the two statements... by an “also ’, without 
bringing these thoughts into one’ in a unified account, says Hegel.4 
This applies marvellously to the contradiction in Elster: essentially we 
are dealing only with ‘individuals’, but their ‘relations’ also are 
admitted to be necessary to social explanation.

It should be noted that Hegel thinks that valuable, if limited, results 
may be obtained with this method. This will be so wherever the 
relations concerned may be treated for certain purposes as purely 
external relations. But if, in fact, the nature of the social totality 
(family, production, symbolic order, etc.) constitutes individuals as 
they appear and act socially, while at the same time the social relations 
are nothing but their relations and alterable by them according to 
determinable possibilities, then to understand how this can be requires 
a more sophisticated logic. It is not a matter of establishing the social 
relations appropriate to a plurality of already formed individuals 
(Hobbes), or of inserting the individuals into transcendent social 
structures (Althusser) or ‘discourses’ (post-Althusserianism), but of 
seeing self-development as a process of social mediation.

However, what if the dominant structure of social relations should 
in fact be so constituted as to present itself as ‘a structure of essence’ in 
Hegel’s terms? This is precisely the case with modern bourgeois 
society. As we shall see, what Hegel characterises as the sphere of ‘civil 
society’ exhibits just such falling apart of universal and particular, 
form and content, which are related without being unified. It is not 
surprising then that ideologists generalise a methodological principle 
for social theory on this basis; that is to say, they express the ideology 
of the ‘man’ of civil society, namely the pre-given man taken as a 
self-grounded point of reference for monological calculation in his 
relations with other such men. (That so-called ‘strategic action’ is still 
monological is pointed out by Habermas.)'' Social structures then 
become invisible and all attention is directed to the individuals whose 
choices are perceived as the dynamic factor and as having explanatory 
primacy.

Another instance where Hegel’s comments are of relevance today is 
his verdict on mathematicisation. He warns us against being impressed 
by mathematical formulae. There is a real danger, he says, in 
uncritically exaggerating the range of validity of quantification and ‘in 
considering as exact sciences only those the objects of which can be
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submitted to mathematical calculation’.6 Certainly in modern econo
mics a mass of equations correlating all factors serves only to flatten 
the hierarchy of structures and blend away the determinate form of the 
relationships concerned. The question of where the primacy of 
determination lies gets lost, as does that of the form of relationship in 
virtue of which this determinacy exists.

The purpose of this chapter, then, is to see what Hegel has to say 
about economic questions (citations in Capital show that Marx was 
certainly aware of relevant passages in Hegel’s Philosophy o f Right).

HEGEL’S JENA SYSTEM

Hegel was familiar with political economy and he credits it with great 
achievements in his last important work, The Philosophy of Right. 
But, much before that, it is drawn on in unpublished manuscripts7 
written in the early years of the nineteenth century in Jena (but 
pre-dating his 1807 Phenomenology o f Spirit); these show his thinking 
on economics to be dominated by Adam Smith’s Wealth of Nations; he 
cites continually the pin-factory case from it.8

The importance of the Jena fragments goes beyond that of early 
anticipations of the later system, or the evidence they give of the 
impact of Smith on the young Hegel. They have an independent status 
as efforts to comprehend the dialectic of the social totality. Lukács 
and Habermas are absolutely right when they bring out the qualitative 
difference of the Jena efforts at a systematisation and the mature 
system.9 This early work is somewhat more critical and materialist in its 
dialectical development of the determinations of the social structure 
than is the later. In particular, ‘the system of needs and labour’ is given 
a fundamentally constitutive role that it lacks in the Philosophy of 
Right. For this reason it is illuminating to treat first the Jena attempt at 
coming to terms with the economy.10

Hegel’s philosophy is concerned with the development of Geist 
(spirit). ‘Spirit’ is Hegel’s label for a form of consciousness that 
overcomes the dualities of subjectivity and objectivity, and which 
Hegel believed is being realised here and now in the world itself, in 
social life and definite forms of social consciousness instantiated in it. 
His aim was to demonstrate that social life may be experienced as 
whole and undivided through all the multifarious roles and activities 
people undertake, because the totality is constructed as a unity-in-dif
ference. This consciousness is grounded in certain key mediations.
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In Hegel’s first effort to construct a system of philosophy, one of 
these key mediations is productive activity. According to Lukács 
what was decisive here ‘was the possibility of exploiting the conception 
of labour derived from Adam Smith’.11 It will be seen also that, like 
Smith, he does not distinguish systematically between two different 
senses of the division of labour. Marx, criticising Smith, distinguishes 
clearly the division of labour within manufacture from the social 
division of labour between manufactures mediated by trade.12 But 
Hegel conflates them in his discussion.

Labour, Hegel points out, is not an instinct but embodies a rational 
appreciation of the end-means relation. Its dialectic tends to evolve 
more and more universal forms: for example, the tool which can be 
used not just once but many times, and not just by one worker, but by 
anyone. Labour itself also tends towards a form of self-expression 
rather than mechanical toil. It becomes a skill to be learnt and passed 
on; new techniques are discovered; nature is understood and 
conquered.13

The subject-object dialectic here takes the following form: the 
object, originally raw material, absorbs the activity of the producer 
and comes out with a new form; the subject, as the active principle, 
finds its activity incorporated in the object, but comes out of the 
process with a heightened sense of its universal power as a reflective 
consciousness. Such a dialectic cannot get under way if Man merely 
appropriates nature’s gifts as such.'4 Lukács sums up: ‘Only if man 
places labour between his desire and its fulfillment, only if he breaks 
with the instinctual immediacy of natural man, will he become fully 
human.’15

Here Hegel introduces a favourite motif: that of the cunning of 
reason. The producer is cunning enough to know how to appropriate 
natural forces and set them to work on his behalf, ‘and with only a 
slight effort controls the whole process’.16 ‘But this deceit which he 
practises against nature,’ Hegel says, ‘does not go unavenged.’ For: 
‘the more he subjugates nature, the lower he sinks himself’; labour 
may be saved for society as a whole but for the individual it increases, 
he observes, ‘since the more mechanical it becomes, the less it is 
worth, and the more must one labour in this way’.17

How exactly does Hegel explain this? The starting point of the 
analysis is that there is an indefinite number of needs and wants, and 
the things that serve to satisfy them have to be worked up into the 
appropriate form. Therefore labour itself is directed towards a 
multitude of activities and itself becomes universal, but abstractly
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universal labour, because the labour and its product are not in 
concrete unity with the needs of the labourer but apportioned through 
the division of labour in the light of the general pattern of demand. It is 
for ‘need’ in general, not for ‘his need’. Here Hegel is speaking of the 
social division of labour between manufactures and the labour is 
abstract because, although undertaken as an independent enterprise, 
it has meaning only as a particular part of universal social provision. 
Hegel’s discussion then slides seamlessly to its division within the 
production process:

Since his labour is abstract in this way, he behaves as an abstract I -  
according to the mode of thinghood -  not as an all-encompassing 
spirit, rich in content, ruling a broad range and being master of it; 
but rather, having no concrete labour, his power consists in 
analyzing, in abstracting, dissecting the concrete world into its many 
abstract aspects.

Man’s labour itself becomes entirely mechanical, belonging to a 
many-sided determinacy. But the more abstract [his labour] 
becomes, the more he himself is mere abstract activity. And 
consequently he is in a position to withdraw himself from labour and 
to substitute for his own activity that of external nature. He needs 
mere motion, and this he finds in external nature. In other words, 
pure motion is precisely the relation of the abstract forms of space 
and time -  abstract external activity, the machine.18

Here the labour is abstract in the sense that it has no specific quality 
because it is mere mechanical motion. Such a division of labour may 
increase wealth, but because Man subjects nature to himself ‘in this 
formal, and false way, the individual only increases his dependence on 
it .. .,  the skill of the single labourer is infinitely limited, and his 
consciousness impoverished’.19

Thus the significance of labour undergoes a reversal. The artisan 
who is master of a craft, and skilled in the use of tools, serves as a 
model for the emergence of humankind out of nature, the formation of 
culture, and the development of self-awareness. But wh6n Hegel 
found himself faced with the reality of the modern labour-process he 
saw that the labourer falls back into bondage to nature and need. The 
emergence of social life out of nature has not freed people from 
dependence on external conditions because, although primitive need 
and instinct have been superseded by cultivated need and the exercise 
of reflective understanding, the existing structure of social life forms a 
‘second nature’ in the sense of an external sphere constraining the
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individual; no true self-determination has been achieved. The 
consequences of this for the worker are spelt out as follows:

His possibility of preserving his existence ... is subject to the web of 
chance enmeshing the whole. Thus a vast number of people are 
condemned to utterly brutalising, unhealthy, and unreliable labour 
in workshops, factories and mines, labour which narrows and 
reduces their skill. Whole branches of industry which support a large 
class of people suddenly fold up because of a change in fashion, or a 
fall in prices due to inventions in other countries; and whole masses 
are abandoned to a poverty which cannot help itself.20

Hegel demonstrates that for such abstract labours to become 
universal labour for society requires the form of value. Only as an 
instance of this universal labour for the needs of all, is each labour 
socially specified as being of value. This is the form in which it becomes 
recognised. Hegel stresses that this universality established across 
individual needs and labours remains merely formal, in that the 
supersession of the isolation of the labourers is accomplished in a 
‘formally universal abstract simplicity’, because the concrete order of 
material production exists only as an indefinite number of singularities 
dissociated from one another (Auseinanderlegen).2I

Conceptually they are connected as labours of an abstractly similar 
kind, namely directed at the production of goods, but how is this 
conceptual connection realised? How are they really connected? 
Hegel’s argument is that it is money that does this. In his words: ‘their 
universal concept must become a thing like them, but one which as a 
universal represents all; money is this materially existing concept, the 
form of unity or the possibility of all things needed’.22

In mediating use-values money likewise mediates the labour that 
produced them. Hegel says: ‘The universality of labour or the 
indifference [identity] of all labour is posited as a middle term with 
which all labour is compared and into which each single piece of labour 
can be directly converted; this middle term, posited as something real, 
is money.’23 (This remarkable derivation clearly anticipates Marx’s 
treatment of abstract labour and money.)24

If goods are not produced within a communal framework, if they 
persist thus as bare singulars, they can be brought into relation only 
with other singular items. Money is peculiar in that it has absolute 
singularity; it is both the abstract universal and a particular; thus it can 
bring about the ‘relative identity’ of all values, and establish a 
universal intercourse between them, a ‘relative totality’.25
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Value as such is an abstract concept, it has no existence outside the 
connection between goods generated by human practice. To be more 
than an empty notion, in order really to mediate the particulars, it 
must become something real, paradoxically precisely as an object like 
them, a singular, money. Hegel has grasped the necessity for 
value-relations to attain objective form. He speaks of ‘the identity of 
the essence [value] and the thing [money]’, and says ‘the essence 
of the matter is the matter itself: value is hard cash’.26

Hegel is aware of the problem of alienation here: ‘In my labour I 
make myself into ... something alien'21 he says. Conversely, hidden 
within this lifeless matter is ‘spirit’, a social substance: because of 
Man’s fall from grace, the spirit must be made metal and circulate 
among us, so to speak. ‘A man is as real as the money he has.’28 
Because people relate to others in these reified terms, the underlying 
social substance cannot be explicitly actualised. Thus in commodity 
production the agents are estranged from their own system of 
relatedness. Hegel paints the picture for us: ‘Need and labour, 
elevated into this universality, thus form a monstrous system 
o f... interdependence ... a self-propelling life of the dead, which 
moves hither and yon, blind and elemental.’29 

It is interesting to see that Hegel treats the quantitative as well as the 
qualitative side of value. From the point of view of the subjects, he 
argues, everything that is ‘surplus’ to their own particular require
ments (and a fortiori anything produced for the market) has value only 
in the abstractly universal sense; hence ‘it is pure quantity as far as the 
subject is concerned’. Since they are not interested in making use of it 
themselves they are not interested in its specificity. The same 
disjunction between quantity and quality applies to the subject’s 
labour: ‘A relation is established between the subject and his surplus 
labour; the bearing of this labour for him is ideal, i.e., it has no real 
bearing on [his own] enjoyment.’30 

But the product does have a bearing on other commodities equally 
specified as pure quantities in this way. ‘The abstraction of this 
equality of one thing with another’, says Hegel, ‘is value; or rather 
value is itself equality as abstraction, the ideal measure; whereas the 
actually found and empirical measure is the price.’31 Notice here that 
Hegel makes a clear distinction between the external measure 
established empirically (hence open to contingency) through the 
mediation of money, and the immanent measure rooted in the pure 
concept of value equivalence itself. The temptation for economists is 
always to drop one of these or subsume it somehow into the other; ‘if
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we have price why do we need value?’ or ‘if we have value-relations 
money is a mere numéraire for standardising relative magnitudes’. 
Hegel knows very well that both are required for a complete 
understanding of commodity exchange.

Hegel argues that, because in money productive activity appears in 
reified form, the social relations of producers must appear as those of 
owners of commodities. He derives private property as ‘the resting 
side’ of labour, ‘parcelled out’ as it is in autonomous enterprises.32 
My product gains an ideal bearing on my person when it is recognised 
as my property. ‘All that I have, I have through work and 
exchange ... The source, the origin of property here is labour.’33 The 
‘contradiction’ is that, as we observed above, as ‘surplus’, as a value, 
the product has no real bearing on my individual needs and labour 
but is actualised ideally in exchange as an abstract universal quantity. 
It is true that I am therewith recognised through my ownership as a 
(legal) person:34 but Hegel emphasises that this form of social 
recognition is precisely formal: that is, abstracted from the concrete 
content of need, labour, and possession. He speaks of ‘that harshness 
of spirit, wherein the individual, altogether alienated, no longer 
counts’.35 Thus the unity of the individual’s life falls apart into the 
public and the private spheres.36

Although in these early manuscripts we find that Hegel frequently 
goes over the same material at higher levels of mediation, the general 
thrust is clear: that juridical categories are conceptually derived from 
economic ones. This fact has been noticed by Lukács and by 
Habermas, who also emphasise the importance of the later reversal of 
this conceptual ordering found in Hegel’s main work of social 
philosophy, The Philosophy o f Right.37

It is not hard to see why Hegel is driven to this reversal when we 
observe the contradictions in his treatment of labour. Like Smith, he 
has conflated the category of productive activity with that of labour 
as it is determined within the prevailing social relationships.38 The 
constitutive role of labour, in the self-formation of the individual, 
and in social being, is compromised by the social division of labour. 
In particular, true reciprocal recognition of economic agents cannot 
occur at this level because their intercourse condenses into the reified 
sphere of value. At the economic level it is commodities that 
recognise each other’s worth. Only at the juridical level do the 
subjects effect such recognition in so far as their products become 
socially recognised as possessions of their owners who alienate them 
through contracts.
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We can see that in his first attempt at a systematic theory of social 
consciousness he intended to include in its foundations forms closely 
identified with the system of needs and labour. But in so far as he 
perceives that in the bourgeois world the dialectic of this sphere does 
not escape from reified forms of intercourse it seems that spirit must be 
actualised on a different ground. Thus, even in the Jena system he is 
concerned ‘to justify the juridical duplication of economic life’,39 while 
in his Philosophy o f Right ‘the system of needs and labour’ is not 
treated until half-way through, now as a material content of a civil 
society already constituted by ethical and juridical forms, indepen
dently of the dialectic of labour.

The ordering of the economic and juridical determinations has been 
reversed. The tension between an incipient materialism and the 
limitation of his bourgeois standpoint results in an idealist reconcilia
tion of spirit with the substantial forms of bourgeois life, in which he 
founds social activity on subjects recognising each other as property 
owners.

VALUE IN THE PHILOSOPHY OF RIGHT

Hegel’s main work of social theory, The Philosophy of Right,4() is 
structured in three parts. First, under ‘Abstract Right’ Hegel 
introduces the concepts of ‘person’ and (private) ‘property’; then, 
under ‘Morality’, this ‘person’ becomes further developed as a moral 
agent concerned not only with rights but with ‘good’; finally, in 
‘Ethical Life’, Hegel shows how both right and good must be grounded 
in social practices and institutions such as ‘the family’, ‘civil society’, 
and ‘the state’. It is within civil society that ‘the system of needs and 
labour’ takes its place, because in the modern world economic activity 
has largely separated itself from both family provision and political 
privilege. As a separate sphere it has become the object of a special 
science. Political economy, Hegel says, ‘is one of the sciences which 
have arisen out of the conditions of the modern world’ (para. 189). It is 
a social science for Hegel because ‘the system of needs’ is structured 
from the outset through forms of social relationship; it is not reducible 
either to the expression of a natural process, or to an aggregate of 
individual calculations. Political economy is not only a social science 
but the science of a specific social structure, which Hegel calls ‘civil 
society’ and which he also explicitly recognises is modern bourgeois 
society (para. 190).
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In the Jena system, Hegel had attempted to thematise value in the 
context of economic relationships directly, as the form necessarily 
taken on by the product when it is produced on the basis of 
contradictory conditions, namely by labours that are simultaneously 
universal labours of society and yet dissociated from one another. But 
in his book, The Philosophy o f Right, Hegel does not thematise value 
in the section on needs and labour but much earlier, at the start of the 
whole development. This first part, ‘Abstract Right’, corresponds to 
the traditional concerns of ‘natural law’ theory, specifically the 
justification of an institution of property right. Property itself is 
treated here not as the expression of relations of production, but in 
more idealist fashion as appropriation through an exercise of will; and 
even ‘forming’ the object is understood as having the significance 
merely of a ‘mark’ by which others may recognise a claim to 
ownership.

The right to property is introduced by virtue of the necessity for the 
will to exhibit its essential freedom in ‘an external sphere’ (paras 
41-4). Of course, one way of doing this is to ‘form and shape’ things 
(para. 56), and another is to use them (paras 59-64), and yet another is 
to trade them (paras 65 and 71), but none of this has any economic 
significance at the level of abstraction Hegel is concerned with here. 
All these determinations of possession are employed by Hegel to 
articulate the abstract concept of right. This, therefore, when 
actualised in a concrete order of right, socially constituted, namely the 
‘system of ethical life’, is already given as the form within which 
economic life must be expressed and regulated. Since Hegel has 
already derived the category of value in his consideration of ‘abstract 
right’, it has no essential connection with ‘the system of needs and 
labour’ as the concrete order of social reproduction of the material 
basis of bourgeois society. If, as Hegel concedes (para. 196), the 
objects meeting needs are largely the products of human labour, none 
the less value is to be thematised within the juridical forms 
presupposed by that activity rather than at the level of the economic 
content (needs and labour) regulated by it.

Let us then turn to look in detail at his derivation of value. It occurs 
in the context of a discussion of the use to which a thing may be put 
according to the will of its owner:

A thing in use is a single thing determined quantitatively and 
qualitatively and related to a specific need. But its specific utility, 
being quantitatively determinate, is at the same time comparable
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with other things of like utility. Similarly, the specific need which it 
satisfies is at the same time need in general and thus is comparable 
on its particular side with other needs, while the thing in virtue of the 
same considerations is comparable with things meeting other needs. 
This, the thing’s universality, whose simple determinate character 
arises from the particularity of the thing, so that it is thereby 
abstracted from the thing’s specific quality, is the thing’s value, 
wherein its genuine substantiality becomes determinate and an 
object of consciousness, (para. 63)

First of all, the approach strictly distinguishes quantity and quality. 
(This may well have influenced Marx, whose discussion of the 
commodity relies on a similar disjunction.) Then we see that Hegel is 
interested in the fact that the category of quantity implies the 
possibility of some commensuration. Furthermore he recognises that 
bringing the objects within the same universal framework involves 
abstracting from the specific quality each has such that each counts 
merely as a particularisation of the universal: value.

In his lectures addressed to this material Hegel goes to some trouble 
to sharpen further the distinction between quality and quantity.41 In 
this quantitative form the qualitative ‘disappears’. Value as a 
quantitative relation is ‘indifferent to quality’. He gives a mathemati
cal analogy to illustrate his point. A circle, an ellipse and a parabola 
are very different curves but, in spite of this, the distinction between 
them can be erased in their algebraic expressions, in so far as it reduces 
to a question of the magnitudes of coefficients.

At the same time a pure quantity cannot be a measure. We cannot 
say of something that it is worth, say, ‘six’. It has to be six of something: 
for example, 6 oz of gold, or £6. So Hegel observes that ‘the qualitative 
provides the quantity with its quantum and in consequence is as much 
preserved in the quantity as superseded in it’. Hegel, however, 
recognises that the specific quality of such a universal equivalent is 
irrelevant: ‘it counts not as itself but as what it is worth’. In particular, 
money ‘is only a symbol of another universal -  value’. ‘Money, as an 
abstraction, merely expresses this value.’

In his marginal notes to his own copy of The Philosophy of Right?2 
Hegel again remarks that what makes up the value of the one commodity 
is a determinate amount of another; that value when expressed in money 
terms is thereby presented ‘fur sich’ (by, or for, itself), as he puts it;43 
and, conversely, money cannot be of utility immediately but must 
therefore first be transformed into specific use-values.
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For values to be separated from use in this way and commensurated 
with each other only acquires meaning with exchange. In line with this, 
Hegel’s next reference to value occurs in the treatment of contract:

Since in real contract each party retains the same property with 
which he enters the contract and which at the same time he 
surrenders, what thus remains identical throughout as the property 
implicit in the contract is distinct from the external things whose 
owners alter when the exchange is made. What remains identical is 
the value, in respect of which the objects of the contract are equal to 
one another whatever the qualitative external differences of the 
things exchanged. Value is the universal in which they participate, 
(para. 77)

Here Hegel, like Marx, distinguishes sharply between the ‘external 
things’ with their ‘qualitative external differences’ and the ‘identical’ 
value positing equivalence in the exchange. This distinction becomes 
explicit when money is involved. Here we have ‘exchange of a specific 
thing for one characterised as universal, one which counts as value 
alone and which lacks the other specific character, utility -  i.e. for 
money’ (para. 80).

Hegel is arguing that value is a form imposed on the specific 
use-values as their universal mediator, and that this involves* a violent 
abstraction from their specificities. He is arguing that there is nothing 
in the natural substance of goods that demands recognition in value. It 
is rather the other way round: this form is imposed on the objects 
concerned, and posits value as their inner substance so that, in spite of 
their visible heterogeneity, as values they are of identical substance 
and thereby commensurable. It might be said that in spite of their 
heterogeneity as specific use-values they are all nevertheless ‘of utility’ 
in the abstract, so there is some sort of prior basis to this ‘value’. But, 
although Hegel speaks of ‘need in general’, he makes no attempt to 
derive a measure of value from some utility inherent in these goods, 
and neither does he derive any rules of proportionality in exchange 
from this characteristic. Notice also that when Hegel sees money as 
‘value for itself’, he does not say it measures utility but that it lacks 
utility.

If value has any reality at all, it is a social reality, and the bearers of 
value acquire it only in this framework. Things are not commensurable 
because they already have value inherent in them. Rather they gain 
value when they are posited as equivalents of one another in the form 
of value. Value is an abstract universal arising from the activity of
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social subjects. This abstract universal, although it necessarily gains 
reality as a measure, namely in money, does not simply represent a 
quantity of something else prior to it. Value is a pure form, it seems.

Marx distinguishes the external measure (money) of value and its 
immanent measure (socially necessary labour time).44 For Hegel 
money is the only measure of value. He says that money as ‘the really 
existent and universal value of things and services’ is thus ‘not one 
particular type of wealth among others, but the universal form of all 
types so far as they are expressed in an external embodiment’, and it is 
thus able to serve as a vehicle of social commensuration (para, 299).45

At this level of abstraction the question of what conditions, if any, 
might determine exchange values is therefore left open; it might well 
be an arbitrary matter on what specific terms a contract of exchange is 
made. That Hegel believes it not to be arbitrary becomes apparent 
only when we reach the more concrete level of ‘civil society’.

It is clear that there is a certain loss of concreteness in The 
Philosophy of Right as compared with the derivation in the Jena 
system. Instead of deriving the form of value from dissociated 
production, and exchange, Hegel presents value as arising first on the 
side of use (para. 63) in so far as consciousness (rather than material 
practice) effects this abstraction from the particulars. Furthermore 
this universal, when concretised as an equivalent, or as money, is 
presented as a ‘symbol’, that is to say a conventional measure, not the 
concrete mediation it was in the Jena system. In this paragraph (para. 
63) the (apparently subjective) commensuration seems rather point
less. Only in paragraph 77, through the form of identity posited in 
contracts of exchange, does a more objective determination of value 
emerge. Money is introduced a little later in this section (para. 80) in a 
contrasting form of exchange to simple commodity exchange: still 
there is nothing here on its necessity, for example, as the concrétisa
tion of value, or even as a medium of circulation. That idea finally 
turns up in the discussion of ‘the business class’: ‘the universal medium 
of exchange, money, which actualises the abstract value of all 
commodities’ (para. 204).

The bearers of the value form have subtly changed. Here in The 
Philosophy o f Right the form of value links together independent 
owners of use-values and generates an abstraction from the specific 
quality of their goods. In the Jena system, while Hegel is certainly 
concerned with the mutual recognition effected by property owners, 
he underpins this juridical form with a form of value borne by ‘needs 
and labours’, generating an abstraction also of labour. As we have
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said, in The Philosophy o f Right the social synthesis of needs and 
labours in the material reproduction of society is treated after the form 
of value has already been thematised. Although at this level Hegel 
again analyses the abstractness of needs and labours (paras 190-2), 
one must conclude that the derivation of value is subject to an idealist 
shift.

What we have seen so far shows that Hegel is not guilty of the 
commodity fetishism criticised by Marx in the first chapter of Capital, 
which concerned the appearance of value as a quality inherent in the 
body of the commodity. Hegel insists, no less strongly than Marx, that 
value is a form imposed on goods in the relations established by social 
activity. But for Marx this form is the object of criticism: commodity 
fetishism is a sign that the ‘process of production has mastery over 
man, instead of the opposite’.46 Yet Hegel interprets the same 
situation as one in which by imposing social form on things ‘man 
exhibits his mastery over them’.47 In accordance with this principle 
Hegel advances the claim that it ‘is the thing’s value wherein its 
genuine substantiality becomes determinate and an object of con
sciousness’ (para. 63). In asserting that the thing has ‘genuine sub
stantiality’ for us only in value Hegel has thus ended by fetishising 
the commodity form.

THE LOGIC OF CIVIL SOCIETY

As has already been said, because ‘the system of needs’ is taken up by 
Hegel only in the context of bourgeois society, it is thematised on the 
ground of structures already presupposed to it, namely the network of 
relationships established by private persons holding various products 
as private property and contracting with one another to exchange 
them. What is the nature of this system, according to Hegel?

While social life as a whole is presented as a concrete totality centred 
on the state, Hegel argues that, as a dialectically articulated 
self-reproducing whole, its interior moments make possible particular 
types of relationships and behaviour, with associated forms of 
consciousness. One behaves differently as a family member, a 
competitor, or a colleague.

In right, what we had before us was the person; in the sphere of 
morality, the subject; in the family, the family-member; in civil 
society as a whole, the burgher (or bourgeois). Here at the
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standpoint of needs (compare Remark to Paragraph 123) it is the 
concrétisation [Koncretum] of the conception that is termed man 
[Mensch\; here is also the first time, and indeed properly the only 
time, to speak of man in this sense, (para. 190)

The clue to the meaning of Hegel’s reference to ‘man’ here is that, 
while people always exist concretely in definite social roles which 
relate them to others, if we consider who it is we are concerned with in 
the system of needs, then the answer is that the determination involved 
is that of neediness, and this is something characterising people 
independently of any particular social relation; thus as human beings 
simply.48

The reference back to paragraph 123 is illuminating; for there 
Hegel speaks of the way subjects characterised as particular people 
may generalise across their given needs a concept of happiness, or 
welfare, to be pursued, but where ‘this happens at the level of thinking 
which does not yet apprehend the will in its freedom but reflects on its 
content as on one natural and given’ (para. 123).

Now, at the more unified level of ‘ethical life’, Hegel is showing us 
that this subject, and hence its will and the content it addresses, are 
socially constituted. None the less, at the moment of civil society, we 
are concerned with the differentiation of this whole into particulars, a 
differentiation also of form and content. This means that the socialised 
character of this ‘man’ is here unrecognised; although we know his 
needs and interests are socially developed ones, and although his very 
individuatedness is grounded in social forms, he takes himself to be 
self-subsistent and takes his needs as given ; if not natural they are at 
least ‘second nature’ to him.

The ambiguity in Hegel’s treatment arises from the fact that this 
standpoint of so-called ‘man’ is in truth, because of the position of the 
system of needs as an interior moment of ‘civil society’, really that of 
bourgeois man. As the discussion of the process of meeting needs 
shows, it is presupposed that this needy ‘man’ is dissociated from 
others and that the social synthesis is achieved through an abstract set 
of relations between self-seeking individuals (paras 190-2). Hegel 
describes it in terms reminiscent of Smith: ‘subjective self-seeking 
turns into a contribution to the satisfaction of the needs of everyone 
else’ (para. 199).

It is in the context of the discussion of ‘the system of needs’ that 
Hegel mentions with approval the achievements of political economy, 
citing Smith, Say and Ricardo. He says: ‘Political economy is the
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science that starts from this view of needs and labour but then has the 
task of explaining mass-relationships and mass-movements in their 
complexity and qualitative and quantitative character’ (para. 189). It 
demonstrates that a universal law is at work even in the contingencies 
of individual transactions guided only by the perception of private 
interest on the part of those involved. As Hegel puts it: To discover 
this necessary element here is the object of political economy, a 
science which is a credit to thought because it finds laws for a mass of 
accidents.’49 It shows that underlying connections exist, that appa
rently arbitrary events in its domain are linked together systematically. 
Nevertheless there are, and must be, limits to its totalisation in so far as 
it is a form of the system’s own self-presentation, uncritical of it.

For, within the tri-partite structure of social life which Hegel 
establishes -  family, civil society, state -  civil society exhibits the logic 
of difference (whereas in the other two aspects unity is more to the 
fore). Of course, it is Hegel’s view that in so far as the individuals’ 
existence in civil society is underpinned by the whole state they are 
concretely bound together. But the point is, he holds, that at this level, 
and considered only as members of civil society, they are to be taken as 
self-sufficient individuals considering only their own interests; as 
bourgeois individuals, in fact. The primary focus of their activity at this 
level is that of securing the satisfaction of their individual needs. Yet 
they are not Crusoes: their activities are systematically interrelated 
(para. 182).

The problem is to identify the logic operative in this system. It is 
germane here to notice that Hegel relates it to the analytic faculty of 
the ‘understanding’ (para. 189) (as opposed to the synthetic grasp of 
‘reason’). Here it is useful to appeal to Hegel’s Logic, because the logic 
of social life as a self-determining whole is that of its final category: the 
‘idea’. In the ‘idea’, categories such as universal and particular, form 
and content, necessity and freedom, are unified; but the abstractness 
of non-philosophical understanding persists in handling them as 
dualities rather than in a unified conceptual scheme.50 However, in 
like manner, in civil society itself these aspects are not experienced in 
unity but merely in relation, because the whole is determinate only 
implicitly in the domain of civil society, dominated as it is by 
difference, rather than identity, by dissociation rather than commun
ity. Hegel says:

The idea in this its stage of division imparts to each of its moments a
characteristic embodiment; to particularity it gives the right to
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develop and launch forth in all directions; and to universality the 
right to prove itself... the authority standing over it and its final end. 
It is the system of the ethical order split into its extremes and 
lost... Here the Idea is present only as a relative totality and as the 
inner necessity behind this outward appearance, (para. 184)

This unity is not the identity which the ethical order requires, 
because at this level, that of division... both principles are 
self-subsistent. It follows that this unity is established here not in 
freedom but in the necessity that the particular rises to the form of 
universality and ... gains stability in this form. (para. 186)

Hegel is saying that, although political economy rightly draws 
attention to the objective synthesis achieved through ‘an invisible 
hand’ (Smith), ‘civil society’ cannot fully actualise the unity in freedom 
of its elements because the falling apart of universal and particular 
here means that the freedom of each seems to conflict with that of 
others and the universal order appears as external necessity; hence 
civil society must be complemented and contained by the more 
comprehensive free sovereign activity of the state.51

For Marx this is quite the wrong answer, but that is another story.

CONCLUSION

From the purity of the form of value derived in the first part of Hegel’s 
The Philosophy of Right one might conclude that there is no material 
determination of the rates of exchange arrived at, that values are 
established in the free choices of the agents themselves, choices 
unconstrained by conditions such as socially necessary labour times, 
and not conforming to prescriptions of economic rationality. But it is 
clear that Hegel does not hold such a position because, at the same 
time as he stresses the free character of contract, he returns several 
times in his discussion of the system of needs to the compulsion 
exercised on individuals by the objective system standing over against 
them, which results in everyone contributing to everyone else’s 
welfare (paras 184, 186, 199). In truth there are complementary 
mistakes: (a) getting confused by the self-grounded form of exchange 
into a belief in the unconditioned freedom of the agents participating 
in it; (b) reducing the form to the natural expression of a determining 
content, which negates the role of social agency entirely. Hegel avoids 
both.
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It is strange, however, that Hegel nowhere makes the obvious 
criticism of political economy, later to be developed by Marx; namely 
that it does not address the question of the form of value with the result 
that its labour theory of value tends towards a naturalism and 
subjectivism.

This may be because Hegel has already theorised the social forms 
within which the dynamic of the system of needs and labour develops 
along the lines mapped out by political economy. Having established 
through philosophical argumentation the nature and necessity of these 
presupposed forms, he is content to give credit to political economy for 
its scientific discoveries in relation to the content of the system. Smith 
tends to naturalise the form of value and to subjectivise the content. 
The kind of labour theory of value Hegel found in Smith is constituted 
on the basis of the postulated universal subjective preference to avoid 
‘toil and trouble’; hence closely tied to economies possible through the 
division of labour; and, finally, socially satisfying needs through the 
operation of the invisible hand. This does not offer any alternative to 
Hegel at the level of form-determination; rather, it presupposes the 
social objectivity of the value-form of the product of labour; hence 
Hegel would not find it competitive with his own account in the way he 
might have found a Marxian derivation.

The young Hegel not only draws on the work of Adam Smith but 
goes beyond it in that he asks the question why the products of labour 
take the form of value and begins to investigate the dialectic of this 
form and the reification and fetishism involved. But then in the later 
work he falls behind Smith in so far as social form is articulated 
primarily in ethico-juridical terms, instead of through economic 
categories as in Smith. At the same time, in view of Marx’s criticisms of 
Smith and Ricardo for failing to analyse the form of value, Hegel’s 
discussion is of great interest.

Finally it must be said that Hegel’s intentions are manifestly 
apologetic. In spite of his awareness of the grave problems arising from 
the private property system he endorses its forms as moments in the 
realisation of the idea of freedom. In line with this, when he shows that 
value is a social form acquired by the product of labour, he declares 
this form itself to be the ‘substantial actuality’ of the thing, thereby 
fetishising the form of value.
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3 Value as Social Form
Geert Reuten

INTRODUCTION1

This chapter sets out the value theoretical foundation of the capitalist 
economy from the point of view of a Marxist-Hegelian philosophy. 
The main argument starts off from the dissociation between consump
tion and production in capitalism, which is resolved by the contradic
tory doubling of useful objects, and their creation, into use-values and 
value. First the systematic emergence of this resolution is set out, and 
next its contradictory effects on the form of production in the capitalist 
economy are presented. Apart from systematic improvements, this 
chapter provides two new theoretical insights. The first is the link that 
is theorised between the commensuration of labour and its products in 
terms of money in the market, and the ideal precommensuration of 
labour in terms of money in production. Thus we are able to show how 
capitalist market-exchange affects the process of production. Second, 
we are able to argue that though there are several factors of production 
of new use-values, only labour-power can be a factor of production of 
value-added. Though this last point is an integral part of many labour 
theories of value, it is mostly only incorporated as an axiom or as a 
common-sense notion.

Before setting out the argument proper, we shall expound briefly 
some of our disagreements with orthodox and heterodox theories of 
value. Then we will stipulate a few methodological points underlying 
the presentation.

ORTHODOX AND HETERODOX VIEWS ON VALUE

In pre-capitalist societies (e.g., a communal society or a feudal 
domain) labour was immediately social: allocation of labour, produc
tion, distribution and consumption were a single organic process (cf., 
e.g., Marx, 1859, pp. 33-4,49-51 and 84-5). A crucial characteristic of 
capitalism is that it is organised around money. Useful objects and 
labour are socially recognised as useful only by assuming the form of 
value: money. Thus they are socially recognised by taking a social form 
distinct from their natural physical make up. Useful objects thus take 
the social form of commodities (use-value and value), whence labour

42
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also takes this double form of particular (use-value producing) labour 
and abstract (value producing) labour.

The value/use-value opposition -  which will be systematically 
introduced below -  is the basis of our critique of various other 
value-theoretic approaches. Exclusive focus on the use-value aspect 
leads to a technicist approach. Production is then considered only as a 
process of production of use-values (as in neo-classical theory) or of 
embodied-labour values (as in neo-Ricardian theory). These 
approaches may be appropriate for theorising communal societies, but 
not for capitalism. Capitalist social relations appear as monetary 
relations in the first place. Because in these physical-technical theories 
money is incorporated only -  if at all -  as an afterthought (as in the 
classical dichotomy) they are forced to theorise exchange as a 
hypothetical construct within the terms of the theory. Thus Ricardian 
economics is forced into the construct of an ‘as if exchange in terms of 
embodied-labour values (cf. Himmelweit and Mohun, 1978; Reuten, 
1979), whereas neo-classical economics is forced into the construct of 
exchange in terms of ‘any’ commodity. These constructs prevent the 
theorisation of a capitalist economy as it is: that is, an essentially 
monetary system.

Marx’s theory in Capital (1867, 1885, 1894) may be looked upon as 
an effort to grasp the capitalist economy from the point of view of the 
necessity to manage this value/use-value duality.2 However, Marx’s 
theory of value is ambiguous in two respects. First, though he clearly 
aims to distance himself from the Ricardian labour-embodied theory 
in the writings on value (his 1859 Critique, his 1867 Capital, Ch. 1, and 
at various places in the Grundrisse and the Theories o f Surplus-Value), 
a great deal of the theory in the three volumes of Capital seems to be a 
retreat to this labour-embodied concept of value (see Backhaus, 1969). 
The second ambiguity, which is very well set out by Napoleoni (1973, 
pp. 6 and 99-111), concerns the way in which Marx derives the con
cepts of exchange value and abstract labour from the examination of 
exchange as such. At the point where he does so, the reference is not to 
capitalism but rather to (mercantile) commodity exchange in general. 
But since abstract labour is ‘labour which is opposed to capital’ as wage 
labour, then the concept of capitalism cannot be separated from the 
concept of value (see Napoleoni, 1973, p. 99; Gleicher, 1983). Within 
this line of reasoning it is logical that Marx’s distinction between 
mercantilism and capitalism is an ambiguous one. Like Ricardo (but 
unlike Smith) Marx derives the concept of exchange value from 
commodity exchange and not from capitalist commodity exchange.
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Therefore, like Ricardo, Marx at some point needs to ‘transform’ his 
categories such that they suit capitalist exchange (hence forms of 
exchange value). The ‘transformation problem’ therefore is entailed in 
Marx’s derivation of the concepts of value and abstract labour from 
(mercantile) commodity exchange instead of capitalist exchange 
which is necessarily predicated upon capitalist production (see also 
Cutler, Hindess, Hirst and Hussain, 1977, Ch. 1).

This second ambiguity has not received much attention. The first, 
however, has been at the centre of theory within the Marxist tradition 
for the last decade. Until the 1960s a labour-embodied theory of value 
dominated much of Marxist economic theory (e.g. Dobb, 1937; 
Robinson, 1942; Sweezy, 1942; Meek, 1956).3 Since then three 
reactions from within Marxism have developed against the labour-em
bodied theory of value. The first and best known of these is that led by 
Steedman (1977), which proposes an approach based on technical 
coefficients, derived from Sraffa (1960). The second reaction is the 
abstract-labour theory o f value, which has been developed since the 
beginning of the 1970s (see Pilling, 1972; Napoleoni, 1973; Aglietta, 
1976; Arthur, 1976; Fine and Harris, 1976 and 1979; Gerstein, 1976; 
Kay, 1976; Himmelweit and Mohun, 1978; Elson, 1979; De Vroey, 
1981; Weeks, 1981; with Rubin 1928 as an important precursor). 
However, this theory of value is not an integrated one because the 
authors do not agree among themselves even on the definition of basic 
concepts (cf. De Vroey, 1982; see also Gleicher, 1983 and 1985; 
Eldred, 1984a). The third strand is that of value-form theory, which 
strongly stresses the need for a dialectical methodology, the import
ance of which has recently been highlighted by authors such as Eldred, 
Hanlon, Kleiber and Roth (1982/85) and Hansen, Pedersun and 
Stenderup (1984), drawing on the seminal work by Backhaus (1969). 
(It should be noted that Eldred, Hanlon, Kleiber and Roth, in 
particular, perceive their theory as negating any labour theory of 
value.)

It is central to both the abstract-labour theory of value and 
value-form theory, as it is for the author, that capitalism must be 
theorised in terms of both use-value and monetary relations and of the 
conflict between them. Whilst implicitly taking the Steedman critique 
of the labour-embodied theory seriously the aim of this chapter is to 
provide a development of the abstract-labour theory of value in the 
light of value-form theory, by way of a value-form theoretic recon
struction of the abstract-labour theory of value.
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METHOD

The starting point of the presentation of the theory (Darstellung) is an 
abstract universal notion.4 This starting point itself is the result of a 
process of enquiry, of critical appropriation of empirical perceptions 
and existing theories (of them). This abstract notion is the starting 
point of explicit theorisation and its presentation (cf. Marx, 1867P, p. 
102; 1903, p. 100). Thinking cannot conceivably make anything of 
such an abstract universal notion, other than by thinking its abstract 
negation and its abstract particularisation. In both cases (negation and 
particularisation) opposed concepts are applied to the same thing or 
notion, and in this specific sense these opposites are contradictions. In 
this sense also, to think these things and notions is to articulate their 
doubling (i.e., the universal doubles into the universal and an opposite 
universal, or into universal and particular).

Two further remarks concerning these oppositions should be made. 
First, it is precisely the purpose of the presentation to resolve the 
contradiction from which we start; it is this process of thought which 
should render comprehension of reality.5 Second, immediately to 
subsume single empirical phenomena as particulars under universal 
provides only empty abstractions. One reason for this is that such 
subsumption may indicate what such phenomena have in common but 
not what, if anything, unites them or how they are interconnected. 
Another is that it is the difference between phenomena which 
determines them; but this difference also does not say what, if 
anything, unites them. As long as we have provided no difference in 
unity we have provided no concrete determination. It is this double 
determination (difference in unity) that systematic dialectical thinking 
seeks. As Hegel expresses it: The truth of the differentiated is its 
being in unity. And only through this movement is the unity truly 
concrete’; whereas at first, at the starting point: ‘difference is still sunk 
in the unity, not yet set forth as different’ (Hegel, 1833, p. 83). The 
object of the presentation is to grasp as concrete the phenomena from 
which we start in our perception: that is, as the ‘concentration 
[Zusammenfassung] of many determinants, hence unity of the 
diverse’ (Marx, 1903, p. 101). But that may only be possible to the 
extent that these are phenomena necessary to the existent. (For 
example, whilst monetary policy may be necessary to the existent, 
credit restrictions may be only contingent. In that case credit 
restrictions could not be explained as codetermining the internal unity
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of many determinants, thus not as a necessary but only as an external 
determinant.)

A further characteristic of the method is that the argument is not 
based on rules of axiomatic deductive nomological systems. All 
axioms are eschewed. Rather, anything that requires to be assumed, 
or anything that is posited immediately (such as the starting point) 
must be grounded. But it should not be grounded merely abstractly, 
(i.e., giving the arguments in advance), because this always leads to 
regress. That which is posited must be ultimately grounded in the 
argument itself, in concretising it. Therefore it is the intrinsic merits of 
the presentation -  and not some external criterion -  that has to 
convince the reader of the adequacy of the presentation. Thus the 
presentation moves forwards by the transcendence of contradiction 
and by providing the ever more concrete grounds -  the conditions of 
existence -  of the earlier abstract determination. In this forwards 
movement the conditions of existence of earlier abstract determina
tion do not dissolve, but transcend the opposite moments (identity-dif
ference, universal-particular) of the abstract determination. (A 
moment is an element considered in itself, which can be conceptually 
isolated, and analysed as such, but which can have no isolated 
existence.) Thus their previous conceptualisation as moments is not 
negated, but rather transcended in the ground. The ground provides 
the unity of the opposed moments. But at the same time it is a further, 
more concrete determination of the difference, a difference previously 
posited only in itself (an sich, potentially, implicitly), as it now 
appears. So the differences that were previously not set forth as such 
now come into (abstract) existence. The ground at this new level itself 
then gains momentum; it is itself an abstract existent showing the 
contradiction that it cannot exist for itself (für sich, actually), whence 
the presentation has to move on in order to ground it in its turn, so as to 
provide its conditions of existence (Hegel, 1817, paras 120-4; 1833, 
pp. 81-3). And so on, until the presentation claims to have reached the 
stage where it comprehends the existent as actual, as actuality 
(Wirklichkeit), in the sense that its conditions of existence have now 
been determined such that it is indeed actual, concrete self-reproduc
ing or endogenous existence, which requires no external or exogenous 
determinants for its systematic reproduction (see further below). The 
presentation, then, is one of conceptual reproduction of the concrete 
in successive steps (levels of abstraction). If successful, the presenta
tion is able to grasp the concrete as mediated by the theory (i.e. to 
theoretically reconstitute the empirical ‘facts’, which were at the basis
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of the initial enquiry). Such a process of enquiry and reconstruction 
can of course never be posited as definitive and completed.

Levels of abstraction may further be characterised by degree of 
necessity versus degree of contingency of the elements theorised. It is 
the purpose of the theory to single out which elements of the object of 
enquiry may be theorised as necessary to the object, and which 
elements are (merely) contingent. Of course, the more the presenta
tion moves towards lower levels of abstraction the more (historically) 
contingent elements have to be incorporated.

Though the presentation in this chapter moves from an abstract 
starting point towards lower levels of abstraction, we nevertheless stop 
far short of a grasp of actual empirical phenomena. All the levels of 
abstraction in this chapter also remain within the domain of necessity. 
(For a presentation grasping outlines of actual and partly contingent 
economic policy on the basis of this method see Reuten and Williams, 
1988.)

The next section introduces a trans-historical abstract notion of 
human activity, which leads to the starting point proper of the 
presentation of the capitalist economy.

TRANS-HISTORICAL NOTIONS 

Self-production

The movement to the starting point of the theory outlined in this 
chapter is the notion of self-production. Humankind is the active unity 
of being and consciousness (‘conscious becoming’). In actively 
changing its circumstances, it changes itself; thus its consciousness of 
itself, thus also of itself as being. Self-production is not an axiom or an 
assumption, but a notion that is grounded in the course of the 
argument below.

However, we presuppose, first, the notion as notion and the concept 
as concept. For their grounding the reader is referred to Hegel’s logic. 
Second, Hegel’s starting point is being, as negated by nothing. Both of 
these are for Hegel (1817, paras 87-8) empty concepts which do not 
require elaboration. From these he then quickly derives becoming and 
Dasein (finite ‘determinate’ being; being there; which is becoming 
posited in one of its moments, being). One could say that being and 
not-being are merely the preparatory notions to introduce becoming 
and Dasein as the more explicit starting point of his presentation. (For
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this interpretation see Findlay, 1975, p. xviii.) It is at this very 
beginning of Hegel’s logic that we locate the movement to our own 
starting point (but we nevertheless presuppose the completion of 
Hegel’s logic as logic). The preparatory notion of self-production is 
analogous to the preparatory notions of being and nothing in Hegel’s 
logic, which derive the notion ‘becoming’. Thus, from the preparatory 
universal and contradictory notions of being and not-being we derive 
self-production, transcending these contradictory notions.6

Sociation

The notion of self-production is contradictory, if it is conceived of as 
that of an individual. Self-production conceived of as that of an 
individual posits self-production in its moment of not-being, as the 
human individual is inherently incapable of self-production. Self
production posited in its moment of being posits it inherently as a 
social activity: as sociation.

Sociation is further determined as sexual and educational activity 
and the activity of creation of useful objects. These activities are 
naturally necessary for material sustenance. The creation of useful 
objects -  which is a transformation of physical inputs into qualitatively 
divergent physical outputs -  has required to date the use of some 
combination of three elements: (a) uncultivated and freely available 
nature; (b) previously created useful objects as instruments (including 
cultivated nature); and (c) human activity itself.

The natural necessity of the sociate activities referred to is 
trans-historical. A range of particular useful objects may be created to 
satisfy the requirement. (The term ‘useful object’ is used as a 
trans-historical category. The term use-value is only introduced 
below.) Also there is no specific necessary organisational form of these 
activities. However, one of these naturally necessary activities, the 
bearing of children, is gender-specific.7

ASSOCIATION IN CAPITALISM: THE VALUE-FORM 

Dissociation: production and consumption

In the bourgeois epoch sociate activity, which posits self-production in 
its moment of being, is separated into production and consumption of 
useful objects, as distinct activities. This separation articulates labour
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as a distinctive activity o f production. But not only are these distinct 
activities, they are themselves organised in separate private indepen
dent units. That the organisation has taken this form is historically 
specific. Thus sociation is negated in dissociation, whence self-produc
tion is posited in its negative moment. Sociate activity doubles into 
production and consumption and these again are each performed in 
particular private units, whence labour as a distinctive activity is posited 
as dissociated labour.8 (However, the sexual and educational activity of 
procreation, and in particular the gender-specific bearing of children, is 
not separated into productive (labour) and consumption activity).

The following three elements of dissociation should be stressed. 
First, as the units of production are separated from the units of 
consumption, the overall or macro-orgainsation is one of independent, 
and in that sense dissociated, labour. Second, the micro-organisation of 
the particular unit of production is not one of free association of labour 
but one of organisation of labour under a private regime upon which 
labour is dependent at least temporarily. In this sense the micro-organ
isation is also one of dissociation. Labour’s dependence at the 
micro-level is the counterpart of its independence at the macro-level. 
Third, a concomitant of both independence and dependence is that the 
driving force of production is an aim which is external to the particular 
useful objects that are produced (since direct consumption is separated 
from production). (Note that Marx in Capital (1867) seems to begin his 
presentation with perceptions: ‘The wealth of those societies in which 
the capitalist mode of production prevails, presents itself as an immense 
accumulation of commodities, its unit being a single commodity. Our 
analysis must therefore begin with the analysis of a commodity’ 1867, p. 
43; cf. 1971, p. 27.).

The introduction of the private micro-organisation of dissociated 
labour at this point of our presentation, is crucial to the argument. In 
contradistinction, Marx (1867) derives the concept o f‘abstract labour’ 
(see the section on the market below) from exchange as such. But later 
in his presentation it comes to be considered as ‘labour which is opposed 
to capital’ or as wage labour (cf. Napoleoni, 1973, p. 99). Thus Marx’s 
theory of the value-form and value is a theory of commodity exchange, 
not related specifically to the capitalist mode of production.

The exchange relation

In sociation self-production was posited in its moment of being. The 
dissociation of labour in the bourgeois epoch negates sociation and
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posits self-production in its moment of not-being. Dissociation 
therefore necessarily requires a moment of association transcending 
the sociation-dissociation opposition. More specifically, the dissocia
tion of labour requires a moment recognising the useful objects 
produced privately as socially useful objects and with that the labour 
performed independently as social labour. This necessity is accom
plished through the exchange relation. Exchange aligns production to 
consumption, and constitutes the private, fragmented units of 
production as interdependent. The exchange relation establishes that 
the dissociated activity of particular labour -  producing particular 
useful objects -  becomes associated.9 Thus the exchange relation 
provides the first condition of existence of the dissociation. (Note that 
this condition is abstract and that neither the form nor the dimension 
of the exchange relation has been determined.)

The notion that a dissociated mode of production requires a 
moment of association is, of course, nothing substantially new. From 
Adam Smith’s (1776) ‘invisible hand’ to current neo-classical general 
equilibrium economics, the role of the market has been the central 
issue of the mainstream economic analysis. The market will be 
introduced below. The presentation stresses, however, that exchange 
does not immediately imply the market and that the development of 
the value-form of products (see below) is systematically prior to the 
prevalence of markets. However, this systematic argument may not be 
reversed: it does not enable the conclusion that any market regulation 
necessarily requires the dominance of the value-form.

The value-form

The organisation of labour for the production of useful objects in 
private independent units, which is determined externally to the 
production of particular useful objects, further determines the form 
and the dimension of the exchange relation. Given that the physical 
inputs to the process of production qualitatively diverge from the 
physical outputs, and given that such divergence in itself is not the aim 
of the private process (as might be the case if production and 
consumption were not separated), the process necessarily requires 
inputs and outputs to be reduced to a universal, unitary form or 
common denominator. Therefore the exchange relation has to be one 
of unitary form. Value is the suis generis of this common denominator; 
thence value is constituted as universal, as opposed to the particularity 
of the physical input and output.
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As such, value as a form is the necessary dimension of labour and of 
the useful objects produced by it in the bourgeois mode of production. 
It is a social dimension and social universal, not an a priori (in Kant’s 
sense) natural-physical dimension and universal (space and conti
nuity), though value is a category as abstract as space and continuity. 
(In actual social intercourse its social meaning is further constituted. In 
as much as the space of an object is further constituted by the measure 
of length (for which, e.g., metres or yards are standards), the value of 
an object is further constituted by the measure of money (for which, 
e.g., a dollar or a pound sterling are standards). Both length and 
money are constituted in social intercourse and as such they are social 
facts. However, our first concern here is not this measure or these 
phenomena of standards, but that the form or dimension of value is 
socially necessary in the bourgeois epoch.)

Thus the particular products of labour necessarily have to take on a 
social-universal form which is the value-form. Without them taking 
the value-form, without being validated as such, they are socially 
non-existent. Concomitantly, because labour-power (the individual’s 
ability to perform labour for a definite period of time) is an input to the 
bourgeois mode of production, it necessarily has -  like the other inputs 
and outputs -  to take on the value-form, namely, the wage. The 
peculiarity of labour-power as an input taking the value-form is that, 
whilst it is not produced within the bourgeois mode of production (it is 
rather an input from outside that, from the sphere of the household), 
whence its production is not socially integrated into that mode of 
production, it nevertheless takes the form of the products of that 
mode!10

As both inputs and outputs are necessarily reduced to value as a 
common denominator, this social-universal form is the external 
driving force of the units of production. More precisely, the external 
driving force is a surplus of value above the value initially laid out (i.e., 
profit). Without the actualisation of this requirement, production is 
interrupted and eventually stagnates.

So the products of labour, as well as labour-power in the bourgeois 
epoch, are entities of a double form. (Properly spreaking they are 
entities of a potential double form before the actual exchange has 
taken place: cf. the section on the market, below.) They indeed have a 
double reality. The creation of useful objects is necessary to human 
self-production. But their dissociative mode of creation in production 
within the bourgeois epoch entails that they, as well as labour-power, 
necessarily have to take on a social-universal form (value) which is
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different from their particular form. This mode of production further 
entails the contradiction that the social form is the external determi
nant of this mode of private production! Thus the abstract social-uni
versal form dominates over the private-particular such that the 
private-particular is determined by the abstract social-universal form. 
As such the bourgeois mode of production is form-determined.11

The market: actual abstraction

The necessary interplay of the exchange relation and the value-form of 
labour-power and its products is actually constituted in the market. In 
the market labour-power and particular useful objects are recognised 
only under the dimension of value in terms of money. In the exchange 
in the market heterogeneous entities are commensurated and as such 
transformed into money. This transformation is an actual abstraction 
(an abstraction in practice).12 First, whilst the useful characteristics of 
labour-power and its products may be assessed prior to market 
exchange, these characteristics are actually abstracted from in the 
validation as money. Second, in the market-exchange, abstraction is 
being made from both the particular quality and the quantity (time) of 
the labour that has produced the useful object. This particular 
labour-time is considered only in terms of its ability to create value in 
the form of money, and money, buying this particular labour, actually 
commensurates it. In this sense particular labour actually takes the 
form of abstract labour: universal-abstract labour.13

Thus the necessary interplay of the exchange relation and the 
value-form in the market actually constitutes the useful object as an 
entity of double form, that is, use-value and money. This doubling 
constitutes the useful object as commodity. Alongside it, labour is 
constituted as an entity of double form, that is, labour as productive of 
particular use-values, or particular-concrete labour; and labour as 
productive of value, or universal-abstract labour. The necessary 
interplay of the exchange relation and the value-form in the market 
similarly applies to labour-power. Commodity-like, labour-power is 
constituted as an entity of double form: that is, as both use-value, 
which is its potential performance of labour (particular labour time, 
specified in the labour contract), and as value (the wage, an amount of 
money also specified in the labour contract).

With the actual abstraction in market-exchange -  whence particular 
heterogeneous use-values are transformed into social-universal 
homogeneous money -  the particular concrete labour performed



Value as Social Form 53

privately is constituted as a fraction of the overall social-universal 
abstract labour of society. It is validated as part of that social aggregate 
(cf. Aglietta, 1976, p. 38). But it also constitutes it as a definite 
fraction. (If £ is the standard measure of value and £X  the abstract 
social-aggregate in a definite time span, then the product u, is 
constituted as commodity and as a definite fraction, a, of £X  by the 
actual equation, or rather the actual reduction, Uj = £b, where b = aX.)

Value has been argued to be a necessary dimension of labour and its 
products, the social meaning of which is further constituted in actual 
social intercourse, in particular by money as its measure. The actual 
abstraction in the market is the first constituent of the social meaning 
of value. Money then is constituted as the de facto general equivalent. 
The important point to stress here is that money as it appears in the 
market is the only expression of value. There are no pre-market value 
entities (such as labour-embodied in a Ricardian conception of value, 
or utility or marginal rate of substitution in neo-classical theories).14

This presentation diverges in at least one important respect from 
Marx’s theory. We have introduced the concept ‘commodity’ here for 
the first time: the interplay of the exchange relation and the 
value-form in the market constitutes the useful object as an entity of 
double form: that is, use-value and money. And this doubling 
constitutes the useful object as commodity. Thus the useful object is 
identity of identity (use-value) and non-identity (money), and this 
identity constitutes it as commodity. At first sight this may perhaps 
seem rather a fine distinction. But it is closely related to our different 
starting point from Marx’s (1859,1867). Marx’s presentation is either 
insufficiently systematic (as Backhaus, 1969, pp. 100-2, suggests), in 
particular in that he does not sufficiently separate discovery and 
enquiry (he begins with the commodity as it appears, i.e. perception) 
from the abstract starting point; or the problem is that Marx’s 
presentation is not only structural-genetic but also historical-genetic 
whence he starts with commodity exchange (petty commodity 
production), not with capitalist production (as Napoleoni, 1973, pp. 
99—111, suggests). From the point of view of our own presentation the 
difference would then have to be located in the sociation-dissociation 
opposition.

Capitalist production: ideal precommensuration

Products in the bourgeois mode of production necessarily have to take 
the value-form. Only in the market is the product constituted as a
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commodity and the labour that produced it constituted as abstract 
labour in the form of money. These concomitant doublings of products 
into use-value and money, and labour into concrete useful labour and 
abstract labour, further determine the form of production as 
commodity production. Because exchange in the market is not 
accidental but systemic, the abstraction of the equation of a product to 
some definite amount of money can be anticipated in production. 
Production is production for exchange and useful objects are produced 
as commodities: that is, with a view to sale for money. So production is 
considered as potential money expansion, as valorisation (money —> 
production —» more money). Before the actual exchange this is an 
anticipation. Nevertheless commodities produced do ideally represent 
an amount of value, ideal money. In this sense the actual abstraction in 
the market is anticipated by an ideal abstraction and the actual 
commensuration in the market is anticipated by the ideal precommen- 
suration.

This anticipation further crucially determines the bourgeois process 
of production in that it becomes itself form-determined. The ideal 
precommensuration of the commodity gives rise to a further ideal 
abstraction concerning the labour process: the labour process is ideally 
precommensurated in terms of ideal abstract labour or ideal value. 
The labour process then is ideally denominated in terms of ideal value 
and the concrete activity of labour takes on the ideal form of value; 
labour indeed ideally takes on the form of abstract labour. The labour 
process then may be calculated in terms of ideal money. Thence the 
labour process ideally takes on a contradictory double form, that of 
technical labour process (use-value production), and that of abstract 
labour process or valorisation process. The external driving force of 
production, which together with exchange gives rise to the value-form 
(see above) thus becomes ideally internalised. With this internalisa
tion the contradiction that the social form (value) is the external 
determinant of the private production is transcended: this particular 
private sphere (bourgeois production) is transcended into the sphere 
of the economy, which is a public sphere determined by the 
value-form.15

With this internalisation we have also provided a concrétisation of 
our abstract starting point (see section on dissociation above): private 
independent units of production. To indicate this conceptual develop
ment these will be referred to henceforth with the terms capital(s) and 
capitalist production. (Although we have provided some concrétisa
tion of our starting point, the terms capital and capitalist production
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are still at a very high level of abstraction. We have not reached the 
fairly concrete level of enterprise and firm. And because subjectivity 
has not been introduced, we of course cannot introduce entrepre
neurs, managers, etc. At this level of the presentation there are only 
‘abstract bearers of social relations’: see also Ch. 6.)

The capitalist production process as valorisation process

The reduction in the market of use-values to a quantity of value -  that 
is, their social validation in terms of money, anticipated in capitalist 
production as an ideal precommensuration -  determines the contra
dictory double form of the labour process. The transcendence of 
bourgeois private production in the public sphere of the economy 
(determined by the dominance of the value-form) -  whence it is 
termed capitalist production -  does not, however, dissolve the 
contradictory double character of the labour process. However much 
the abstract labour process in fact dominates the technical labour 
process, the latter, the creation of useful objects, is a necessary 
moment. Thus although the form (value) determines the content 
(use-value), form cannot exist without content.

Three elements of production have been distinguished (see under 
sociation, above): uncultivated and freely available nature, labour and 
means of production (including cultivated nature). The contradictory 
double character of the labour process is further determined by the 
disparity of the roles played by each of the elements of production in 
the technical labour process on the one hand, and the valorisation 
process on the other. In the production process as technical labour 
process each of these elements may contribute to the production of 
new use-values. (The extent to which either of those elements is 
required depends on the particular technique of production in use, 
which is undetermined at the current level of abstraction.)16

The disparity of the elements of production is displayed in the labour 
process as valorisation process, which determines the production 
process in its particular capitalist form. The point is that the elements 
of production are dissimilar first, in that not all of them are themselves 
produced within the capitalist form of production, and second that not 
all of them take the form of value via exchange in the market. Two of 
these elements of production, namely labour and freely available 
uncultivated nature, are similar in that they are not produced within 
the capitalist sphere of production and have not been produced with a 
view to sale. Therefore, they do not represent previous value-added.
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Means of production, on the other hand, are different in that they have 
been produced within the capitalist sphere of production and hence do 
represent previous value-added. Two of these elements of production, 
namely labour and means of production, are exchanged and valued in 
the market. However they came into existence, a price label is stuck on 
them. Freely available and uncultivated nature, on the other hand, 
does not enter exchange at all (and indeed it is freely available to any 
capital and therefore does not count as value).

It is because labour is the only element that takes on the form of 
value, whilst it is not produced within the capitalist sphere of 
production, that it potentially creates value-added. Thus, again, whilst 
in the production process as technical labour process each of the 
elements may be necessary to the production of new use-values, in the 
production process as valorisation process there is only one socially 
necessary element of production (of value-added), which is labour. 
This may be briefly expanded upon, taking each of the elements again 
in turn.

A sufficient reason to exclude freely available and uncultivated 
nature as factor of production of value-added is that it is not exchanged 
and valued at all. Means of production provide no value-added 
because they have been produced previously within a valorisation pro
cess and as such represent previous value-added. But, nevertheless, 
it is their current ideal value (as related to the current value of similar 
means of production, which in them also represents previous 
value-added) which is in all or in part transmitted in the current 
production process. Their value is not derived from the ideal value of 
the output of the production process in which they actually figure as 
means of production but from the process of production in which they 
were produced: that is, their price of production.17 In contradistinc
tion to means of production, labour is of course not produced 
previously, as it is the activity of production itself. If anything it is 
labour-power that is ‘produced’ previously. But the key point is that 
whilst labour-power is grasped by the form of value (the wage), it is not 
produced within the capitalist sphere of production. The price of 
labour-power has got nothing to do with the ‘price of production’ of 
labour-power.18 Labour-power is created in the private sphere of the 
household and it is not produced with a view to sale.19 (Even the 
production-consumption distinction does not apply here. It is an 
activity of procreation: cf. the section on dissociation, above). Neither 
is it produced, like a commodity, by socially validated labour. Thus 
labour-power does not represent previous value-added. The fact that



Value as Social Form 57

labour-power is not produced within the capitalist sphere of produc
tion is precisely the reason why labour-power when expended as 
labour does potentially create value-added.

The statement that only labour potentially creates value-added 
should in no way be read to imply that value-added is in some way 
proportional to this labour as a labour-embodied theory of value 
would have it. It is only the validation of labour and its products in the 
market that determines where and how much value(-added) is 
actualised. Value-added is related to abstract labour, which is a 
category of the social process of validation. It is not a category of the 
individual process of production where actual validation has yet to 
take place. In order to avoid misunderstanding it should be noted 
again that this does not mean that there is no social connection 
between labour (‘labour-embodied’ for the sake of argument) and 
value-added. There is this connection which is precisely abstract 
labour, that is the ex-post social allocation of labour. Labour, 
therefore, is the socially necessary element of production of value-ad
ded.

Capital and the valorisation of capital

Bourgeois production has been constituted as driven by the external 
force of the social form of value, more precisely by the pursuit of a 
surplus over the value initially laid out (see the section on value-form, 
above). Whilst it is only in the market that production may be socially 
validated (see above, pp. 52-3), this validation is anticipated during 
production as an ideal precommensuration, whence the production of 
useful objects ideally doubles into the production of use-values and the 
production of value, that is, valorisation. These elements determine 
bourgeois production as capitalist production (see above, pp. 53-5). 
Labour has been derived as the sole and socially necessary element of 
production of (ideal) value-added and as such the social determinant 
of valorisation. With respect to the technical labour process, however, 
three elements of production may be required (see above, pp. 55-7).

The production of new use-values requires (to date) both means of 
production and labour. As production inputs these necessarily have to 
take on the value-form. Capital is the necessary value-form of these 
inputs. As value-form it is constituted as an outlay of value on these 
means of production and labour(-power). Because of this necessity of 
the inputs taking the value-form, and because of the necessary double 
form of the labour process -  technical labour process and valorisation
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process -  valorisation takes the contradictory form o f valorisation of 
capital. That is, capital is contradictorily constituted as the form of 
self-valorising value. As self-valorising value, capital is contradictorily 
related to itself. The measure of this relation is the rate of profit on 
capital laid out: value over value.

So valorisation, in this view, does not merely appear to be the 
valorisation of capital -  as many Marxists would have it -  but it does 
indeed take the form of valorisation of capital. Nevertheless this form 
is contradictory, in that labour has been constituted as the sole and 
socially necessary element of production of (ideal) value-added and as 
such the social determinant of valorisation. In this sense the capital 
relation -  capital abstractly related to itself as self-valorising value -  is 
a contradictory relation. The credit system and the accumulation of 
capital provide the proximate conditions of existence of this contradic
tion (these are elaborated in Reuten and Williams, 1988, Chs 2-5).

SUMMARY

In this chapter we have presented a value-form theoretic reconstruc
tion of the abstract-labour theory of value. From the abstract starting 
point of human self-production was derived the naturally necessary 
sociation of procreation and of creation of useful objects. The 
separation in the bourgeois epoch of the activity of creation of useful 
objects into production and consumption as organised in private 
independent units negates the sociation as dissociation. In the course 
of this chapter we provided the first and abstract conditions of 
existence of the sociation-dissociation opposition.

The transcendence of the sociation-dissociation opposition in the 
bourgeois epoch is in the association of the value-form. The first 
moment of this association is the exchange relation. The second 
moment is the necessity of the exchange relation taking the value- 
form. Value, as common denominator (further determined as 
money), was constituted as the social-universal form that particular 
labour and the products of labour have to take for these to become 
socially validated. Concomitantly labour-power also has to take on the 
value-form. The actual abstraction in the market turns these 
commensurations into transformations. The interplay of the exchange 
relation and the value-form in the market constitutes useful objects as 
entities of double form, that is, use-value and money, thence as 
commodities. At the same time, labour doubles into particular-con-
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crete labour and universal-abstract labour. Similarly labour-power 
doubles into use-value (potential performance of labour) and value 
(the wage).

These gave rise to two further determinations which are essential to 
the value form theoretic reconstruction of the abstract-labour theory 
of value in this chapter. The first is that because of systemic exchange, 
production is considered as potential money expansion or valorisation 
and that the actual abstraction in the market is anticipated by an ideal 
abstraction: the actual commensuration in the market is anticipated by 
an ideal precommensuration, whence the production process itself 
becomes form determined. The labour process ideally takes on a 
contradictory double form, that of technical labour process (use-value 
production) and that of valorisation process. With this doubling the 
external driving force of production becomes ideally internalised. With 
this internalisation the private sphere of production is transcended 
into the sphere of the economy as a public sphere determined by the 
value-form.

The second essential determination is that whilst for the production 
process as technical labour process three elements of production are 
required, for the production process as valorisation process there is 
only one socially necessary element of production of value-added, 
which is labour. The key point of this determination is the fact that 
labour-power is created outside the capitalist sphere of production.

However, because of the double form of the labour process, capital 
-  the necessary value-form of the elements of production as inputs -  
is constituted as the form of self-valorising value. As self-valorising 
value, capital is contradictorily related to itself, a relation which is 
measured by the rate of profit on capital laid out.

Notes

1. I thank Michael Williams for rigorous and thought-provoking discus
sions and comments on earlier drafts of this article, one of which was 
presented to the CSE conference, 1986. The methodological foundation 
as well as the necessary extension of the argument to a theory of 
accumulation, the state and economic policy are provided in Reuten and 
Williams (1988).

2. For an appraisal of Hegel’s theory of value in this respect, see Ch. 2.
3. See Ch. 4 for a critique of these.
4. Our method derives from a critical appraisal of the philosophical and
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political-economic critiques of Hegel (in particular that of 1817) and 
Marx (in particular that of 1903). For a very lucid introduction to the 
philosophy of Hegel, see Norman (1976).

5. Hegel (1833, p. 71) says, ‘the essence of philosophy consists precisely 
in resolving the contradiction of the Understanding’. ‘Comprehension’ 
is our translation of Begriff in its determinate form. Otherwise we use 
the term concept (as in the Knox translations, rather than Wallace’s 
‘notion’; thus when we use ‘notion’ this is much less determinate than 
Begriff. On the problem of translating Begriff, see Kainz (1973), pp. 
254-5, 263.

6. There is an interesting passage, in a section on Dasein, where Hegel 
(1833, pp. 73-4) also applies the notion of self-production to thought.

7. Historically, of course, this gender-specificity gave rise to particular 
gender-specific organisation of other activities, first of all the rearing of 
children.

8. The term ‘dissociation’ is also used by De Vroey (1981, p. 176) and by 
Eldred, Hanlon, Kleiber and Roth (1982/85, p. 354). We owe the 
insight of the separation of ‘activity’ into productive and consumption 
activity to conversation with Susan Himmelweit. See also Ch. 2.

9. At this stage of the presentation the notion of useful objects 
introduced above (see the section on sociation), also includes services. 
Of course at the abstract level of sociation as social activity, it makes no 
sense to posit services alongside useful objects. The activity itself of 
creation of useful objects is a ‘service’.

10. Although labour-power is not produced by the bourgeois mode of 
production, in the economic sphere, the private sphere of the 
household in which it is produced is nevertheless an element of the 
totality of bourgeois society (see Ch. 6).

11. Note we have not yet used the concept abstract labour. The form 
determinancy is prior to this concept.

12. This transformation of heterogeneous entities in the market is by no 
means merely transcendental: it is indeed an immanent or actual 
abstraction, an abstraction in practice. The term ‘abstraction’ in this 
respect is also used by Marx (1859, p. 30): ‘This reduction appears to 
be an abstraction, but it is an abstraction which is made every day in 
the social process of production.’ Himmelweit and Mohun (1978, p. 
75) use the term ‘real abstraction’. This term suggests that abstractions 
can be ‘unreal’. But abstractions, including mental abstractions and 
ideal abstractions (see below) are always real. (In a note in 1977 I used 
the term ‘concrete abstraction’, which is also misleading.)

13. There is no direct correspondence between value-added and abstract 
labour. The value of means of production is included in this overall 
abstract labour.

14. This presentation also differs from that in Ch. 5. Money is not a form 
of value, but it is the expression o/the value-/omi. Though money is 
the only expression of value, several types of money may prevail at the 
same time; value is their sui generis. Apart from this, however, money 
is undetermined so far and thus it is as yet a relatively abstract 
category. A more concrete determination of money is presented in
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Reuten and Williams (1988, Chs 1, para. 7; 2, paras 7-10; 7, para. 7; 
and 8, para. 4).

15. At this level of abstraction (with the state blended out) the sphere of the 
economy is the only public sphere. See Ch. 6 for the systematic 
presentation of the state.

16. The statement that the elements or factors of production distinguished 
may each contribute to the production of new use-values is in conformity 
with neo-classical theory. However, that is a supra-historical account, 
insufficient to the theorisation of the particular characteristics of 
capitalism. Therefore our departure from neo-classical theory here is 
that we consider this realm of their analysis one-sided in that it neglects 
the capitalist form of value.

17. At a lower level of abstraction the counterpart of this argument is the 
cost-accounting point of view. Investment appraisal may, of course, 
involve discounting the net expected value of future revenues, which is 
an imputation -  to use the Austrian phrase -  of future ideal value to 
capital assets, and sets a limit to the demand-price. Quite another 
matter is that the property of, or the command over any (temporarily), 
absolutely scarce factor of production (land, labour, machines, etc.) 
may always give rise to rent in the Marshallian (1890, p. 412) sense. The 
theorisation of rent, pertaining to the inequal distribution of the 
command over factors of production amongst capitals, does not belong 
to this level of the presentation.

18. The price of labour-power, i.e. the wage, is determined by supply and 
demand, but the supply-price contains no value(-added) whatsoever. 
Therefore to cast this exchange relation in terms of 'unequal exchange’ 
is also beside the point. Rather, it is intrinsically uncommensurate 
entities that are commensurated.

19. It should be noted that there can be commodity ‘inputs’ to the creation 
of specific kinds of skilled labour-power: workers may ‘invest’ in their 
education and training (as the ‘human capital’ approach has it). 
Similarly there are commodity ‘inputs’ to the creation of that essential 
element of labour-power, people. Neither of these concrete interrela
tions between the private sphere and the economy effect the results of 
the presentation at this level of abstraction: the basic, universal capacity 
to do mental and manual labour is created (‘reproduced’) outside the 
capitalist economy (see also Ch. 6).



4 The Contradictions of 
Positivist Marxism
Calvin Taylor

INTRODUCTION

The ideal abstraction which transformed the Marxist dialectic into 
‘the economic interpretation of history’ was generated within the 
renaissance of positivist philosophy. With the publication of the third 
volume of Capital, the floodgate of criticism, which had only been 
held in check by Engels fighting something of a rearguard action, 
opened and the now familiar criticisms of inconsistency and contra
diction poured forth. Unprepared for such an onslaught, and 
appearing to defend a naive theory of economic forces, many Marxist 
theoreticians were forced to concede ground on the most fundamen
tal elements of Marx’s theoretical apparatus; his dialectical method 
and the theory of value. The repeated re-examinations of the issues 
which rose to prominence during the years prior to the First World 
War are simply a reprise of positions established during the original 
debate. It was inevitable that, given their shared positivist philo
sophical underpinnings, the positions adopted by the various prota
gonists would eventually begin to coalesce. It was simply a matter of 
time, therefore, before the last vestiges of the dialectical method 
were expunged from Marxism altogether, to be replaced by the 
method of positivism.

Although Hilferding was himself a committed Marxist theoretic
ian, he was undoubtedly convinced of the superiority of the positivist 
conception of science and it is implicit in Sweezy’s famous distinction 
between the quantitative and qualitative value problems, in which 
the nature of the second is assumed to be unproblematically reflected 
in the formal appearance of the first. Its appeal is not difficult to 
understand. The claim that science should only deal with the facts of 
experience provides an investigative motivation not shared by the 
constrictive abstract metaphysics of ‘the economic interpretation of 
history’. Against the latter’s appearance of a priorism, positivism 
seemed less restrictive and thus potentially, at least, more rewarding. 
It was in this light that the project to reconstruct the corpus of Marx’s 
writings, particularly Capital, was undertaken. It was not so much 
that positivism was to be imported into Marxism, but that Marxism,
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at least in its essentials, should render itself amenable to the dominant 
scientific methodology of the first half of the twentieth century.

Many early textbooks of Marxist political economy attest to the 
difficulty of fulfilling this brief and those difficulties are not overcome 
in the most systematically expressed attempt to carry it out which was 
made by the economist and historian, M. H. Dobb. In particular, the 
specific conceptual emphasis which Marx placed on the social and 
historically transient nature of human development has no theoretical 
counterpart in positivist social science and thus poses particularly 
acute difficulties. Some, less acquainted with the details of positivist 
thought, submerge the difficulties by claiming that it is simply a matter 
of emphasis which does not affect fundamentals. Others, more 
sensitive to the problems involved, proceed more cautiously, but only 
in so far as they regard the reconciliation as a future eventuality.

The failure to complete the project is notable; what is less obvious, 
and for this reason largely unexplored, is the reason for this failure. Its 
significance, however, extends beyond a phenomenon of historical 
interest. For in failing to come to terms with their historical 
antecedents, the contemporary exponents of ‘analytical Marxism’ 
must inevitably share their fate (see Ch. 1).

In the first part the theoretical reconstruction of Marx’s Capital 
which animated M. H. Dobb's Political Economy and Capitalism  
(1937), which has served as a standard work of reference over the last 
50 years, will be examined. This examination is necessary not simply 
for exegetical purposes, but by showing how the problems of Dobb’s 
work relate to the limitations of positivist philosophy as a whole it will 
be demonstrated that the project of assimilation is an impossible 
objective, for the problem is not just the transformation of the ‘old’ 
Marxism into the ‘new’, but is the problem of the very nature of 
Marxism itself. Following this discussion of methodology, specific 
attention will be given to the work on the labour theory of value 
carried out by R. L. Meek. In particular it will be shown that the 
difficulties which he encounters are the inevitable product of an 
attempt to reconcile the irreconcilable. Furthermore, since neither 
Dobb nor Meek challenged the ‘Ricardian foundation’ attributed to 
Marx, they both fell into the trap baited with the positivism of a 
scientific economics; a trap which still exercises a fatal attraction. The 
chapter concludes by indicating how Marx’s own reconstruction of the 
labour theory of value proceeds with a logic envied by the impover
ished science of ‘analytical Marxism’.
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POSITIVISM AND POLITICAL ECONOMY

Political Economy and Capitalism first appeared in 1937 and is notable 
for the way in which it approaches the problems of Marxist political 
economy. Instead of providing a mass of textual analysis from which 
the Marxist position is to be distilled, it examines the general problems 
of economic theory and seeks to show the superiority of the Marxist 
solutions by illustration. The labour theory of value is central to this 
approach and is present throughout the analysis as the cornerstone of 
economic theory from Adam Smith to Marx. This is how Dobb 
describes the historical development of its analytical purpose:

Only with the work of Adam Smith and its more rigorous 
systematisation by Ricardo did Political Economy create that 
unifying quantitative principle which enabled it to make postulates 
in terms of the general equilibrium of the economic system -  to 
make deterministic statements about the general relationships 
which held between the major elements of the system. (Dobb, 1937)

This passage is particularly important because besides itemising the 
assumptions of the overall positivist framework, it inserts the whole of 
political economy itself into the mainstream of empiricist through 
which has dominated social and political theory from Hume onwards. 
The particularly Humean tenor of Dobb’s account is evident in the 
assumption that any complex phenomenon such as an economic 
system can only be scientifically comprehended if it is ultimately 
reduced to a complex of events from which laws of the system’s 
behaviour can be derived. In Humean theory the laws of behaviour of 
any particular thing are contingent upon the observed characteristics 
of the item in question and can only be inferred upon a constant 
conjunction of those characteristics in the form of discrete 
event-types. By definition the Humean law specifies a state of 
normality since the content of the law is nothing but the repeatedly 
observed constant conjunction of events over time. Once this 
conjunction has been observed a sufficient number of times, in 
Humean theory, it acquires the status of a law. In Dobb’s account the 
general equilibrium of economic systems specifies the condition of 
normality to which the system of events (elements) must correspond in 
order to acquire the status of a law. The laws of political economy are 
thus the ‘deterministic statements’ which specify the general observed 
relationships between the categories of political economy them
selves; wages, profits, rent, prices, and so on. But these categories
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cannot be related unless they are all expressed in the same form. 
Although each category represents a discrete event-type, as an element 
of a system which is composed from those events it must bear some 
qualitative characteristic which is shared by all the others. Thus the 
ability to make deterministic statements presupposes at least one 
characteristic which is not derived directly from observation but is 
deduced as a theoretical necessity. The a priori condition of 
determination in economic systems is the principle of uniformity.

The uniform characteristic of the categories of political economy, 
according to Dobb, is expressed in their quantitative relationships. The 
theoretical generalisation to be drawn from the state of equilibrium 
about the system of events which takes place within economic systems 
requires a unifying quantitative principle of valuation. The condition of 
equilibrium can only be satisfied when the categories of political 
economy are qualified by a specific set of related magnitudes. Only by 
receiving its specific magnitude does each category take its place within 
the structure of economic systems, because it is through the relationship 
of quantity itself that structure and determination are achieved. The 
logical format of this procedure is the equational system. ‘The set of 
statements must have the form (or be capable of expression in the form) 
of an equational system in which the number of equations, or known 
conditions, is equal to the number of unknown variables in the system to 
be determined -  no less and no more’ (Dobb, 1937). Dobb employs 
what can only be described as a formalism of thought.

In operationalising the equational system, he inverts his methodol
ogy. The potential idealism of Humean empiricism has been realised in 
a fully developed positivism, and in a way which exposes the inherently 
contradictory nature of Dobb’s project and his way of carrying it out. Its 
point of departure was originally identified as the content of experience, 
the pre-given categories of political economy, nothing less and nothing 
more. As the content of experience, however, they were formless, 
requiring order, determination and coherence. But since the categories 
of political economy exhausted the content of experience in the initial 
stage of observation, the possibility of structure for that experience can 
only be derived from the pure activity of a form-ascribing mind. Dobb, 
as political economist, puts into practice what Wittgenstein as 
philosopher could only regard as a possibility: ‘Form is the possibility of 
structure’ (Wittgenstein, 1922).

We have turned full circle. The adoption of a positivist methodology 
is no less idealistic than the closed metaphysics of the ‘economic 
interpretation of history’ which it was supposed to replace. The
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development of an alternative to the a priorism of that metaphysics 
was supposed to be its guiding purpose and this has clearly not been 
fulfilled. The above passage from Political Economy and Capitalism 
shows that Dobb himself doubted that this would be possible. When he 
states that ‘the set of statements must have the form (or be capable of 
expression in the form) of an equational system’, the view expressed in 
brackets is not equivalent to that expressed outside. The statement 
‘must have the form’ invokes a necessity not present in the brackets. In 
the former the equational system is the structure of events itself. In the 
latter there is a remainder even after the equational system is removed 
and to which it cannot be reduced. It is this ambivalence which Dobb 
exploits to avoid the potentially embarrassing problem of a priorism. 
In the necessary conception, form can only be derived from the mind 
of the investigator, since by definition what cannot be observed cannot 
exist, and also since the simple events themselves exhaust the content 
of observation there is only one place left from which form can be 
derived. By subtly changing methodological positions Dobb can 
eschew the formal elegance of equational systems derived from 
thought and invoke the ‘earthiness’ (Dobb, 1937) of reality to provide 
a determinate solution to the problem.

The natural separation of ‘form’ and ‘content’ presupposed by Dobb 
as the point of departure for theoretical analysis generates its own 
principle of determination, as if by accident.

A formal condition for the equational system to be capable of 
solution -  for the ‘unknowns’ to be ‘determined’, or to have 
particular values assigned to them, when sufficient data about the 
situation are known -  implies that somewhere in the system certain 
quantities which have the character of constants appear... they are 
the data which, when known in any particular case, enable one to 
calculate (by means of the equations) the position of all the rest. 
(Dobb, 1937)

Does this really provide the necessary solution to the problem of 
determination? The increasingly equivocal expressions of Dobb’s 
language betray the doubt in his own mind; ‘when sufficient data... are 
known... somewhere in the system ... constants appear... when 
known’, and so on. What data? How is it known? How are certain 
things to be regarded as constants? Why do they take that form and 
how do we know that they do? These are all questions which Dobb’s 
analysis begs but which he singularly fails to ask. This failure to be 
self-critical is endemic to all forms of positivism and is ultimately little
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more than a sleight of hand in which the restrictions imposed upon 
thought by empiricism can be momentarily relaxed in order to let 
reality slip into the analysis in whatever form suits the purpose of the 
positivist. From chaotic reality to ordered thought, the whole positivist 
methodology is regarded as little more than a preliminary to the main 
event, in which the really determined reality (which of course was 
there all along, but which scientific modesty prevented us from saying 
too much about for fear that it might be taken for granted) steps 
forwards and solves all problems, whether of structure or form, by 
conveniently providing a necessary constant. ‘It is some quantity 
brought in, as it were, from outside the system of events to which the 
set of equations refers; and in an important sense it is on this outside 
factor that the total situation is made to depend’ (Dobb, 1937). Thus 
political economy is little more than the external function of an 
otherwise self-determined ever-presented constant factor.

This is what really imparts determination and order to the system of 
events represented by the categories of political economy. ‘The 
quantity represented as a constant is hence determining, but not 
determined, so far as this particular context of events is concerned’ 
(Dobb, 1937). This is a questionable statement. Earlier Dobb had 
argued that the data gleaned by observation from the facts was 
sufficient to imply not only the existence of certain determining 
constants, but their form as well; that is, as calculable magnitudes. In 
other words, that the system of events itself generates its own 
determination. Now he is arguing that this is not the case. In fact it is 
the opposite. The constant is not implied by the system of events itself, 
but is brought in from outside: the external determination of economic 
systems is human labour, ‘the expenditure of a given quantity of 
human energy’ (Dobb, 1937). As the content of value rather than as a 
‘value’ as such itself, human labour can be safely employed as a 
non-tautologous theory of price. But at what cost: ‘the determining 
relation was a technical one and not a value-relation’ (Dobb, 1937)?

If the purpose of the equational system as the operational principle 
of form in economic systems is secondary to the purpose satisfied by 
the discovery of an exogenous constant, what may one ask is the 
purpose of science at all, if reality is as susceptible to the direct 
apprehension as implied by Dobb? He saves his one reservation till 
last: ‘In the abstract, of course, it is possible to create any number of 
isolated “systems”. One can construct equational systems about 
events, and make them coherent and soluble, merely by observing the 
formal rules and inventing the necessary constants which are required
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to determine the whole’ (Dobb, 1937). How does Dobb propose to 
rescue science from this doubt? ‘The ultimate criterion must be the 
requirement of practice: the type of practical question which one 
requires to answer, the purpose of the inquiry in hand’ (Dobb, 1937). 
And with this the last vestige of reason is expunged from science. The 
whole is little more than a fiction, a contrivance of thought in which the 
purpose of human knowledge collapses under the weight of the 
scientist’s idealism. Again we have turned full circle. The real point of 
departure of scientific investigation vanishes in the presupposition of 
its own end. The object of science is dissolved into the pragmatic 
pursuits of a supposedly omniscient scientist. Science is dissolved into 
method and method is but an extension of the scientist’s subjectivity.

Dobb’s thought was expressed in a particularly virulent form of 
positivism. That form, however, shared the same flaw as all forms of 
positivism must: namely, the antipathetical dualism of radical 
empiricism and ideal abstraction. His thought breaks down on exactly 
this point: how can this separation be justifiably employed when the 
two elements not only exclude one another but are mutually 
contradictory? If a scientific method must possess one characteristic, it 
must above all else have consistency. In striving for that consistency, 
positivism -  as we have seen in the case of Dobb’s conception of the 
economic system -  is left with little alternative but to oscillate 
mechanically between the two poles of the contradiction. Science is 
impaled upon the first only to recoil and be impaled upon the second. 
In following one line of argument, its deficiencies necessitate the 
introduction of the other. But in doing so the original is destroyed in 
the movement to its opposite. The general movement away from 
positivism within Marxism itself is a rejection of this procedure, and 
the abuses to which it can be put, as intolerable. In orthodox thought it 
leads inexorably to the contentless abstraction of the positive and 
consigns the future to the idealism of normative ethics. In Stalinism it 
produces the objectivism of the one-dimensionally economic and its 
subjective complement, the irreducible moment of political exped
iency.

In this atmosphere, it appeared that positivism had all but 
completed its domination of western thought, of both orthodox and 
radical forms. But despite the mutual hostility which in some sense is 
what one would expect, this positivism was not accepted by all parties 
to the same extent. The first moves away from it were by no means 
iconoclastic but in the atmosphere of the time they were decisive. 
Perhaps the most important expression of doubt came in R. L. Meek’s
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Studies in the Labour Theory o f Value. In the next part his doubt 
about the positivist method of science will be evaluated. But in 
particular we shall be looking for what Meek thought should be put in 
its place because it is in this that the whole of the subsequent turn 
away from Marxism itself is explained.

MEEK’S PUTATIVE CRITIQUE OF POSITIVISM

It is now well known that Meek eventually rejected the labour theory 
of value and with it many important elements of Marxist theory. But 
in order to explain this particular development it is necessary to look 
beyond the immediate explanations for the adoption of a particular 
stance to the theory which lies behind it. The work on the Studies 
grew out of a long-running debate with Joan Robinson on the validity 
of the labour theory of value as a tool of economic analysis. Spurred 
on by her jibe that the Marxist theory of value (as opposed to Marx’s 
theory of value) was nothing more than a perfectly sound piece of 
theory (the labour theory of value) diminished by the accretion of 
‘Hegelian stuff and nonsense’ (Robinson, 1953), Meek sought to 
champion Marx by showing that the Marxist theory of value was 
simply the consistent culmination of the work of classical political 
economy, representing little more than the addition of a social and 
historical dimension which was absent from Ricardo. But in order to 
carry this out it was necessary to challenge the positivism upon which 
Robinson, and the body of Marxist orthodoxy at that time, rested 
their theory. In particular Meek’s belief that it was necessary for 
Marxists to pursue the specific character of Marx’s method and its 
central concept of social form opened him up to attack not just from 
the champions of economic orthodoxy, such as Joan Robinson, but 
from members of his own camp as well, who thought Meek might 
have been straying a little too close to sociology for comfort. The 
achievement of the Studies, however, cannot be underestimated, for 
in tackling the problem of Marx’s dialectical method directly it placed 
Capital back in its rightful place as the central text of Marxist political 
economy. For Meek there was simply no substitute for reading 
Capital itself, and he was as unequivocal about this as he was about 
its purpose: ‘The main task which Marx set himself in Capital... was 
to explain the origins and development of the capitalist economic 
formation in terms of the developing relationships between men as 
producers’ (Meek, 1956).



70 Calvin Taylor

The thrifty positivism of Dobb’s technical relation has been replaced 
by the methodologically enriched conception of the social relation. In 
that sense the determining constant which Dobb sought outside the 
immediate sphere of events referred to by political economy has been 
brought back inside where it takes the form of an immanent 
determination: the social as such. And as much as the social is the 
determinate characteristic of human development, it is in that respect 
essentially historical. For Meek, the historical and the social are the 
touchstone of the materialist conception of history, and with these to 
the fore he immediately tackles the content of that which for Dobb was 
merely a pragmatic form: exchange-value.

How, then, looked at from the viewpoint of the materialist 
conception of history, does the category of exchange-value appear? 
In the first place, value appears as a ‘historical’ phenomenon. It 
presupposes exchange and the division of labour, each of which has 
a history of its own... In the second place, value appears as the 
expression of a ‘production relation between men’ in such a society. 
(Meek, 1956).

The abstract equational systems invoked by Dobb fail to elucidate 
that which is central; namely, that the real ‘constant’ of human society 
is not just an expenditure of human energy, but is human labour both 
in its historical forms and in its quality as a relation between producers 
as much as a relation between producers and the means and materials 
of their activities. In Meek’s conception the particular historical forms 
of human labour specify just so many forms of human society. Men in 
production are social beings, and the nature of their sociality is 
expressed in labour itself; ‘whereas labour necessarily assumes a 
“social” character from the moment when men begin in any way to 
work for one another, the “specific form” in which this social character 
manifests itself differs from epoch to epoch’ (Meek, 1956). The 
paucity of Dobb’s quantitative conception must be rejected in favour 
of what Sweezy described as the ‘qualitative’ dimension of value 
theory. The essential feature of this programme is to eliminate the 
Humean ‘constant conjunction’ criterion of law-derivation. The 
essentially static nature of this conception is, by definition, inadequate 
to the task of explaining the qualitative change of form undergone by 
the social in history. The particular form of production which is 
disclosed by the production of value, thus taking the form of 
exchange-value, is commodity production.
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The exchange of commodities -  i.e., of goods produced for some sort 
of market by ‘private producers more or less separate from each 
other' is a relatively recent phenomenon. Although it began 
(according to Marx's account) on the boundaries of primitive 
communities ... and although it existed in systems based on slavery 
and increased in extent under feudalism, it was only under capitalism 
that the relation between men as producers of commodities came to 
dominate the economic scene. (Meek, 1956).

Meek’s description of the process-like nature of the development of 
capitalism is simply that, a description and nothing more. Why does 
commodity production begin in some places and not in others? More 
importantly, why does commodity production eventually take the form 
of capitalism? And why does the process initiated by the production of 
commodities only become complete with the full historical develop
ment of capitalism itself?

The answer to these questions and by the same token the explanation 
of Meek's inability even to ask them consists in a radically divergent 
methodology to the positivism which Dobb employed and which Meek 
himself cannot completely reject. This is acutely apparent in the 
framework of criteria which he develops to test what he regards as the 
central hypothesis of Capital. What Marx ‘was mainly interested in 
analysing', he goes on to say, ‘was the manner in which the introduction 
of “capitalist" commodity production modified the influence which the 
basic relation between men as producers could be assumed to have 
exerted upon exchange relations under simple commodity production’ 
(Meek, 1956). In short, Meek wants to explain how the prices formed in 
a capitalist economy differ from those formed in any commodity-pro
ducing economy, but which are still ultimately determined by the same 
basic relationship between producers as producers of commodities. As 
he puts it, the exchange ratios in the former, like the latter, are but a 
‘function’ of a social relation, albeit a ‘function’ which changes its shape 
(Meek, 1956). In Meek’s view the manner of this alteration is a matter of 
history, but if in the transformation from one to the other the change 
which takes place is signalled by the new form of social production, we 
are entitled to ask why this transformation takes place in the first 
instance, and discovering the answer to this we are further required to 
ask just what such transformations are a history of?

It is to find an answer to this question that Meek now turns to Marx’s 
correspondence and the letter to Kugelmann of 11 July 1868. Against 
the view which expresses just so much ‘nonsense about the necessity of
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proving the concept of value’ (Marx and Engels, 1954), a view in which 
it is already divested of its socio-historical content, Marx argues that 
the necessity of distributing social labour is a natural law which ‘cannot 
be done away with by the “particular form” of social production, but 
can only change the “form it assumes’” (Marx and Engels, 1954). On 
the surface, this passage from the letter appears to be consistent with 
the view which Meek develops previously: namely, that the prime task 
is to show how the law of value continues to operate under capitalist 
conditions of production, albeit in modified form. It must continue to 
operate, argues Meek, because, in line with the contents of the letter, 
the necessity of distributing social labour cannot be dispensed with but 
can only appear in a different form. The task of science is to show how 
the law continues to operate despite the changed circumstances. ‘The 
science consists precisely in working out “how” the law of value 
operates. So that if one wanted at the very beginning to “explain” all 
the phenomena which apparently contradict the law, one would have 
to give the science “before” the science’ (Marx and Engels, 1954).

In citing this passage from the letter, Meek clearly detects no 
incongruity in discussing the operation of the law of value under 
capitalism as though it were the same as in a society of independent 
commodity producers. In excluding the phenomena which apparently 
contradict the law from his analysis of the specific form under which 
the law of value continues to operate in a capitalist society, he denies 
the very object which he seeks to explain: ‘the origin and development 
of the capitalist economic formation’. Thus, despite his reading of the 
very passage from the letter in question, he nevertheless continues to 
‘give the science before the science’ in the sense that in Meek’s view 
the specific conditions of capitalist production are merely the external 
form of a pre-given content: the necessary distribution of social 
labour. It is, however, one thing to argue that the full form in which the 
law of value operates under capitalism can be discussed before any 
investigation of the specific conditions of capitalist production takes 
place, but it is another to say that the working out of the law of value 
culminates in the necessary development of the capitalist relation of 
production and that it is precisely in the form of that relation that the 
distribution of social labour takes place.

In Meek’s analysis the category of form is replete with the positivist 
definition of its theoretical meaning. It is simply an ancillary category 
expressing a reflective level of appearance under which hides the 
pre-given content of all historical forms of society, the distribution of 
social labour. In Marx’s conception it is precisely the necessary
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development of the law of value which explains the origin and 
development of the capitalist economic formation. In Meek’s analysis, 
the form of a specific society is a reflection of that which exists beneath 
the surface. The change of form is thus contingent upon underlying 
changes. For Marx, the underlying changes and the changes of form, 
or more precisely its development, are one and the same. Thus the 
capital form of value is ultimately traceable to the elementary form of 
value where the former resides as an as yet unrealised potential of the 
latter.

The difference between Meek and Marx can be demonstrated with 
reference to the category of price. For both, what is important about 
price is that it is not synonymous with value. But according to Meek, 
although the price category cannot be replaced by value as such, it is 
simply a particular modification of it qualified by certain characteris
tics. Thus when Meek argues that the overriding stipulation of any 
adequate theory of value is that it provide an account of price 
formation, he expresses what amounts to their indirect identity. For 
Marx, the price category presupposes something which Meek simply 
takes for granted: namely, that prices are always expressed in 
monetary terms. Therefore before price itself can be understood it is 
logically necessary to explain money (see Ch. 3). But according to 
Marx, the discovery of an explanation of money is not as straightfor
ward as it may first appear.

The difficulty in forming a concept of the money-form consists in 
clearly comprehending the universal equivalent form, and as a 
necessary corollary, the general form of value...The latter is 
deducible from ...the expanded form of value, the essential 
component element of which ... is ... X Commodity A = Y Com
modity B. The simple commodity form is therefore the germ of the 
money-form. (Marx, 1867)

Meek’s definition of the role of form circumvents the crucial 
question but only at the expense of sacrificing that which really forms 
the content of Marx’s dialectical method: the unravelling of the laws of 
development of a particular social organism. When Meek declares that 
there ‘is no need for us to follow Marx’s rather complex analysis of the 
“elementary”, “expanded” and “money” forms of value in any detail 
(Meek, 1956), he is really rejecting the dialectical method in favour of 
a decomposed positivism. Thus even though he defines his categories 
in a way which appears to avoid Dobb’s strictures, it is only to clothe 
the latter’s spartan theory in history and society. Above all, what
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Meek cannot discard is Dobb’s conception of the overall relationship 
between an ever-present ‘constant’ and a subordinate series of 
changing external forms. For this reason his departure from Dobb’s 
‘technical relation’ is far from convincing. In failing to question the 
positivist methodology at a deeper level, Meek is inevitably destined 
to reproduce its inherent limitations. This is particularly apparent in 
the next stage of his analysis, in which he turns to the specific character 
of value-producing labour and to Marx’s distinction between the 
abstract and the concrete.

MEEK AND MARX ON ABSTRACT LABOUR

In the transition from Chapters 4 to 5 of the Studies, Meek appears to 
make a volte-face. In the earlier chapter he demonstrates that the 
essence of Marx’s method is to regard the specific form of society as 
just so many historical forms of social labour. Thus in a commodity- 
producing society, social labour takes the form of value. In Chapter 5, 
however, the train of this thought is not continued. Preferring not to 
develop this insight further he appears to return to the relatively 
superficial matter of the formal requirements of a theory of value. 
From the qualitative he passes over to the quantitative in which the 
exchange-relation is expressed. He detects no incongruity in this shift 
of perception and regards it as a natural development of the basic level 
of the methodology. With regard to the labour theory of value he says:

As we saw in the last chapter, it was intimately associated with the 
particular hypothesis which Marx set out to test in Capital -  the 
materialist conception of history. If the basic relation between men 
as commodity-producers in fact determined their exchange-rela
tions- i.e., the value-relations between their products- it could only 
do so per medium of the relative quantities of labour which they 
bestowed on those products. The concept of value as embodied 
labour in effect expressed Marx’s view that the economic process 
should be analysed in terms of the social relations between men and 
men in the production of commodities. The concept in itself could 
not be ‘proved’ by a logical argument of the type used to prove a 
theorem in geometry. But the ‘theory’ of value erected on the basis 
of the concept naturally had to be proved. (Meek, 1956).

It is this final proof that Meek sets out to discover in the ‘formal 
requirements of a theory of value’. He clearly believes that the labour
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theory of value as a theory of a particular historical epoch contains 
certain general truths. But its real theoretical efficacy is to be judged 
according to how well it can explain the particular problems of 
exchange itself. The overriding concern is to explain exchange-value 
and to do this it is necessary to advance beyond the superficial 
appearance of relativity which characterises the exchange-relation; ‘it 
is not possible to arrive at an adequate “theory” of value unless one 
assumes that differences (or changes) in relative values are the net 
resultant of differences (or changes) in the individual values of one or 
more of the commodities concerned, each taken in isolation’ (Meek, 
1956). In short, the individual value of each commodity must be 
determined in an absolute form before it can be expressed in terms of 
its relation to other commodities. But this poses a difficulty. If the 
value of each commodity is to be determined in isolation from all other 
commodities, how are they to be compared when they are brought 
together to be exchanged on the market? Inspired by Aristotle, Marx 
argued that exchange is the transfer of equivalents. But in order for 
qualitatively different objects to be equivalent it is necessary to make 
them commensurate, and they can only become commensurate if they 
are regarded as merely different quantities of the same thing. ‘Such an 
approach requires that some common quality inhering or attaching to 
commodities must be selected as constituting the substance of value’ 
(Meek, 1956). But what properties do commodities share which can be 
the foundation of the equivalence presupposed by exchange? Utility 
must be discounted because it is special in the case of each individual 
commodity and therefore cannot ensure their commensurability (see 
Ch. 2 for a discussion of Hegel on value and utility). According to 
Meek that leaves only one ‘relevant “common property'” (Meek, 
1956); the property of being the products of labour.

So far, so good; but at this point a number of anomalies occur. Value 
must be determined in an absolute form which is simultaneously the 
direct form of commensuration. Commodities cannot possess value 
without being equivalent. But as different types of commodities they 
are the products of individual kinds of labour, whereas as values they 
are all commensurate. How can this process of commensuration take 
place on the basis of the production of particular kinds of commodity 
and not one uniform ‘commodity’ which would by definition be 
self-commensurating? In other words, how is the individual form of 
labour transformed into the universal form of value? For Meek the 
problem is that of simply defining value-producing labour. ‘The labour 
which creates “value” (as distinct from use-value) is abstract labour-
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i.e. productive activity as such, from which all differences between the 
various kinds of activity have been abstracted’ (Meek, 1956). It has 
been repeatedly noted that this definition of value^producing labour 
contradicts the conception of value as a historically specific feature of a 
particular form of social production. What is less recognised is that it is 
perfectly consistent with the ‘content’ of Meek’s methodology, if not 
its form, and that therefore it is necessary to question that methodol
ogy itself.

It is consistent with the content of Meek’s methodology in the 
following way. In conceiving the historical necessity of distributing 
social labour in all forms of society, he assumes that social labour exists 
directly in its own irreducible form. Consequently there is no need to 
look further than labour in production to see that by definition all 
individual forms of labour are directly social, and by the same token 
are commensurate. From this proposition Meek is able to establish 
both the expression of value in the absolute and the necessary 
condition of equivalence, but only at the cost of generalising the 
concept of abstract labour to the point where it possesses no 
theoretical precision, and therefore no explanatory content. Thus the 
apparent volte-face which Meek makes between Chapters 4 and 5 of 
the Studies is really only an extension of the theoretical assumptions of 
his methodology. Those assumptions are little different from those 
which we found in the positivism of Dobb’s Political Economy and 
Capitalism, and upon which the theory of that work broke down.

In the attempt to reintroduce the social back into Marxist thought 
Meek must expel the concrete from his analysis. He justifies this 
procedure on the basis of a literal reading of Marx in which the generic 
replaces the formal. ‘In a commodity-producing society... and in a 
commodity-producing society alone, the social character of each 
producer’s labour manifests itself in the fact that this labour “ranks on 
an equality with that of all others” -  i.e.; is reduced to abstract labour’ 
(Meek, 1956). The positivist conception of the pre-given category of 
social labour can only be rendered consistent with the category of 
value as social-form by means of an ideal analytical abstraction in 
which the specific differences between one kind of labour and another 
are submerged beneath the generic-productive activity as such. But to 
be consistent with the positivist conception of form this kind of 
abstraction is one which can only take place in the mind of the 
investigator, who in carrying out enquiries imposes it upon the 
material which passes beneath his or her gaze. The generic conception 
of abstract labour is not only analytical but a product of an idealist
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philosophy of science. This could not be further from the procedure 
and object of Marx’s method of enquiry.

The difference between Meek and Marx on the problem of the 
nature and necessity of the concept abstract labour reveals the 
unavoidable difference between a positivist and a dialectical philoso
phy of science. In his discussion of value, Meek argued that in ‘the first 
place, value appears as a historical phenomenon. It presupposes 
exchange and the division of labour, each of which has a history of its 
own’ (Meek, 1956). It is in restricting the content of science to what is 
registered in observation that positivism makes an assumption which it 
must carry forward throughout its entire analysis and which is 
ultimately responsible for the limited conception of science with which 
it culminates. Meek’s conception of the materialist theory of history 
suffers from the same defect as Dobb’s conception of political 
economy. For whilst Meek recognises the historical nature of value, he 
cannot depart from the view which lies at the heart of positivism: 
namely, that a complex phenomenon is ultimately reducible to a 
complex of events. Thus value is one such event, exchange and the 
division of labour are others. From this complex of events the form of 
commodity production emerges. With the addition of further events 
commodity production becomes capitalist production, and so forth.

Thus what Meek’s method actually precludes is the possibility of 
recognising that it is precisely the specificities of the division of labour 
which precipitates the exchange of commodities. Those individual 
characteristics can no more be abolished in thought than they can in 
reality. It is only in the identity-thinking of positivist philosophy and its 
atomist ontology that the concrete is reduced to the level of 
appearance, from behind which the positivist can produce the abstract 
and universal with little more than a thought. In place of the analytical 
abstraction of the positivist, a form of abstraction which was as much 
an element of classical political economy as it is of the dominant 
twentieth-century philosophy of science itself, Marx developed the 
concept of formal abstraction.

The purpose of formal abstraction is not to destroy the specificities 
of the division of labour, but by laying the general formative character 
of human labour alongside those specificities to establish a realm of 
mediation in which all forms of labour are rendered commensurate as 
the precondition for the quantitative equivalence of commodities in 
exchange. All that remains to complete the abstraction is the existence 
of a form in which that equivalence is established concretely and in 
which the formal abstraction of human labour becomes the form of
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social labour in a society founded on the production of commodities. 
Meek took the social form of human labour for granted and was forced 
into the generic abstraction which negates the division of labour and 
with it the purpose of exchange. Marx, working forwards from that 
purpose, shows that the form which human labour must take in 
commodity-production is established within the general conditions of 
exchange itself: equivalence and commensurability. Commodities can 
only be proportionately exchanged if their commensuration and 
measurement are established by a process which is uniform across all 
commodities. Thus the division of the quantitative and qualitative 
value problems is a false dichotomy in which the general nature of the 
former is apparently at odds with the individual nature of the latter, 
whereas the real form of value, the form of existence of abstract 
labour, is precisely that universal quantitative form which is expressed 
in the exchange of all commodities: namely, exchange-value. In the 
exchange of one commodity for another, the latter is the equivalent 
form of value, the exchange-value of the former. In its physical form 
the commodity which occupies the role of the equivalent form of value 
is the embodiment of the amount of abstract or social labour which 
constitutes the value of the commodity which occupies the position of 
the relative form of value. In acting uniformly across all commodity 
transactions, the form of value is nothing but the objectified form of 
the universal capacities of human labour. It is this discovery which 
‘analytical Marxism’ cannot incorporate into its repertoire. The 
impossibility of providing it with a quantitative form is not just an 
inconvenience from which analytical Marxism draws a justification for 
its rejection; as a solution to the problem of the nature of exchange it 
must be regarded as a critique of the domination of quantity, whether 
as a form of existence or as a form of thought.

CONCLUSION

The positivism of the early exponents of analytical Marxism has been 
examined, and has shown that far from representing a satisfactory 
framework within which the regeneration of Marxism can take place it 
is wholly inimical to it. The form of thought fostered by Dobb and 
Meek broke down upon those contradictions which are inherent to 
positivist science itself. Thus their eventual rejection of the labour 
theory of value is much more than just a logical step; it is an indication 
of the extent to which positivism had progressed into the heart of
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Marxism: the dialectical method itself. The project to reconstruct 
Marx in a form which was amenable to positivism was thus nothing 
short of rendering Marx amenable to orthodox thought. That project, 
however, could not be achieved without fracturing the organic nature 
of Marxist theory by intoducing the system of contradictions within 
which orthodox thought proceeds to undermine the basis of its own 
existence as a valid form of scientific investigation. The contemporary 
penchant for model-building, the ideal abstraction and methodologi
cal individualism which so animates the work of analytical Marxism, 
possesses clear historical antecedents. But without a solution to the 
contradictory nature of positivist science, analytical Marxism must 
inevitably flounder. And when it does, Marxists will once more have to 
call upon that rational dialectic which has so far eluded the radical 
critique of capitalist society.



5 Economic Forms and the 
Possibility of Crisis
Geoffrey Kay

This chapter outlines analytic implications of the form of value and the 
peculiarities of labour in terms of an overarching concept of crisis. The 
first section consists of an argument that money is premised on 
unequal exchange; the second sketches a way in which schemes of 
reproduction may be modified in line with this argument; the third 
looks at the theory of distribution; and the fourth suggests that Marx 
underplayed his hand when it came to the possibility of crisis.

These issues abut a common problem and it is in relation to this 
that we shall consider them. Since the eighteenth century economics 
has been studied in terms of circuits: Schumpeter called the ‘discovery 
and intellectual formulation of the circular flow of economic life [by 
the Physiocrats] the great breach through which lay all further 
progress in the field of analysis’.1 In every form of society production 
and consumption are mutually dependent and movement must take 
place from one sphere to the next to maintain the momentum of 
activity. But in capitalist society the cycle of reproduction has peculiar 
features. Since products take the form of commodities, it consists of 
two circuits -  in one commodities move in their natural form as 
use-values; in the other, in their value-form as prices -  which must 
clearly mesh to avoid breakdown. If the magnitudes of use-values are 
expressed as values (or prices of production, though this alternative is 
ignored here), a condition for successful reproduction is clearly equal 
exchange in the sense that relative prices must match relative values 
for the two circuits to engage evenly.2 It is in this context that Marx’s 
theory of money becomes significant, for if it supposes unequal 
exchange as a systematic possibility then the process of reproduction is 
at permanent risk of crisis by the mere fact that products take the form 
of commodities.

However, the peculiarity of the ‘circular flow of economic life’ in 
capitalist society does not end with its division into separate circuits. 
An additional problem to contend with is that two different types of 
commodities and prices are involved: simple commodities consisting of 
means of production and consumption of which there are a very large 
number, with correspondingly simple prices; and complex commod
ities with complex prices (money-capital and interest; the use of land
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and rent; labour-power and wages). Here we take account only of 
labour-power and wages, but this is sufficient to tie in the problem of 
distribution and show crisis to be a real possibility.

MONEY AND UNEQUAL EXCHANGE

The possibility of a crisis occurring through a disproportionality of 
relative values and relative prices can be excluded by considering 
money in one of two ways. Either it can be defined as a numéraire 
(i.e., a plastic medium, which adjusts automatically to the contours of 
the real economy), or as a simple commodity which exchanges like any 
other. The first alternative can be ignored: it has never played a 
significant part in Marxist writings and its influence in neo-classical 
economics is now declining, even though attempts are now being made 
to build models of disequilibrium trade.3 The second requires 
attention because it is sufficiently close to Marx’s theory to cause 
confusion.4 Indeed, in the face of Marx’s insistence that money is ‘one 
particular commodity ... transformed into money’5 no distinction can 
be made: that is, as long as the supposition of equal exchange is made.

At the start of his analysis of the value-form Marx made his purpose 
clear: to show the origin of the money form in the simplest expression 
of value, ‘a task never even attempted by bourgeois economics’.6 But 
to arrive at an understanding of money by this route which is not 
restricted to gold trading at par like any other commodity, it is 
necessary to show that even the most elementary transaction does not 
contain equal exchange as an essential condition. But this is exactly 
where the problem seems to lie. Consider this passage which comes 
near the start of Capital:

Let us now take two commodities, for example, corn and iron. 
Whatever their exchange relation may be, it can always be 
represented by an equation in which a given quantity of corn is 
related to a given quantity of iron, for instance 1 quarter of corn = x 
cwt. of iron. What does this equation signify? It signifies that a 
common element of identical magnitude exists in two different 
things, in 1 quarter of corn and similarly in x cwt. of iron. Both are 
therefore equal to a third thing, which in itself is neither one nor the 
other. Each of them, so far as it is exchange value, must therefore be 
reducible to a third thing. (Emphasis added)7

The reference to ‘identical magnitudes’ is unequivocal and by
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attempting to explain such a complex phenomenon as money in terms 
of so simple a relation Marx appears to have boxed himself in. How is it 
possible to develop a remotely plausible theory of money starting 
here, or see money providing a possibility of crisis in anything but the 
most abstract way so long as it is rooted in equal exchange?

Significantly this passage is one cited by Bohm-Bawerk in support 
of his assertion that ‘the great law of value... states, and must 
state ... that commodities are exchanged in proportion to the socially 
necessary working time incorporated in them’.8 But its meaning is less 
clear-cut than first appears because it contains two propositions not 
one, and though the second entails the first, the first does not entail the 
second. The first proposition is that as exchange values each 
commodity must ‘be reducible to a third thing’; the second is that they 
possess identical amounts of it. If the aim of the exercise is to show that 
in exchange commodities are made commensurable in terms of some 
property they hold in common, which was clearly Marx’s intention, the 
second proposition is not only redundant but positively misleading: at 
least as far as later developments are concerned.

What then does the equals sign mean? Strictly speaking it signifies 
that these two commodities are exchanged as if their values were 
equal, a condition which is perfectly consistent with their actual 
inequality. Whereupon there arises a further question: why should 
anyone accept a value less than they alienate? But this concerns 
particular exchange, not exchange in general. It may or may not be the 
case ‘that what is usually the produce of two days’ or two hours’ labour 
should be worth double what is usually the produce of one day’s or one 
hour’s labour’, as Adam Smith contended.9 As far as the qualitative 
equivalence of commodities is concerned, it makes no difference.

The analysis of the simple form of value where Marx detected an 
asymmetrical structure provides further evidence in favour of unequal 
exchange as a possibility which is not excluded by the terms of 
exchange itself. In the simple relation of value, again 1 quarter of corn 
= x cwt of iron, the corn occupies the relative form of value and the 
iron, the equivalent form. The corn relates its value to the iron and the 
iron expresses this value but, as Marx went to great lengths to point 
out, it does this in its natural form as use-value. In other words, value is 
not measured by value and the question of relative magnitudes of 
value does not enter into the relation at all. The equivalent commodity 
must possess some value, otherwise it would not be an equivalent; but 
it can express values of quite different amounts because it performs the 
function of equivalent through its use-value. This was Marx’s
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explanation of why, once money is established, it is possible to 
substitute the money-commodity with paper symbols which possess no 
value at all. On the other hand, its connections with value can never be 
severed completely, and if money is treated as though it were simply a 
numéraire dire consequences, such as inflation, depreciation and an 
exodus of capital, follow.

At first sight the development of inconvertible currencies appears to 
have little bearing on the issue of unequal exchange as it affects our 
central question of relative prices and relative values. It is one thing to 
argue that the value of the money-commodity, or medium, does not 
equal the value of a commodity it is used to buy ; another to say that a 
given amount of money does not purchase commodities of equal 
value. But the reasons which allow unequal exchange between 
commodities and money also allow unequal exchange between 
commodities themselves: that is, it is not a condition of exchange for 
commodities to have equal value. This does not mean that unequal 
exchange is automatically instigated by the use of money; only that the 
possibility of it exists. Or to look at it from the other side, the 
possibility of unequal exchange is not ruled out by the conditions of 
exchange themselves. Whether or not this possibility is realised 
depends upon how the system of exchange as a whole is organised, in 
particular on how it is affected by complex commodities such as 
labour-power.

VALUE AND WAGES

Consider a modified version of the scheme of simple reproduction 
which Marx used in volume II of Capital:10

I 3000c + lOOOv + 10005 = 5000w 
II 2000c + 800v + 7005 = 3500w

Variations in the organic composition of capital between departments 
I and II are compensated by differences in the rate of surplus value so 
that it is not necessary to derive prices of production to equalise the 
rate of profit. It is important to stress that the relation of prices to 
values under consideration here is quite distinct from questions 
considered under the rubric of the transformation problem. There it is 
a matter of how values must be modified to establish what prices must 
be in order to equalise the rate of profit, and so on. Here it is the 
formation of actual prices: that is, how prices of production, where
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their derivation is necessary, irrespective of the process by which they 
are derived, are translated into the value-form.

The scheme above depicts the structure of the real economy and 
profiles the structure of use-values in terms of value; at the same time it 
specifies the structure of prices which must prevail for the economy to 
be in equilibrium. But as it stands it gives no indication of what actual 
prices are and to bring these into the picture it is necessary to draw up a 
separate money scheme alongside it:

Values

I 3000c + lOOOv + 10005 = 5000w 
II 2000c + 800v + 7005 = 3500h>

Money

I 3000c' + 1000v' + 10005' = 5000w'
II 2000c' + 800v' + 7005' = 3500w'

This represents the monetary flows through which the real magnitudes 
shown in the value scheme are circulated. It is drawn up on the basis of 
equal exchange, assuming each unit of value has a price of £1. The 
reason for this is not a priori necessity originating in the nature of 
exchange and money and so on, but the fact that both are subject to 
market forces tending towards the equalisation of the rate of profit. If 
the values needed transforming, the exposure of both schemes to the 
same pressure would make the tendency for their immediate 
alignment evident. This goes most of the way to explaining why prices 
of production and prices are widely treated as though they were the 
same: simply there seem no grounds for supposing them to deviate.

Is this supposition valid, however? In order for objects to respond 
identically to a common force they must be susceptible to it in a similar 
way. Thus for prices to respond uniformly to pressures for an equal 
rate of profit, at least one condition must hold: that these prices contain 
a clearly discernible element of profit upon which this pressure can act. 
The outputs of the two departments satisfy this condition since they 
are simple commodities produced by capital. But the third commodity 
on the market, labour-power, does not. It is certainly a commodity 
subject to the law of value, but it is unique in several respects, notably 
(in this context) that it is the only commodity sold by the working class. 
Normally its peculiarities are considered from the standpoint of its 
value but they affect the wage no less profoundly in the sense that, 
unlike a simple price, it does not comprise elements of cost and profit.
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A similar peculiarity is attached to the prices of the two other 
complex commodities in circulation: the rent of land and interest on 
money-capital. But wages have another distinction of crucial import
ance, that whereby variations in rent and interest, assuming values 
and other prices are constant, alter the distribution of surplus value 
among fractions of capital and the landed class; a variation in wages 
under these conditions alters the realised rate of surplus value and 
thus strikes at the rationale of the system. Wages, of course, are not 
immune to market forces and we can readily assume these operate to 
establish a uniform rate throughout the economy. But there is no 
reason why this rate, by the mere fact of being uniform, is the 
equilibrium rate (i.e., equal to the value of labour-power). Ulti
mately wages fall within the field of profit and are subject to its 
forces, only this cannot act upon it in the same way as its acts upon 
simple prices.

The formal possibility of disproportionality between value and 
price acquires real content through the peculiarities of labour- 
power. Consider the following scheme where it is assumed that 
workers have bid up wages, while conditions in the real economy and 
particularly the value of labour-power remain unaltered:

Values

I 3000c + lOOOv + 10005 = 5000w
II 2000c + 800v + 7005 = 3500w

Money

I 3000c' + 1500v' + 5005 ' = 5000w'
II 2000c' + 1200v' + 3005' = 3500w'

The value scheme is the same as that above, only here we assume 
wages have risen by 50 per cent, to 1500 and 1200 respectively, while 
the value of labour-power remains 1000 and 800. The strain is borne 
by money profits which fall by the same amount as wages rise. Since 
c'2 continues to equal v' i + 5'|, the balance of monetary flow is not 
upset and the economy can continue the process of reproduction. But 
(money) rates of profit, which capitalists receive and in relation to 
which they act, are no longer equal. The rise in wages causes profits 
to fall across the economy (from 25 to 10.4 per cent); but they fall less 
in department I than in department II, to 11.1 and 9.3 respectively. 
This, in itself, is sufficient to set an adjustment process in motion.
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So long as the value scheme does not change, there is no problem in 
determining what this adjustment must achieve; namely a new 
configuration of prices which establishes an equal rate of profit and 
balances interdepartmental trade. But this is possible only when wages 
are equal to the value of labour-power. Undoubtedly the new 
generation of market economists would define the situation as one of 
inflexibility and put its problems down to a failure of wages to respond 
to market forces. But since the increase in pay is assumed to be even 
across the economy, the disequilibrium it creates is not one which 
market forces, construed in the conventional sense, can correct. 
Adjustment requires a reduction of real wages -  that is, a change in the 
balance of class power in respect to the distribution of income between 
classes -  which was, significantly, the starting point of the General 
Theory, though it was not expressed in these terms.

Since the terms of a restored equilibrium are known, there is no 
difficulty in defining the adjustment which must take place:

Values

I 3000c + lOOOv + 10005 = 5000w
II 2000c + 800v + 7005 = 3500w

Money

I 3000c' + 1500v' + 5005' = 5000w'
II 2000c' + 1200v' + 3005' = 3500w'

I 4500c' + 1500v' + 15005 ' = 7500w'
II 3000c' + 1200v' + 10505 ' = 5250w'

If prices rise by the same amount as wages exceed the value of 
labour-power, and this does not instigate a further increase in pay, 
equal exchange and equilibrium are restored. (The same result can be 
affected by declines in production and employment, i.e., alterations 
on the value side of the economy, which force money wages down, and 
the economy can regain its former level of activity so long as reflation 
does not start wages rising again.) The problem is how this inflationary 
adjustment is actually achieved, the simple once-and-for-all price rise 
depic'ed here being out of the question because it rests upon two 
unrealistic assumptions: first, that capitalists act collectively, whereas 
each acts individually on his or her own behalf; second, that they are 
appraised of the data in the value scheme, whereas in the very nature
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of things these are unknown. But neither of these assumptions is 
necessary, and to see prices rise to the appropriate level requires 
nothing more than a supposition that capitalists respond to an increase 
in wages by hiking prices, first to restore the rate of profit to what it was 
before wages went up; and then to increase them still further to 
compensate for higher costs due to the effects of inflation on the price 
of constant capital. It may seem that these countermeasures can only 
bring prices back into line with values when wages rise from a situation 
of initial equilibrium and capitalists have indirect knowledge of values 
in the form of a target rate of profit. But this is not the case, for so long 
as the departments are not identical, a drive to equalise the rate of 
profit throughout the economy is sufficient to define equilibrium 
prices. In other words, by responding to increased wages and 
variations in money rates of profit and acting individually and without 
any concern for value magnitudes, capitalists proceed as though they 
acted collectively and knew these magnitudes in detail, with the single 
qualification that the route they follow is more attenuated and 
complex (even assuming no retaliation by the working class to 
preserve its gains). Curiously, the course traced by prices approaching 
their target at a steadily diminishing rate is characteristic of the 
multiplier effect.

However, a more striking parallel with the simple Keynesian model 
is the explanation of general economic movements in terms of 
particular imbalances which market forces cannot adjust. In the simple 
Keynesian model equilibrium depends upon savings and investment 
being equal ex post. But as they are immediately dependent upon 
different circumstances, and do not adjust directly to each other in 
response to market forces (i.e., the rate of interest), there is no reason 
for them to be equal ex ante, and they can only become equal ex post 
through changes in production, employment and prices which affect 
the whole economy. In conditions of simple reproduction, a disparity 
between savings and investment cannot arise since both are assumed 
to be zero. But market forces cannot guarantee the equality of wages 
with the value of labour-power and equally general movements of the 
economy are necessary to restore equilibrium. This may appear to 
offer grounds for a Marxist-Keynesian synthesis, but in reality the two 
approaches are totally opposed and any common ground they have 
only serves to throw their differences into relief. In directing attention 
to a possible disparity between savings and investment and the way it is 
corrected, Keynes undoubtedly identified one of the exciting causes of 
economic instability. But in giving it priority, he disclosed the class
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coordinates of his theory which the contrast with Marxism reveals. For 
Marx instability was due to objective conditions such as the nature of 
money and the peculiarities of labour-power. For Keynes, the 
problem was subjective: how individuals decided to use their funds in 
an uncoordinated fashion. Both savaged Say’s Law and recognised 
periodic crises to be more than random accidents, but where Marx 
observed them as manifestations of the permanent structure of 
capitalist production, Keynes saw them in terms of a psychology which 
could be influenced by policy. ‘Capitalism wisely managed’, wrote 
Keynes, ‘can probably be made more efficient for attaining economic 
ends than any alternative system yet in sight.’1 uIn the crises of the 
world market’, wrote Marx, ‘the contradictions and antagonisms of 
bourgeois production are strikingly revealed.’12

THE VALUE OF LABOUR-POWER

In considering movements of wages we have assumed the value of 
labour-power to be given. But how is this determined? Does it ‘vary 
with the value of the means of subsistence’ as Marx argued at one 
point,13 or is it dependent upon the rate of accumulation, as he 
suggested at another?14 And what effects, if any, do trade unions and 
others have upon it? These questions do not bear directly on variations 
of wages but such variations, conversely, have a bearing upon them.

The immediate problem facing Marx in Capital was not one of 
distribution as such (i.e., the determination of the relative shares of 
labour and capital in the social product), but of elucidating the terms 
on which labour-power took its place in circulation alongside simple 
commodities, and showing how its payment was regulated by socially 
necessary labour. The solution he worked out consisted of two parts: 
first, that workers sold labour-power and not labour; and second, that 
the value of labour-power equalled the value of those commodities 
which comprised necessary consumption. The first broke through the 
tautology ‘value of labour’: is it the equivalent of the workers’ needs or 
of what they produce? The second put the value of labour-power on 
the same footing as that of simple commodities: that is, it is determined 
by socially necessary labour, albeit at one remove. It is, at this point 
that the question of distribution properly speaking arises: what 
governs which commodities comprise the necessary consumption of 
labour and through which the value of labour-power is determined? 
The answer Marx gave, that it is those which ‘provide the means of
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subsistence’ plus ‘a moral element’15, is sufficient to set the theory of 
surplus value in motion. But it can equally well be argued that the 
value of labour-power is determined by the rate of accumulation 
without any reference to the subsistence requirements of labour at all, 
except as a lower limit.16

This approach, which Marx intimated in a passage to which we 
return in a moment, has several advantages. First, it severs the link 
with subsistence and brings high real wages, which exceed the bare 
minimum needed for survival by much more than can reasonably be 
explained in terms of a moral element, in line with the theory of 
surplus value. As necessary consumption is defined in terms of what 
capital needs to sell rather than what workers need to buy, rising real 
wages are seen as an essential corollary of accumulation rather than an 
embarrassment to be explained away. Second, it distances Marx from 
Ricardo and removes the residual element of naturalism from his 
theory. Third, it is much more in line with Marx’s criticism of 
capitalism as a system of alienation than the subsistence theory, for 
although it envisages much higher standards of living, it makes clear 
that the needs of labour are the displaced requirements of capital and 
demonstrates the dependence of labour upon accumulation for even 
this tawdry satisfaction. Finally it makes a detailed analysis of 
distribution possible.17

Now consider Marx’s well-known statement on this subject: T o  put 
it mathematically: the rate of accumulation is the independent not the 
dependent variable, the rate of wages is the dependent not the 
independent variable’ (emphasis added).18 Strictly speaking it is the 
value of labour-power, not wages, which is the dependent variable, 
and though it is precious to quibble over usage here since the sense of 
the passage in context is not changed by a substitution of terms, an 
important issue is none the less involved. The accumulation of capital 
determines what wages must be, but what they are, certainly at any 
given moment, is influenced by the power of the working class. A 
recurring problem in the theory of distribution is the interrelation of 
the economic and political forces in play, and it is here that Marx’s 
analysis of the value-form makes its contribution. The distinction 
between value and its form when applied to the payment of labour 
separates the value of labour-power from wages and gives the different 
forces at work specific sites of action: economic forces operate on the 
one, class or political forces on the other. But in the very nature of 
things the separation is incomplete and the further the sites are forced 
apart -  by a greater impetus of accumulation on the one side or an
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intensification of struggle on the other -  the greater becomes the 
pressure to close the space between them: that is, ‘crisis [as] the 
forcible establishment of unity between elements that have become 
independent’.19

As the process of accumulation advances, improvements in 
productivity increase the volume of commodities which capital must 
sell to the working class to avoid crises of under-consumption. This can 
be achieved in two ways, either by a fall in prices brought about by 
competition, or higher money wages. In so far as it depends upon the 
second a problem arises to the extent that pay rises are resisted by 
individual firms since they increase costs. ‘The workers are important 
for the market as buyers of commodities. But as sellers of their 
commodity -  labour-power -  capitalist society has a tendency to 
restrict them to the minimum price.’20 Marx called this problem a 
contradiction but it has been resolved, at least in part, by pressure 
from the working class for higher pay, minimum wages, improved 
levels of relief and so on. As money-wages are forced up at one 
moment capital is pressured into improvements in productivity at the 
next, leading to a continuous redefinition of the commodities which 
comprise necessary consumption and the value of labour-power; 
though the latter does not necessarily rise, as improvements in 
methods and the intensification of labour can bring the value of these 
commodities down faster than their mass increases. In other words, 
the contradiction of capital in resisting the higher wages which 
accumulation requires is overcome by the working class which faces 
individual capital as though it were the embodiment of social capital. 
Or rather, since the working class struggles on its own account and 
does not tailor its claims to the exact requirements of accumulation, 
the contradiction is put off rather than solved, as the motor of 
accumulation can easily turn into an exciting cause of crisis. Or, to add 
one more qualification: it is metamorphosed into an object of policy 
under the rubric of demand managment defining another point of 
tangency between Keynesianism and Marxism which underlines their 
difference.

LABOUR-POWER AND CRISIS

It hardly requires an elaborate battery of concepts to show that an 
increase in wages can lead to inflation or unemployment, though the 
fact that these phenomena can be deduced from the nature of the
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value-form, which establishes the formal possibility of incongruency 
between the real and money economies, and the peculiarities of 
labour-power which give it content, offers some indication of the 
analytic potential of the basic categories of Marx’s theory. The 
importance of the form of value is now widely acknowledged as an 
exemplification of method and instrument of criticism. But the 
peculiarities of labour-power are relatively neglected, except as they 
bear directly upon surplus value. The brevity of the section on wages in 
volume I of Capital, compared to the long account of profits in volume 
III (where, incidentally, a treatment of wages as a form of value on the 
surface of the economy properly belongs) indicates that Marx himself 
treated them in a rather summary fashion. In place of a systematic 
analysis important insights are scattered through the text as asides. 
Plans for a separate book on wages in the early outlines of Capital 
indicate an original intention to explore the subject further; and 
though it can never be known whether this would have led Marx to 
alter other parts of his theory, it is interesting to note that not a single 
mention is made of the peculiarities of labour-power and the wage in 
the sections on crisis in Part II of Theories o f Surplus Value.

This has a particular bearing on what Marx termed the possibility of 
crisis. One cannot quarrel with his argument that ‘real crisis can only 
be deduced from the real movement of capitalist production and 
competition and credit’.21 To suggest that real empirical movements 
can be accounted for simply by the general forms through which 
production is organised would be absurd. On the other hand, it would 
seem that these forms should be a more active cause of crisis than Marx 
argued, if the theory is really to distinguish itself from the ‘insipid’ 
argument of economists that ‘it is accidental whether or not crises 
occur... merely a matter o f chance". To insist upon an inevitability of 
crisis would deny real movements their reality, but a genuine 
compelling possibility of crisis which leaves them space and, at the 
same time, reduces the element of chance, is what the theory requires. 
Yet in both Theories o f Surplus Value and Capital Marx went to great 
lengths to insist that the possibility of crisis is abstract.

The general possibility of crisis denotes no more than the most 
abstract form of crisis, without content, without a compelling 
motivating factor. Sale and purchase may fall apart... the transition 
from one to another may proceed smoothly. The factors which turn 
this possibility of crisis into [actual] crisis are not contained in this 
form itself: it only implies that the framework for crisis exists.22
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These forms [commodities and money]... imply the possibility 
of crisis, though no more than the possibility. For the development 
of this possibility into a reality a whole series of conditions is 
required, which do not even exist from the standpoint of the simple 
circulation of commodities.23

This is true: the circuit C Af —> C  permits a separation of sale from
purchase and also, we would add, unequal exchange;24 both of which 
can disrupt it but neither of which are direct or necessary consequences 
of buying and selling. But the circulation of capital which comprises 
these same forms of commodity and money. M —» C —> M \  contains 
the contradiction of capitalist production within its poles -  that is, 
labour-power -  and this must surely give the possibility of crisis real 
content.

Consider the following statement:

In so far as crises arise from changes in prices and revolutions in 
prices, which do not coincide with changes in the values of 
commodities, they naturally cannot be investigated during the 
examination of capital in general, in which the prices of commod
ities are assumed to be identical with the values of commodities.25

A movement in relative prices while values are unchanged can 
precipitate crisis by interrupting the cycle of sales and purchases. But 
such a movement cannot start in the deep foundations of the economy 
(capital-in-general), Marx argued, because at this level capital and the 
commodities it produces are uniform masses, and the particularities 
necessary to alter prices in relation to values simply do not exist. The 
argument is clear; but in supposing the system of circulation which 
operates in conjunction with capital-in-general to be simple it stands 
upon uncertain ground: either it ignores the presence of labour-power 
in capitalist circulation altogether, or it acknowledges its presence but 
discounts its peculiarities in so far as the relation of prices to values is 
concerned. In other words, it fails to recognise that even when 
capitalist production is investigated at a level of abstraction which sets 
aside the differences between individual capitals and the commodities 
they produce, labour-power and the special qualities of the wage still 
operate as particularities quite capable of causing disparities between 
the real and money spheres of the economy.

Where the use of money establishes what Marx called the formal 
possibility of crisis, the buying and selling of labour-power creates the 
real possibility : that is, a set of relations which can lead to real crises
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without an external exciting cause. As an exciting cause of real crises, 
shifts in wages out of line with the value of labour-power may not have 
special importance. Their significance as the possibility of crisis, 
however, is paramount, as is what they demonstrate to be the 
significance of crisis. For in the disruption of the capitalist economy 
the separation of needs from capacities through which labour-power is 
defined as a commodity becomes visible on the surface of society as 
privation on the one side and idle resources on the other. Generations 
of routine have made the buying and selling of labour-power appear 
natural. But the process occurs on a regular social basis only because 
those who sell their capacities have no direct access to the means of 
production and cannot use them except as exchange-value; because in 
relation to these means as the stored up wealth of society, the sellers of 
labour-power live in poverty; ‘absolute poverty: poverty not as 
shortage, but as total exclusion of wealth’.26 In economic crises, needs 
and capacities are prised apart, but this is possible only because they 
are forcibly separated from each other in the first place as a condition 
of production.

Notes

1. Joseph Schumpeter (1954), p. 43.
2. Adam Smith argued that the coincidence of values and prices was 

natural. ‘At the same time and place the real and nominal value of all 
commodities are exactly in proportion to one another’ (Smith, 1776, Ch. 
5). In modern economics the possibility of discrepancy is overlooked by 
taking prices and values to mean the same thing. Sraffa buried it even 
deeper by suggesting that prices are determined directly by the 
conditions of production. ‘There is a unique set of exchange-values 
[viz. prices] which if adopted by the market restores the original 
distribution and makes it possible for the process to be repeated; such 
values [viz. prices] spring directly from the methods of production’ 
(Sraffa, 1960, p. 3).

3. The one place the idea remains as an essential element of theory is the 
work of Sraffa and his followers where prices are simply appended to 
physical magnitudes without any concern for how they arise or the units 
in which they are expressed. Steedman has inflated the idea that prices 
‘spring directly from the methods of production’ defined in physical 
terms, into a critique of Marx’s ‘value-magnitudes’ without the slightest 
effort to justify the supposition on which it rests, namely that money is a 
plastic medium which adjusts spontaneously to the relative magnitudes 
of the real economy. Attaching numbers called prices to physical
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quantities no more makes these numbers prices than writing figures on 
scraps of paper makes money. ‘Prices’ as they figure in the Sraffian 
system are not actual prices, but merely denote what actual prices must 
be if certain conditions are satisfied. However, the problem of units 
remains: since they are not real prices they cannot be expressed in 
money; on the other hand, as Steedman declares value redundant, 
nothing remains in which they can be expressed (see Ian Steedman, 
1977). Given this reduction of economics to a numbers game it is no 
surprise to find that ‘crises’, ‘effective demand’, ‘Say’s law’, and so on 
are abstracted from. (p. 20).

4. One of the ways it has entered Marxist theory is through solutions to the 
transformation problem which make use of a third, gold producing 
department whose price of production is posited as a price. See Paul 
Sweezy (1942, pp. 115 ff.).

5. Marx (1867P), p. 181.
6. Marx (1867P), p. 139.
7. Marx (1867P), p. 127.
8. Bohm-Bawerk (1896), p. 12.
9. Smith (1776), Ch. 6.

10. Using the standard Marxist symbols, c = constant capital; v = variable 
capital; s = surplus value; w = value.

11. Keynes (1926), p. 321.
12. Marx (1904-10), p. 500.
13. Marx (1867P), p.276.
14. Marx (1867P),p. 770.
15. Marx (1867P), p.276.
16. It can be noted in this context that the needs of subsistence are defined 

by the state through the provision of relief to the reserve army, at a 
distance from the wage-relation proper, which allows this relation to 
make no explicit reference to needs at all and appear as though it is a 
payment for productivity.

17. The determination of the value of labour-power by the r*ite of 
accumulation can be illustrated with the use of a scheme of expanded 
reproduction in which the personal consumption of the capitalists is 
ignored:

I c + v +  s(c +  v) =  w 
II C + V + ^(c + v) = w

If we start at a moment in time when the structure of production is given 
(h>! and w2) and the amounts of constant capital already accumulated 
are known, the value of labour-power is easily calculated as a dependent 
variable. To be precise the value of variable capital is easily calculated as 
a dependent variable. To derive the value of labour-power further 
information is needed about the technical compositions of capital, but 
these are determined quite independently of workers’ needs. It is also 
worth noting that these same data determine the level of employment 
without reference to the numbers seeking work.

18. Marx (1867P),p. 770.
19. Marx (1904-10), p.543.
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20. Marx (1885), p. 391. These remarks were included in the text as a ‘note 
for further elaboration’.

21. Marx (1904-10), p. 542.
22. Marx (1904-10), p. 509.
23. Marx (1867P),p. 209.
24. The standard Marxist symbols are used: C = capital in the form 

of commodities; M = capital in the form of money; and C' (M') = 
commodity (money) capital of increased value.

25. Marx (1904-10), p. 515.
26. Marx (1939), p.296.



6 Competition Subjects, 
State and Civil Society1
Michael Williams

INTRODUCTION

Perhaps the greatest unfulfilled aspiration of Marxist intellectual 
activity has been adequately to theorise aspects of bourgeois society 
other than the economy on the basis of a coherent account of that 
economy: to develop a theory of the economic determination of the 
political and the personal. This chapter outlines such a theorisation of 
the political and, more sketchily, the personal on the basis of the 
theory of social forms (see Chapter 1).

For much economic theory the state is a ‘black box’ into which are 
fed some idealised prescriptions of market theory and out of which 
issue more-or-less coherent packages of policy. Thus the implicit 
conception is of some beneficent autocrat, group of Platonic guardians 
or competitively elected power-holders, acting on the best available 
advice as to what constitutes the general good and how to achieve it. 
Even when economic theories of the state escape this ‘black box’ 
mentality, they tend to remain economistic in the sense of basing their 
analyses of the ‘inner’ state upon the notion of atomistic agents, 
maximising an objective function subject to given constraints. 
Analysis of the state then differs from analysis of the market only in the 
arguments of the objective functions and the constraints.2

Marxist theories of the state have tended to be reductionist, 
reducing the state either to an instrument of some pre-existent 
capitalist class or to the functionalist epiphenomenon of some 
pre-existent needs of capital (accumulation).3 However, state policy 
cannot be derived simply from the ‘needs of capital’: the state is not 
just a ‘general empirical fact’ which jumps into some functional gap in 
terms of the reproduction of capital. A conceptual development of 
‘society’ has to be provided between the account of the economy and 
that of the polity.

In our derivation of the state we first develop this ‘competitive 
society’ of revenue source subjects with concomitant (self)-interests 
from the pure capitalist economy by introducing subjectivity. This 
intermediate step differentiates our account from its most important 
predecessor -  the German capital-logic and state-derivation
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approach4 -  in a way which, we hope, overcomes the incipient 
functionalism of these approaches, without falling into instrumental
ism. The forms of the state, and its policies, are not simply derived as 
epiphenomena of the logic of capital, and neither is the state 
conceived as some pre-existent entity in the hands of capitalists.5 
Rather, competitive society is presented as a condition of existence of 
the bourgeois economy, and its doubling into civil society and the state 
as a condition of its own existence.

FROM VALUE-FORM TO COMPETITION SUBJECT

In Chapter 3 the value-form has been shown to be the specifically 
bourgeois form of association in which the dissociation of production 
and consumption and of production itself is transcended. Association 
is thence concerned to overcome, in social reproduction, the inability 
to self-reproduce. However, at the level of the capitalist economy in 
abstraction individuals have appeared only as the bearers of social 
relations, without subjectivity.

The value-form, valorisation and capital accummulation are 
structurally determined. They are processes which are merely 
reproduced by the activities of individuals. These processes are not 
determined by individual will, and neither are they the outcome of the 
exercise of the will of any overarching social subject. What is more, the 
value-form is intrinsically indifferent to the reproduction of the 
inherently particular existence of individuals: it is concerned rather 
with the imperatives of valorisation and accumulation. But it is not 
only a matter of structural indifference. As has been argued 
extensively in Marxist work, there are tendencies of accumulation -  
most notably that of the rate of profit to fall and to overaccumulation -  
which continually threaten the reproduction of the conditions of 
existence of particular economic agents.6

In the distributional relations entailed in capitalist production, value 
exists in the form of income (profit, interest, rent and wages). These 
are forms of value in that they are sums of money, quantitatively 
determined by the processes of capitalist generalised commodity 
production and exchange. The existence of income as value-form is 
concretised in the competition subject. Competition subjects can be no 
mere bearers of social relations (or ‘character masks’: See Marx 1867, 
pp. 82, 89), since they must have the free will to deploy their income 
sources in pursuit of income in competition with other competition
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subjects. Success in this pursuit of income is the value-form mode of 
individual reproduction.

Only at the level of subjectivity can ‘interest’ be introduced, so that 
revenue forms, and thence the interests associated with them, provide 
the link fron the level of the economy (character masks) to that of 
subjectivity (from which the state can be developed). Here we differ 
fundamentally from Flatow and Huisken (1973), in arguing that the 
necessary form of the state has to be derived from a more fundamental 
level of abstraction than the ‘surface’ of bourgeois society at which 
they start (if by surface is meant concretised everyday perceptions, or 
‘forms of appearance’). The point is that the society of income source 
bearers -  competitive society -  is not the surface of the bourgeois 
totality, rather it exists at quite an abstract level. (Here, of course, we 
disagree with Marx, also: cf. Marx, 1894, Part VII).7

The competition subject, then, must be both a structurally 
determined bearer of social relations and, at the same time, a subject. 
This contradiction of subjects without subjectivity is transcended in 
abstract free will* the determinate content of which is particular 
subjectivity, but only as constrained by its conditions of existence 
within the value-form determined economy. In as much as a particular 
subject ventures into the public sphere of the economy, it is a 
competitive subject with only abstract free will. Since competition 
subjects can exericise free will only within the constraints of the 
opportunities provided by the value-form determined economy 
(whilst being formally equal within the bounds of those constraints), 
and since that value-form is at best indifferent to their particular 
individual existence, the economy of itself is not adequate to the 
reproduction of one of its own conditions of existence: competition 
subjects. The existence of competition subject remains only abstract.9

With the introduction of subjects the presentation has arrived at the 
starting point of micro-economics: agents freely competing on product 
and factor markets. Economics merely postulates this starting point 
either, as with the classical economists, as an essential human 
propensity to truck and barter (Smith, 1776, vol. 1, p. 12), or as a 
matter of convenience, to be verified by confronting the derived 
conclusions with empirical data (e.g., Friedman, 1953, p. 218), or as 
the axiomatic ‘rationality postulate’.10 Value-form theory, in contrast, 
grasps it as a necessary form of appearance of the process of social 
production in the bourgeois epoch.
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COMPETITION SUBJECTS, PROPERTY AND LABOUR

With the introduction of competition subjects, the mere bearers of 
social relations (character masks) have been transcended into 
abstractly free and formally equal subjects deploying income sources 
in the pursuit of income. This freedom is grounded in the right to 
property in income sources, and the incomes arising therefrom. It is 
crucial to note, however, that competition subjects’ income sources 
are not congruent with each other. First of all there are three forms of 
income (profits, interest and rent) that do derive from the property in 
an income source (industrial capital, money capital and landed capital 
respectively). Thence there are three property-owning competition 
subjects: entrepreneur, money capitalist (or investor) and landed 
capitalist.

There is, however, one income form -  namely the wages -  which 
does nor derive from the property of an income source, but rather 
from a universal capacity, inseparable from the labourer. Free wage 
labourers are a specific class of competition subject because their 
income source, labour-power, is not a property (in the sense of money 
or a commodity which can be held or alienated). Labour-power is, at 
the level of competitive society, the income source of last resort for 
those who do not own (sufficient) property income sources. The 
specific characteristics of labour as an income source are derived from 
it special place in the production process, considered as a valorisation 
process (cf. Chapters 3 and 5).11

This incongruence reproduces the existence of classes of competi
tion subjects, with the necessary antagonism one to the other, derived 
from the capital relation. Each of the classes has, at this level, its own 
restricted domain of subjectivity. In order to reproduce their 
particular existence, the labourer must sell their labour-power; the 
landed capitalist must rent their land; and the money-capitalist must 
invest their money-capital. The entrepreneur must obtain and deploy 
these elements of production so as to produce and sell commodities. In 
this way the success of the competition subjects in deploying their 
income sources constitutes at the same time their own reproduction 
and that of the value-form determined whole.

The right to own and alienate money and commodities in the shape 
of private property is thus intrinsic to the processes of competitive 
society both in terms of the reproduction of the value-form and, at the 
same time, in terms of the value-form as the specifically bourgeois
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j  mode of association. Therefore the bourgeois right to property is a 
concrete condition of existence of the value-form. The processes of 
competitive society are the appearance, at the level of subjective 
economic activity, of the processes of valorisation. The objective basis 
of antagonistic classes in the capital relation is thus expressed at the 
level at which subjectivity has been introduced. It is fundamental 
already at the level of the economic that the valorisation process 
dominates the technical labour process, and that in the former only 
labour is a necessary factor of production of value-added, which in the 
latter is merely redistributed to land and capital and then money 
capital (see Chapter 3). The antagonistic distributional interests of 
property and labour are thence not merely the surface of bourgeois 
society, in which it seems everything and nothing is possible, but they 
are rather competitive society, in which the fudamental distinction 
between property and labour sources emerges on the basis of the prior 
doubling of the production process into valorisation and technical 
labour processes.

‘Simple commodity production’ can also not be the point from which 
the conceptualisation of the bourgeois state is to be developed, 
precisely because it cannot capture the antagonistic class structure of 
the capital relation. It therefore cannot be the basis of some general 
interest which the bourgeois state is to actualise. Bourgeois society is 
not characterised by the commonality of interest characteristic of a 
social system in which each only trades the products of their own 
labour.12 Such a conceptualisation obscures the fundamental differ
ence between property-income sources and the labour-income source, 
and so between property and non-property (labour) income.13

The transition involved, from mere bearer of social relations to the 
competition subject, with abstract free will, is an important step in the 
conceptual development from the most abstract starting point in the 
value-form to the form of the state. At the most abstract level the 
economy can be discussed in isolation from social and political 
moments, and concomitantly from from willed subjects. Prior to the 
introduction of the state character masks are grounded as competitive 
subjects: agents making (severely circumscribed) decisions about the 
deployment of income sources in the attempt to make a living. This 
systematic presentation enables us to come to grips with the interplay 
of agency and structure which runs through much social science, and to 
which Marx’s solution is contained in the famous dictum about 
individuals making history, but not in conditions of their own choosing 
(Marx, 1852, p. 146).
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SUBJECTIVITY AND RIGHT TO EXISTENCE

Subjectivity without existence is contradictory. If competition subjects 
are to have the right to deploy income sources and own property, they 
must also have the right to existence. What is more, the subject, qua 
subject, will necessarily perceive itself as having the right to exist. 
However, whilst the right to property (in valorised and accumu
lated capital) exists within competitive society, the capacity to labour 
cannot. Whilst labour-power is bought and sold as a commodity on 
generalised markets, it is not produced within a capitalist firm, or with ^  
a view to being sold (see Chapters 3 and 5). The reproduction of 
labour-power entails the reproduction of the labourer, which cannot 
be guaranteed within the logic of competitive society.

Subjects and collections of subjects, as thus far determined, are 
the unwitting agents by which the totality is reproduced. It is a 
necessary condition of the continued existence of competitive 
society that adequate labour-power be reproduced. Since labour- 
power is inseparable from the labourer, the existence of whom the 
abstract universality of the valorisation processes cannot ensure, 
competitive society cannot generate its own conditions of existence. 
The crucial point is that the right to exist (and lower order corollaries 
such as the right to a job and to an adequate income) is inherently 
concrete and particular, whilst the abstract and universal principles of 
competitive society -  the value-form, and abstract free will -  are 
indifferent to the concrete and particular existence of specific subjects. 
Many a competition subject’s attempts to obtain (adequate) income 
are thwarted in the discontinuous and crisis-ridden processes of the 
reproduction of the whole.14

There is a strong resistance amongst critics of bourgeois society to 
the notion that it incorporates even so abstract a right to existence. It is 
perhaps useful to stress here that it is only the fragmented individual
ism of such society which entails that it posit the social being of 
particular individuals in the form of an abstract right. It is precisely the 
point that the form of right is not a natural, but rather a specifically 
bourgeois, form. The bourgeois right to existence only arises because 
individual social being is so precarious in competitive society.

The threat to existence posed by the unmediated workings of 
competitive society comes to a head in the clash of equal right, which 
can be solved only be force:

The capitalist maintains his right as a purchaser [of labour-
power] when he tries to make the working day as long as possible .
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the labourer maintains his right as seller when he wishes to reduce 
the working-day to one of definite normal duration. There is here, 
therefore, an antinomy, right against right, both equally bearing the 
seal of the law of exchanges. Between equal rights force decides. 
(Marx, 1867, p. 225)

DOUBLING OF COMPETITIVE SOCIETY

Competitive society is the form of existence of the contradiction of 
value-form determination and free will. The competition subject, with 
a universal right to property, together with a right to existence, is 
continually under threat, contingent upon the opportunities made 
available by the workings of competitive society and by the quantita
tive levels of contracts struck between competition subjects. The rights 
to property and to existence cannot subsist within a competitive 
society predicated upon the competition of each against all, and the 
universal principles of valorisation and abstract free will. Even in the 
minimal negative mode, which merely asserts that no individual may 
damage the existence of another, the right to existence of some can 
come into conflict with the right of property of others. Since they are 
not in the concrete and particular form which is necessary to their 
actualisation, they can exist only formally as political rights. Because 
the right to existence cannot subsist as a social right, affecting 
the operation of society considered only as competitive society in 
isolation, it is, at this level of abstraction, both necessary and 
impossible; it is contradictory. Competitive society must be extended 
by its doubling into civil society15 and the state.

The procedural concept of doubling is the key to the systematicity of 
the presentation,16 which has arrived at a fundamental contradiction. 
The entities developed so far -  namely competitive society and 
competitive subject -  are to be transcended by more extensive, 
concrete entities: bourgeois society, consisting of civil society and the 
state (as well as the private sphere, which, whilst not central to our 
concerns, is briefly outlined below), and bourgeois person, consisting 
of competition subject and citizen (as well as the private person). Civil 
society is the reappearance of competitive society vis-à-vis the state; 
the bourgeois person is the reappearance of the competition subject 
with the additional determination of citizenship.

This procedure enables the presentation of the most basic moments 
of the totality first, without positing any possibility of their antono-
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mous existence. There is, for example, no suggestion that competitive 
society (generalised capitalist commodity production and exchange 
together with the existence of abstract free will) is some historically 
pre-existent phase of development. The analysis is conceptual, not 
historical. The procedure also allows the internal arguments them
selves to drive the theory forwards: if the presentation of the totality is 
to be complete and internally coherent, it clearly cannot stop at the 
stage at which it has derived a necessary impossibility, a contradiction: 
‘in dialectic it is the insufficiency of the premisses that leads to the 
more sufficient conclusion’ (Findlay, 1975, p. xiii).

The state, then, as the political instance acts to uphold the right to 
private property and to reproduce the right to existence which cannot 
be guranteed by the logic of the value-form economy.

STATE AND CIVIL SOCIETY

With the transcendence of competitive society the first determination 
of the state is as universal defender of right and sanctioner of wrong. 
As such it transcends the value-form determined particularity of 
competition subjects. Therefore the state is the universal social 
subject. The state as social subject can exist only outside the abstract 
universality of the value-form processes of civil society, in order to 
uphold the concrete particularity of the right to existence.

The legitimation of the state is grounded in persons consciously 
willing its existence and actions as the universal social subject which 
can protect their rights against the threat of wrong from other persons, 
or from the contingent depredations of the discontinuous and 
crisis-ridden reproduction of civil society. This means that the state is, 
in its fundamental determination, concerned with the protection of 
private property, and the facilitation of its unhindered deployment in 
pursuit of rightful income. But it is also necessarily concerned to 
determine what consitutes the legitimate ways in which it can seek to 
actualise the otherwise only ideal to existence.

The state cannot reproduce a social guarantee of the right to 
existence, since this would undermine the principle of civil society that 
existence should be conditional on appropriate economic behaviour: 
namely, the successful deployment of income sources as elements of 
valorisation. The logic of the economy demands that an income is 
received only in exchange for a contribution to the production of a 
successful commodity. The principle ‘to each according to the value of
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their contribution to such production’, as determined by freely struck 
contracts within the context of market enforced commercial criteria 
(valorisation), does not contain within it the principle necessary for a 
concrete right to existence: ‘to each according to their need’.

It is important to emphasise that the intrinsically concrete determi
nation of abstract right as particular right to existence, to which the 
value-form processes are, in themselves, indifferent, can be only 
formally satisfied as a political right, enforced by the state, in that the 
contradiction between the value-form and the right to existence is not 
overcome, but rather concretely separated. Value-form processes are 
confined to civil society, whilst the actualisation of right is alienated to 
a separate sphere of the totality, the state. The processes of 
valorisation proceed in civil society, within the context set by the state, 
including the defence of property and existence rights and arbitration 
between conflicting rights.

It is crucial that the state has the form of universal social subject, and 
appears as such to the consciousness of the bourgeois person. The state 
must present itself and its activities as universal forms, embodying the 
general interest. Contrary to Hegel for whom the state was the 
concrete universal (see Hegal, 1821, para. 35), for us its universaliity 
remains abstract, maintaining its existence only in separation from 
civil society. The emergence of the state (conceptually) does not 
resolve the conflict between value-form processes and the particular 
well-being of persons -  which would involve some new organic unity in 
which the particular and the universal were reconciled -  but rather 
separates out the elements of the conflict, by relegating questions of 
general well-being to a separate entity, the state. The state stands 
above and outside the chaos of opposed particular interests to provide 
the context within which that unconsciously regulated competition can 

f  proceed. The state, then, is the bourgeois state in so far as it acts to 
I maintain the forms of competitive freedom, by positing right as law. 
/ Civil society embodies a mechanism by which competition subjects are 

regulated (the invisible hand of market forces); whilst those aspects of 
the totality not adequately coped with by this mechanism (and not 
suitable for reproduction within the private sphere: see below) are 
relegated to the conscious regulation of political and administrative 
mechanisms within the state.

As has already been argued the first determination of the 
legitimation of the state lies in the fact that it is willed by persons for the 
satisfaction of their right to existence. In order to live up to these 
demands, however, the state must impose itself as if it were an external
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power over persons; it confronts them and demands loyalty and 
obedience. Thus there is no emancipation from the force of valorisation 
and from bourgeois right, no social emancipation; rather cooperative 
and communal demands find their expression only in an alienated form 
of existence, namely, the form of political emancipation. Whatever the 
speculative possibilities for organising things otherwise, within the 
bourgeois epoch: ‘political emancipation was at the same time the 
emancipation of civil society from politics, even from the appearance of 
a universal content’. So civil society was left with: ‘the unbridled 
movement of the spiritual and material elements which form the 
content of [egoistical man’s] life’. Hence egoistical man: ‘was not 
freed from property -  he received the freedom of property. He was not 
freed from the egoism of trade -  he received the freedom to engage in 
trade’ (Marx, 1844, p. 233). That is to say, the freedom of property and 
to trade became, in principle, universalised. Bourgeois man: ‘lives in 
the political community, where he regards himself as a communal 
being, and in civil society, where he is active as a private individual, 
regards other men as means, debases himself to a means and becomes 
the plaything of alien powers’ (Marx, 1844, p. 220).
As Colletti put it:

The citizen of the ‘free state’, Marx says, leads a double life. In his real 
life in civil society, i.e. economic society, he is isolated and at war with 
everyone else in defence of his private interests. And in his imaginary 
life as a citizen of the state, he is integrated into and at one with the 
world in theory but not in practice. (Colletti, 1975, p. 211)17

In contrast to the universality of property right and its expression in 
the form of right concretised in the existence of the state, the only 
moment by which isolated, dissociated particular needs and labour are 
made social in civil society is an abstract universal, maintaining the 
fragmentation of civil society whilst mediating it. ‘This... universality, 
is the character of being recognised and is the moment which makes 
concrete, i.e. social, the isolated and abstract needs and their ways and 
means of satisfacation’ (Hegel, 1821, para. 192). For Hegel, civil 
society is subjectless in that it is ‘an association of members as 
self-subsistent individuals in a universality which, because of their 
self-subsistence, is only abstract’ (Hegel, 1821, para. 157).

Universal and particular, form and content appear in civil society to 
fall apart... but nonetheless the pursuit of private ends here turns out 
to be conditioned by universal laws. These are implicit to start with (as
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the laws of economics), but they become explicit later as a system of 
laws and institutions for the protection of private property and as 
barriers against private selfishness. (Knox, 1942, in translator’s 
note to Hegel, 1821, p. 353)

Competition subjects, in their abstract free will, will the state as the 
protector of their property and person. This legitimates the state to 
intervene as universal social subject in the subjectless process of 
valorisation and accumulation. Whilst persons will the state, the 
latter’s activities are nevertheless experienced as an externally 
imposed power, conflicting with their freedoms of property and 
persons. Precisely because of the atomistic competitive nature of civil 
society, the state as arbiter of that competition in the name of the 
universal interest must stand outside and above civil society. This is the 
expression of the existence of the state as outer state.

Whilst the egoism of civil society leads individual persons to will the 
imposition of law and other state regulation in the name of the general 
interest, at the same time their self-interest leads them to will that 
these impositions impact elsewhere than on themselves. The relation
ship between the state and civil society is thus one of both necessity and 
contradiction. As has already been argued, the legitimation of the 
state as the social subject requires that it stands outside the 
competitive individual struggles of civil society. The absence of any 
social subject within civil society is also a requirement of the 
dominance of the value-form, and its reproduction via subjectless 
market mechanisms. Thus both the legitimation of the state and the 
acceptance of economic forces as immutable laws requires the form of 
separation between state and civil society.

At the same time the legitimation of the state requires that it be 
perceived, in all its institutions and activities, as the manifestation of 
the will of people. For consciousness of free will to be maintained, 
individuals must feel themselves subject, ultimately, only to the 
dictates of their own will, however mediated. Therefore, the form of 
the state’s relationship to civil society, necessary in order to cope with 
the antinomies of its existence, is mediated by the political and 
bureaucratic mechanisms which link the state and people as economic 
agents, as citizens and as private persons. This necessary separation- 
in-unity may be concretised in bourgeois constitutional democracy, 
with its separation of powers, system of representation without 
mandation, and professional, rule-bound, neutral civil service. This is 
the expression of the existence of the state as inner state by which the
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consent of the people to its legitimate interventions is repoduced, 
without subverting the necessary form of separation.

It should be pointed out that subsumed interests in common between 
all subjects, do not (contrary to Flatow and Huisken, 1973) of 
themselves constitute a general interest (Eldred, 1984b, para. 74d). 
Since the state appears as the universal form, the general interest is what 
the state says it is, provided only that it maintains its own legitimation by 
winning support through the mechanisms of the inner state, so that 
which it acts upon and articulates as the general interest has sufficient 
(as determined by the specificities of the inner state) support from 
citizens in terms of their perceived common interest. If the state is 
merely concerned with the management of perceived and agreed 
common interests of citizens, then there can be no necessary expression 
of the contradictions of the capitalist economy at the level of the state’s 
concrete practice. Nor can the intrinsic limitations to the state’s 
attempted transcendence of the antinomies of competitive society for 
particular personal existence imposed by the form of abstract right be 
theorised. In our presentation the constraints imposed on the state by 
the needs of capital are internal. They are grounded in specific policy v 
objectives which the state may set itself from time to time as universal 
social subject, upholding the rights of property and existence.18

The argument that the form of separation is necessary to bourgeois 
society is common to many classical political philosophers. For 
example, Locke (1690) argues that the emergent competitively indivi
dualistic society requires an impartial arbiter in the form of the state, 
which is to defend individual liberty by guaranteeing private property. 
The form-theoretic approach shows how this defence of property right 
does indeed reproduce bourgeois civil society with its fragmented 
individualism and market domination, with all communal aspects of 
social relations hived off to the -  necessarily separate -  state.19

The concept of separation-in-unity is already implicit in that of 
abstract right. In civil society the bourgeois person has the right to 
property and existence only to the extent that they reproduce the 
value-form. For a more concrete actualisation of their right they must 
turn to the state, to which their access is, however, only formal.20

THE PRIVATE SPHERE21

The private sphere of family and personal relations is that sphere of life 
in which people can seek to unify the three major elements of their lives
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which the bourgeois mode of social life tends to sunder: their 
existence as rational economic producer/consumer, political citizen 
and private person. It is the realm of exercise of any free subjectivity 
after the demands of civil society and the state have been met. It is 
also the site of the consumption of commodities, in pursuit of the 
reproduction of people on a daily and inter generational basis. In the 
private sphere individuals seek recognition in all their particularity. 
However, it is dependent on civil society as the source of useful 
objects of consumption in the form of commodities, as well as of the 
opportunities for income earning. Similarly, bourgeois persons 
depend on the state as a social subject which can protect their persons 
by protecting their rights to property and existence in the face of the 
abstract universality of valorisation processes in civil society.

The diremption of the social whole into three spheres -  civil 
society, the state and the private spheres -  has its necessary 
counterpart at the level of the individual. The bourgeois individual 
(whatever its income source) is fragmented into competition subject, 
citizen and private subject. The competition subject partakes in the 
economic core of civil society, competitive society. It is driven by 
egoism and economic calculation in competition to deploy its income 
source successfully. That success is measured along a single dimen
sion: value. In the face of the value-form determined processes of 
competitive society each competition subject partakes equally of the 
abstract free will of the sphere. Relations between competitive 
subjects are reduced to the abstract universality of the cash nexus. 
Further, as Pelczynski (1984, p. 270) argues, Marx insists that the 
so-called natural rights of Man were in actuality the rights of 
fragmented, egoistic competition subjects, which can only be con
ceived as ‘natural’ if the essence of humankind is reduced to the 
moment of its existence in competitive society.

The citizen partakes in the attributes of abstract communality 
-  politics -  and non-arbitary rationality of the state. It strives for the 
satisfaction of the communal and cooperative aspects of itself (which 
are neglected in civil society), to bring about its version of the general 
interests, and to ensure the defence of its property and its person. 
Success is measured along the multidimensional aspects of commun
ality, but only in the alienated form of politics. In the face of the state 
as arbiter and enforcer of the general interest all citizens are equal 
before the law and as enfranchised voters. The relations between 
citizens are not substantively communal but rather abstractly politi
cal, in that citizens relate to each other only through the political
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processes of the state. Their communal interests are imposed as the 
general interests by the state.22

The private subject partakes in the search for personal, interactive, 
cooperative, altruistic and multi-dimensional relations in the private 
sphere. It is driven by the attempt to materially reproduce itself as a 
unitary person: to overcome the lived antinomy between communality 
in the alienated form of politics and the value-form determined 
association of civil society. Given the objectively fragmented basis of 
the bourgeois individual, there can be no success in this pursuit, only 
tenuous, momentary solace from the demands of civil society and the 
state. This is because the individual must venture out of the private 
sphere into civil society as competition subject in order to gain income 
and buy commodities; and into the state in order to attempt to realise its 
social nature, and to ensure the defence of property and person. 
Relations between private subjects are overlaid with the multiple 
dimensions expelled from civil society, and the bid to overcome the 
alienation of communality in the state, as well as with the doomed 
striving to overcome the forcible separation of person’s individualistic 
and communal aspects into civil society and the state respectively.23

The forcible tearing apart of these moments of the person is clearly 
presented by Marx:

man as a member of civil society is indentified with authentic man, 
man as distinct from citizen, because he is man in his sensuous, 
individual and immediate existence, whereas political man is only 
abstract artificial man, man as an allegorical moral person. Thus man 
as he really is seen only in the form of egoistic man and man in his true 
nature only in the form of abstract citizen. (Marx, 1844, pp. 223-A)

Marx’s fragmentary insights on these matters clearly owe a lot to Hegel. 
In the family, for Hegel, the individual self-consciousness is of self only 
as part of a unity; in civil society, particularly trimphs over universality, 
and the self is conscious of itself only as a separate, independent, selfish 
agent; in the (ideal) state self-consciousness regulates nature and 
society in accordance with the rational pursuit of self-determination. 
Marx starts the move, upon which we have built, towards the 
development of these three aspects as moments of a contradictory unity 
both at the level of society, and that of the individual, in the bourgeois 
epoch (cf. Ilting, 1977, p. 105).

The diremption of society and concomitantly of the individual 
generates the antinomies of pro-working-class politics in the bougeois 
epoch: it is clearly in the interests of labourers that civil society be
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economically successful, since economic growth enhances the possibi
lities for successful deployment of their capacity to labour, as well as 
financing social expenditure. But such growth must of necessity be, at 
the same time, the successful reproduction of the value-form 
determined processes which inhibit the potential for self-determina
tion as well as the extent of such expenditure. This lived tension arises 
from the fact that in the bourgeois epoch subjects acquire social 
recognition as property-owning persons via market exchange and 
constracts.24 In general, for Hegel as for Marx, ‘human capacities and 
the potentialities contained in economic activity, can only be fully 
actualised in the context of a properly ordered social context’ (Walton, 
1984, p. 250). And in the bourgeois epoch that context’s ‘proper order’ 
is fatally flawed by the diremption into economic, political and private 
spheres, reflected in the emergence of an economics that is based on 
the instrumental rationality of the atomistically maximising rational 
economic person. Such rationality is in fact but one, separated 
moment of a conception of rationality adequate to humankind’s 
species being.

CONCLUSION

This chapter has indicated how an account of the totality of social 
relations in bourgeois society can be developed from the form-deter
mined account of the economy in terms of the value-form, and the 
processes of valorisation and accumulation. It thereby opens up a 
research agenda for social science. In particular it offers a fruitful new 
approach to the study of economic policy25 and, more generally, the 

j  relationship between the state and the economy which is surely the 
political and theorectical issue of the day.

The state is the form-determined expression of people’s will, both 
reproducing the totality driven by the processes of valorisation, and 
leaving space in which critical forms of consciousness may develop, as 
individuals and groups seek to rectify the worst antinomies of their 
lives in civil society by political activity in and around the state. More 
abstractly, the totality is reproduced by the market forces of the system 
of generalised commodity production and exchange. Those aspects of 
relations which necessarily cannot be, or contingently are not, repro
duced in civil society -  which are not reducible to the cash nexus - are 
relegated to the private sphere or to the state. In this way the 
legitimacy of the state, and the apparent natural-law like characteris
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tics of the economy are reproduced, but only at the cost of the 
fragmentation of the bourgeois personality.

Notes

1. This Chapter arises from a long-term research project with Geert 
Reuten of Amsterdam University. He is responsible for many of its 
insights, and none of its failings. It has also benefited from comments by 
C. J. Arthur, Waltraud Ernst and Calvin Taylor.

2. See Whynes and Bowles (1981), for a recent synthesis of economic 
theories of the state.

3. For a critical survey, see Jessop (1982).
4. See Holloway and Picciotto (1978b), for a selection of translations. A 

particularly relevant contribution from the state-derivation debate, 
which has not been published in English, and which also attempts to 
overcome the functionalism of the early state-derivation approach by 
theorising ‘society’, is that of Flatow and Huisken (1973).

5. For an earlier, rather functionalist attempt to derive economic policy 
direct from the needs of capital, see Williams (1982).

6. For a recent, value-form theoretic reconstruction of the theory of such 
tendencies, see Reuten and Williams (1988, Part 3).

7. In fact the ‘surface’ metaphor is inappropriate in terms of the 
methodological imperatives of form theory, which involves a systemat
isation of everyday consciousness (and fragments of more mediated 
consciousness) rather than some kind of archeology of hidden moments 
and tendencies, underlying the surface of everyday life. The point then 
is that what is determined by the abstract moments of the totality are the 
necessary forms of consciousness of the persons of the bourgeois epoch 
(cf. Eldred, 1984b, para. 74c). Without this mediation Flatow and 
Huisken are reduced to ‘adding on’ subjectivity to character masks, 
reducing the latter from social relations in all their interconnectedness 
to objects which can be owned by the former. (Cf. Reichelt, 1974; 
Elfred, 1984b, para. 74d.)

8. Abstract free will is Hegelian concept (Hegel, 1821, paras 4-5). The 
will is abstract in being universal, and consisting of determinate aims 
(Hegel, 1821, paras 34 and 35).

9. In Hegel abstract right, as the universal set of rules governing the 
exercise of the rights of property and person, is to be contrasted with 
morality (Sittlichkeit) which is concerned essentially with disinterested 
conduct (see Pelczynski, 1984, p. 8). It is also to be distinquished from 
substantial right, which rests on substantial ties such as those of kinship 
and personal relations (in the private sphere) or of political life (in the 
sphere of the state, but also, for Hegel, in the corporations of civil 
society).

The concept of an only abstract right to existence is reflected in liberal
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individualism's discussions of negative versus positive conceptions of 
liberty (Berlin, 1958). The results of these analyses -  that liberals must 
content themselves with negative forms of liberty (freedom from 
constraint), since positive conceptions lead to inevitable socialistic 
threats to liberty by requiring measures to enforce substantial equal 
access to liberty -  result from their starting point in the postulation of 
atomistic, undetermined individuals.

10. For a recent discussion of the rationality postulate in economic theory 
see Caldwell (1982, p. 147-164).

11. See Williams (1984, paras 40-1). Eldred (1984b) conceives the wage 
relationship as a loan relation, in which labour is hired. In our account, 
however, what is traded is labour-power, which is traded just like 
a commodity. However, it is not a commodity, nor does the labourer 
have a property relation to it. It is inseparable from the labourer, 
and is not produced within capitalist relations of production with a view 
to selling it. The entrepreneur can reap surplus-value precisely 
because the labourer does not receive a rate of return proportional to 
the value of an element of production advanced, but rather receives 
a contractually fixed wage. In this respect, Eldred (1984b) does not 
advance beyond Locke (1690, section 26), where he conceives 
every man as having ‘property in his own person’. Hegel, on the 
other hand, makes the invalidity of property right over persons (in 
the bourgeois epoch) quite clear: ‘Objectively considered, a right 
arising from a contract is never a right over a person, but only a right 
over something which he can alienate, always a right over a thing’ 
(Hegel, 1821, para. 4a).

12. For a critique of ‘simple commodity production’ as the starting point for 
the conceptualisation of the economy see Chapter 3.

13. A frequent, justified, criticism of Flatow and Huisken (1973) in the 
literature is that, despite their attempt to distance themselves from the 
‘simple commodity production’ approach, they are unable to theorise 
the fundamentally different, and antagonistic, interests of holders of 
income sources. In then trying to theorise the fundamental contradic
tions between the value-form and the natural imperatives of produc- 
tion/consumption of useful objectives, Flatow and Huisken come 
close to reverting to the errors of economistic capital-logic, since they 
can only mediate the surface interests of revenue holders with the logic 
of the bourgeois epoch externally by asserting that, in the end, the 
common (and thence for them, general) interests are constrained by the 
needs of capital, thence interests of capitalists (cf. Jessop, 1982, pp. 
120-1). We, on the other hand, achieve this mediation on the basis of 
form theory: the policies of the state conflict with its necessary form, 
which has been derived from the value-form.

14. The development of right to existence as a moment of person, which 
cannot be guranteed at the level of competitive society, is both a re
construction and an extension of Marx. In Marx (1844), in the context 
of a polemic against Bauer’s notion of the emancipation of the Jews, he 
makes quite clear that rights cannot be made substantively social in the 
bourgeois epoch, but can only have a formal existence as state-enforced 
political rights. The well-known passage in Marx (1867) on the English
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Factory Acts makes the point of the indifference of the valorisation 
processes to the specific individual existence of particular labourers 
(Marx, 1867, ch 10).

Hegel also argues that existence is necessarily continually under 
threat in competitive society, even when crisis-free reproduction occurs 
(Hegel, 1821, para. 243). He argues further that such reproduction is 
prone to cyclical crises of overproduction, exacerbating the precarious
ness of existence (ibid., para. 245). The precariousness of existence in a 
civil society isolated by excessive laissez-faire is not a matter merely of 
the contingency of material success. Rather for Hegel such precarious
ness generates forms of consciousness and conduct inimical to human 
self-realisation. So competition subjects tend to live for momentary 
satisfactions, since it is difficult to live one’s life by design in an 
environment not subject to self-conscious social control (see Walton, 
1984, p. 252).

15. Civil society is the development of competitive society with the 
appearance of the state. It is then the realm of ‘the personal and 
economic relations of men (and women) as opposed to political 
relations and forms’ (Arthur, 1970). Or as Marx put it: ‘Civil society 
embraces the whole material intercourse of individuals within a definite 
stage of development of productive forces. It embraces the whole 
commercial and industrial life of a given stage’ (Marx and Engels, 
1845/6. Hegel’s characterisation is perhaps even more to the point: 
‘civil society is the battlefield where everyone’s individual private 
interest meets everyone else’s (Hegel, 1821, para. 289A). And ‘In 
civil society each member is his own end, everything else is nothing to 
him. But except in contact with others he cannot attain the whole 
compass of his ends, and therefore these others are means to the end of 
the particular member’ (ibid., para. 182A).

16. See the discussion of method in Chapter 3.
17. Note that we would not wish to support the collapse of the theoretical 

into the unreal implied here or, a fortiori, to maintain the implied 
dichotomy between being and consciousness.

18. Cf. Reichelt(1974).
19. For an excellent commentary on theories of possessive individualism in 

political theory from Hobbes to Locke, see Macpherson (1962). For a 
critique of modern restatements of such positions in the twentieth 
century, see Macpherson (1973, especially sections VI-XI). Modern 
liberalism tends to collapse any distinction between state and civil 
society, conceiving them as a unitary legal and institutional framework 
within which individuals pursue their self-interest (cf. Pelczynski, 
1984, p. 7).

20. Cf. Benhabib (1984, p. 160): ‘The legitimation function of forms of 
abstract right in Hegel’s Philosophy of Right is thus twofold: they serve 
as the philosophical foundations of the rule of law in the modern state, 
and they justify practices of exchange in the-market place.’

21. A full account of the private sphere is beyond the scope of this paper. 
Value-form theoretic presentations of the private sphere can be found in 
: Halon (1981 and 1983), and Kleiber (1981).

22. Cf. Marx and Engels (1845/6, p. 54):



Just because individuals seek only their particular interest, which for 
them does not coincide with their communal interest, the latter will be 
imposed on them as an interest ‘alien’ to them, and ‘independent’ of 
them, as in its turn a particular and peculiar ‘general’ interest; or they 
themselves must remain within this discord, as in democracy. On the 
other hand, the practical struggle of these particular interests, 
which constantly really run counter to the communal and illusory 
communal interests, makes practical intervention and control necess
ary through the illusory ‘general’ interest in the form of the state.

23. The reflection of the separation of state and civil society in the alienation 
within the individual of the communal from the existential aspects of its 
being is made clear in Marx’s discussion of religion. With the coming of 
the bourgeois epoch religion:

is no longer the spirit of the state in which man behaves, albeit in a 
specific and limited way and in a particular sphere, as a species being, 
in community with other men. It has become the spirit of civil society, 
of the sphere of egoism, of the ‘bellum omnium contra omnes’. It is no 
longer the essence of community; but the essence of differentiation. It 
has become what it was at the beginning, an expression of the fact that 
man is separated from the community, from himself, and from other 
men. (Marx, 1844, p. 21).

24. Cf. Kortian (1970, p. 201).
25. See, e.g., Reuten and Williams (1988, Part V) for a form-theoretic 

re-evaluation of the development of economic policy.
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7 Right and Force: A 
Marxist Critique of 
Contract and the State1
Geoffrey Kay

The idea that government involves a contract between ruler and ruled 
reaches back to classical antiquity. In the feudal period it was evoked 
by the church to define the limits of secular power. In the sixteenth 
century it was appealed to by Catholics here and Protestants there to 
assert the interests of minorities against authority. But its greatest 
influence came in the following centuries, particularly in the hundred 
years which separate Hobbes from Rousseau, when it was coupled to 
the idea of natural right to provide an account of the emerging state. 
Insisting that the basis of political society is will rather than force, ^  
philosophers in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries attempted to 
reconcile the sovereignty of the state with the rights of citizens through 
the concept of a social contract. At the end of the eighteenth century, 
in response to the forces unleashed by the Industrial Revolution, the 
tradition of natural law focussed on civil society, creating the school of 
political economy which gave Marx the starting point for his later 
writings. ‘Smith and Ricardo’, he wrote on the first page of the 
Introduction to the Grundrisse, ‘still stand with both feet on the 
shoulders of the eighteenth-century prophets’.

Marx’s writings on political economy are full of detailed criticisms: 
its inability to apprehend the true nature of abstract labour and the 
form of value; its failure to distinguish labour-power from labour and 
discern profits, interests and rents as forms of surplus value; and so on.
But these are based upon penetrating insights into the tradition of 
natural law from which it developed.2 After his early concern with the 
state in the Critique o f Hegels ‘Philosophy of Right’ and in his other 
manuscripts of the 1840s, Marx turned his attention to economics and 
it requires a particular interpretation of what he wrote in this field, plus 
some interpolation, to frame even the bare outlines of the theory of the 
state he might have developed had he returned to the subject in depth. 
Whether he would have subjected the theory of the social contract to 
the same searching criticism as the labour theory of value can never be 
known. But what is certain is that such criticism is possible, and the 
terms on which Marx took the one to task can be deployed directly
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against the other, leading to a theory of the state which compliments 
his theory of money and capital exactly.

Since the notion that the state was founded by an orginal compact, 
or existed as if such a compact had been struck, gave ground with the 
rise of modern industry and the emergence of the proletariat, the 
theory of the social contract hardly appears an appropriate reference 
for a Marxist analysis of political order. As a general account of 
political society, it was overtaken by history before Marx set pen to 
paper. Its conception of the people could not encompass the division of 
modern society, and the notion of a class state lies outside its 
theoretical range. Its premises, however, retain some relevance and 
among them there can be found insights into the nature of political 
order which still require attention:

1 private property lies at the heart of modern society ;
2 contract is the only form of social relation through which 

individuals can have obligations to each other without comprom
ising their freedom;

3 the system of private property and the contractual relations it 
entails require the rule of law which, in turn, requires the presence 
of a sovereign force: the state.

In attempting to dissolve this force into will by enmeshing the state in 
the terms of contract -  seeing it as a contract produced by contract 
rather than as an extrusion of force out of private property -  the 
enlightenment philosophers remained the fortunate prisoners of an 
age which had not yet experienced the emergence of the proletariat 
and the growth of the state into the overwhelming force which now 
binds every detail of society in its grip. But their insights provide the 
beginning for a Marxist theory of the state in the same way as ideas of 
the political economists who succeeded them provided Marx with the 
starting point of his theory of money and capital.

Though their implications reach far, our concerns in this Chapter 
are narrow: first, to outline the way in which Marx’s analysis of 
commodities, exchange, money and capital in the opening chapters of 
Capital can be brought to bear against private property, contract and 
the state; and second, to consider the peculiarities of labour-power, 
and make the case that the labour-contract through which an 
individual disposes of his or her capacities as though they were an 
‘external object’ is the real social contract of modern times.
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EXCHANGE AND CONTRACT

A contract comprises the formal arrangements between the owners or 
subjects of property which accompany an exchange of commodities or 
objects of property. It is an essential element of every transaction 
which involves commodities. Even the elementary exchange of one 
commodity for another involves contract, though this is not necessarily 
formalised in a legal document. Marx never analysed contract in the 
same detail as exchange, but in his analysis of exchange it is possible to 
discern the terms of a theory of abstraction which can be applied to it. 
In this section we outline the concepts equivalence, form and 
reflection; in the next we consider contract and its implications in their 
light.

Equivalence

Although the commodities which enter exchange are necessarily 
different, for a transaction involving identical objects is an irrational 
act which does not qualify as exchange, their commensuration 
presupposes some common property in terms of which they are 
equivalent. This point and its sequel, that the common property or 
value of commodities comprises labour, Marx shared with the political 
economists who preceded him; at the next stage, however, where the 
existence of different kinds of labour must be dealt with, the theories 
diverge abruptly. To resolve the problem the classical economists 
turned to the tradition of natural law which underlay the theory of the 
social contract; Marx, on the other hand, directed his attention to the 
inner structure of exchange itself.

It is true that Smith and Ricardo attempted to formulate a concept of 
what Marx later called abstract labour in purely economic terms by 
taking relative wages as a measure of the different amounts of labour 
expended in different employments.3 However, it is possible to 
discern in their texts a more profound notion that all labour is 
essentially the same, the differences between one type of labour and 
the next, and one person and the next, being the result of the division 
of labour and not its cause. To the eighteenth-century dictum that ‘all 
men are born equal’ Adam Smith added the charming idea that ‘for the 
first six or eight years of their existence, they [are] perhaps very 
much alike, and neither parents nor playfellows [can] perceive any 
remarkable difference’. It is subsequent developments which set them
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apart: ‘The difference of natural talents in different men is, in reality, 
much less than we are aware of; and the very different genius which 
appears to distinguish men of different professions, when grown up to 
maturity, is not upon many occasions so much the cause as the effect of 
the division of labour.’4 Behind the variety of activities which Marx 
called concrete labour, Adam Smith discerned an elemental labour, 
moulded this way and that by specialisation, but common to them all 
by virtue of the fact that the persons who performed it were naturally 
alike. The foundations of classical political economy in the theory of 
natural law are open to view at this crucial point: that the equivalence 
of commodities, which is an essential condition of exchange, derives 
ultimately from the natural equivalence of the persons who produce 
them.

By contrast Marx conceived the equivalence of different labours, 
J  which forms the basis of exchange, as a social phenomenon, a result of 

exchange itself; and to see that the natural similarities of producers, 
whatever these may be, play no part in its constitution, his logic can be 
applied to the ‘rude state’ imagined by his predecessors. Imagine a 
situation where ‘savages’ inhabit adjacent parts of a ‘forest’, but have 
no contact until one day they meet, and discovering that one can make 
spears more easily, the other shields, they start to trade. The first 
result is a deepening of the differences between their work but, as the 
division of labour takes hold, exchange endows each type of pro
ductive activity with a capacity it did not previously possess, namely 
to acquire a product for which it is not directly responsible. In the 
isolated state, ‘savages’ can each make both spears and shields, by 
turning their own hand from one to the other: when trade is 
established they can acquire both even though they specialise in the 
production of one. Exchange allows individual A to acquire a spear by 
fashioning a shield; and individual B to get a shield by shaping a spear, 
so that from the point of view of acquiring either product, one type of 
labour is as good as the next and in this sense equivalent to it. Where 
exchange is systemic and all products are traded as commodities, this 
type of equivalence extends to every type of labour.

Thus, for Marx, the equivalence of different labours did not arise 
from any inherent property of labour or natural similarity among those 
who work. It was an additional capacity, so to speak, acquired by 
concrete labour when its product was exchanged as a commodity, and 
to discover its provenance it was not necessary for him to look beyond 
exchange and follow the political economists into some conjectured 
state of nature where all men were presumed the same.
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Form

The second stage of the process of abstraction, where the equivalence 
of commodities acquires a distinct existence, was analysed by Marx 
under the rubric of the form of value. He began by defining the simple 
act of exchange as a relation of value consisting of a relative and 
equivalent form. So much is straightforward, and the formula that 
commodity B represents the value of commodity A can be easily 
mistaken for an obtuse way of stating an obvious point. But the next 
step, that it is the use-value of B, not its value, which represents the 
value of A, is much less obvious.5

Suppose corn and iron are associated in a relation of weight, where 
the corn occupies the relative and the iron the equivalent form of 
weight. A relation of this type is only possible between things which 
share a common property. In order to express the weight of corn, iron 
must clearly possess weight itself; but it is the iron and not its weight 
which plays the role of equivalent. The possession of weight qualifies 
the iron to serve as equivalent: but to a request to pass the weight of the 
corn, it is the pieces of iron that are actually handed over. Of course, 
these pieces of iron are not the actual weight of the corn: this is a 
property of the corn which cannot be physically removed without 
destroying it. They are the equivalent of its weight expressed in a 
different form.

Value is not a physical property of objects like weight, but its 
expression is no different. To qualify as an equivalent of the value of 
corn, iron must number value among its properties. But it is the iron 
itself (that is, the iron as use-value) which fills this role. The logic 
seems convoluted and it is not immediately apparent why Marx 
greeted its conclusion with the triumphant declaration: ‘the problem is 
already solved’, But the formal abstraction of equivalence, and the 
independent existence it gains when it is expressed as an object, 
provided Marx with the key to understanding money capital. It is also, 
we shall argue, the key to understanding the state.

In societies where exchange is irregular, equivalence is specific to 
each transaction and lacks continuity. In a system of exchange, 
however, where everything is produced as a commodity, equivalence 
is consolidated independently of all particular transactions on a 
permanent basis.

Although Marx began his analysis of the form of value with what 
appears to be the same type of accidental transaction as his forebears, 
it is clear from the start that he was concerned with barter as the simple
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cell of a developed system of circulation already in existence.6 If 
we represent a commodity as C, a different commodity as C \ all other 
commodities as C*, and money as M , the connection between the two 
can be schematically expressed as follows:

C -C ' ... the elementary form
C -C* ... the expanded form
C*-C ... the general form
C*-M ... the money form

In the elementary form equivalence is narrowly based since only two 
commodities are involved and its expression is insecure, lasting only so 
long as the use-value in which it is vested is not consumed. In the 
expanded form , the first of these limitations is removed as exchange 
embraces all commodities; and the second is partially lifted as value 
has a multitude of equivalents. On the other hand, every one of the 
equivalent commodities is liable to be consumed and, to this extent, 
the expression of value remains insecure. The general form , simply an 
inversion of the expanded form, appears to make it even more 
insecure as it is restricted once again to a single commodity. But in so 
far as this commodity is rarely used for anything else, a major step to 
consolidation is achieved.

The money form completes the process by vesting the expression of 
value in a commodity which is used for nothing else. Inevitably, it must 
be a commodity that satisfies no essential needs, which goes part of the 
way towards explaining why the role of money devolved on to gold. 
For in addition to the other physical properties which make gold such a 
suitable use-value to express value (its durability; the ease with which 
it can be divided into aliquot parts; its high value ratio compared to, 
say, coal and iron; and so on) is the fact that it is not a vital item of 
consumption and has few uses as a means of production. But even 
these properties were insufficient to confirm gold as money: official 
verification was needed and the way this was achieved -  by minting 
coins stamped with the prince’s head or some other imprimatur of 
authority -  indicates how closely the development of money is 
attached to the state. With the development of inconvertible currency, 
the emblem of state becomes all important, and the material on which 
it is printed fades into insignificance.

Reflection

The process of abstraction is completed when equivalence is reflected
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back on commodities as their controlling force. Money expresses the 
equivalence of commodities in a concrete form. As the common 
denominator of commodities it facilitates exchange, but in its function 
as medium of circulation it is passive with respect to them. As the 
purpose of exchange, however, it steps beyond this function to play an 
active role. Marx observed this change as the transformation of money 
into capital in terms of the circuits C—> M —> C  andAf—> C —> M. In the 
first circuit, which Marx dubbed simple circulation, it is the differences 
between commodities (as use-values) which provide the reason for 
exchange, and their equivalence (value expressed as money) plays a 
passive role. In the second, which Marx termed the circuit o f capital, 
the order is reversed. Money is used to purchase commodities for 
resale not need, and the sole reason for exchange is surplus value. 
With the development of industrial capital (M —» C'^p... P ... C' —> 

A/') it is not simply use-values which are at the disposal of value, but 
the process of production itself, and equivalence is established as the 
dominant force over economic activity.

SOCIAL CONTRACT AND THE STATE

Exchange concerns commodities or objects o f property; contract 
involves the owners of these objects, or subjects of property. The 
keystone of our argument is that contract mirrors exchange in such 
exact detail that it can be analysed in the same terms.

(

Equivalence

Consider the terms on which subjects meet in barter: whether this is 
taken as the elementary form of developed circulation or a chance 
encounter between ‘savages’ in the forests of nature makes no 
difference for the moment. As the objects of exchange are equivalent 
to each other as values, so their subjects move on the same plane as 
subjects or right. Right, in this context, is the subjective counterpart of J  
value. Each person has a right to own and alienate his or her particular 
commodity, and upon the basis of this common quality people can 
strike a deal in which each says: ‘I will give you what is mine so that you 
may give me what is yours’ (do ut des).

For the philosophers of the enlightenment, the equivalence of 
subjects in terms of this right to own and dispose of their property 
derived from a fundamental right of self-possession: the natural right 
of every individual to his or her person, his or her labour and the fruits
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of this labour. But just as there is no need to evoke nature in the 
determination of abstract labour, so the rights which render different 
persons equivalent to one another in contract can be seen to derive 
from the contract itself. By the very act of dealing, each party 
recognises the other as a subject of property and, in this respect, as an 
equivalent of him or herself. In other words, contract establishes the 
equivalence of its parties as subjects of right in the same way as 
exchange establishes that of commodities as objects of value, with 
nature playing no part at all.

Form

In the same way as exchange transforms products into commodities 
with the common property of value, and provides this value with an 
independent form of existence, so contract establishes the form of 
right as well as right itself. The simple relation of right seems less real 
than of value; and its connections to the fully developed political or 
state form are not as easily defined as those which link the simple form 
of value to the money form. Nevertheless right is the exact counterpart 
of value, and its developed form is constructed in an identical fashion.

Unlike possession, which is an immediate relation between a person 
and thing, the right to a particular item of property is a social relation. 
This is one reason why it is not possible for objects of property to 
constitute a form of right: another is the need for an individual to have 
property rights over an object which is not actually in his or her 
possession (for instance, over land which is rented or money loaned). 
To sustain a claim it is always necessary for force to be available in the 
final instance. In the case of simple possession it is the force an 
individual exerts on his or her own behalf; in the case of property it 
must always be excerised by another. The elementary form of right is 
too abstract a concept for the implications of this condition to make 
empirical sense: namely, that the equivalent form of the right of one 
individual is the power of another excercised on his or her behalf. 
Nevertheless this notion lay behind the concept of the social contract 
in as much as it was believed to establish the state as a general or 
universal force which would guarantee the right of its subjects. 
Admittedly, the philosophers of natural law did not consider the state 
the developed form of right any more than political economists 
considered money the developed form of value. But when the social 
contract is criticised along the same lines as Marx criticised the labour 
theory of value, it follows just as surely.
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In the course of development the role of equivalence and the 
object which performs it become so closely identified that it is 
difficult to tell them apart. But just as gold is not by nature money, so 
political power and the institutes through which it is expressed are 
not by nature a state. The state only came into being when private 
property had developed to an extent that a universally equivalent 
form of right was essential and the materials out of which it was 
fashioned pre-dated this development: for instance, Roman and 
feudal institutions of law; post-feudal monarchy; and so on. But until 
the role of universal equivalent of right was devolved on to these 
institutions they did not comprise a state any more than the gold 
carvings of Ashanti comprised money.7 Contract establishes the right 
of its parties, and the growth of a society wide system of contract 
creates the need for a universal form of right. But no sooner are the 
structures of power modified into the state than they begin a process 
of specialised development which obscures the conditions that define 
their historical character. Once again the parallel with money is 
striking: just as the consolidation of gold as the universal equivalent 
of value was the prelude to the development of coinage and 
inconvertible paper which appear to repudiate the origins of money 
as a commodity, so the elaboration of state institutions under 
pressures exerted by the accumulation of private property obscures 
its provenance. In both cases empirical developments stand in 
contradiction to what theoretical logic asserts; but in neither is it 
possible to understand them without it.

Reflection

The most obvious function of the state is to safeguard rights of 
property: when it is seen as a result of a social contract, this also 
comprises its reason. According to contract theory the need for rights 
to be systematically defended by impartial authority led the people to 
set up the state in the first place; but as those rights were considered 
natural, the constitution of the state was simultaneously seen as the 
climax of its development. The social contract not only established 
the state but also detailed its brief, to maintain a set of conditions 
given in advance. The initiative remained firmly within ‘civil society’ 
and, long before economic arguments were advanced in support of 
laissez-faire, contract theory cast the state in the same passive role 
which money occupies when it functions simply as a means of 
exchange. A further stage of development, corresponding to the
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transformation of money into capital, where the state develops 
independent interests and organises society to meet them, lay 
completely outside its view.

The definition of the state as the equivalent form of right attaches 
as much importance to private property as contract theory, but it 
does not inhibit its development in the same way. Admittedly it sees 
the roots of power in ‘civil society’ and never mistakes the state for a 
self-sufficient structure which can dispense with the support of the 
people. The state derives its force from ‘civil society’ as political 
authority becomes the counterpoint of right; but this occurs as an 
objective condition of the development of private property, and not 
as a result of a willing transfer of power through contract which 
leaves ultimate sovereignty in the hands of the people. The logical 
conclusion of the social contract is a conception of two sovereign 
powers in society; an immediate one comprising the force of the 
state, and a final one consisting of the will of the people. 
(Subsequently this position degenerated into the all-encompassing 
apologetic doctrine of democracy so common today.) Marxist theory, 
by contrast, sees only one sovereign force: the state itself. This 
originates in the relations of civil society, as money originates in 
exchange, but it is not constituted by an act of popular will and stands 
outside the people in the way that value stands outside use-value, and 
then confronts them as organising force in the same way that capital 
confronts commodities.

‘Property, contract... (and)... civil society’, wrote Marx,
‘appear... as particular modes of existence alongside the political 
state; that is they appear as the content to which the political state 
relates as organising form’;8 thus the defence of the system of rights 
upon which this content rests is action by the state on its own behalf, 
even where it is declared to be the will of the people. The state 
preserves property and contract because they are the content of itself 
as form, its survival is dependent upon them. But these are real 
historical categories, not fictions of the natural state. Property 
includes capital, contract covers the sale of labour-power, and ‘civil 
society’ is capitalist: hence the state, by virtue of being their 
equivalent form, is immediately a class or capitalist state. If there is a 
‘general will’ in society it is that of capital, not the people. The class 
nature of the state becomes apparent in policies which favour the 
interests of capital against those of labour. But it originates at a 
deeper level in the immanent unity of capital and the state as 
complementary forms of equivalence. The state is the capitalist state
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before it makes policy; by virtue of being a state, it is a class state, 
irrespective of its constitution and the balance of class forces in play.

THE STATE AND THE WAGE RELATION

In sharp contrast to this position we find the liberal theory of the state 
as a democratic force which can be set to any task the popular will may 
decree. This view may concede that the state was less than democratic 
in the nineteenth century, but it holds that the universal franchise, 
coupled to the procedures through which public bodies and their 
officers are answerable to parliament and the law and so on, has 
removed the stigmata of class and consolidated the democratic order 
of right. But since relations within this order are widely organised 
through hierarchies questions arise concerning its relation to author
ity. Do the system of right and the structures of command relate as 
externalities, as liberal theory proposes; or are they integrated to form 
a single order as the theory of the class state contends? Are there two 
orders in society, one of right and the other of command, locked in a 
political balance tilted in favour of the latter because it has the 
democratic state on its side (at least in the final analysis)? Or is there 
just one order consisting of both right and command reproduced 
through the state which is democratic sovereign and exponent of class 
power at one and the same time? If the former, then right can be 
asserted as an uncontaminated standard against command, to oppose 
its abuses and keep its excesses in check. If the latter, then right is 
hopelessly compromised by capital, and its progressive potential as a 
measure of freedom is long since exhausted on a universal basis.

At first sight it would appear that these questions cannot be 
explored theoretically since the terms on which right and command are 
associated vary so widely. At best it would seem possible to make some 
generalisations about bureaucracy and its relation to the common law, 
but a single theoretical statement would appear to be excluded from 
the start. There is, however, one moment where it is possible and, to 
avoid the enervating complexities of modern state-theory, the 
opportunity it offers must be seized. It is where right and command do 
not simply meet but combine to form a single relation in which both ^ 
play an essential part, namely the wage-relation. Its terms are the same 
at every point in society: a formal agreement between parties as 
equivalent subjects of right; and a direct association where one is at the 
disposal of the other. As the whole of social production is organised
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under its auspices, the wage-relation is as general as the state itself and 
opinion about it divides along exactly the same lines, only the positions 
are the reverse of those we have just considered: the theory of the class 
state insists the wage-relation is a contract; liberal theory denies it.

The formal terms on which the parties to the wage-relation strike a 
bargain satisfy all the conditions of contract and give no cause for 
dispute. Workers are not bound to a capitalist in the way that serfs 
were bound to a seigneur; they are free to work for any employer who 
is willing to take them on, and leave on agreed notice as they wish. The 
labour process which follows the formal agreement, however, is 
anything but contractual, for here all traces of equivalence are laid 
aside and employees submit to the will of their employer, working to 
his or her instructions without any rights over the materials, 
instruments or products of their labour. For jurisprudence, this 
provides convincing evidence that the wage-relation, despite being 
talked about in contractual terms, is not properly speaking a contract 
at all. The position was stated emphatically by O. Kahn-Freund, who 
was a leading authority on the subject of labour law:

The main object of labour law has always been, and I venture to say 
always will be, to be a countervailing force to counteract the 
inequality of bargaining which is inherent and must be inherent in 
the employment relation... It is an attempt to infuse law into a 
relation of command and subordination.9

At one level it is possible to interpret this type of argument as a shallow 
justification of right, in so far as it frees the law from responsibility for 
the terms of the labour process and then sets it in opposition to them as 
a countervailing force. But its roots are too deep for it to be dismissed 
so casually.

In modern society the capacity of an individual to make contracts 
rests upon his or her standing as a legal person; that is to say, upon a 
general right which is independent of specific rights, and from wliteh 
there specific rights derive. It can be argued that in practice this right is 
nothing more than a permit which the state gives to its citizens: but 
liberal theory has always seen it in much grander terms as an 
inalienable natural right of everyone to their own person. An eloquent 
passage by Locke states the position in classic terms which bear 
directly on the nature of the wage-relation even though this had not 
dawned at the time:

Though the earth, and all inferior creatures, be common to all men, 
yet every man has a property in his own person: this nobody has any
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right to but himself. The labour of his body, and the work of his 
hands, we may say are properly his. Whatever he removes out of the 
state that nature has provided and left it in, he has mixed his labour 
with, and joined it to something that is his own, and thereby makes it 
his own property.10

Although private property is no longer explained in these terms the 
definition of an individual as a ‘man [who] has a property in his own 
person [which] nobody has any right to but himself remains the 
keystone of democratic thought. A criticism of the modern theory of 
labour law would necessarily involve a detailed assessment of an 
extensive literature; but to understand why it is reluctant to consider 
the wage-relation as contractual, it is not necessary to go beyond this 
point.

The ‘person’ over whom liberal theory asserts an individual has a 
claim of right is a living being, not a legal fiction. It is a concrete sensu
ous ‘person’ who consists of capacities -  ‘the labour of his body and 
the work of his hands’ as Locke put it -  as well as a body. Indeed, the 
two are so bound together that it is impossible to alienate one without 
destroying the integrity of the individual to whom they belong, and no 
rational being would ever engage in a transaction which placed any 
part of his or her person at the disposal of another. If the right of an 
individual to his or her person is inalienable no one can agree (by 
contract) to sell him or herself into slavery: ‘When a man renounces his 
liberty’, wrote Rousseau, ‘he renounces his essential manhood, his 
rights and even his duty as a human being... Such an act of surrender is 
illegitimate, null and void by the mere fact that he who makes it is not 
in his right mind.’11 If it is indivisible, even a limited alienation of 
capacities, restricted to definite periods, is an equally irrational act 
which by definition cannot be contractual. By insisting that labour- 
power is a commodity and that by implication the wage-relation is a 
contract, Marx advanced a position whose implications reach much 
further than first meets the eye. Simply, it challenges the concept of 
the individual which informs every branch of the liberal theory.

The case against the contractual nature of the wage-relation turns 
out in fact to rest upon nothing more substantial than two assertions. 
The first, which flies in the face of the actual alienation of 
labour-power for money in formal terms identical to those on which all 
commodities are bought and sold, is nothing but a rehearsal of the 
liberal concept of the individual. Since labour-power is an essential 
attribute of the person which an individual possesses as an inalienable 
right, it is not possible for that person to sell it without destroying his or
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her integrity as an individual. In other words, a labour-contract, if that 
it were, would undermine the general legal right on which contracts 
are made in the first place. The second reproduces this idea of the 
labour-contract as an impossible contradiction in somewhat different 
terms: since a contract is a relation of equivalents, the wage-relation 
cannot be a contract since it leads to command and subordination.

The response to the first assertion readily concedes labour-power is 
an attribute of the sensuous person. In fact, this is what distinguishes it 
from other commodities which can be alienated without the seller 
needing to place his or her person at the disposal of the buyer. But, in 
line with Marx’s critique of enlightenment philosophy, it insists that 
the general rights through which an individual is enabled to make 
contracts are political not natural. That is to say they stem from the 
state and are added to the sensuous person by virtue of that person’s 
being a citizen in the same way that the quality of being abstract labour 
is added to concrete labour by virtue of its product being a commodity. 
The direct subordination of the worker in the labour-process remains a 
problem and special legal safeguards were necessary to reconcile it 
with the conditions of contract, such as limiting the period of 
employment, defining the right to strike and so on. But the fact that 
the general right to make contracts is attached to an abstract person 
allows the concrete person to submit to command without comprom
ising it.

The response to the second assertion is a simple extension of Marx’s 
analysis of the buying and selling labour-power: just as it is possible for 
systematic exploitation to take place from an exchange of equivalents 
(labour-power paid its full value); so it is possible for an exchange 
between equivalents to lead to subordination and command when the 
use-value involved is the capacity of a concrete person. The result may 
stand in contradiction to the terms of contract, but instead of proving 
the relation to be non-contractual, it shows that the conditions of 
contract cease to be a safeguard against command and subordination 
the moment they are extended from products to labour-power. After 
all, it is on the basis of right that labour and capital came together in the 
first place.

Exploitation is not peculiar to capitalist society; and neither is the 
command and subordination of labour. But in no other society has the 

y  subjugation of labour occurred on the basis of equivalence, where the 
direct producers and those who appropriate their surplus products 
share the same rights. Equivalence and non-equivalence oppose and 
repel each other: but in the labour-contract, they are inseparably
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joined in a single relation whose inherent instability requires a special 
political force to bolt its parts together. However, since the force 
which does this (i.e., the state) is constructed from the same elements, 
the contradiction of wage-labour, instead of being resolved, is diffused 
throughout the whole of society whereupon it appears to the state in 
the form of problems requiring the attention of policy.

CAPITAL AND LABOUR; STATE AND CITIZEN

The authority of capital in the labour process is the basis of the power 
of state over society and, at the same time, totally dependent upon it. 
To secure the conditions for the labour-contract, the state must first of 
all consolidate those of private property. But it has always done more 
than this, though nothing matches the scale of its operations today, 
when the advance of accumulation has intensified the contradictions of 
wage-labour to an extent which has forced the state to act so widely 
that even its boundaries have become blurred, as the recently 
remarked development of fringe bodies such as QUANGOS 
indicates. Every branch of social and economic life is now touched by 
the state, many of whose policies and administrative practices do not 
bear directly on the law of property. On the other hand, all its 
measures are formulated within the framework of equivalence and 
implemented through procedures which bear the hallmark of abstrac
tion. In addition to being subjects of right, citizens are also 
adminstres, objects of administration with obligations and claims 
defined by the state, whose decisions and procedures can only be 
questioned in adminstrative courts outside the common law. Every
body encounters the state as an adminstre in some regard or other; 
but for the unemployed the confrontation is of special importance 
tfince it is their only way to acquire subsistence. The labour process 
whereby the sellers of labour-power submit to the command of capital 
is one limit upon right; the terms on which the state grants relief to 
those who cannot sell their labour-power is the other.

Responsibility for that section of the population which is unable to 
find employment inevitably falls to the state, which was obliged to take 
special measures as early as the sixteenth century. Initially the reserve 
army was seen simply as a threat to order and treated with according 
brutality by the Tudor Poor Laws. Subsequently, as labour came to be 
seen as the basis of wealth -  ‘the surest wealth consists in a multitude of 
Labourious Poor’, wrote Mandeville in 1714- policy changed, and by
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the end of the eighteenth century a relatively generous system of relief 
was in operation. To the spokesman of the new economic order 
instituted by the Industrial Revolution this was an anathema, and the 
political economists pressed not simply for its reform but for the total 
abolition of relief altogether. ‘No scheme for the amendment of the 
poor laws merits the least attention, which has not their abolition as 
their ultimate object’, wrote Ricardo.12 The campaign led by the 
economists failed, but the principle on which it was premised gained 
acceptance as the basis of reform. ‘If society do not want his labour [a 
man] has no claim of right to the smallest portion of food’, wrote 
Malthus in 1836 and, in the nineteenth century, the axiom that need 
does not constitute a basis for right was ‘erected into a maxim of state 
policy’: ‘There is no danger of...the recognition of any right of 
working men to be relieved, or even have work found for them when 
destitute. They are relieved but always with the reservation that such 
aid is given not of right but of charity’13. Today the absence of any right 
to relief on the basis of need is just as certain, only instead of bejng 
stated openly it is hidden in the fine print of the qualifications for 
supplementary benefit which require claimants to be poor, to accept 
work and submit to industrial discipline. The welfare state is widely 
construed as a victory of the working class against the rigour of the 
nineteenth century Poor Law. But it blocks the exit from the labour 
market just as surely as the system it replaced; and, in the final 
analysis, its progressive features comprise nothing more than the 
reforms needed to align state policy with the conditions of the 
labour-contact. No mention is made of right; nobody can make a valid 
claim for subsistence by virtue of citizenship or need alone; no 
provision is made for those who cannot prove disability; and so on. 
Relief is only given to claimaints who can establish their credentials as 
bona fide proletarians.

Two centuries of routine make the wage-relation appear spontan
eous, but enormous force was needed to fashion labour-power into a 
commodity in the first place, and a vast effort of administration based 
upon the power of the state is needed to maintain it. The twofold 
nature of the relation of capital to labour is matched by the twofold 
nature of the state to its subjects. Both combine equivalence and 
non-equivalence as their component parts; and the two combine to 
form a single political and economic order constructed of these 
elements.
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CONCLUSION

Few areas of modern thought have matched the complexity of 
state-theory, whose dense vocabulary and agonising dilemmas make it 
a genuine scholasticism of our time. Permutating an endless series of 
concepts, which allude to theory but reject its tenets, its authors 
appear not only to disagree with Einstein’s dictum that ‘it is often the 
most complicated matters which we find have the simplest solutions’, 
but reject it on principle, elevating complexity into a criterion of 
theory and rejecting directness as reductionism. The growth of the 
state and the diversity of its activities over the last century raise 
problems which are not easily solved. But they appear to be more a 
pretext for the suffocating complexity of modern state-theory than its 
cause, which appears to lie elsewhere in the way that questions are 
asked in the first place, or, to be more exact, in the suppositions under
lying these questions: about the initial autonomy, relative or other
wise, of the state to capital, labour-power and so on. If objects which 
exist in the same field are considered sui generis, and the connections 
they necessarily have with each other by virtue of their nature and 
situation are discounted in advance by one or other of the several 
fashionable formulae at hand, their relations will inevitably appear 
more complex than they really are. For example, the fact that the state 
on some occasions acts in the interests of labour while on others, and 
perhaps in the final analysis, it pursues an ‘accumulation’ strategy, can 
occasion endless fine distinctions, but the analyses based upon them 
shed little light. On the other hand, a theoretical understanding of the 
state as both a democratic and class force cuts the knot of complexity 
and makes political analysis more straightforward by unburdening it of 
the need to explain the nature of the state as it goes along.

In this light it is tempting to stress the twofold nature of the state as a 
vindication of our analysis; but this would be disingenuous since it is 
set up in such a way as to reach this conclusion. Once the state is 
approached as the equivalent form, of ..right along the same lines as 
Marx approached first money and then capital as the equivalent form 
of value, the conclusions we have reached follow automatically. It is 
really the link in the chain which connects the anatomy of simple 
exchange to the nature of the state which is all important: the 
labour-contract and the peculiarities of labour-power which give it its 
special character. The labour-contract is not a social contract in the 
sense in which this was understood in the seventeenth and eighteenth
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centuries. But in combining right and command in a single relation it is 
a paradigm of order where capacities are traded as a commodity, 
determining one part of state policy directly and the other at one 
remove by fixing the framework within which it is conceived and 
implemented.

Notes

1. The theory outlined is developed in depth in Kay and Mott (1982).
2. Following the words quoted at the end of the last paragraph, Marx 

turned to the philosophic suppositions of the political economists and 
scorned their leading player ‘as the Natural Individual appropriate to 
their notion of human nature, not arising historically, but posited by 
nature’ (Marx, 1903, p. 84).

3. But it is not easy to find any accurate measure either of hardship or 
ingenuity. In exchanging indeed the different productions of different 
sorts of labour for one another, some allowance is commonly made 
for both. It is adjusted, not by any accurate measure, but by the 
higgling and bargaining of the market, according to that sort of rough 
equality which, though not exact is sufficient for carrying on the 
business of common life. (Smith, 1776, Ch. 5).

‘The estimation in which different qualities of labour are held, comes 
soon to be adjusted in the market with sufficient precision for all 
practical purposes’ (Ricardo, 1817, p. 20).
4. Smith (1776), Ch. 2.
5. ‘By means of the value relation, therefore, the natural form of 

commodity B becomes the value-form of commodity A, in other words, 
the physical body of commodity B becomes a mirror for the value of 
commodity A ... the value of commodity A [is] thus expressed in the 
use value of commodity B’ (Marx, 1867P, p. 144).

6. The first sentence of Capital makes this clear: ‘The wealth of societies in 
which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an 
“immense collection of commodities”; the individual commodity 
appears as its elementary form’ (Marx, 1867P, p. 125).

7. ‘to speak of a feudal “state” is really a misuse of terms; for a feudal 
organisation of society was a substitute for its organisation in a state, and 
a perfectly feudal condition of society would be not merely a weak state, 
but the negation of the state altogether’ (Brierly, 1928, p. 3).

8. Marx (1843, p. 30).
9. Kahn-Freud (1972), p. 8. Significantly Marxists have never taken this 

argument to task, and in all important respects the position assumed on 
this question by Kahn-Freund is the same as that of Pashukanis and 
Renner. See Kay and Mott (1982), pp. 109ff. For a contemporary
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Marxist view consider the following ‘[the] wage relation is not a 
private transaction [i.e., a contract] that can be interpreted in 
commodity terms. It denotes the dispossession suffered by a class in 
society dominated by private property. This is not a commodity 
relation. It is the logical contrary of a commodity relation, for it does not 
involve any exchange of equivalents’ (Aglietta, (1976, p. 31).

10. Locke (1690), ch. 5.
11. Rousseau (1762), Book 1, section 4.
12. Ricardo (1817), p. 107. To leave his readers in no doubt where he stood, 

Ricardo continued:
If by law every human being wanting support could be sure to obtain 
it, and obtain it in such a degree as to make life tolerably comfortable, 
theory would lead us to expect all other taxes would be light compared 
with the single one of the poor rates. The principle of gravitation is not 
more certain than the tendency of such laws to change wealth and 
power into misery and weakness; to call away the exertions of labour 
from every object except that of providing mere subsistence; to 
confound all intellectual distinction; to busy the mind continually in 
supplying the body’s wants; until at last all classes should be infected 
with the plague of universal poverty, (ibid. p. 108).

13. Fowle (1881), p. 6.



8 Capital Accumulation and 
the State
Haldun Giilalp

INTRODUCTION

This chapter builds on earlier work which attempted to develop an 
analytical framework that links the state, via the capital accumulation 
process, to the underlying class structure in an underdeveloped 
capitalist formation (UCF) (Giilalp, 1983, 1985, 1987). Here a 
further attempt is made to trace its implications with regard to the 
issues surrounding the theorisation of the capitalist state and its 
relations with classes and capital accumulation.

A UCF may be distinguished from an advanced one by two major 
characteristics: (a) it displays a multiplicity of forms and modes of 
production, dominated by the capitalist mode of production (CMP); 
(b) it is integrated into the world economy in a subordinate position. 
Thus in a UCF, although capital accumulation is the main dynamic of 
the system, different phases of development involved radically 
different class constellations as well as forms of integration into the 
world division of labour. A useful concept to theorise the different 

/  \ phases of development is the ‘pattern of capital accumulation’, which 
aims to provide the link between the state and the set of class conflicts 
and alliances in society. A ‘pattern of accumulation’ implies an 
underlying internal class structure and a certain form of integration 
into the international division of labour. Itself being at an intermediate 
level of abstraction, it also links the most abstract level of ‘capital 
accumulation in general’ with the most concrete level of political 
struggle and the political configuration of the state.

PATTERNS OF CAPITAL ACCUMULATION 

Historical-theoretical périodisation

With the identification of its different forms, it becomes possible to 
distinguish between the historical phases of the development of capital 
accumulation. A particularly inspiring example of this kind of analysis 
is Aglietta’s (1976) study of the phase of US capitalist expansion using

134



Capital Accumulation and the State 135

the concept of ‘regimes of accumulation’. (On the significance of a 
historical-theoretical périodisation, see Jessop, 1983a, pp. 95-7.) 
Although there are obvious similarities between Aglietta’s ‘regime of 
accumulation’ and the concept of ‘pattern of accumulation’ used 
here, there are also some significant differences. Aglietta’s object of 
analysis is an advanced capitalist formation and the historical forms 
that the CMP takes in that formation. His guiding concept in 
distinguishing between the two different forms is the wage-relation, 
with its two moments, the mode of labour-organisation and the mode 
of consumption of the working class. The notions of Taylorism, 
Fordism and neo-Fordism as historical phases are then developed by 
analysing the relations between the two moments of the wage-rela
tion.

The concept of ‘pattern of accumulation’ refers rather to the 
historical forms of accumulation in a UCF, which is characterised by 
the multiplicity of modes and forms of production under the 
dominance of the CMP. It implies the complexity of the underlying 
class relations, rather than the relations between the sole two classes 
of a pure CMP. Thus a ‘pattern of accumulation’ has technical and 
structural specifications. The technical specifications refer to the 
interrelations between the sectors of the economy, in terms of the 
sources of capital and the markets to which the products are 
orientated. These include the interrelations between agriculture, 
commerce (domestic and foreign), industry and its sub-sectors 
(import-substituting, export-orientated, sub-contracting, for- 
eign-linked, and so on). Ultimately, its structural specification is 
what particular classes (and/or fractions) appropriate the surplus 
and how they utilise it.

Phases of development and political regimes

According to O’Donnell’s (1973, 1978, 1979) theory of the bureauc
ratic-authoritarian state, the three major phases of development 
(export-economy, import-substitution and post-import-substitution) 
correspond to three political phases (oligarchic, populist and 
bureaucratic-authoritarian states). This theory has been developed 
in an attempt to explain the rise of military regimes in the relatively 
advanced stages of industrialisation of the Latin American countries 
(see also Boron, 1981), and it has been argued elsewhere (Giilalp, 
1983) that with certain qualifications it could also be applied to the 
emergence of a military regime in Turkey (see also Giilalp, 1985).
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However, the problem with this theory is that it focusses on, and is 
formulated in terms of, the technical difficulties encountered in the 
industrialisation process. The extensive debate in the literature has 
likewise centred around the significance, relevance to the political 
outcome, or even existence, of these difficulties and the associated 
factors (such as the ‘exhaustion’ of import-substitution, the problems 
associated with ‘deepening’ and ‘transnationalisation’, the ‘rational
ity’ of the bureaucratic-authoritarian regimes, and so on). The thrust 
of all these criticisms has been to charge O’Donnell with reduction- 
ism (for an important contribution see Collier, 1979; for a recent 
survey see Canak, 1984).

It may be argued, together with Canak (1984) for example, that 
O’Donnell’s arguments are more complex than critics who focus on 
isolated elements in the analysis seem to appreciate. Nevertheless 
O’Donnell seems to have failed to bring this complexity into a 
coherent whole, although the general perspective allows for such a 
task. The concept of ‘patterns of accumulation’, carrying implications 
concerning the class relations on the one hand and the role of the 
state on the other, attempts to advance O’Donnell’s perspective in 
that direction. O’Donnell’s limitations, however, seem to originate in 
the final analysis from his remaining within a modernisation 
paradigm and, accordingly, his espousal of a ‘liberal’ view of the 
state.

It is possible to reach conclusions about the relation between forms 
of capital accumulation and forms of political configuration through 
the analysis of class relations. This is as true for the case of advanced 
capitalist countries as for the underdeveloped ones. Thus Aglietta’s 
theory of regulation may be suitable to that task. The concept of 
Fordism, and the particular ‘wage-relation’ that it embodies, is 
clearly the basis for understanding the post-war ‘Keynesian’ 
democracies of the western world. Indeed the notion of Fordism 
itself denotes a whole range of social, ideological and political 
structures and relations (see Hirsch, 1983). Similarly, the currently 
spreading decline of the Keynesian state can be linked to the crisis of 
Fordism.

These statements also require a number of qualification, however. 
First, what seems to be particularly lacking in Aglietta’s theory is a 
discussion of the role of the state. Second, this is compounded by the 
lack of any reference to ‘political struggles', especially in the analysis 
of transformations between different phases of the capitalist 
expansion. This lends a certain ‘capital-logical’ bias to the analysis.
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Finally, Aglietta’s theory does not seem to be directly applicable to the 
case of the UCF. Indeed an attempt along those lines, which will be 
discussed next, is fraught with difficulties.

Peripheral Fordism?

According to Lipietz (1982, 1984a, 1984b), the crisis of Fordism in the 
central capitalist countries led to the search for higher rates of profit on 
the world scale and consequently to the implantation of Taylorism 
and then a form of Fordism in the periphery. Taylorism was initially 
implanted to turn the peripheral countries into export platforms. But, 
Lipietz argues, it was not very successful for two reasons. First, the 
export advantage was based on the super-exploitation of the very low 
wages attained by repression. It was socially very unstable as a result. 
Second, it did not involve an expansion of the internal market in the 
periphery but was solely orienated towards exports, thus resulting in 
protectionist reaction in the centre. It therefore gave way to 
‘peripheral Fordism’. The latter, according to Lipietz, is similar to 
central Fordism in that it involves an expanding internal market, but it 
is also different in two respects. First, only the unskilled portion of the 
production process is performed in the periphery, the rest remaining in 
the centre. Second, the expanding internal market is not constituted 
by the rising wages of the working class but rather by the rising incomes 
of an urban middle class. In other words, ‘peripheral Fordism’ is 
distinct from central Fordism because it is dependent on the centre and 
because the working class is not fully integrated into the Fordist 
wage-regulation scheme.

However, this formulation seems to defeat the purpose, for the 
concept of Fordism rests precisely on those two characterisitics that 
are said to be missing in the peripheral case. Fordism implies an 
‘auto-centric’ accumulation whereas ‘peripheral Fordism’ is defined as 
being dependent. Secondly, and more important, the autocentricity is 
the outcome of the integration of the working class into the Fordist 
wage-regulation scheme. In ‘peripheral Fordism’, however, this is not 
the case. Based on this second principle, then, it becomes impossible 
to distinquish between ‘peripheral Taylorism’ and ‘peripheral Ford
ism’. Finally, in Aglietta’s formulation the different regimes of 
accumulation are concepts that define historical phases. In Lipietz’s 
formulation, they are more like alternative models of industrialisation 
with which specific UCFs can be identified.

All these seem to originate from Lipietz’s use of the concept of
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Fordism to refer simultaneously (a) to a historical phase of central 
capitalism, which then becomes a determinant of what happens in the 
world economy and more specifically in the periphery, and (b) to 
specific UCFs, to define and analyse specific industrialisation models 
(see, e.g., Lipietz, 1984a, p. 75). The different regimes of accumulation 
then cease to be historical phases and the experience of the UCFs gets 
forced into categories designed for advanced capitalist formations. As 
already suggested, the specificity of an UCF is its complexity in terms 
of forms and modes of production, and its historical phases cannot be 
analysed by focussing only on the wage-relation.

It can be argued that the concept of ‘pattern of accumulation’ 
advanced here provides a more liberating framework. It attempts to 
reproduce Aglietta’s original project in the context of the UCFs 
without, however, using the same concepts. Thus a pattern of 

^  accumulation implies (a) a certain internal class structure, and (b) a 
certain form of integration into the international division of labour. 
Therefore it aims to produce the historical phases of development of 
the UCF by taking into consideration its complexity. Moreover, it 
does not take the UCF in isolation from the world economy.

The State in the UCFs

This brings the discussion to the question of whether or not the state in 
the UCF is a capitalist state. The notion of the ‘capitalist state’, as 
developed by Poulantzas (1973), is based on the characteristics of the 
CMP. But given that the underdeveloped social formation is 
characterised by a multiplicity of modes of production, the use of the 
term ‘capitalist state’ becomes problematical.

Alternatively, the identification of the nature of the state by 
reference to the class structure, and more particularly to the identity of 
the dominant class(es) in the social formation, may lead the analysis 
into an ‘instrumentalist’ framework. This indeed seems to be the 
problem with the theories of the ‘peripheral state’ that attribute to it a 
‘relative autonomy’ due to the multiplicity of the dominant classes in 
the peripheral social formation. It is argued that the relative autonomy 

^ of the peripheral state originates from its role as a ‘mediator’ between 
interests of those dominant classes (Alavi, 1972, 1982; Ziemann and 
Lanzendorfer, 1977). It has been argued elsewhere (Giilalp, 1987) 
that this formulation rests on a paradoxical combination of perceiving 
the state as an independent institution and perceiving it as a class 
instrument. It is assumed that because in the peripheral social
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formation no single class can use the state as its instrument, the state 
gains a relative independence.

Finally, the state in the underdeveloped social formation may be 
conceptualised as ‘dependent state’, as was done by Poulantzas in a 
later work (Poulantzas, 1976). In this conceptualisation Poulantzas 
focusses not on the mode of production or the class structure of the 
particular social formation, but rather on its place in the ‘imperialist 
chain’. Thus it seems that all the states in the imperialist chain are 
assumed to be ‘capitalist’, and whether or not a particular state is also 
‘dependent’ is determined by its location along the chain. The 
‘dependent’ nature of the state, then, is assumed to assign to it certain 
functions, ‘functions falling to it in the present phase of imperialism’ 
(Poulantzas, 1976, p. 21). But this formulation is very similar to the 
‘dependency’ conception of the state as an instrument of international 
capital (for a critique of this conception see Carnoy, 1984, Ch. 7).

The framework suggested in the present chapter puts the question in 
a different perspective. Here the role of the state is conceived in terms j 
of the requirements of maintaining and reproducing the capital « 
accumulation process. In an underdeveloped social formation these I
requirements vary together with the internal class structure and the
form of integration into the international division of labour. On a more 
concrete level the existence of a variety of forms and modes of 
production and their corresponding class relations, may give rise to a 
variety of ‘political’ and ‘ideological’ relations. The modes of 
articulation of these relations with the ultimate dynamic of capital 
accumulation, then, are subject to analysis on that particular level. 
(Cf. Jessop’s formulation: ‘state power is capitalist to the extent that it 
creates, maintains, or restores the conditions required for capital 
accumulation in a given situation’, 1982, p. 222.)

This perspective, then, liberates the conceptualisation of the role of 
the state in the UCF from the following constraints: (a) derivation 
from the characteristics of the CMP, in the fashion of Poulantzas, and 
similarly of the ‘derivationist’ school; (b) its derivation from the 
composition of the dominant classes in an instrumentalist fashion; (c) 
its derivation from the country’s place in the imperialist chain, in a 
‘dependency’ fashion. Here, the ‘subordinate’ position of the UCF in 
the world economy is ascribed to the presence of the ‘metropolitan 
bourgeoisie’ in its international class composition. This conception is 
different from the notion of dependency, which is inadequate because 
it does not only take the nation as a homogeneous unit but also fails to 
identify the specificity of the UCF in an interdependent world
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economy. The metropolitan bourgeoisie does not externally dominate 
the entire formation, but rather participates in its power-bloc as an 
additional element in the alliance of the local dominant classes. Since 
the nature of this alliance shifts historically, the conflicts between 
particular capitals in the formation cannot be conceived in terms of 
such categorical concepts as ‘national’ or ‘comprador’ bourgeoisie. 
The concept of patterns of accumulation, however, becomes instru
mental in identifying these changing sets of conflicts and alliances, and 
their effects on state action.

Patterns of accumulation and the state

Using the concept of ‘patterns of accumulation’, the following 
observations have been made (Giilalp, 1985). The role of the state is 
essentially the same throughout the different phases of development: 
the reproduction of the system based on capital accumulation. 
Therefore at each phase the state, by pursuing policies that reflect the 
requirements of the dominant pattern of accumulation, objectively 
serves the reproduction of class domination. In other words, the 
relation between the state and the dominant class(es) is an objective 
one, established through the dominant pattern of accumulation and its 
requirements. Moreover, these requirements are fulfilled regardless 
of the specific government in power or, indeed, of the nature of the 
political regime. In fact, the variation in policies and governments or 
regimes seems to be determined by the requirements of capital 
accumulation that themselves vary from one phase to the other. This 
becomes especially clear in crisis and transition between phases.

A phase, defined by a specific pattern of accumulation, ends in a 
crisis which poses a threat to the continuity of the capital accumulation 
process. But the crisis also contains elements which determine a 
transition to a new pattern through the restructuring of capital 
accumulation. Since a pattern of accumulation is defined by a specific 
set of class relations, the restructuring of capital accumulation also 
necessarily involves the restructuring of the ‘power-bloc’. Therefore the 
‘economic’ crisis, posing a threat to the continuity of accumulation and 
forcing the elements of transition on the government in power, also 
causes a ‘political’ crisis: that is a ‘crisis of representation’ on the part 
of the governments in power who are caught between the necessity of 
transition and their extant political and ideological commitments. 
Their failure to effect the restructuring of the power bloc results in a 
radical rupture which takes not only the form of a change in
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government but also, in some cases, a change in political regime. 
Hence it is the continuity of the state that brings about the mentioned 
variations.

THE THEORY OF THE STATE 

Capital accumulation as a social relation

The above framework rejects the structuralist separation of the 
‘economic’, ‘political’ and ‘ideological’ instances. Such separation is 
justified by the idea that the separation of the direct producer from the 
means of production in the CMP allows for a relative autonomy of 
each instance from the others. But this occurs only in appearance. The 
separation of the producer from the means of production in fact unites 
what appear as separate instances, for the coincidence of production 
and exploitation in the CMP conceals the relations of domination. 
Capital accumulation is a social relation which is at once a relation of 
exploitation, class domination and ideological mystification (cf. 
Clarke, 1977; Wood, 1981).

The answer to the question of why, then, there should be a state in 
capitalism that is ostensibly outside and above society lies in the 
distinction between the ‘public’ and ‘private’ moments of capital 
accumulation.1 The state resides in the public sphere to provide the 
general conditions of capital accumulation which is carried out in the 
private sphere by the capitalist class (see Marx and Engels, 1845/6, 
pp. 53, 80; see also Wood, 1981). Therefore the role of the state in 
maintaining and reproducing the relations of domination must be seen 
in the light of its relation to capital accumulation rather than its direct 
or indirect links with the dominant class(es) oWts fractions.

This conclusion, reached at a high level of abstraction, has a number 
of implications concerning the general questions of state theory such as 
the ‘relative autonomy’ of the state, the so-called ‘specificity of the 
political’, and ‘economic reductionism’ versus ‘political reductionism’. 
But to pursue these we need to rely on the distinction between the 
levels of abstraction in the analysis of complex reality.

Classes and the state

Although the link between the state and the dominant class(es) is an 
objective one, established through the capital accumulation process,
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that is not to say that it cannot be identified. In order to answer the 
question of which particular class(es) and/or fraction(s) the state 
serves, one has to operate at a lower level of abstraction. At the 
highest level of abstruction, the role of the state in maintaining and 
reproducing the overall system is delimited by the notion of capital 
accumulation as a social relation. An intermediate level of abstraction 
would, then, involve the notion of the ‘pattern of accumulation’, which 
defines the specific form that the accumulation process takes. This 
concept allows us to identify the particular class constellations in 
different phases of the development of capital accumulation. There is, 
finally, a third and lowest level of abstraction on which the analysis of 
the concrete political struggles should be conducted (Uno, 1980, has a 
similar conception of three separate levels of analysis, on which see 
Sekine, 1975, pp. 853-5 and Albritton, 1984, pp. 158-60; see also 
Gordon, 1980, pp. 24-25).

With these distinctions in mind, we can first look at the question of 
‘relative autonomy’ concerning the relation between the state and the 
dominant class(es). When the question is posed in these terms, there 
seem to be two logical (but extreme) options: (a) the state is the 
‘instrument’ of the dominant class(es) ; (b) the state is ‘independent’ of 
the dominant class(es). The ‘relative autonomy’ formulation is an 
ambiguous attempt to solve this dilemma.

In Poulantzas’ original formulation the relative autonomy of the 
capitalist state has its origins in (a) the relative autonomy of the 
political instance from the economic in the CMP, and (b) the division 
and conflict of interests among the dominant classes and their 
fractions, which the state transforms into a coherent power bloc (cf. 
Jessop, 1982, pp. 154-5; 1985, pp. 68-70). The state, with its specific 
unity, acts as the factor of cohesion in the social formation. This 
specific unity of the capitalist state explains why it does not necessarily 
serve the direct and short-term interests of the dominant class(es), 
while it none the less politically reproduces the relations of domina
tion (Poulantzas, 1973, passim).

Block (1980), finding this solution unsatisfactory, poses the 
following question: what is the degree of, and what are the limits to, 
the autonomy of the ‘relatively autonomous’ capitalist state? He 
argues that in order to be useful, the relative autonomy formulation 
should either identify limits beyond which the dominant class(es) 
would react and ‘bring the state back into line’, or it should ‘identify 
concrete structural mechanisms’ that limit state action (Block, 1980, p. 
228).
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The approach suggested here, however, poses the problem in a 
different way. If the capitalist state originates from the division of 
the capital accumulation process into the ‘public’ and ‘private’ 
moments, then it should be analysed in terms of it relations with that 
particular process rather than specific classes or their fractions. This 
shift in the focus of attention overcomes the dilemma of whether the 
state is an instrument or independent of the dominant class(es) 
and/or their particular fractions. For in this framework the state is 
not independent: it is committed, so to speak, to capital accumula
tion. By the same token, it is not an instrument of any particular class 
or class fraction, either.

This formulation advances the notion of ‘relative autonomy’ by 
operationalising it (Giilalp, 1987). Thus the requirements of capital 
accumulation, while defining the state’s relative autonomy from 
classes, also define the limits of such autonomy. This becomes 
especially clear in conjunctures of crisis and transition because a 
restructuring of class relations is undergone. At an intermediate level 
of abstraction it is possible to link the role of the state to particular 
class projects. In the case of a ‘representative’ regime of government, 
moreover, these links can be identified as the state’s political and 
ideological commitments. As already suggested, it is this set of 
commitments which brings about the political crisis in the face of a 
necessary restructuring of the capital accumulation process. The 
continuity of the state (at the more abstract level), in terms of its 
commitment to the continuity of capital accumulation, becomes 
instrumental in carrying out the transition which involves the 
restructuring of the power bloc. Whether or not this also involves a 
change in the government or the regime depends on the nature of the 
particular political crisis and on the capability of the particular 
government or regime to effect such restructuring. This is clearly a 
question which can only be answered at the lowest level of abstrac
tion: that is, at the level at which the concrete political struggles are 
located. However, given a ‘representative’ government which is 
answerable to its class basis, the accumulation crisis will most likely 
lead to a ‘political’ crisis resulting in a change in government or 
regime.

This framework also fulfils the requirements posed by Block to 
identify the limits of ‘relative autonomy’. At the most abstract level 
the ‘structural limit’ to state action is the continuity of capital 
accumulation itself. At the intermediate level, it is the reaction of the 
dominant class(es) to government policies that limit state action in



favour of the necessary restructuring, thus bringing about the 
‘representation crisis’.

The notion of the ‘specificity of the political’ here appears on the 
most concrete level of analysis. This is different from the original 
formulation of the notion in the literature and should perhaps be 
replaced by the term ‘specificity of political struggles’. Whilst the 
original formulation is based on the separation of the CMP into 
instances -  economic, political and ideological, which operate on the 
same level, relatively autonomously from each other, with their 
specific articulation determined in the last instance by the economic so 
that the specificity of the political is another way of expressing the 
relative autonomy of the political instance (cf. Laclau, 1977) -  here it is 
located on the lowest level of abstraction. Thus the requirements of 
capital accumulation embodied in each particular ‘pattern of accumu
lation’ define the framework (and therefore the limits) within which 
political struggles take place. The actual political configuration of the 
state (in terms of regime, government, the articulation of particular 
ideological elements, and so on) are mediated, and therefore 
immediately determined, by the concrete political struggles.

It must be clear that the conceptualisation of these different levels of 
abstraction also implies relations of determination, successively from 
the highest to the lowest levels. Thus the requirements of ‘capital 
accumulation’ in general determine the specific form that it will take in 
different conjunctures. This is where the notion of ‘restructuring’ 
becomes meaningful. This specific form can then be termed the 
‘pattern of accumulation’ as a more concrete concept than the mode of 
production and defined by a specific set of conditions and require
ments. This allows us to discern more clearly the imperatives on state 
action than does a general notion such as the reproduction of the 
‘system’ or the ‘mode of production’. Thereby it also allows us to 
analyse the relations between the requirements of capital accumula
tion and the specific political configuration at each phase of 
development. These relations, however, are subject to two types of 
mediation. First, the pattern of accumulation is a conceptual tool 
which links the state to the class relations in society, and so it informs 
us about the specific political configuration only through the 
information that it provides regarding class relations. Second, each 
concrete political configuration is the outcome of concrete political 
struggle, which is the apparent form of (and therefore not the same 
thing as) class struggle. In this way the requirements of the pattern of 
accumulation define and determine the framework within which
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concrete political struggles take place. The maintenance and repro
duction of capital accumulation set the imperatives on (or the limits to) 
state action.

Economic and political reductionism

We can now focus on the relation between the intermediate level and 
the most concrete, which is the site of political struggles. In the final 
analysis, the ‘political’ struggle is conditioned by the class struggle. In 
the words of Marx and Engels (1845/6, p. 53), ‘all struggles within the 
state ... are merely the illusory forms in which the real struggles of the 
different classes are fought out among one another’. But that is not to 
say that they should be discarded from the analysis. For political 
struggles do not immediately reflect ‘pure’ class struggles. In Jessop’s 
(1982, p. 222) words: ‘the state is located on the terrain of the 
social formation rather than the pure CMP and is also the site of 
non-class relations as well as class relations’. Failing to see this leads to 
‘economic’ or ‘class-reductionism’.

In the economic variant of reductionism, the ‘political superstruc
ture’ is seen as a direct reflection of the ‘economic base’. Accordingly 
what takes place in the superstructure is considered to be the 
‘epiphenomenal’ form of what takes place in the base. Although this 
framework claims to grasp the totality, it in fact precisely fails to do so 
by disregarding the complexity. It does not allow any room for 
‘political practice’, which, in turn, ultimately leads to circular 
reasoning. If the complexity is not specified, there remains no way to 
distinguish between different ‘epiphenomena’. The same is also true 
for ‘class-reductionism’. In this variant, political struggles that cannot 
be directly linked to class interests are considered to be subject to a 
distortion which is termed ‘false-consciousness’. But here again, if the 
complexity is not specified it ultimately results in circular reasoning, 
for whatever takes place in the concrete political struggle or in the 
form of specific state action, it may ultimately be explained away as the 
outcome of class struggle.

However, since the concrete political struggle does not directly 
reflect the ‘pure’ (abstractly specified) class struggle, it is necessary to 
specify the intervening factors that mediate the essential relations of 
class into the political forms and relations which appear on the surface. 
Consequently it is necessary to grant the ‘specificity of the political’ to 
understand this mediation. But this is not to say that this ‘specificity’ is 
an independent object of theorisation: that is, that the ‘political’ has an



independent life of its own. In Marx’s (1859, p. 20) words, ‘neither 
legal relations nor political forms could be comprehended... by 
themselves... bu t... on the contrary they originate in the material 
conditions of life’. The abstract theorisation in terms of classes and 
modes of production is necessary to grasp the ultimate determinants of 
the forms and relations that appear on the surface.

Failing to see this leads to the opposite form of reductionism, which 
is exemplified in the works of Skocpol et al. In the context of 
conceptualising a ‘potential autonomy’ for the state (Skocpol, 1979) or 
going beyond the concept of relative autonomy (Block, 1980), these 
writers attribute a separate and independent space to the ‘political’. 
But the effort to theorise within the boundaries of this carved-out 
space leads to the disregard of totality in the opposite direction. This is 
perhaps clearest in Skocpol’s (1980) treatment of the New Deal where, 
in an attempt to refute the ‘neo-Marxist’ approaches to the state, she 
argues that one should focus on the nature of the political organisa
tions and the initiatives of the politicians as independent determinants. 
But it is impossible to grasp the totality of the New Deal by merely 
focussing on these aspects of the political struggles and disregarding 
the ultimate givens of that particular situation: that those struggles 
were taking place in a capitalist social formation which is ridden with 
class contradictions and which was moreover experiencing a major 
crisis. Without these ultimate determinants the analysed political 
struggles would not even have existed. Making these implicit ‘givens’ 
explicit is also necessary for a comparison of the New Deal with, for 
example, the Nazi experience. It is only after the ultimate determi
nants of the similarities between the two experiences are examined 
that the differences can be sought at the level of the ‘specificity of the 
political’. In this context one might safely argue that the framework 
provided by Aglietta’s theory of regulation and his analysis of the 
juncture of transition to Fordism can be filled, so to speak, with 
Skocpol’s account of the political struggles that took place during the 
construction of the New Deal. But focussing on those struggles in and 
of themselves, without due reference to the context within which they 
occur, reduces structural changes in capitalism to the level of 
appearance. This procedure constitutes the essence of Skopol’s 
project (see Skocpol, 1985).

Granting that both aspects of reality are necessary for a complete 
analysis may still lead to reductionism if the separate levels are 
collapsed into one. This form of reductionism is what seems to be 
committed by Block (1977,1980) and Miliband (1983). These authors,
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in an attempt to delineate the limits of the relative autonomy of the 
state, apparently aim to avoid both ‘economic’ and ‘political’ 
reductionism (see, e.g. Miliband, 1983, p. 66). To allow for the 
significance of both capital accumulation (and, thereby, the interests 
of the capitalist class) and the independent interests of ‘state 
managers’ in an analysis of the role of the state, they develop a model 
o f‘partnership’ between the capitalist class and the state managers (for 
a critical discussion of this procedure see Gulalp, 1987). But by doing 
so, they place the capitalist class (an abstract concept) on the same 
level as ‘state managers’ (concrete individuals). This also becomes 
evident in their confusion of ‘businessmen’ (again, concrete indivi
duals) with the capitalist class: terms which they use interchangeably. 
This procedure, then, conflates the abstract level of the mode of 
production with the concrete level of the particulars of the state.

Therefore a differential degree of determination should be attri
buted to concepts arrived at on different levels of abstraction. It was 
suggested before that the CMP is characterised by a peculiar division 
into the private and public spheres of the general process of capital 
accumulation. This allows us to place the capitalist ‘class’ and the 
capitalist ‘state’ on the same level of abstraction. For while the former 
performs the function of capital accumulation ‘privately’, the latter 
performs the provision of the requirements of that function ‘publicly’. 
At this level of abstraction the ‘relative autonomy’ of the state (with 
respect to the capitalist class as a whole as well as the particular 
capitals) was argued to be rooted in this separation peculiar to the 
CMP. This was argued to be the outcome of the state’s ‘commitment’ 
to the continuity of capital accumulation, which raised another type of 
question: what then is the relation between the requirements of capital 
accumulation and the role of the state, and how is it to be analysed? It 
was argued that to answer this question it is necessary to move to lower 
levels of abstraction, so to specify the particular requirements of 
capital accumulation entailed a move to an intermediate level to 
produce the concept of phase or, more specifically, ‘patterns’ of 
accumulation. This then allowed us to specify particular class interests 
and their relations around a certain pattern of accumulation. Finally, 
in order to analyse in what form these interests are served, what the 
modalities of performing the general function are, and what institu
tions and individuals are involved, it is necessary to move to the most 
concrete level where these questions are resolved through political 
struggle. In other words, it is at this level that institutions, individuals 
and their particular articulation of political and ideological elements
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matter. Indeed they matter a great deal, the denial of which would 
imply the denial of 'political practice’ altogether.

This framework, then, attempts to avoid ‘reductionism’ but not 
‘determinism’, for to avoid determinism would mean to reject the 
necessity of searching for the relations of determination, which is the 
sole purpose of scientific enquiry.

Capital versus class?

If one extreme is a crude reductionist version of Marxist determinism 
and the other is the liberal (or semi-liberal) theory which rejects 
materialist determinism, it is possible to argue that one encounters in 
the literature approaches that seemingly attempt to avoid, but 
nevertheless boil down to a form of, either extreme. Into the first 
category falls the ‘derivationist’ theory of the state, and into the second 
the Poulantzian theory. Following Jessop (1982), these two categor
ies could also be called, respectively, the ‘capital-theoretical’ and the 
‘class-theoretical’ approaches.

The Poulantzian project is based on the rejection of the base-super
structure dichotomy of Marxist reductionism. As already mentioned, 
it instead relies on the notion of separate and relatively autonomous 
instances which characterise the CMP. In this way the ‘political’ 
instances becomes a separate sphere of analysis, on which a ‘regional 
theory’ can be built (Poulantzas, 1973).

The problem with this approach is that it not only separates the CMP 
into instances -  a procedure already criticised -  but also puts these two 
instances on an equal footing, on the same level of abstraction, thereby 
rejecting any relation of determination. Although a determination ‘in 
the last instance’ is attributed to the ‘economic’, this remains more a 
matter of general principle than an integral aspect of the analysis of the 
state (Jessop, 1982, pp. 131-2). It is for this reason that what is 
particularly lacking in Poulantzas’ theory is a specific reference to the 
requirements of capital accumulation as a determinant of state action 
(see also Jessop, 1977, p. 357).

This critique of the Poulantzian position is also the starting point of 
the ‘derivation’ theory (Holloway and Picciotto, 1978b). This theory 
rejects both the base-superstructure dichotomy and the notion of the 
separate instances, and attempts to derive the functions of the state 
from what is considered to be the essential relation in the CMP: the 
‘capital-relation’. Accordingly, it aims to avoid both ‘economic’ and 
‘political reductionism’. It argues that the capital-relation embodies
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both forms of social relations, the economic and the political. Since 
these forms appear as separate instances in the peculiarity of the CMP, 
the capital-relation is the basis from which both can be derived. In this 
sense, the theory claims to be a ‘materialist’ and not an ‘economic’ 
theory of the state (Fay, 1978; Holloway and Picciotto, 1978a; Carnoy, 
1984, Ch.5).

The problem, however, is that the theory remains at this point and 
does not seem to proceed any further. Thus it does not proceed to 
include the lower levels of abstraction where the ‘specificity’ of the 
political surfaces. In fact, the analytical framework itself precludes 
such a prospect, for the functions of the state are derived from some 
allegedly ‘general’ laws of capital accumulation. Thus the project of 
denying autonomy to the ‘political’ ends up throwing out the baby 
together with the bath water, for focussing on the general laws of 
capital accumulation denies any significance to either class struggle or 
political struggles as will be seen presently.

According to this theory, the role and the functions of the state 
should be derived from the ‘fundamental tendency’ of capitalist 
accumulation, which is the falling rate of profit (Holloway and 
Picciotto, 1978a; Carnoy, 1984, p. 141). In the words of Hirsch (1974, 
p. 97), ‘this law must be the conceptual point of departure for an 
analysis of state functions’. But if this is considered a fundamental and 
overriding tendency from which the state functions are to be derived, 
then it becomes impossible (or unnecessary) to distinguish between 
the forms of capital accumulation in its historical development. This 
point calls for a comparison of the derivation theory with Aglietta’s 
theory of regulation. Although, as already mentioned, Aglietta does 
not have an explicit theory of the state, his perception is very close to 
that of the derivationist school (see Aglietta, 1976, pp. 26-29, 
381-83; see also Driver, 1981, p. 152). Likewise, his ‘wage-relation’ is 
akin to the latter’s ‘capital-relation’. However, there seems to be one 
major difference in Aglietta’s theory. In his analysis ‘class struggle’ 
appears as an explicit and major element, which allows him to move to 
the intermediate level of abstraction, that is, to the conceptualisation 
of phases. For in his theory the transition between phases orginates 
from class struggle. It could be argued that Aglietta’s conception of 
class struggle is limited to that at the point of production and does not 
include political struggles. But the derivation theory moves neither to 
the most concrete nor to the intermediate levels of abstraction. 
Although the derivationists emphasise the significance of the concept 
of class struggle by pointing out that it is embodied in the capital
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accumulation process (see, e.g. Hirsch, 1974, pp. 99-100, Holloway 
and Picciotto, 1978a, pp. 10-14), this obviously correct point remains 
as a truism and does not become operationalised.

This becomes clearer in a later attempt by Hirsch (1983) to combine 
his analysis with Aglietta’s framework. Hirsch (1983, pp. 75-76) starts 
out by making the following point: The shortcoming of this 
theoretical [‘state-derivation’] approach is that it focusses almost 
exclusively on the general, structural characteristics of a capitalist 
society. It is therefore unable to account for some of the fundamental 
historical transformations of this society.’ He then proceeds to argue 
that the French contribution to the periodisation of capitalism is useful 
for the analysis of the state (pp. 76-77). This implies including the 
notion of the ‘phases’ of capitalism in the analysis, a notion which did 
not exist in the original version of the derivation theory. However, 
although Hirsch (in agreement with Aglietta) considers Fordism a 
distinct phase of capitalism, he still insists on seeing it as the outcome 
of the tendency of the profit rate to fall (pp. 77-80). In this context he 
concludes that ‘the “welfare state” is not only a result of class struggle, 
but is also a structural constituent of the Fordist form of socialization’ 
(p. 78), which in his view is a secular tendency to counteract the falling 
rate of profit. Thus, ‘in order to secure the realization of capital, the 
need to capitalize society is inherent in the historical process of 
accumulation’ (p. 79).

It can therefore be argued that because this theory attempts to 
derive the state from an abstract consideration of the pure CMP, it fails 
to grasp the role and functions of the state in concrete social 
formations (Fay, 1978, pp. 143-45; Jessop, 1982, pp. 136-37). The 
project itself precludes a movement to the intermediate and lower 
levels of abstraction. Thus it seems to be no coincidence that ‘there is a 
notable absence in the German debate of any discussion of the 
ideological and repressive functions of the State’ (Carnoy, 1984, p. 
149; see also Hirsch, 1974, pp. 83-84, 97). The derivation theory 
ultimately appears to be a complex or sophisticated form of 
‘reductionism’ (Jessop, 1977, pp. 363-64).

The analytical framework proposed in the present essay attempts to 
overcome the dilemma between a ‘capital-theoretical’ and a ‘class- 
theoretical’ approach in the following way. The separation of the CMP 
into the public and private spheres indicates the role of the state with 
respect to capital accumulation at the most abstract level. Delineating 
the phases of development by patterns of accumulation indicates the 
role of the state with respect to specific class constellations at an
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intermediate level of abstraction. Class struggle is present in both of 
these levels since (a) capital accumulation is itself a class relation of 
contradiction and domination, and (b) a pattern of accumulation 
specifies a certain class’s (or set classes’) project. Finally, (c) the 
resolution among alternative ‘political’ projects (the form of the state, 
the regime, the specific articulation of ideological elements, and so on) 
that are conceivable within the bounds of the given pattern of 
accumulation belongs to the most concrete level of ‘political struggle’. 
At this level, class struggle enters the analysis as a transformed 
(concretised) concept.

This framework bears certain similarities to Jessop’s own attempt to 
overcome the mentioned dilemma, his ‘strategic-theoretical’ approach 
to the state, developed in a series of recent writings (Jessop, 1983a, 
1983b, 1985). But there are also certain differences worth pursuing. 
We can therefore, finally, turn to an assessment of Jessop’s alternative 
project.

Strategy and hegemony

According to Jessop, to overcome the ‘false’ dilemma between the 
capital-theoretical and the class-theoretical approaches, we need to 
rely on the notion of ‘strategy’, for it provides the mediation between 
the abstract structural determination and the concrete modalities of 
class struggle. Strategy, then, refers to the development of viable 
choices within a given structure (Jessop, 1983a, p. 91, 97-8; 1985, pp. 
341-4). In this context, Jessop introduces the concept o f‘accumulation 
strategy’. He argues that since capital accumulation does not have a 
predetermined pattern, the interests of particular capitals can only be 
defined with respect to specific forms of accumulation. Thus an 
‘accumulation strategy’ defines a specific economic growth model with 
implications about the various fractions of capital. To be successful, 
such a strategy must unify -  and advance the immediate interests of -  
the different fractions of capital under the hegemony of one fraction. 
The notion of strategy implies that there is choice and therefore a 
multiplicity of other, competing strategies. But in order to be viable, 
an accumulation strategy must be compatible with the continued 
valorisation of industrial capital (Jessop, 1983a, pp. 91-3; 1983b, pp. 
149-50; 1985, pp. 348-9).

Accumulation strategy constitutes only one side of the equation. To 
complement this, Jessop introduces the concept of, ‘hegemonic 
project’. If ‘hegemony involves the interpellation and organization of
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different “class-relevant” (but not necessarily class-conscious) forces 
under the “political, intellectual, and moral leadership” of a particular 
class (or class fraction)’, then ‘the key to the exercise of such 
leadership is the development of a specific “hegemonic project” which 
can resolve the abstract problem of conflicts between particular 
interests and the general interest’ (Jessop, 1983a, p. 100). Like the 
accumulation strategies, there are typically several other, competing 
hegemonic projects (Jessop, 1983a, pp. 100-1; 1983b, pp. 154-5; 1985, 
pp. 344, 350).

Jessop (1985, p. 344) argues that these concepts are complementary 
because while the former is useful in analysing the alternative logics of 
capital, the latter is useful in analysing the field of class struggles. But 
they should also be kept separate to avoid an ‘economic’ interpretation 
(Jessop, 1983b, p. 162, fn 26). This is grounded in a separation 
between ‘capital’ and the ‘state’. Just as capital is a form-determined 
social relation, so is the state a form-determined social relation 
(Jessop, 1983a, pp 89, 98; 1983b, p. 154; 1985, pp. 336-9). Therefore 
the form of each must be analysed, respectively, in terms of 
‘accumulation strategies’ and ‘hegemonic projects’.

However, the separation of these concepts in this fashion leads to a 
fundamental indeterminacy. Jessop’s argument seems to suggest that 
an accumulation strategy will be successful only if it is complemented 
by a corresponding hegemonic project, and vice versa. The problem is 
that, according to the construction of the argument, there may very 
well be several accumulation strategies with their corresponding 
hegemonic projects. It is not clear which one of these equally viable 
possibilities will be successful. Alternatively, there may be no 
correspondence between the available accumulation strategies and 
hegemonic projects. In fact, Jessop (1983a, pp. 100-1; 1983b, pp. 
155-6) mentions this latter possibility but does not provide a 
satisfactory solution. He seems to overlook the typical case of an 
authoritarian-repressive outcome where the success of a certain 
accumulation strategy may precisely be based on an ideologically 
‘non-hegemonic’ project.

The indeterminacy in the model seems to be linked to two problems, 
both of which originate from Jessop’s attempt to overcome the 
‘capital-theoretical’ versus’ class-theoretical’ dilemma. Thus his first 
suggestion is to separate the economic and political spheres and treat 
them as parallel instances. This is a procedure that has already been 
criticised above. His second suggestion is to use the notion of ‘strategy’ 
in analysing these separate spheres. But this notion has a voluntaris
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tic-idealistic bias. As Clarke (1983, p. 131) comments, it is not clear by 
whom and in what way the strategies and projects are formulated and 
implemented. Jessop, however, seems to attribute a significant dose of 
conscious design to particular fractions of capital in the formation of 
strategies (see, e.g., Jessop, 1983a, p. 92). Hence there emerge two 
possibilities: either the fraction that consciously designs an accumula
tion strategy also designs a complementary hegemonic project (this 
interpretation might solve the problem of indeterminacy, but it is 
more ‘reductionist’ than what Jessop tries to avoid); or there should 
somehow be a simultaneous and mutually corresponding solution in 
each separate sphere, which may not be forthcoming.

As Clarke argues, however, the possibilities in terms of ‘accumula
tion strategies’ are in fact quite limited, for a change in accumulation 
strategy typically comes about in a situation of crisis which imposes a 
‘restructuring’ of the capital accumulation process. But this also 
necessarily involves a change in the ‘hegemonic project’. In this case 
‘the “hegemonic fraction” of capital is that whose interests are served 
by the adopted accumulation strategy’ (Clarke, 1983, p. 132). Thus 
the notion of ‘restructuring’ also includes political and ideological 
restructuring. The specific form of the state -  that is, the emerging 
hegemonic project as a result of the restructuring -  is an issue which 
can only be resolved on a lower level of abstraction than the con
cept of capital accumulation (Clarke, 1983, pp. 132-3).

The approach suggested in the present essay differs from Jessop’s 
approach in precisely these two points. First, the change in the ‘pattern 
of accumulation’ is attributed to crisis and consequent restructuring. 
This already determines the emerging pattern of accumulation and, 
together with it, the relations and conflicts between classes that are 
involved. Within this framework there may be competing ‘political' 
projects, whose resolution is subject to concrete political struggles. A 
certain pattern of accumulation may or may not allow room for a 
particular state form. It therefore defines the framework within which 
political struggles around those competing state forms take place. The 
second point, then, is that this is resolved on a more concrete level. 
The concrete political and ideological structures determine in what 
concrete way (and form) the ‘hegemonic project’ implicit in the new 
‘accumulation strategy’ is realised.
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Notes

1. It should be noted that this is quite another distinction between ‘public’ 
and ‘private’ than that between the public sphere of state and economy 
versus the private sphere of family and personal relations introduced in 
Ch. 6.
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