
Introduction 

When Volume 1 of Capital was first published, capitalist industry, 
though predominant in a few Western European countries, still 
appeared as an isolated island encircled by a sea of independent 
farmers and handicraftsmen which covered the whole world, in
cluding the greater part even of Europe. What Marx's Capital 
explained, however, was above all the ruthless and irresistible im
pulse to growth which characterizes production for private profit 
and the predominant use of profit for capital accumulation. Since 
Marx wrote, capitalist technology and industry have indeed spread 
all over the world. As they have done so, moreover, not only have 
material wealth and the possibilities for freeing mankind de
finitively from the burden of meaningless, repetitive and mechani
cal work increased, but so too has the polarization of society 
between fewer and fewer owners of capital and more and more 
workers of hand and brain, forced to sell their labour-power to 
these owners. The concentration of wealth and power in a small 
number of giant industrial and financial corporations has brought 
with it an increasingly universal struggle between Capital and 
Labour. 

Periodically the bourgeois class and its ideologues have thought 
they have found the stone of wisdom; have felt able, accordingly, 
to announce the end of crises and socio-economic contradictions 
in the capitalist system. But despite Keynesian techniques, not
withstanding all the various attempts to integrate the working 
class into late capitalism, for over a decade now the system has 
appeared if anything more crisis-ridden than when Marx wrote 
Capital. From the Vietnam war to the turmoil of the world 
monetary system; from the upsurge of radical workers' struggles in 
Western Europe since 1968 to the rejection of bourgeois values and 
culture by large numbers of young people throughout the world; 
from the ecology and energy crises to the recurrent economic re-
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cessions: there is no need to look very far for indications that 
capitalism's heyday is over. Capital explains why the sharpening 
contradictions of the system were as inevitable as its impetuous 
growth. In that sense, contrary to a generally accepted belief, Marx 
is much more an economist of the twentieth century than of the 
nineteenth. Today's Western world is much nearer to the 'pure' 
model of Capital than was the world in which it was composed. 

I. THE PURPOSE OF CAPITAL 

In Capital Marx's fundamental aim was to lay bare the laws of 
motion which govern the origins, the rise, the development, the 
decline and the disappearance of a given social form of economic 
organization: the capitalist mode of production. He was not seek
ing universal laws of economic organization. Indeed, one of the 
essential theses of Capital is that no such laws exist. For Marx, 
there are no economic laws valid for each and every basically differ
ent form of society (aside from trivialities like the formula which 
points out that no society can consume more than it produces with
out reducing its stock of wealth - whether the natural fertility of 
the land, the total population, the mass of means of production, or 
several of these). Each specific social form of economic organiza
tion has its own specific economic laws. Capital limits itself to 
examining those which govern the capitalist mode of production. 

Capital is therefore not' pure' economic theory at all. For Marx, 
'pure' economic theory, that is economic theory which abstracts 
from a specific social structure, is impossible. I~ would be similar 
to 'pure' anatomy, abstracted from the specific species which is to 
be examined. We can push the analogy further. Although, of 
course, comparative anatomy is a branch of natural science, 
useful for increasing our knowledge of human and animal physio
logy, it can be only a by-product of the development of the 
anatomical understanding of specific given species. In the same 
way, Marx's theory of historical materialism does indeed include 
comparative economic analysis - for example an examination of 
the evolution of human labour, human labour productivity, social 
surplus product and economic growth, from slave society through 
feudalism to capitalism. But such comparison can result only from 
the analysis of specific modes of production, each with its own 
economic logic and its own laws of motion. These cannot be 
superseded by or subsumed under' eternal' economic laws. We can 
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even push the analogy to its final conclusion. If one tries to find 
some basic common kernel in 'all' anatomy, one leaves the realm 
of that specific science and enters another: biology or bio
chemistry. In the same way, if one tries to discover basic working 
hypotheses valid for 'all' economic systems, one passes from the 
realm of economic theory to that of the science of social structures: 
historical materialism. 

In this way, Marx's economic theory and its crowning work 
Capital are based upon an understanding of the relativity, social 
determination and historical /imitation of all economic laws. In the 
socio-economic development of mankind, commodity production, 
market economy or the distribution of social resources among 
different branches of production by 'objective economic laws' 
operating 'behind the back of the producers' do not correspond 
to 'human nature', have not always existed and will not always 
exist. Capital, explaining the origins of the capitalist mode of pro
duction, points towards the inevitable historical decline and fall of 
this same social system. An economic theory based upon the 
historical relativity of every economic system, its strict limitation 
in time, tactlessly reminds Messrs the capitalists, their hangers-on 
and their apologists that capitalism itself is a product of history. It 
will perish in due course as it once was born. A new social form of 
economic organization will then take the place of the capitalist 
one: it will function according to other laws than those which 
govern the capitalist economy. 

Nevertheless, Capital does not deal exclusively with the capitalist 
mode of production, although the discovery of the laws which 
govern this mode of production is its fundamental objective. 
Capitalist production is generalized commodity production. 
Generalized commodity production fully unfolds trends and con
tradictions which are latent in every one of its basic 'cells', the 
commodities. It is no accident that Marx starts Capital Volume I 
with an analysis neither of 'the capitalist mode of production', 
nor of capital, nor of wage-labour, nor even of the relations 
between wage-labour and capital. For it is impossible to analyse 
any of these basic concepts or categories -which correspond to the 
basic structure of capitalist society - scientifically, totally and 
adequately without a previous analysis of value, exchange-value 
and surplus-value. But these latter categories in turn hinge upon an 
analysis of the commodity and of commodity-producing labour. 

Just as surplus-value and capital emerge logically from an 
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analysis of value and exchange-value, so too does the capitalist 
mode of production emerge historically from the growth of com
modity production: without simple commodity production no 
capitalism can come into existence. Capital, the Grundrisse and 
the other basic economic writings of Karl Marx therefore include 
many analyses of simple commodity production, a form of pro
duction which existed in manifold ways for nearly 10,000 years 
before modem capitalism was born, but which found its fullest 
flowering only between the thirteenth and sixteenth centuries A.D. 
in the Low Countries, northern Italy, and later Britain (and to a 
lesser degree in Japan before the Meiji revolution). 

Objections have been advanced - by early Russian Marxist 
authors like Bogdanov, by later commentators like Rubin and by 
contemporary Marxists like Lucio Colletti and Louis Althusser1 -

to the view, originating with Engels and held by Rosa Luxemburg, 
to which I subscribe,2 that Marx's Capital provides not only a 
basic analysis of the capitalist mode of production, but also 
significant comments upon the whole historical period which in
cludes essential phenomena of petty commodity production. These 
objections, however, are based upon a double confusion. It is true 
that the capitalist mode of production is the only social organi
zation of the economy which implies generalized commodity pro
duction. It would thus be completely mistaken to consider, for 
example, Hellenistic slave society or the classical Islamic Empire -
two forms of society with strongly developed petty commodity 
production, money economy and international trade - as being 
ruled by the 'law of value'. Commodity production in these pre
capitalist modes of production is intertwined with, and in the last 
analysis subordinated to, organizations of production (in the first 

1. I. I. Rubin, Essays on Marx's Theory of Value, Detroit, 1972, pp. 254-6; 
Lucio Colletti, Marxism and Hegel, NLB, London, 1973, pp. 131-2; Louis 
Althusser, 'The Object of Capital', in Reading Capital, NLB, London, 1970, 
pp. 113-17, 124-6. There is also a very illuminating remark by Marx himself, 
from 'Chapter 6' of Capital, Vol. 1 (see Appendix to this volume): 'Neverthe
less, within certain limits both goods and money were circulated and hence 
there was a certain evolution of trade: this was the premiss and point of de
parture for the formation of capital and the capitalist mode of production' 
(pp. 1059-60 below). 

2. Karl Marx, Capital, Moscow, 1962, Vol. 3, pp. 172-4; Friedrich Engels, 
'Law of Value and Rate of Profit', ibid. (appendix), pp. 873-6; Rosa Luxem
burg, Einftihrung in die Nationalokonomie, Berlin, 1925, pp. 199-232; Ernest 
Mandel, Marxist Economic Theory, London, 1969, Vol. 1, pp. 65-8. 
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place agricultural production) of a clearly non-capitalist nature, 
which follow a different economic logic from that which governs 
exchanges between commodities or the accumulation of capital. 

But this in no way implies that in societies in which petty com
modity production has already become the predominant mode of 
production (that is where the majority of the producers are free 
peasants and free handicraftsmen who own and exchange the 
products of their labour), the laws governing the exchange of com
modities and the circulation of money do not strongly influence 
the economic dynamic. Indeed, it is precisely the unfolding of the 
law of value which leads in such societies to the separation of the 
direct producers from their means of production, although a whole 
series of social and political developments influences this birth
process of modern capitalism, hastening it, slowing it down, or 
combining it with trends going in different directions. 

On the other hand, if it is true that fully-fledged 'economic 
accounting based upon quantities of socially equalized labour' 
comes into its own only under capitalism, and this only as an objec
tive economic law and not as conscious decisions of owners of 
commodities, it does not follow at all from this statement that 
'labour quantities accounting' cannot begin to appear in pre
capitalist societies, in which commodity production becomes a 
regular institution. Indeed, it is precisely when petty commodity 
production is already largely developed, but at the same time still 
intertwined with traditional forms of 'natural' economic organi
zation, which imply conscious allocations of economic resources 
and social labour between different forms of production (through 
customs, habits, rites, religion, deliberation of elders, assemblies of 
participants etc.), that the need for a conscious accounting of 
'labour quantities' can and must appear, in order to avoid basic 
injustices and inequalities in social organizations still based upon a 
high degree of social equality and coherence. I have tried to prove 
by empirical data that this bas in fact been the case, at different 
historical periods, in different parts of the world. 3 

This does not mean that the 'law of value' is a 'product ofpre
capitalist history'. Nor does it mean that such still relatively pri
mitive societies were burdened with the same manic pursuit of 
material rewards, and measurement of labour-time expenditure 
down to fractions of seconds, as our own; for these are, indeed, 
'pure' products of bourgeois society. It only means that the em-

3. Mandel, op. cit., pp. 59-65. 
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bryonic forms of the 'law of value' can be discovered in the em
bryonic developments of commodity production, just as the 
'elementary cell' of capital, the commodity, contains in an em
bryonic way all the inner qualities and contradictions of that social 
category. To deny this historical dimension of Marx's analysis is 
to transform the origins of capitalism into an insoluble mystery. 

One could argue that this is rather a moot point for economists, 
interesting only for anthropologists, ethnologists or historians. But 
its implications are in fact extremely far-reaching. By stating that 
the analysis of the laws of motion governing the capitalist mode of 
production necessarily includes at least some essential elements of 
an analysis of economic phenomena valid for the whole historical 
epoch encompassing economic organizations in which commodity 
production exists, one extends the validity of parts of Marx's 
Capital not only into the past but also into the future. For pheno
mena of commodity production obviously survive, at least par
tially, in those societies in which the rule of capital has already been 
overthrown, but which are not yet fully-fledged classless, that is 
socialist, societies: the USSR and the People's Republics of 
Eastern Europe, China, North Vietnam, North Korea and Cuba. 
Capital is no more a guide to understanding the laws of motion of 
these societies than it is a guide to understanding the laws of 
motion of developed late medieval society based upon petty com
modity production. But it can tell us a lot about the dynamics (and 
disintegrating logic) of commodity production and money 
economy in such non-capitalist societies, and the contradictions 
which these introduce into the specific and 'pure' laws of motion 
of the latter. 

If Capital is not a treatise on eternal economic laws, does it at 
least contain a science of the capitalist economy? Some Marxists, 
in the first place the German Karl Korsch, have denied this.4 For 
them - as for so many bourgeois critics of Marx - Capital is es
sentially an instrument for the revolutionary overthrow of capital
ism by the proletariat. According to them, it is impossible to 
separate the 'scientific' content of Capital from its 'revolutionary' 
intention, as the Austro-German Marxist Rudolf Hilferding tried 
to do. 5 This contention overlooks a basic distinction which Marx 
and Engels introduced between utopian and scientific socialism. 
Marx remained indeed a revolutionary during the whole of his 

4. Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, NLB, London, 1970, pp. 54-60. 
S. Rudolf Hilferding, Das Finanzkapita/, Vienna, 1923, p. x. 
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adult life after 1843. But he considered it essential to base socialism 
(communism) upon a scientific foundation. The scientific analysis 
of the capitalist mode of production was to be the cornerstone of 
that foundation, showing why and how capitalism created, through 
its own development, the economic, material and social pre
conditions for a society of associated producers. In that sense, 
Marx strove, not indeed in contradiction to, but precisely as a 
function of this intention, to analyse capitalism in an objective and 
strictly scientific way. In other words, he did not simply give vent to 
an aggressive hostility towards a particular form of economic 
organization, for reasons of revolutionary passion and compassion 
for the downtrodden and oppressed; nor, it hardly needs to be 
said, was he motivated by personal spite, material failure or 
psychotic imbalance. Marx sought to discover objective laws of 
motion. There was nobody - not even the typical bourgeois 
Spiesser - whom he despised more than the man with scientific 
pretensions who nevertheless deliberately twists empirical data or 
falsifies research results to suit some subjective purpose. Precisely 
because Marx was convinced that the cause of the proletariat was 
of decisive importance for the whole future of mankind, he wanted 
to create for that cause not a flimsy platform of rhetorical in
vective or wishful thinking, but the rock-like foundation of scienti
fic truth. 

2. THE METHOD OF CAPITAL 

The purpose of Capital is itself a clear reminder of the method of 
knowledge applied by Marx to his main work: the method of the 
materialist dialectic. Marx left no doubt that this was indeed how 
he himself understood his labours. In a letter sent to Maurice 
Lachiitre, the editor of the first French edition of Capital Volume 1, 
he insisted on the fact that he was the first person to have applied 
this method to the study of economic problems. 6 Again in his 
own postface to the second German edition of Capital Volume 1, 
Marx specified this use of the dialectical method as the differentia 
specifica of Capital, which distinguished it from all other economic 
analyses.7 

6. Marx, letter to Maurice Lachatre of 18 March 1872; see 'Preface to the 
French Edition', p. 104 below. 

7. See below, pp. 102-3. 
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When the dialectical method is applied to the study of economic 
problems, economic phenomena are not viewed separately from 
each other, by bits and pieces, but in their inner connection as an 
integrated totality, structured around, and by, a basic predominant 
mode of production. This totality is analysed in all its aspects and 
manifestations, as determined by certain given laws of motion, 
which relate also to its origins and its inevitable disappearance. 
These laws of motion of the given mode of production are dis
covered to be nothing but the unfolding of the inner contradictions 
of that structure, which define its very nature. The given economic 
structure is seen to be characterized at one and the same time by 
the unity of these contradictions and by their struggle, both of 
which determine the constant changes which it undergoes. The 
(quantitative) changes which constantly occur in the given mode 
of production, through adaptation, integration of reforms and 
self-defence (evolution), are distinguished from those (qualitative) 
changes which, by sudden leaps, produce a different structure, a 
new mode of production (revolution). 

Marx clearly opposes his own dialectical method of investi
gation and knowledge to that of Hegel, although he never hesi
tates to recognize his debt of gratitude to the German philosopher 
who, spurred on by the French Revolution, catapulted dialectical 
thought back into the modern world. Hegel's dialectics were ideal
ist: the basic motion was that of the Absolute Idea; material reality 
was only the outward appearance of ideal essence. For Marx, on 
the contrary, the dialectic is materialist, 'the ideal is nothing but 
the material world reflected in the mind of man, and translated 
into forms of thought'. 8 The basic laws of motion of history are 
those of real men, themselves producing their own material exis
tence in a given social framework. The development of thought 
corresponds in the final analysis to that basic movement, and re
flects it, albeit through many mediations. Thus the scientific 
thought process through which Marx came to understand the 
operations of the capitalist mode of production was itself a pro
duct of that mode of production, of bourgeois society and its 
contradictions. Only secondarily can, it be seen as a product of the 
development of many human sciences and ideologies: classical 
German philosophy; English political economy; French historio
graphy and political science; pre-Marxian socialism. Only the 

8. ibid., p. 102. 
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growth of bourgeois society and its contradictions, above all the 
struggle between capital and labour, enabled Marx to assimilate, 
combine and transform these sciences in the specific way and the 
specific direction he did. Nevertheless, while the materialist dia
lectic is Hegel's (idealist) dialectic' turned right side up again', both 
have basic common traits. Dialectics as the logic of motion presup
poses that all motion, all evolution, whether of nature, society or 
human thought, adopts certain general forms which are called 'dia
lectical'. 9 Engels and Lenin both saw, in the very way in which 
Capital Volume 1 was constructed, a striking application of this 
general dialectical method; thus Lenin wrote that although Marx 
had never written his projected short treatise on dialectics, he had 
nevertheless left us Capital, which is the application of the material
ist dialectic in the field of economic phenomena.10 

Precisely because Marx's dialectic is a materialist one, however, 
it does not start from intuition, preconceptions or mystifying 
schemes, but from a full assimilation of scientific data. The method 
of investigation must differ from the method of exposition. 
Empirical facts have to be gathered first, the given state of know
ledge has to be fully grasped. Only when this is achieved can a 
dialectical reorganization of the material be undertaken in order to 
understand the given totality. If this is successful, the result is a 
'reproduction' in man's thought of this material totality: the 
capitalist mode of production. 

The main danger for any scientist involved in the study of social 
phenomena is that of taking anything for granted, of 'problem
blindness '. The distinction between appearance and essence, which 
Marx inherited from Hegel11 and which is part and parcel of the 
dialectical method of investigation, is nothing but a constant 
attempt to pierce farther and farther through successive layers of 
phenomena, towards laws of motion which explain why these 
phenomena evolve in a certain direction and in certain ways. Con-

9. Engels, letter to Conrad Schmidt of 1 November 1891, in Marx/Engels, 
Selected Correspondence, Moscow, 1965, p. 439. 

10. Lenin, 'Plan of Hegel's Dialectics (Logic)', Collected Works, Vol. 38, 
p. 319. 

11. 'There it will be seen what the philistine's and vulgar economist's way of 
looking at things stems from, namely, from the fact that it is only the direct 
form of manifestation of relations that is reflected in their brains and not their 
inner connection. Incidentally, if the latter were the case what need would 
there be of science?' (letter from Marx to Engels, 27 June 1867, Selected Cor
respondence, p. 191). See also Capital, Vol. 3, p. 307. 
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stantly searching for questions - calling into question! - where 
others only see ready-made answers and vulgar 'evidence': this is 
certainly one of Marx's main merits as a revolutionary innovator in 
economic science. 

But for Marx, the materialist dialectician, the distinction be
tween 'essence' and 'appearance' in no sense implies that 'ap
pearance' is less 'real' then 'essence'. Movements of value deter
mine in the last analysis movements of prices; but Marx the 
materialist would have laughed at any ' Marxist' who suggested 
that prices were 'unreal', because in the last analysis determined by 
value movements. The distinction between 'essence' and 'ap
pearance' refers to different levels of determination, that is in the 
last analysis to the process of cognition, not to different degrees of 
reality. To explain the capitalist mode of production in its totality 
it is wholly insufficient to understand simply the' basic essence', the 
'law of value'. It is necessary to integrate 'essence' and 'appear
ance' through all their intermediate mediating links, to explain 
how and why a given' essence' appears in given concrete forms and 
not in others. For these 'appearances' themselves are neither ac
cidental nor self-evident. They pose problems, they have to be 
explained in their tum, and this very explanation helps to pierce 
through new layers of mystery and brings us again nearer to a full 
understanding of the specific form of economic organization which 
we want to understand. To deny this need to reintegrate 'essence' 
and 'appearance' is as un-dialectical and as mystifying as to 
accept 'appearances' as they are, without looking for the basic 
forces and contradictions which they tend to hide from the super
ficial and empiricist observer. 

The way in which Capital starts with an analysis of the basic 
categories of commodity production, with the 'basic unit' (funda
mental cell) of capitalist economic life, the commodity, has often 
been cited as a model application of this materialist dialectic. Marx 
himself makes it clear that he does not start from a basic concept -
value - but from an elementary material phenomenon - the 
commodity-which is at the basis of capitalism, as the only econo
mic organization based upon generalized commodity production.12 

It is therefore correct but incomplete, strictly speaking, to say that 
Marx's method consists of 'rising from the abstract to the con-

12. Karl Marx, 'Randglossen zu A. Wagners "Lehrbuch der politischen 
Oekonomie"', MEW 19, pp. 364, 368-9 (English translation in Theoretical 
Practice, No. 5, London, 1972). 
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crete '.13 In fact, he starts from elements of the material concrete 
to go to the theoretical abstract, which helps him then to reproduce 
the concrete totality in his theoretical analysis. In its full richness 
and deployment, the concrete is always a combination of in
numerable theoretical 'abstractions'. But the material concrete, 
that is, real bourgeois society, exists before this whole scientific 
endeavour, determines it in the last instance, and remains a con
stant practical point of reference to test the validity of the theory. 
Only if the reproduction of this concrete totality in man's thought 
comes nearer to the real material totality is thought really scien
tific. At first sight, the movement which dominates Capital 
Volume 1 appears as a movement of economic 'categories', from 
the commodity and its inner contradictions to the accumulation of 
capital and its breakdown. The question has often been asked: is 
this movement just an abstract synopsis of the 'essence' of 
capitalism, or is it a greatly simplified reflection of real economic 
development, that is, the real history leading from the first ap
pearance of commodity production up to full-scale capitalist pro
duction in the West, purified of all secondary and combined 
forms which would only obscure the basic nature of this move
ment? 

It is impossible to answer this question simply with a 'yes' or a 
'no'. Commodities produced accidentally in pre-capitalist socie
ties, at the very margin of the basic processes of production and 
consumption, obviously cannot trigger off the striking and ter
rifying logic of the 'law of value' which Marx majestically unfolds 
in Capital. Commodity production as a basic and dominant 
feature of economic life presupposes capitalism, that is a society in 
which labour-power and instruments of labour have themselves 
become commodities. In that sense it is true that the analysis of 
Volume 1 of Capital is logical (based upon dialectical logic) and 
not historical. 

13. Marx, Grundrisse, Pelican Marx Library, p. 101. See on the contrary 
Lenin (op. cit., p. 171): •Thought proceeding from the concrete to the abstract 
•.. does not get away from the truth but comes closer to it.' In his comments 
on the three volumes of Capital written in the early thirties, D. I. Rosenberg 
makes the interesting point that Marx's abstractions are in their tum concrete, 
inasmuch as they are related to a concrete economic formation and as they 
are historically determined. They are neither arbitrary nor a priori abstractions. 
(See the Spanish translation of the original Russian text, published by Semi
nario de 'El Capital', Escuela Nacional de Economia, UNAM, Mexico, 
Cuademo I, p. 46.) 
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But dialectics imply that every phenomenon has an origin and an 
end, that nothing is either eternal or finished once and for all. 
Hence the historical cell of capital is at the same time the key to 
the logical analysis of capital: phylogenesis and embryology can
not be completely separated. Within capital accumulation in 
contemporary everyday capitalist life, some aspects of primitive 
capital accumulation are reproduced: without that primitive 
capital accumulation, there would be no capitalist mode of pro
duction. So the logical analysis does reflect some basic trends of 
historical development after all. The simplest forms of appearance 
of the 'economic categories' (which are just forms of material 
existence, of material reality as perceived and simplified by the 
human mind) are often also their primitive, that is their original, 
form. However controversial this interpretation may be, it is 
difficult to deny that this unity of historical and logical analysis is 
the way in which Marx and Engels understood their own method. 14 

A whole literature has been produced, from Bernstein to Popper 
and on to contemporary academic economists, on the subject of 
the 'useless', 'metaphysical' or even 'mystifying' nature of the 
dialectical method which Marx borrowed from Hegel.15 The 
positivist narrowness of outlook of these critics themselves gener
ally bears eloquent testimony to the contrary, that is to the broad 
historical vision and the piercing lucidity which the dialectical 
method helped Marx to achieve. Thanks to that method, Marx's 
Capital appears as a giant compared to any subsequent or contem
porary work of economic analysis. It was never intended as a 
handbook to help governments to solve such problems as balance
of-payments deficits, nor yet as a learned, if somewhat trite, ex
planation of all the exciting happenings in the market place when 

14. See on this and related subjects, among others: Otto Morf, Geschichte 
und Dialektik in der po/itischen Oekonomie, Frankfurt, 1970; Evald Vasiljevic 
Iljenkov, La dialettica dell' astratto e de/ concreto nel Capitale di Marx, Milan, 
1961; Karel Kosik, Die Dia/ektik des Konkreten, Frankfurt, 1967; Jindfich 
Zeleny, Die Wissenschafts/ogik und 'Das Kapital', Frankfurt, 1969; Leo 
Kofler, Geschichte und Dialektik, Hamburg, 1955, etc. 

15. For example, Eugen von Bilhm-Bawerk, Karl Marx and the Close of 
his System, New York, 1949, p. 117; -Eduard Bernstein, Die Voraussetzungen 
des Sozia/ismus und die Aufgahen der Sozialdemokratie, Stuttgart, 1899, pp. 
51-71; Karl Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, London, 1962, Vol. 
2, p. 82; Vassily Leontief, 'The Significance of Marxian Economics for 
Present-Day Economic Theory', American Economic Review Supplement, 
March 1938, reprinted in Horowitz, Marx and Modern Economics, London, 
1968. p. 95, etc. 
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Mr Smith finds no buyer for the last of his 1,000 tons of iron. It was 
intended as an explanation of what would happen to labour, 
machinery, technology, the size of enterprises, the social structure 
of the population, the discontinuity of economic growth, and the 
relations between workers and work, as the capitalist mode of pro
duction unfolded all its terrifying potential. From that point of 
view, the achievement is truly impressive. It is precisely because of 
Marx's capacity to discover the long-term laws of motion of the 
capitalist mode of production in its essence, irrespective of 
thousands of 'impurities' and of secondary aspects, that his long
term predictions - the laws of accumulation of capital, stepped-up 
technological progress, accelerated increase in the productivity and 
intensity of labour, growing concentration and centralization of 
capital, transformation of the great majority of economically 
active people into sellers of labour-power, declining rate of profit, 
increased rate of surplus value, periodically recurrent recessions, 
inevitable class struggle between Capital and Labour, increasing 
revolutionary attempts to overthrow capitalism - have been so 
strikingly confirmed by history.16 

This judgement has generally been challenged on two grounds. 
The easiest way out for critics of Marx is simply to deny that the 
laws of motion of the capitalist mode of production which he dis
covered have been verified at all. This is generally done by re
ducing them to a couple of misstated and oversimplified formulae 
(see below): 'progressive immiseration of the working class' and 
'ever-worsening economic crisis'.17 A more sophisticated objec-

16. 'However important these technical contributions to the progress of 
economic theory in the present-day appraisal of Marxian achievements, they 
are overshadowed by his brilliant analysis of the long-term tendencies of the 
capitalist system. The record is indeed impressive: increasing concentration of 
wealth, rapid elimination of small and medium-sized enterprise, progressive 
limitation of competition, incessant technological progress accompanied by 
the ever-growing importance of fixed capital, and, last but not least, the un
diminishing amplitude of recurrent business cycles - an unsurpassed series of 
prognostications fulfilled, against which modem economic theory with all its 
refinements has little to show indeed.' (Leontief, op. cit., p. 94.) 

17. A classical example of such over simplification is given by Paul Samuel
son. He reduces the laws of motion of the capitalist mode of production to 
two (!): 'the immiseration of the working class', and 'the growing mono
polization under capitalism', and concludes on the first that 'it simply never 
took place', while declaring on the second that 'for thirty years Marx seemed 
to have been right in this prophecy, even though for the next seventy years he 
does not seem to be borne out by the most careful researches on industrial 
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tion was advanced by Karl Popper, who denied the very possibility, 
or rather the scientific nature, of such 'laws', calling them 'un
conditional historical prophecies' to be clearly distinguished from 
'scientific predictions'. 'Ordinary predictions in science,' says 
Popper, 'are conditional. They assert that certain changes (say, of 
the temperature of water in a kettle) will be accompanied by other 
changes (say the boiling of the water).'18 Popper denies the scienti
fic nature of Capital by asserting that, unlike scientific theories, its 
hypotheses cannot be scientifically tested.111 

This is obviously based upon a misunderstanding of the very 
nature of the materialist dialectic, which, as Lenin pointed out, 
requires constant verification through praxis to increase its cogni
tion content. 20 In fact, it would be very easy to 'prove' Marx's 
analysis to have been wrong, if experience had shown, for example, 
that the more capitalist industry develops, the smaller and smaller 
the average factory becomes, the less it depends upon new tech
nology, the more its capital is supplied by the workers themselves, 
the more workers become owners of their factories, the less the 
part of wages taken by consumer goods becomes (and the greater 
becomes the part of wages used for buying the workers' own 
means of production). If, in addition, there had been decades with
out economic fluctuations and a full-scale disappearance of trade 
unions and employers' associations (all flowing from the dis
appearance of contradictions between Capital and Labour, inas
much as workers increasingly become the controllers of their own 
means and conditions of production), then one could indeed say 
that Capital was so much rubbish and had dismally failed to pre
dict what would happen in the real capitalist world a century after 
its publication. It is sufficient to compare the real history of the 

concentration'. Everything is then capped by the final statement that Marx 
thought there was an' inevitable law of capitalist development that the business 
cycle should be getting worse and worse' and that this was not true either 
(Paul A. Samuelson, 'Marxian Economics as Economics', American Economic 
Review, Vol. 57 (1967), pp. 622-3). 

18. Karl K. Popper, 'Predictions and Prophecy in the Social Sciences', in 
Conjectures and Refutations - The Growth of Scientific Knowledge, London, 
1963, p. 339. 

19. Popper, The Open Society and its Enemies, Vol. 2, the whole of Chapter 
23, especially p. 210. 

20. Lenin, op. cit., p. 319: 'All these moments (steps, stages, processes) of 
cognition move in the direction from the subject to the object, being tested in 
practice and arriving through this test at truth ••• • 
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period since 1867 on the one hand with what Marx predicted it 
would be, and on the other with any such alternative • 1aws of 
motion', to understand how remarkable indeed was Marx's 
theoretical achievement and how strongly it stands up against the 
experimental test ofhistory.21 

J. THE PLAN OF CAPITAL 
,-----

Capital was not the result of spontaneous generation nor was it the 
product of a sudden interest of Marx in economic problems. Ever 
since this doctor in philosophy (Jena, 1841) had become a com
munist in the course of the eighteen-forties under the pressure of 
current experience with social problems (the treatment of wood
thieves in the Rhine provinces of Prussia; the uprising of the 
Silesian textile workers; the strikes in England; the class struggle in 
France), he had turned towards economic studies. But his first en
counter with modem political economy (which left its main results 
in the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, The Poverty of 
Philosophy, Wage Labour and Capital and The Communist Mani
festo) was roughly interrupted by the pressure of external events. 
Participating actively in politics, Marx returned from Paris to 
Germany at the outbreak of the revolutionary movement in 1848. 
There he founded and directed a daily paper. When counter
revolutionary reaction submerged Europe after the revolutions 
collapsed, he emigrated to London and had to struggle for his liveli
hood as a journalist. These current pressures, together with the 

21. An amusing aside to this seemingly absurd hypothesis of 'other' 
imaginable laws of motion is provided by Vilfredo Pareto's 'critique' of Marx's 
theory of value. In order to prove that Marx had a built-in petitio principis in 
the labour theory of value, Pareto stated that we might as well assume that 
the seamstress hires her machine, and her own subsistence, which would then 
lead to the conclusion that the machine has 'produced' the surplus-value 
('Introduction a K. Marx Le Capital, extraits faits par P. Lafargue', in 
Marxisme et economie pure, Geneva, 1966, pp. 47-8). Leaving aside the fact that 
his example 'proves' nothing of the kind, it is significant what this counter
model implies: that workers hire their own means of production and, as a 
result of this, own the products of their labour, sell them on the market, and 
thereby appropriate the profits (surplus-value) produced in the course of the 
process of production. Now it is evident that this has in no way been the pre
dominant trend of industrial development in the last 150 years. But, even at 
the end of the nineteenth century, the question seemed so 'open' in Pareto's 
mind that he could advance such an hypothesis without being struck by its 
evident absurdity. This all the more underlines the profundity of Marx's in
sight into the operations of capitalism. 
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burden of emigre politics in London, delayed the possibility of a 
systematic presentation of his economic theory for a whole decade. 

Only when, through Lassalle, a publisher pressed him to explain 
his economic ideas in a fully-fledged way did he return to a full
scale encounter with Adam Smith and Malthus, Ricardo and J.-B. 
Say, Simonde de Sismondi and Tooke, together with the famous 
British government Blue Books which were to become an in
valuable source of factual material about the conditions of British 
industry, trade, finance and working-class life. The systematic 
study of economic facts and thoughts about capitalism, resumed 
by Marx around 1857, produced the following works: 

(a) a first rough draft of Capital, published posthumously under 
the title Grundrisse der Kritik der politischen Oekonomie (Founda
tions of the Critique of Political Economy), written in 1857-8; 
(b) the uncompleted book Zur Kritik der politischen Oekonomie 
(A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy), published 
in 1859; 
(c) the 1861-3 manuscripts, twenty-three enormous notebooks, 
from which Kautsky extracted Theories of Surplus-Value (also 
known as Volume 4 of Capital). This however encompasses only 
notebooks VI-XV inclusive. Notebooks I-V deal with matters 
generally encompassed in Capital Volume 1; notebooks XVI, 

xvn and xvm deal with matters in Capital Volume 3; notebooks 
XIX-XXIII again deal with matters related to Capital Volume 1, 
and include a lengthy treatment of the history of techniques and 
the use of machines under capitalism; 
(d) a manuscript of 1864-5, mostly dealing with matters taken up 
in Capital Volume 3; 
(e) four manuscripts written between 1865 and 1870, from which 
Engels extracted most of the material for Capital Volume 2; 
(f) the final version of Capita/Volume 1, written in 1866-7. 

Of the six basic economic writings of the mature Marx, Volume 
1 is therefore the only one which the author completed and edited 
himself, and of which he even made available corrected editions in 
German and in French. 22 Volumes 2 and 3 of Capital, left un-

22. The two most accurate, scientific editions of Capital Vol. 1 are that of 
the Institute for Marxism-Leninism of the Central Committee of the SED 
(MEW 23) and that of H. J. Lieber and Benedikt Kautsky (Stuttgart, 1962), 
both of which indicate the variations of the text between the various German 
editions and the French edition edited by Marx and Engels themselves. The 
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finished, were posthumously and laboriously published by Marx's 
life-long friend Friedrich Engels. Theories of Surplus-Value was 
rearranged and published by Kautsky. The Grundrisse was pre
sented to the public for the first time only in 1939. A considerable 
part of the 1861-3 manuscripts still remains unpublished. 

The initial plan of Capital was drawn up in 1857; the final plan 
dates from 1865-6. Between these two dates there lay nine years of 
intense study, especially in the British Museum, realized under 
very difficult circumstances. Marx was burdened by constant 
financial troubles; by the illness and death of three of his children, 
among them his beloved son Edgar; and by his growing re
involvement in current political and social studies, especially 
through his activity in the International Working Men's Associa
tion (the so-called First International). The need to answer a sharp 
and slanderous attack by a German political opponent, a certain 
Herr Vogt, cost Marx nearly half a year's delay in the production 
of Capital Volume I. Finally, illness and bad health became in
creasing obstacles. He himself spoke sarcastically of his 'car
buncles', the effects of which the bourgeoisie would not forget for 
a long time. But in facfitis his strikingly stoical attitude towards 
all the miseries surrounding him, rather than any special bitterness 
born from material hardship, that permeates his mature work. 

From the beginning, Marx wanted to present an all-round analysis 
of capitalism in its totality. The initial plan of Capital already 
bears witness to this intention and reads as follows: 

1. Volume on Capital 
(a) Capital in general 

{I) Process of production of capital 
(2) Process of circulation of capital 
(3) Profit and interest 

(b) On competition 
(c) On credit 
(d) On joint stock companies 

2. Volume on landed property 

Lieber edition is somewhat more complete, because it indicates all these 
variations in the text itself. I have counted at least one hundred textual varia
tions in the Lieber edition, some of which are important, but only a few 
sufficiently so to be mentioned in this introduction. [The present translation 
was made from MEW 23. Significant divergences between this and the earlier 
editions in German and French are indicated in the text.] 
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3. Volume on wage labour 
4. Volume on the State 
5. Volume on international trade 
6. Volume on the world market and crises23 

The 1865-6 version of Capital, however, falls into four volumes: 

Volume l : Process of production of capital 
Volume 2: Process of circulation of capital 
Volume 3: Forms of the process in its totality 
Volume 4: History of the theory 

Roman Rosdolsky, who has made the most extensive study to date 
of this problem, has isolated no less than fourteen different ver
sions of the plan for Capital between September 1857 and April 
1868.24 

Two questions are raised by these changes. First, why did Marx 
modify his initial plan, and what implications do the modifications 
have for an understanding of Marx's method and for the content of 
Capital? Second, does the 1865-6 version imply that the four 
volumes which we possess today represent the full - although in 
the case of all save the first volume unedited - work as finally 
intended by Marx? The answer to each of those questions has 
many interesting implications both for the discussion of Marx's 
economic theory itself and for the light it throws on the contri
butions made by some of his gifted followers and disciples. 

In fact, what we today call Capital is the third attempt by Marx 
to present his views on the capitalist mode of production in its 
totality. The first attempt, the Grundrisse of 1857-8, follows 
exactly the initial plan of Capital, but stops at point 1 (a) (3) of 
that plan. The second attempt, dating from 1861-3, is still un
published, except for the part on Theories of Surplus-Value. The 
third attempt is the 1865-6 one, of which we have Volumes 1-4. 
We know that, as early as January 1863, Marx had already decided 
to deal with land rent as an element of distribution of total surplus
value among different sectors of the ruling classes. However, he 
still seemed to stick at that time to a separate volume on wage
labour, a separate volume on landed property, and separate 

23. Karl Marx, letter to Engels of 2 April 1858, in Selected Correspondence, 
p.104. 

24. Roman Rosdolsky, Zur Entstehungsgeschichte des Marx'schen Kapital, 
Frankfurt, 1968, Vol. 1, p. 78. 
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volumes on credit, competition and joint-stock companies. 25 The 
logic of this plan implied the desire to deal with the basic social 
classes of bourgeois society in a separate way: first the industrial 
capitalists; then the landowners; finally the proletariat. It implied 
also the desire to separate sharply the problems of production of 
value, surplus-value and capital from the problems of capitalist 
competition, which can only be understood as arising out of pro
cesses of redistribution of previously produced surplus-value. 

However, if this original plan was clearly a necessary stepping 
stone towards the final analysis of the capitalist mode of produc
tion, as Marx's analysis progressed it proved itself increasingly an 
obstacle to a rigorous and consistent expose of the laws of motion 
of that mode of production. It had therefore to be discarded in the 
end. The volume on wage-labour became integrated into Volume l, 
'The Process of Production of Capital'. It appeared impossible to 
deal with wage-labour separately and apart from the production of 
surplus-value, that is from the capitalist process of production 
(Marx probably intended to deal with the fluctuations of wages in 
Volume 6 on the world market and crises). The volume on landed 
property became integrated, together with those on profit and 
interest, on competition and on joint-stock companies, into the 
new Volume 3, which examines key forms of the capitalist mode 
of production in its totality, from the point of view of redistri
bution of the total surplus-value produced among various sectors 
of the propertied class. 

Looking at this transformation of the initial plan of Capital, we 
can, however, also understand what did not change. Volumes 1 
and 2 of Capital can still be subsumed under the heading of 
'Capital in General'. Only Volume 3, like the originally planned 4, 
5 and 6, which were never written, falls under the heading of 
'many capitals'. This means concretely that a certain number of 
problems, such as, for instance, the problem of the origin and 
mechanics of the 'trade cycle' (of capitalist crises of overpro
duction), have no place in Volumes 1 and 2 and can be dealt with 
only when one descends from the highest level of abstraction, 
where capital is dealt with in its global relationship to wage-labour, 
to an examination of the interactions of various capitals upon each 
other. Because she did not take this specific structure of the suc
cessive volumes of Capital into account, Rosa Luxemburg was 

25. Karl Marx, letter to Kugelmann of 28 December 1862, MEW 30, pp. 
639-40; Theories of Surplus-Value, London, 1969, Part One, p. 404. 
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methodologically mistaken in accusing Marx of having constructed 
his reproduction schemes of Volume 2 without solving the 
'realization problem' or without formulating a theory of crises. 26 

I shall return to this interesting problem in my introduction to 
Capital Volume 2. 

A similar mistake is made by Joan Robinson, in her Preface to 
the second edition of An Essay on Marxian Economics, where she 
construes a contradiction between the assumptions regarding real 
wages of Capital Volume 1 and those of Volume 3. In Volume 1, 
she says, Marx assumes that a rising labour productivity leads to 
a rising rate of exploitation, whereas in Volume 3 he assumes that 
rising labour productivity could lead, through a stable rate of ex
ploitation, to a rising rate of real wages and a declining rate of 
profit. 27 Joan Robinson does not understand that Volumes 1 and 
3 of Capital are at different levels of abstraction, deal with differ
ent questions, and make different assumptions in order to clarify 
the specific dynamics which allow answers to these questions. 

In Volume 1, Marx examines the relations between Capital and 
Labour in general, abstracting from the effects of competition 
between capitalists on the distribution of surplus-value and on the 
variations of real wages. He therefore assumes initially stable real 
subsistence wages, in .order to show through what mechanics 
surplus-value is produced, appropriated and increased by capital. 
In Volume 3 he examines the effects of capitalist competition upon 
the distribution and redistribution of surplus-value among capi
talists, and therefore has to integrate into the analysis the effects of 
this competition on the rate of exploitation (for example in periods 
of boom, with a high level of employment). In order to work out 
the basic answers to these questions, it is perfectly logical to 
abstract initially from fluctuations in the rate of profit and wages 
in Volume 1, and to assume initially a stable rate of exploitation in 
Volume 3, but subsequently to abandon these simplifying hypo
theses (Volume 1, Chapter 17; Volume 3, Chapter 14). 

Finally, it seems clear from many remarks interspersed through
out the manuscript of Volume 3 that Marx maintained his inten
tion of completing Capital with volumes on the state, foreign trade, 
the world market and crises, although he placed these problems 

26. Rosa Luxemburg, The Accumulation of Capital, London, 1956, pp. 
329-47; Rosdolsky, op. cit., Vol. 1, pp. 86-97. 

27. Joan Robinson, An &say on Marxian Economics, London, 1949, pp. 
viii-ix. 
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clearly outside the final plan of Capital itself.2 8 Only when the un
published manuscript of 1861-3 becomes available wiII we know 
whether some rough draft of what he intended to develop in these 
three books does indeed exist somewhere, or whether it was in
tended as a completely new and further development of his study 
of bourgeois society. 

In view of these changes in the plan of Capital as a whole, the 
final version of the plan of Volume 1 is all the more striking. We 
should not forget that Volume 1, as edited by Marx, is largely pos
terior to the original and incomplete drafts of Volumes 2 and 3 
later to be edited by Engels. 29 It is therefore Volume 1 which 
allows us the best insight into Marx's view of capitalism. 

From the place of Volume 1 in the total final plan of Capital, we 
can immediately draw an answer to two misconceptions which 
occur again and again in discussion of Marx's economic theory. 
It is true that according to Marx and Engels capitalists do not 
exchange the commodities they own on the basis of their value, 
whereas under petty commodity production exchange of com
modities is roughly based upon their value. 30 But it does not follow 
at all that Capital Volume I, which assumes the exchange of com
modities according to their value, is concerned with pre-capitalist 
commodity production and exchange, and that only in Volume 3 
do we start to examine what capitalist commodity circulation is all 
about. On the contrary, Marx abstracts from the problem of re
distribution of surplus-value among competing capitalists - that is, 
the problem of the equalization of the rate of profit - in Volume 1 
precisely in order to isolate and demonstrate the laws of capitalist 
commodity production and circulation in their 'purest', most 
fundamental way. 

In the same way it is wrong to assume that Volume 1 deals only 

28. Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 3, pp. 232, 392, etc.; Rosdolsky, op. cit., Vol. 
l, p. 76. 

29. According to Maximilien Rubel, the manuscripts for Capital Vol. 2 
originated between 1865 and 1870, apart from a new version of the first four 
chapters written in 1877 and a short manuscript of 1879; the manuscripts for 
Vol. 3 date from 1861-3 and 1865-70 (Bibliographie des reuvres de Karl Marx, 
Paris, 1956, p. 22). We are therefore justified in assuming that, except for the 
short passages changed in 1877 and 1879, the manuscripts used for editing 
Vol. 2 and 3 of Capital are anterior to the final version of Vol. 1. (See also 
Engels' introduction to Vol. 2, MEW 24, pp. 8-13.) 

30. Karl Marx, Capital, Vol. 3, pp. 174-5; Friedrich Engels, 'Law of 
Value and Rate of Profit', ibid. (appendix), p. 876. 
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with the 'essence' or with 'abstractions', whereas 'concrete• 
capitalism is analysed only in Volume 3. Nothing could be more 
'concrete' and closer to immediately perceived economic data 
('appearances') than the analysis of the working day, of wages and 
of machinery in Volume 1. Commentators here confuse the type 
of question solved in Volume 1 with the method of answering. 
Volume 1 abstracts from capitalist competition, from uneven and 
combined development and therefore from prices of production 
and equalization of the rate of profit and even more from market 
prices, in order to reveal the basic origin of surplus-value in the 
process of production, which is a process of consumption of 
labour-power by capital. But this problem is dealt with by a com
bination of theoretical insight and empirical verification, by a 
constant attempt to discover the mediating links between 'essence' 
and 'appearance', by a thorough analysis of how and why the 
'essence' (the value of labour-power) is manifesting itself through 
the' appearances' (the fluctuations ofreal wages). 

4. THE PLAN OF VOLUME I 

Volume 1 of Capital presents itself as a rigorously logical con
struction. We start from the elementary form of capitalist wealth
the commodity - and its inner contradiction - the contradiction 
between use-value and exchange-value. Because it is produced by 
private labour, whose social character can no longer be recognized 
automatically, immediately and directly by society, the commodity 
can exist only together with a necessary corollary, money, a 
universal means of exchange. But the analysis of the circulation of 
commodities accompanied by circulation of money leads to the 
unfolding of the inner potentialities and contradictions of money: 
the possibility of exchange-value embodied in money becoming an 
autonomous economic agent; of money appearing as starting and 
final point, and not simply intermediary, of a process of circula
tion; of money bent upon accretion of money, that is of capital. 

In pre-capitalist societies, capital appears outside the sphere of 
production, and hardly ever enters that sphere. It feeds parasitic
ally upon the social surplus product produced and originally ap
propriated by non-capitalist classes. Here Marx comes to his 
central point. A basic difference between the capitalist and pre
capitalist modes of production is that under capitalism capital not 
only appropriates surplus-value; it produces surplus-value. Be-
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cause he considered this fundamental to an understanding of all 
aspects of bourgeois society - incidentally, not only the economic 
but also the political - Marx starts Capital with a whole volume 
devoted to a lengthy analysis of the process of production. For the 
capitalist process of production is at one and the same time a pro
cess of production of value, a process of production of surplus
value, a process of production of capital, and a process of produc
tion and constant reproduction of the basic antagonistic social 
relations: the relation between wage-labour and capital, the com
pulsion for the proletariat to sell its labour-power to the capital
ists, the compulsion for the capitalists to accumulate capital and 
therefore to maximize the extortion of surplus-value from the 
workers. 

Volume l of Capital is centred around Marx's basic discovery, 
the explanation of the 'secret' of surplus-value. There exists one 
commodity, to wit labour-power, whose use-value for the capitalist 
is its ability to produce new value larger than its own exchange
value. The' process of production' which Marx analyses in Volume 
l is, therefore, essentially the process of production of surplus
value. 

The production of surplus-value can, however, be examined in a 
more detailed way only if capital itself is subdivided into constant 
capital and variable capital. Constant capital represents that part 
of the wealth of the capitalist class with which it acquires and 
maintains a monopoly of property and access to the material 
means of production. Thereby it cuts the working class off from 
any possibility of producing its own livelihood in an independent 
way. It is a necessary precondition for the production of surplus
value. But it does not produce that surplus-value in and by itself. 
Only the labour-power of living labour produces additional value, 
including surplus-value. That is why Marx calls that portion of 
capital by which the capitalists buy the labour-power of the 
workers variable capital, for only that portion actually produces 
surplus-value. 

The next step in the analysis is the distinction between the pro
duction of absolute and of relative surplus-value. Absolute surplus
value is produced by a lengthening of the working day beyond that 
number of hours during which the worker produces the value which 
is only the equivalent of his wages. Relative surplus-value is pro
duced by increasing the productivity of labour in the wage-goods 
industry sector, which enables the worker to reproduce the equiva-
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lent of his wages in a shorter portion of the working day, thereby 
increasing surplus-value without a lengthening of the working day. 
Marx notes that while the production of absolute surplus-value 
predominated in the early centuries of the capitalist mode of pro
duction (in England, roughly speaking, between the sixteenth 
century and the first half of the nineteenth), the production of 
relative surplus-value becomes predominant once the logic of the 
industrial revolution (of the development of machinery) and the 
logic of the class struggle between labour and capital fully unfold 
themselves. 

A central section of Part Four of Volume 1 ('The Production of 
Relative Surplus-Value') is taken up by a lengthy and minute 
analysis of manufacture and of the modem factory (Chapters 14 
and 15). Here the production of surplus-value takes on an im
portant additional dimension. During the stage of manufacturing 
industry, capital exploits the fruits of an increase in the produc
tivity of labour born from more and more advanced forms of the 
division of labour. But the technique of production remains funda
mentally the same. Labour is subdivided in function of the sub
division of the final product produced by manufacture. But beyond 
these subdivisions no changes occur in the lttbour process. The 
main interest for the capitalist during the stage of manufacture is, 
therefore, the constant direct control of capital over labour in order 
to secure a maximum expenditure of surplus labour with a given 
level of technique. It is like a workhouse in which the workers lose 
their freedom to determine their own work rhythm, in which work 
becomes unfree, forced labour from that point of view also. Many 
initial manufacturing concerns were indeed literally that: work
houses, filled with labourers who to various degrees had lost their 
individual freedom. 

With the industrial revolution and the emergence of the modem 
factory, this process of the submission of labour to capital in the 
course of the process of production is rooted, not only in the 
hierarchical forms of labour organization, but in the very nature 
of the production process itself. Inasmuch as production becomes 
mechanized, it becomes reorganized around machinery. The work 
rhythm and work content of living labour are subordinated to the 
mechanical needs of machinery itself. Alienation of labour is no 
longer only alienation of the products of labour, but alienation of 
the forms and contents of the work itself. 

The explosive potentialities of modem machinery are developed 
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by Marx in three directions simultaneously. Machines are capital's 
main weapon for subordinating labour to capital in the course of 
the process of production. Machines are the main weapon for 
increasing the production of relative surplus-value, thereby re
lentlessly spurring on the process of accumulation of capital. And 
labour-saving machines are the main weapon for producing and 
reproducing the industrial' reserve army of labour'' through which 
wages are kept fluctuating around the value of the commodity 
labour-power, and through which the appropriation of surplus
value is normally guaranteed to the capitalists. 

Marx, therefore, logically integrates the development of the 
class struggle between capital and labour into his analysis of the 
production of surplus-value, inasmuch as he sees that class struggle 
as originating in that process of production. The extortion of 
surplus-value from living labour means a struggle by the capitalists 
to lengthen the working day, to increase the work-load of the 
workers without increasing wages, to appropriate for capital all the 
benefits of increased productivity of labour. Conversely, the 
struggle against capitalist exploitation means, for the workers, a 
struggle to reduce the working day without any reduction of wages, 
a struggle for cuts in the work-load, a struggle for increased real 
wages. How this class struggle against the immediate aspects of 
capitalist exploitation transforms itself into a struggle for the over
throw of the capitalist system - this question is briefly taken up in 
the eighth and final part of Volume I. Part Seven, meanwhile, deals 
basically with the accumulation of capital, the goal of the whole 
infernal logic which Marx has laid bare so far. Capital produces 
surplus-value which in turn is, to a large extent, transformed into 
additional capital, which in turn produces additional surplus-value. 
And so on, with all its subsequent contradictory effects for man
kind. 

If we list the contents of the successive parts of Volume l, sub
dividing Part One into its three constituent chapters, we can see 
how this flawless logic of the analysis unfolds and how it roughly 
corresponds to the historical process 'stripped of the historical 
form and diverting chance occurrences'. 31 

I. Starting point: elementary form of capitalist wealth: the com
modity 

31. Friedrich Engels' review of Marx's A Contribution to the Critique of 
Political Economy. See appendix to volume of that name, London, 1971, p. 
225. 
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(a) the commodity and the realization of its exchange-value, or 
the process of exchange 
(b) the process of exchange and the means of exchange: money 
(c) money, necessary mediator of the process of circulation of 
commodities 

II. Money transforming itself into capital, i.e. value searching for 
an accretion of value, surplus-value; the nature of surplus-value 
III. The production of surplus-value: absolute surplus-value 
IV. The production of surplus-value: relative surplus-value (from 
manufacturing to the modem factory system) 
V. Relations between wages, productivity of labour and surplus
value; the rate of surplus-value 
VI. How the value of labour-power is transformed into wages, 
their different forms and variations 
VII./VIII. The accumulation of capital, i.e. capitalist wealth in its 
totality: its consequences for labour. The origins of capitalism (the 
'primitive accumulation of capital') 

At the end of Volume 1 we are back where we started from: 
capitalist wealth. But now we no longer understand it simply as a 
sum of 'elementary elements', a mountain of commodities (al
though it is this mountain also!). We see it now also as the result of 
a gigantic process of value production, of surplus-value extraction, 
out of living labour; as a gigantic movement constantly revolution
izing the means of production, the organization of production, the 
labourprocessand the producers themselves. The formula 'capital
value in search of additional value' is now understood as capital 
organizing a process of self-valorization (Verwertung), a process 
of constant searching for increases in its own value through the 
unity of the labour process and the process of production of in
creased value (Einheit von Arbeitsprozess und Verwertungsprozess). 
We thus understand more fully why an analysis of capitalism has 
first to clarify everything which happens in the course of the pro
cess of production. 32 

32. The Pelican Marx Library edition of the Grundrisse contains a grave 
and regrettable error of translation. Marx's concept of Verwertung (valoriz.a
tion, process of accretion of value) is translated throughout as 'realization of 
capital'. Marx uses the concept of realization generally only in relation to the 
realization of the value of commodities (containing, of course, surplus-value). 
But this problem has its place in the realm of the circulation of commodities 
and capital, whereas the problem of valorization of capital (the problem of 
surplus-value or profit in relation to, or as a proportion of, capital) is a basic 
aspect of the capitalist process of production. · 
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Marx's attitude towards technology, machinery and the factory 
system has often been misinterpreted, even by authors favourably 
inclined towards him. It is obviously true that more than any other 
contemporary economist, sociologist or philosopher, he was aware 
of' the long-range revolutionary effects of machinery upon all 
aspects of life in bourgeois society. It is also true that his indict
ment of the inhuman results of the capitalist use of machinery can
not escape anyone who reads Chapters 10, 15 and 25 of Capital 
Volume 1 with a minimum of attention. Is it therefore appropriate 
to see in Marx a latter-day Luddite, a forerunner of the zero
growth pr9phets? Or is it true, as others have argued,33 that Marx 
was a deep admirer of capitalist technology and put all his hopes 
in the long-run emancipatory effects of that technology, alone 
capable of reducing the unavoidable work-load and work-fatigue 
to which man is condemned? 

Marx the dialectician, bent upon an all-sided analysis of capi
talism and capitalist technology, avoids both these pitfalls, the 
conservatively romantic as well as the inhumanly mechanistic one. 
In classic passages of the Grundrisse34 he underlines the civilizing 
and progressive aspects of capitalism, its giant impulse to develop 
the social forces of production, its relentless search for new ways 
and means to economize on labour, for new needs and new 
sectors of mass production, which help to unfold man's unlimited 
possibilities. But simultaneously he shows how the specific capital
ist form of this development increases tenfold the inhuman po
tentiality of technology, machinery and exchange-value 'gone 
mad' (that is, becoming goals in themselves). Capitalism sub
ordinates men to machines instead of using machines to liberate 
men from the burden of mechanical and repetitive work. It sub
ordinates all social activities to the imperatives of an incessant 
drive for individual enrichment in terms of money, instead of 
gearing social life to the development of rich individualities and 
their social relations. The contradiction between use-value and 
exchange-value, inherent in every commodity, fully unfolds itself 
in this contradictory nature of capitalist machinery. When capital
ism is not overthrown once it has created the material and social 

__ preconditions for a classless society of associated producers, this 

33. See among others, Kostas Axelos, Marx, penseur de la technique, Paris, 
1963. 

34. Karl Marx, Grundrisse, Pelican Marx Library, pp. 325, 527-9, 707-12, 
etc. 



38 Introduction 

contradiction implies the possibility of a steadily increasing trans
formation of the forces of production into forces of destruction, in 
the most literal sense of the word: not only forces of destruction 
of wealth (crises and wars), of human wealth and human happi
ness, but also forces of destruction of life tout court. 

5. THE MARXIST LABOUR THEORY OF VALUE 

No part of Marx's theory has been more assaulted in the academic 
world during the last seventy-five years than his theory of value. 
His bourgeois critics show a sharp class instinct here, for this 
theory is indeed the comer-stone of the whole system. But no con
temporary intellectual endeavour has been so obviously based 
upon a basic misunderstanding as the repeated attacks on the 
Marxist labour theory of value. 35 

That theory recognizes two aspects of the problem of value, a 
quantitative and a qualitative one. From a quantitative point of 
view, the value of a commodity is the quantity of simple labour 
(skilled labour being reduced to simple labour through a given 
coefficient) socially necessary for its production (that is, at a given 
average productivity of labour). From a qualitative point of view, 
the value of a commodity is determined by abstract human labour
commodities which have been produced by private labour become 
commensurate only inasmuch as society abstracts from the con
crete and specific aspect of each individual private craft or branch 
of industry and equalizes all these labours as abstract social 
labour, regardless of the specific use-value of each commodity. 

In order to understand this theory, it is sufficient to formulate 
the question to which Marx tried to give an answer. The problem 
is as follows. Man has to work in order to satisfy his material 
needs, to 'produce his material life'. The way in which the labour 
of all producers in a given society is divided among different 
branches of material production will determine the extent to 
which different needs can be fulfilled. Hence, given a certain set of 
needs, a rough equilibrium between needs and output requires a 

35. The 'classical' attack by BOhm-Bawerk was answered by Hilferding 
(both are printed together in BOhm-Bawerk, op. cit.). Other similar attacks 
were made by Pareto (op. cit., pp. 40 ff.), Michael von Tugan-Baranovsky 
(Theoretische Grundlagen des Marxismus, Leipzig, 1905, pp. 139 ff.), and 
others. A more recent one is contained in Joan Robinson, op. cit., and is 
effectively answered by Rosdolsky, op. cit., Vol. 2, pp. 626-40. 
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distribution of labour (of 'labour inputs') between these various 
branches of production in a given proportion, and in that only. In 
a primitive society, or in a fully developed socialist one, this dis
tribution of labour inputs occurs in a consciously planned way: 
in a primitive society, on the basis of habits, custom, tradition, 
magico-ritual processes, decisions by elders etc. ; in a socialist one, 
on the basis of a democratic selection of priorities by the mass of the 
associated producers-consumers themselves. But under capital
ism, where labour has become private labour, where products of 
labour are commodities produced independently from each other 
by thousands of independent firms, no conscious decision pre
establishes such an equilibrium of inputs of labour and socially 
recognized needs (under capitalism this implies, of course, that 
only those needs expressed through effective demand are socially 
recognized). Equilibrium is reached only accidentally, through the 
operation of blind market forces. Price fluctuations, to which 
academic economists remain glued, are in the most favourable 
hypothesis only signals which indicate whether this equilibrium is 
being shaken, by what pressure and in what direction. They do not 
explain what is being equilibrated and which is the driving force 
behind all these myriad fluctuations. It is precisely this question 
which Marx tried to answer with his perfected labour theory of 
value. 

From this approach it is immediately clear that, contrary to 
what so many of his critics starting with the Austrian Bohm
Bawerk assumed, Marx never intended to explain short-term price 
fluctuations on the market with his theory of value. 36 (Probably 
he intended to raise some of the problems involved in short-term 
price fluctuations in the never-written Volume 6 of the original 
plan for Capital.) Nor does it make any sense to speak of the 
labour theory of value, as explained in Volume I of Capital, as a 
'micro-economic theory' allegedly in contrast with the 'macro
economic' labour theory of value in Volume 3. What Marx tried 
to discover was a hidden key behind price fluctuations, the atoms 
inside the molecule so to speak. He moved the whole economic 
analysis to a different and higher level of abstraction. His question 
was not: how does Sammy run (what movements do his legs and 
body make while running), but what makes Sammy run. 

It follows that 99 per cent of the criticism directed against the 
36. Bohm-Bawerk, op. cit., pp. 29-30; Samuelson, op. cit., p. 620; Tugan

Baranovsky, op. cit., p. 141. 


