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ABSTRACT

This theis is a study of the Marxism of V, I, Lenin and
Rosa Luxemburg,in the context of the intellectual currents
of Second International Marxism. A central argument is
that the work of Lenin and Luxemburg contains evidence of
a mode of thought which distinguished them from their

contemporaries.

The object of this thesis is to define and explore the
methodology underpinning Marx's work,and to indicate the
affinities between Marx's methodology and that of Lenin
and Luxemburg. Whilst the work of neither Lenin nor
Luxemburg was entirely free of the positivism which is
often found in the Second International,an appreciation of
the methodology underlying certain concepts in Marx's

economic and political theory is evident in their work.

The abstractions which Marx employed in his economic work,
and the nature of the laws which his findings indicated,
were often misconstrued and deformed by the Marxists of
the Second International,who lacked the broad vision to
confront the object of their enquiry in its wider signif-
icance - to grasp the broad canvas of events as they °
unfolded. The subjective aspects of Marx'x thought were
almost completely neglected by Marxists in this period,
obscured by the militant,undeviating materialism which

dominated their thought.
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In Part I of this thesis, the construction of Marx's work,
the evolution of his thought and the methodological pre-
cepts which govern it are examined. Parts II and III
trace the themes of Marx's method in the contributions
which Lenin and Luxemburg made to debates on the questions

which moved Marxists in the period.

It is argued that Lenin and Luxemburg set themselves apart
from their peers by their ability to excavate beneath the
surface of Marx's work, to grasp the methodological nuances
which it contained, and to replicate these in their own
work., In short, it is argued that their mode of thought

was sympathetic to Marx's ouwn.
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INTRODUCTION

What theoreticians like Rosa Luxemburg in
Germany and Lenin in Russia have done, and
are doing, in the field of Marxist theory is
to liberate it from the inhibiting traditions
of...S50cial Democracy.

K. Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy,
(London, 1970), p.60.

In the late nineteenth century, Marxism took root in
European Social Democracy as the dominant intellectual
creed., lts canons of belief were articulated by more or
less authoritative figures, who were held by their con-
temporaries to be representative of Marxist orthodoxy.

In Russia, orthodoxy was epitomised by Plekhanov,1 who was
later superceded by Lenin.2 In Germany, Kautsky was Papal

1c.f., S. Hs Baron, Plekhanov, the Father of Russian Marxism,

(London, 1963), p.vii; "He laid the theoretical foundations
of Russian Marxism...and, according to Lenin...'reared a
whole generation of Russian Marxists'...almost all the
leading personalities in the movement, including Lenin,
began as his disciples”,

2c.f‘., N, Harding, Lenin's Political Thought, Vol.1, Theor
and Practice in the Democratic Revolution, (London, 1977),
P.63; "That Lenin had emerged as the leading theorist of
the group is further confirmed by the fact that early in
1894 the St Petersburg Marxists nominated him to deliver
the counterblouws to Mikhailovsky's critical articles on
Marxism. This Lenin did in his What the Friends of the
People Are...a lengthy pamphlet which...confirmed Lenin's
pre-eminence; he had established himself...as a competitor
in prestige to Plekhanov himself",




authority.3 Rosa Luxemburg was never able to establish

herself even as a contender for his mantle, since Kautsky
was attuned to the ethos of the German party, whilst she

was isolated on the lef"t.4

It has been argued that the period between 1890 and 1923
was one in which "nearly all the important theorists of
Marxism took up a positivist position parallel to that of

S The movement towards positivism was a

academic science",
function of the retrenchment of the liberal bourgeoisie
after the 1848 revolutions. This bourgeoisie became the
dominant class within a consolidated liberal capitalist

society in which "idealist, neo-Kantian and positivist modes

of thought"flourished. The working class movement took on

the organisational form of Social Democracy, which rapidly
became integrated into the existing order, with a concomitant

assimiliation of its modes of thought into the dominant

SC.F., C.E. Schorske, German Social Democracy, 1905-1917:
the Development of the Great Schism, (New York, 1955),
PP«4-5; Schorske describes Kautsky as ",..the Party's
gquasi-official leader, a position for which the universality
of interests, his mastery of dialectical thinking, and his
cautious deliberative temperament admirably suited him".

S3.0. Nettl, Rosa Luxemburg, (two vols.), (London, 1966),
P«474; "Important as they were to her, the 'politics' which
she pursued were of marginal importance to the party as a
wvhole...".

5L. Goldmann,'History and Class Consciousness', I. Mészaros,
ed., Aspects of History and Class Consciousness, (London,
1971), p.66,




bourgeois modes - especially the positivist.6

: i 7
persuasive argument is echoed elsewhere,

Kautsky personified the positivist and neo-Kantian modes

of thought which dominated the Second International. For
him, Marxism represented a set of positive laws analogous

to those of the natural sciences. He held to a rectilinear
conception of history which bore Darwin's inFluence,8 and
suffered from an intellectual form of tunnel vision = an

incapacity to grasp the broad canvas of events as they

6Ibid., p.663 "The formerly revolutionary - or...progressive -
bourgeoisie becomes the dominant class, increasingly con-
servative and more or less sharply threatened by the new

forces of opposition, while concurrently the working class
revolutionary movement championed by Marx and Engels begins

to be replaced by syndicalism and a social democratic movement
which still pays lip service to Marxism, but are in fact
increasingly integrated into the existing order. Wkeiis
evident that this integration of the socialist movement into
the social order of Western capitalism was bound to influence
the structure of thought of this movement,even though it continue
to proclaim its allegiance to the theoretical and political
work of Marx",

7c.F., R. Rosdolsky, The Making of Marx's 'Capital', (London,
1977), p.569; Rosdolsky refers to "...theoreticians of the
Second International, who for the most part were oriented
towards Neo-Kantianism and positivism",

BC.F., Goldmann, 'History and Class Consciousness', Mész&ros,
ed., Aspects of History and Class Consciousness, p.66;

"For Kautsky, who was almost universally regarded as the
foremost Marxist theorist of his day, Marx's thought was
most nearly akin to that of Darwin”. L. Colletti, From
Rousseau to Lenin, Studies in Ideology and Society, ZLondon,
1972), p.72; "Whilst Plekhanov reduced Marx to Spinoza,
Kautsky reduced him to Darwin",




unf‘olded.9 His thought was marked by a crude determinism,
the corollary of which was a sentimental moralism which

postulated socialism as an ethical ideal.10

The Second International Marxists simply did not regard
Marxist methodology as a problem.11 They blandly equated
Marx's method with materialism, Plekhanov, for instance

wrote that "in Marx's Theses on Feuerbach...none of the

fundamental ideas of Feuerbach's philosophy are refuted;
they merely amend them...the materialist vieus of Marx and

Engels have been elaborated in the direction indicated by

the inner logic of Feuerbach's philosophy".12

gln his critique of Kautsky's position on the war, Lenin
characterised Kautsky's mentality as narrow and one sided;
CoWo, 21, p.236; "...a certain narrowness, a one sidedness
of human cognition, which cannot embrace an object in all
its totality and complexity".

100.?., Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin, p.73; "...in
Ethics and the Materialist Conception of History, Kautsky
imperiously denounces the ethical socialism of the Neo-
Kantians...and then unexpectedly concludes by appealing to a
'moral ldea' which even the class struggle cannot do without"”,.

11c.f., Rosdolsky, The Making of Marx's 'Capital', p.568;

At that time the attention of Marxist theoreticians was

so totally absorbed with the material, with the concrete
content of Marx's work that even the most important of

them (with the exception of Lenin, Luxemburg and the young
Hilferding) scarcely gave any attention to the unique method
of Marx's economic work...".

126. Plekhanov, Fundamental Problems of Marxism, cited
M. Louy, 'From the "Logic" of Hegel to the Finland Station
in Petrograd', Critigue, No.6, 1976, p.9.




Lenin and Luxemburg alone were inclined to be attentive
to methodological nuance. Ilhey are generally excepted
from the ascriptions of positivism which are attached to
Second International Marxism.,. Rosdolsky excepts Lenin,
Luxemburg and the young Hilferding from his charges of
positivism, Goldmann excepts Luxemburg, Frolich asserts

that Luxemburg was a %decided opponent of all empiricism",1j

and Lukacs in his seminal essays published in 1922, under

the title History and Class Consciousness, uses her thought

to exemplify the dialectical mode of thought, in contrast

to the positivist and empirical.14

There is less of a consensus regarding Lenin, He was author

to a profoundly empiricist work, Materialism and Empirio-

Criticism, which has cast doubt on his philosophical and
epistemological credentials. Amongst Lenin's most trenchant
critics were the anti-materialists Anton Pannekoek, Paul
Mattick and Karl Korsch. Sharing a common perspective -
libertarian ultra-leftism, and drawun from a common milieu -
exile in the U.S.A., these "great defeated men of revolu-

15

tionary Western Marxism" developed in the nineteen tuenties

13P. Frolich, Rosa Luxemburg, Ideas in Action, (London,

1972), p.49.

148. Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, (London, 1971),
PP.27-45, passim.

15, Timpanaro, On Materialism, (London, 1975), p.223,




and thirties a critique of Leninism central to which was a

view of Materialism as representative of radical, bourgeois

philosophy. Korsch was more sympathetic to Lenin than the

others - The State and Revolution redeemed him in Korsch's

view.16 But the pronounced materialist perspective evident
throughout Lenin's work has provoked criticism from those

of different philosophical persuasions, and the critique
which Pannekoek, Mattick and Korsch levelled against Lenin

is reflected in more recent literature.17

In spite of his tendency towards the crude materialism of

the Second International Marxists, Lenin's work demonstrates

a mode of thought markedly more subtle and dialectical than
that of his contemporaries, and this fact is recognised in

the literature. Liebman, in his accomplished and sympathetic

study, looks beyond Materialism and the Philosgphical

Notebooks for the underlying philosophical and methodological

themes in Lenin's worke. In Liebmanis view "it is at the

16c.f“., K. Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, (London, 1970),
p.61; "Events themselves placed the question of the dictator-
ship of the proletariat on the agenda as a practical problem.
When Lenin placed the same question theoretically on the
agenda at a decisive moment, this was an early indication

that the internal connection of theory and practice within
revolutionary Marxism had been consciously re-established".

17C.F. G. Lichtheim, Marxism, a Historical and Critical
Study, (London, 1964), p.331; Lenin's philosophy is "not
such as to invite prolonged consideration". Lichtheim's
summary conclusion is that "Lenin's naively realistic theory
of knowledge is incompatible with the dialectic".




level of Lenin's political activity that we must look for
evidence of his sharpened awareness and understanding of
dialectics".18 Materialism is a work which "smells of
its author's mainly pragmatic and polemical intentions",
and "holds an isolated position among his many uorks".19
As will be argued belouw, this last assertion overlooks the
fact that a materialist ethos permeated Lenin's work, but
there is a great deal of evidence to support Liebman's vieuw
that Lenin's political formulations were the product of a
dialectical cast of mind. Moreover, recent scholarship
has exposed a dialectical methodology in Lenin's The

Development of Capitalism in Russiaz.D

A substantial body of opinion, then, can be brought to
bear in support of the view that there exists in the
political and economic writings of Lenin and Luxemburg
methodological principles and epistemological themes which
set them apart from the empiricism and positivism which
permeated the Second International, This is not to say
that either were entirely free from the positivist taint.
Both maintained with the utmost vigour in their various

polemics that Marxism was endowed with scientific properties.,

1
BM. Liebman, Leninism under Lenin, (London, 1973), p.444,

Ibido, pp.442—3

20harding, Lenin's Political Thought, p.80; "...the key
element in his thought was a dialectical teleology".




Both employed the vocabulary of scientific disciplines.,
On the surface they conformed to their age. It was their
mode of thought which distingquished them from their con-

temporaries.

The prevailing conceptions concerning Marx's economic theory

were of a body of positive laws which laid bare the inner

workings of the capitalist economy and which governed its

historical development with causal Finality.21 It must

be borne in mind that the Grundrisse, in which Marx set

out the principles of his method, was not available to the
Second International Marxists. Capital was their textbook,
and few of them excavated beneath its surface. Lenin alone
showed any interest in, or comprehension of, the inner

construction of Marx's economics. In the Philosophical

Notebooks, he observed that Marx's economic analysis had
begun with the commodity, which was the simplest and most
common relation in capitalist economic life. In the
commodity relation, he went on, were contained all the

fundamental contradictions of modern society.22 In this

210.?., Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin, pp.229-30,

22 :
CoMlyy 3B, -pe36s



comment Lenin demonstrated an appreciation of the method
of working employed by Marx in writing Capital, and of

the nature of the work.

Marx had outlined his method of procedure in the Grundrisse

in the course of a critique of political economy. In

the introduction to his economic notebooks he provided the
fullest explicit statement of his method to be found in
his work. The statement was not entirely new, since he
had introduced the rudiments of his method of procedure

and analysis in his earlier works - the Economic and

Philosophical Manuscripts, (1844), The Holy Family, (1844),

The German Ideology, (1846), and The Poverty of Philosophy,

(1847) - in the course of his criticisms of political
economy, speculative German philosophy and Proudhon.
Moreover, it was not the definitive statement of his method ,
since Marx developed his methodological conceptions further

in his Contribution to a Critique of Political Lconomy,

(1859) and, of course, in Capital. Nevertheless, the

introduction to the Grundrisse can be regarded as a

crystallisation of Marx's thinking and writing on method,

and as the foundation for his mature economic work.

The most far reaching of Marx's criticisms of political
economy concerned its point of departure. The political
economists took as their starting point 'population: _ the
'chaotic whole' - and proceeded to break it down into simpler
categories in what Marx regarded as an anarchic, arbitrary

and despotic fashion, Marx accepted that population was

D -




the general object of enquiry, but regarded it as too
complex to approach directly. Instead he formulated

'abstractions' via which to approach it. In Wage Labour

and Capital, (1847), and Wages, Prices and Profit, (1849),

he had criticised the arbitrary abstractions into which
the political economists had broken down the object of

their enquiry. In the introduction to the Grundrisse he

presented his own - class, wage labour, capital. Marx
described these as 'simple categories', Their simplicity

lay in the fact that they expressed the nodal points of

social and economic relations - in their relative theoretical
simplicity, In no sense did they designate as simple the
23

social and economic relations which they represented.

In the Contribution to a Critique of Political Lconomy,

Marx arrived at the commodity as the simplest and most
fundamental category of capitalist economic relations.

This category was his starting point in Capital.

It has been observed that Marx remained silent concerning
precisely how he arrived at his initial abstractions,24
and about their theoretical status. He did, however,

assert in the introduction to the Grundrisse that his

abstractions were the modes of thought through which "thought

230.?., T. Carver, ed., Karl Marx: Texts on Method, (Oxford,

1975), pp.134-5,

Zac.f., L. Althusser and t, Balibar, KReading Capital, (London,

1970), pp.88-9.
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appropriates the concrete, reproduces it as the concrete

in the mind".25 The idea that the relation between thought
and reality was problematical, requiring a definite strategy,
that thought had to struggle to comprehend reality, would
have been quite foreign to minds imbued with the ethos of

positivism,

The three volumes of Capital represented Marx's theoretical
journey from simple abstract categories towards the real,
actual, social and economic relations which it was his
intention to depict in their full complexity. It is well
known that he never arrived at his intended destination.
Capital broke off before Marx could enter into a discussion
of actual economic and social relations; the wider implica-
tions of the abstract formulations which he had set out.
Social classes, international trade and the world economy
were casualties of the premature attenuation of the project.
Consequently, the legacy which Capital represented was a
series of abstract formulations, approaching the actual,
palpable world of social and economic relations, but not

embracing them,

Only Lenin realised the implications of the unfinished
nature of Marx's project. Although there are references
in Lenin's work to the 'scientific lauws' contained in

25 Grundrisse, (Harmondsworth, 1973), p.101.
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Capital, he resisted the temptation to apply these laus
directly to the economic and social world., Unlike
Luxemburg, Lenin was appreciative of the mediations between
theoretical constructions and the reality which they
depicted. One of the deformities in Luxemburg's grasp

of the underlying method in Capital was her failure to
perceive the various layers of abstraction in Marx's
economic work, She was therefore unable to reconcile the
schema for capital reproduction contained in Capital, 11,
with the theory of crises which Marx outlined in Capital,
111, She simply juxtaposed Marx's highly abstract mathemat-
ical schema, which apparently demonstrated the ability of
capital to reproduce indefinitely, with the palpable reality
of periodic economic crisis and the scramble for colonial
markets which characterised the years immediately prior to
the outbreak of war, and which appeared to her as conclusive
'proof' that Marx's schema were flaued. She failed, that
is, to appreciate the complexity of the relation betuween
abstraction and the reality of which it was a mental repre-

sentation.

* K *

The Second International Marxist conceived of Marxism as a
body of scientific thought, and concomitantly , of historical
materialism as the science of history. In spite of the

fact that Marx wrote little that could, in the conventional
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sense of the term, be described as history - his studies

on the class struggles in nineteenth century France, along
with several journalistic vignettes, were his only excursions
into conventional history - his epigoni were drawn magneti-
cally towards history. Their work was punctuated by
historical diversions, and peppered with references to
historical laws.,. The work of the Marxists of the Second
International conveys a sense of history in which capitalism
was merely a phase in the irresistible movement of society

towards a definite goal - socialism,

The historical tendencies which Marx pointed out to his

German readers in his preface to the first edition of

Capital, "tendencies working with iron necessity towards
26

inevitable results", dominated the general conception
of history in the Second International. tncouraged by

Engels, Marxists in this period transposed these elliptical

utterances into hard and fast principles. Historical
27

materialism became historical determinism.
Furthermore, the causal primacy of the economic base of
society - the denial of any independence or autonomy to

politics, or the realm of ideas - became holy writ, despite

26 Ccapital, 1, (London, 1974), p.19.

27 E. Hobsbaum, 'Karl Marx's Contribution to Historiography',
R. Blackburn, ed., Ideology in Social Science, Readings in
Critical Theory, (Fontana, 1972), p.269; "Historical
materialism was habitually described - sometimes even by
Marxists - as 'economic determinism'",

o TR -



28

rather halfhearted warnings by Engels. All the Marxists

of the period subscribed to this canon of belief. Lenin

regarded politics as reflective of economic development,

drawing quite detailed analogies between economic develop-

ment and the growth to maturity of theparty.29

There was a tendency for historical materialism to become
economic determinism, for Marx's conceptions to be assimi=-

lated into, or conflated with, the ethos of positivism.30

In this respect too, Lenin and Luxemburg were children of
their age. But they both possessed an acute sense of
history, which freed them from the suffocating intellectual
influences of cruder forms of economic determinism. Lenin's
awareness of the differential pace of historical development

in different countries, or even in different industries or

<% Letter from Engels to J. Bloch, September 21, 1890,

Marx and Engels, Selected Correspondence, (Moscow, 1963),
P.498; "Marx and I are ourselves partly to blame for the
fact that the younger people sometimes lay more stress on
the economic side than is due to it. We had to emphasise
the main principle vis a vis our adversaries, who denied

it, and we had not always the time, the place or the
opportunity to give their due to the other elements involved
in the interaction".

% cefe, Harding, Lenin's Political Thought, pp.136-8.

g c.f., Hobsbaum, *Karl Marx's Contribution to Historio-

graphy', Blackburn, ed., Ideology in Social Science, p.271;
the Second International conception of history represented
"at best, a selection from Marx's views about history and
at worst (as quite often with Kautsky) an assimilation of
them to contemporary non-Marxist - e.g. evolutionist and
positivistic - vieus".

- TR



regions in one country, redeemed him to some extent.
Furthermore, both he and Luxemburg possessed a sharp sense
of historical development within the bourgeocis era. This
perception afforded them a more nuanced perspective than

that of their contemporaries.

1t has been suggested that The State and KRevolution was an

‘inner history' of the European revolutions of the nineteenth

century.31 In a similar sense, The Development of Capitalism

in Russia might be said to be an inner history of capital.
Lenin understood the sense in which "Capital...is a work
which explains and elucidates the history of capitalism...

n 32

by means of the concepts which sum up its history . In

The Development of Capitalism in Russia, Lenin replicated

Marx's method.,

In the introduction to the Grundrisse, Marx criticised the

political economists for regarding the economic categories
into which they had broken down the object of their enquiry,
as universal and eternal., The physiocrats, for example,
tended to regard agricultural production as the general

form of production. For Marx, production was aluays a

= Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness, p.35; "Reviving
the literary and methodological traditions of Marx and Hegel,
Lenin converts the history of his problem to an inner

history of the European revolutions of the nineteeth century",

32 c,u., 38, p.320.
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definite form of production. Economic forms were specific
to a particular historical epoch, which stamped them with
their characteristics, The economic form, money, for
instance, had existed in the most primitive of social
milieu, but it changed in form as it developed further.

"By no means does it wade its way through all economic
relations".33 The same was true for all the economic forms
of capitalist society - they existed in earlier historical

periods, but only in capitalist society do they assume a

dominant role.

In capitalist society, money, capital, wage labour, the
commodity, assume positions of dominance in economic
relations, which they had not previously held. As capital-
ism emerges, capitalist economic forms coexist with the

pre-capitalist, In The Development of Capitalism in

Russia, Lenin documented the struggle for dominance between
the two. His assertion that Russia was a predominantly
capitalist country rested on a demonstration that capitalist
forms had achieved dominance over the pre-capitalist,

Lenin showed how capitalist forms emerged out of the pre-
capitalist, whilst Plekhanov, in his studies on the Russian

economy, showed how capitalism, once developed in the urban

94 Grundrisse, p.103.
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centres under Western influence, encroached into the

hinterland. Here was the superiority of Lenin's uork.34

Marx maintained, in the introduction to the Grundrisse,

that bourgeois society, the most highly developed social
form, presented insights into the structure of pre-existing
sc:cie’cies.;“'5 In some respects it was even true that
history was acted out daily in capitalist society, since

the process by which money was transformed into capital in
the course of the daily life of capitalism, replicated the
historical process by which money became capital. It was
in this sense that the concepts which Marx explored in
Capital summed up the history of capitalism. Occasionally,
in Capital Marx followed up the insight afforded by the
concept he was discussing, tracing the history of capitalist

economic forms into the pre-capitalist era,

Marx described how economic forms evolved into capitalist
forms, and in this sense there were parallels with Daruwin's
work, which Marx admired. In a period when Darwin's work

was highly influential in the social as well as the natural

& Cefey M. Tanaka, 'The Controversies Concerning Russian
Capitalism, an Analysis of the Views of Plekhanov and
Lenin', Kyoto University Economic Review, Vol.XXXVI, No.2,
October, 1966, pp.40-1,

2 Grundrisse, p.105; "Human anatomy contains a key to
the anatomy of the ape", and similarly, "The bourgeois
economy...supplies the key to the ancient",
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sciences, the idea of economic evolution quickly took

root in the Marxist tradition.

Marx had indicated in Capital that the inner structure

of capital contained certain contradictions which ultimately
entailed that capitalism would be beset by deepening economic
crises, These contradictions carried affidavits to the
finite capacity of capital to reproduce itself, and con-
sequently to the historically transient character of that
form of society of which capital was the foundation.

One such contradiction was between the limitless drive

of production towards expansion and the limited capacity

of society to consume its product. Thus, the 'laws of
motion!'! of society entailed its historically transient

character.

This idea was highly persuasive in the 1890s, a period of
capitalist crises, but after the turn of the century, in

a period of relative economic stability, it appeared to

be incompatible with the evident vitality of the capitalist
economy. A grouing body of opinion held that there had
evolved economic forms - notably credit and cartels -

which were capable of exerting a stabilising and regulatory
influence on that economy - capable, in short, of resolving
its inner contradictions. tEduard Bernstein was publicist

to this belief.
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In her polemic against Bernstein, Luxemburg deployed her

acute sense of history. She possessed a clear appreciation
of the capitalist epoch, in which capital set its stamp
upon, and subjected to its domination, all other social

and economic relations. Where economic forms necessary

to capital's continued accumulation did not exist, capital
simply 'created! them, In this characteristic, capital

demonstrated its ubiquity.

Credit and cartels, she argued, had been throwun up by
capital in response to its requirements - as a means of

overcoming, temporarily, its deformities. Theses forms,

however, were characteristics of capitalism in the last
stages of its life span, They were simultaneously means

of overcoming crises, and agents of further dislocation.

In this respect, Luxemburg's formulations went beyond the
general conceptions of contradiction and crisis to which

the Marxists of the International held. The ultimate
inevitability of capitalist collapse was the cornerstone

of Luxemburg's political orientation. But in the place

of the unilinear trajactory towards collapse which prevailed
amongst Second International Marxists, she conceived of

history as characterised by inflection.

*X%
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The successive schema in which Marx set out his plans for
the economic work which appeared as Capital provide in-
sights into the internal structure of that work. Before
1857 he had taken wage labour as the starting point for

economic analysis, In the introduction to the Grundrisse

he began with money. In two letters written early in

1858 he declared the intention of opening his economic work
with a chapter on capital. In another letter, uwritten
later that year, he announced that his starting point had
become the commodity. It was the commodity that he took

as his point of departure in Capital.

His choice reflected the fact that for Marx, by the time
he started work on Capital, the commodity was the nexus

of economic relatioms in capitalist society. From the
commodity he planned to extend his analysis through landed
property, wage labour, the state, international trade, to
the world market. It is well known that Marx never pro-
gressed beyond wage labour. Nevertheless his plans shouw
that it was his ambitious project to encompass in his
economics the "rich totality of many definitions and
relations" which comprised the capitalist economy in its
entirety.36 It was left to his epigoni to complete the
project. But the plan for Capital might be said to have
established the category of totality at the heart of Marxist

methodology.37

36 Marx and Engels, Correspondence, 1846-1895, (London, 1934),
pp.105-9.

37

c.fe, Rosdolsky, The Making of NarX'S'Capital', Pp.26-8.
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The imperative that analysis should encompass, or at
least be apprised of, the sum total of economic and social

relations has other origins,. In the Introduction to the

Grundrisse, Marx argued that production, distribution,

circulation and exchange - in short, all the moments of
economic life - were elements of a single process. One
of his criticisms of political economy was that it imposed

an artificial separation on the various economic spheres,

ascribing to each an illusory autonomy. Deploying a
vocabulary imbued with Hegelianism,:ﬁ8 Marx postulated that
there existed an identity between the different elements
of economic activity. He ascribed primacy to production

; i ; 39
as the "transcending moment in the economic process.

These passages, and others in the body of the Grundrisse

text, possessed significance for the exchanges which took
place amongst European Marxists around the turn of the
century over capital accumulation and the ability of capital
to reproduce itself, The core of the underéonsumptionist
argument was that whilst capital exhibited an insatiable
drive towards expansion, entailing a concomitant expansion
in production, the tonsumptive capacity of society remained

limited. Consumption, concluded Luxemburg, amongst others,

i Cefey M, Nicolaus, trans., Grundrisse, (Harmondsworth,
1973), ppe.35-6.

e Grundrisse, p.94.
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represented a restraint on production, an absolute

barrier to the cumulative reproduction of capital.

In the Grundrisse, Marx addressed the question of con-

sumption and its relation to production, He concluded

that consumption did represent a barrier to the expansive-

ness of production, but that it was a barrier to be overcome.

Since Marx denied the autonomy of the commercial spheres,
and since for him the economic process represented a

unity governed by capital, he could not accept that a

barrier arising in consumption and the circulation of
capital could stand as an absolute barrier to production
and the accumulation of capital. The commercial sphere
was a mere moment of the productive process. Commerce
appeared to Marx as a "presupposition and moment of pro-

daghion Dtesrtn 49

The response of capital to the barrier
presented by the limited nature of consumption was simply

to 'call up' new points of consumption.

The subsequent exposition provided an insight into the
nature of those contradictions within capitalism which
Marx's analysis indicated, and which were much vaunted in
Second International Marxism, In Marx's account, whilst
capital regards the barrier placed in its path, as a
barrier to be overcome "it does not by any means follow
that it has really overcome it" since 'capital moves in
contradictions which are constantly overcome, but just

as constantly posited".41

40 1pid., p.408B. 41 1bid., p.410.
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The solution of the question of the reproduction of

capital, of the relation between production and con-
sumption, was contingent upon the recognition of the
integral unity of an economic sphere dominated by capital.
Capital was ubiquitous, everywhere able to assert its
dominance., There were two dimensions to its ubiquity.
One is that described above. Within the configuration
of economic forms and relations, capital was capable of
exerting whatever sway was immediately necessary for

its continued accumulation. The other aspect of the
ubiquity of capital was its capacity for making inroads
into the non-capitalist world. Marx never addressed the
inherently imperialist nature of capital beyond a feuw

journalistic pieces he wrote in the New York Daily Tribune.

Of the Second International Marxists, Hilferding, and
following his lead, Lenin, gave the fullest theoretical
account of imperialism, Luxemburg's account was more
vivid, but had a less substantial theoretical foundation.
The Second International Marxists in general had no

spontaneous inclination towards the global perspective

They were trapped in the positivist mode of thought in
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which the empirically given was ‘'deconstructed' into

discrete elements for purposes of analysis.42

Luxemburg's acute and early awareness of the imperialist
tendencies inherent in a combination of Prussian mili-
tarism and German finance capital awakened in her a
global perspective. Her 'physiognomy' of imperialism
can be traced back to 1900, when she criticised the

SeP.D. in its complicit stance towards German partici-

pation in the Chinese uars.43 It received the full

force of its expression after 1910,

I'hat Lenin possessed an appreciation of the ubiquitous
nature of capital, its ability to subject all capitalist
relations to itself and to infiltrate the non-capitalist,

is evident from The Development of Capitalism in Russia,

However, he did not extend his insight beyond Russia
until after 1914, when events - to say nothing of his

reading of Hegel's Logic - compelled him so to do.

42 Cefey Je Merrington, 'Theory and Practice in Gramsci's
Marxism', Western Marxism, a Critical Reader, (London,
1977), p.143, Merrington contrasts Gramsci’s mode of
thought to that of the majority of Second International
Marxists who fell prey to "the positivist tendency to
objectify the discrete atomistic data of immediate
actuality, dissolving the totality of social processes
into the fragmentary 'facts' of contingent reality".

43 Nettl, Rosa Luxemburg, pp.522-3.
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The depiction of imperialism to be found in the work of
Lenin and Luxemburg differs from that of Hilferding in

one important respect, Whilst Hilferding regarded
imperialism as an aberrant phenomenon, a deviation from
the 'normal' course of capitalist development, Lenin and
Luxemburg, in different ways, shared a commitment to the
view that imperialism was simply a phase - the final one -
in the development of capitalism. For each of them it
was entailed in the internal structure of capital. In
this respect they both demonstrated a fidelity to Marx's
method in which it was implicit that the internal logic of

capital was the key to the global econaomy.

*K¥

The corpus of writings of which the Marxist legacy con-
sisted represented more than merely the articulation of
a system of thought. It was Marx's conviction, categori-

cally stated in the eleventh of the Theses on Feuerbach,

that the role of philosophy was not simply contemplative,

but was to "change the uorld".44

However, he left no
unambiguous strategem for achieving this end. Moreover,
his writings often appeared to contain themes which

although they were not incompatible with each other, were

still not entirely complementary.

44 Theses on Feuerbach, MECW.,5, (London, 1976), p.8;
"The philosophers have only interpreted the world in
various waysj the point, however, is to change it",
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Concerning the proletariat and its historical role, the
ambiguities of the Marxist legacy were particularly pro-
nounced. In some of his earlier works - notably,

The Holy Family - Marx appeared to be suggesting that

the proletariat 'arose' out of the material conditions

of its existence, its character and destiny prefigured

in those conditions. Class consciousness was not
therefore, problematical, It was merely a function of
economic development., This conception, nurtured by

Engels,45 Marx's chief executor, held the socialist
parties of the Second International in thrall, It
engendered a passive, fatalistic immobilism in politics,
and a dogged rigidity and fixity in intellectual perspec-

tive.

Writing in a period characterised by proletarian mobilis-
ation and punctuated by revolutionary upheaval, it might
be argued that Marx could not have anticipated the period
of political stability and capitalist vitality after his

death. Capitalism had apparently evolved out of itself

s cefey, Fe Engels, Introduction to Karl Marx's Work 'The
Class Struggles in fFrance, 1848 to 1850', MESW.,(London,
1970), p.646; "History has proved...that the state of
economic development on the Continent at that time was not
«eeripe for the elimination of capitalist production; it

has proved this by the economic revolution which since 1848,
has seized the whole of the Continent and has caused big
industry to take root...on a capitalist basis...But it is
just this industrial revolution which has everywhere produced
clarity in class relations...has created a genuine bourgeoisie
and a genuine...proletariat, and has pushed them into the
foreground of social development",
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regulatory mechanisms capable of resolving its periodic
crises, and the bourgeois state demonstrated an ability

to integrate large sections of the working class into

the existing framework of society. Under these con-
ditions, minds dominated by the positivist mode of thought
either concluded that there was no longer any correspondence
between the Marxist doctrine and the socio-economic world,
and that the doctrine was therefore in need of revision,
or they adhered to the socialist certainties which Marx's
writings seemed to underwrite, whilst exhibiting an
infinitely accomodating plasticity in their political

practice.

Lenin and Luxemburg distinguished themselves from both
positions. Lenin, of course, did not labour under the
same conditions as the German Marxists. With the excep-
tion of the period 1907-1911, revolutionary tremors were
never far beneath the surface. Moreover, the Russian
party was not burdened with the stultifying bureaucratic
ethos of the S.P.D. Nevertheless, Lenin distinguished
himself in the R.S.D.L.P. by his willingness to recognise
the revolutionary potential in any given situation, by
the dialectical subtlety of his political formulations,
and by his single minded commitment to the idea of the
revolutionary party. These characteristics marked Lenin
off sharply from Plekhanov who was incapable of freeing

himself from the letter of the formuli of Marxist
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orthodoxy, and who vacillated between the Leninist and the

Menshevik position in politics.46

Lenin's formulation of the role of the revolutionary party

was intended to overcome the inability independently to

arrive at a socialist class consciousness, which he imputed

to the working class, In spite of his insistence on
restricted entry to the party, and strict doctrinal discipline
within the party, Lenin did not by any means advocate a

party of professional revolutionaries hermetically sealed

from the working Class,47 nor that the party's propagandist

role should be didactic in the formal sense.48

Lenin did, however, believe that there was a distinction
betueen scientific Marxist theory - which he equated with
socialist class consciousness - and the political awareness
at which the working class arrived in the course of strikes
and the daily economic confrontation with capital. In
periods of revolutionary upheaval he conceded that the

instinctive political movement of the masses did possess

46 c.fe, S. Baron, 'Between Marx and Lenin: George Plekhanov',
L. Labedz, ed., Revisionism, Essays on the History of Marxist
Ideas, (London, 1962), pp.45-9; A, P, Mendel, 'Dilemmas of
Progress in Tsarist Russia: Legal Populism and Legal Marxism',
(Cambridge, Mass., 1961), pe117.

w4 c.fe, N. Geras, 'Althusser's Marxism: an Assessment!',
Western Marxism, a Critical Reader, (London, 1977), pp.268-9,

48 ¢.f., Harding, Lenin's Political Thought, Vol.1, pp.172-3.
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the potential for initiating the working class politically,
even to the extent that their militancy surpassed that of
the party, but there is no suggestion that he equated the
political awareness that the working class acquired in the
course of revolution with a thoroughgoing consciousness of

itself as a class.

Lenin's formulations lacked entirely a dimension which
Luxemburg's possessed. Her writings on the proletariat

and the party convey the sense that she believed in the
'self-activity' of the working class, and in its ability

to generate its own socialist class consciousness. In the
course of its daily confrontation with capital and the
bourgeoisie, she postulated that the proletariat was capable
of arriving at a standpoint entirely foreign to commodity

production.49

What this standpoint entailed, for Luxemburg, was that the
proletariat should liberate itself from the manner of thought
engendered in the workplace by hierarchical discipline and
the pouwer of capital embodied in the worker's subservience

to the machine. The S.P.D. and the German trade union
movement simply replicated the forms of workplace discipline
in its own organisational forms. Luxemburg saw the mass
strike as that form of working class activity in which the
proletariat adopted a standpoint wholly antagonistic to

A% c.fe, Nettl, Rosa Luxemburg, pp.226, 537-8.
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capital and the bourgeois state.,

There is a basis for this view in Marx's economic theory,
though Luxemburg never systematically articulated her
perspective on the creative function of class conflict,

and certainly never traced the idea back to Marx. Endemic
to Marx's theories of alienation and commodity fetishism
was the notion that capitalist economic forms were illusory.
The illusions had two sources. One was a mythology which
grew up around the forms of the capitalist economy. That
the wage relation was a free and equal exchange between
capital and labour, for instance, was a myth endowed with
extensive credibility by the apologists and ideologues of
capital. The other source of illusions was that most
basic of economic forms, the commodity. The commodity
presented itself in capitalist society as something other
than it actually was. That which was no more than an
artifact of human labour took on an animated form, and
through the mechanisms of the market, extended a universal
sway over its producers. This theme runs through Marx's

work from the Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts to

Capital.

Capitalist economic forms, in Marx's account, were opague
and mystificatory. They evolved in camera, behind the

closed gates of the factory. Although Marx did indicate that

it was behind the closed gates of the factory, in production,
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that political economy must look for the secrets of the
capitalist economy, he did no more than hint that the
working class might find enlightenment here too. The
conclusions, however, were there to be drawn, and Luxemburg,
tentatively and instinctively, drew them. Lenin never

did. To him the idea would have been too close to
economism for him to countenance. Moreover the focus of
the class struggle in Russia was primarily political, not
economic., Lenin's focus, frequently reiterated, was

autocracy in all its forms and manifestations.

What, more than anything else, prevented Lenin from
appreciating a creative function in the daily confrontation
between capital and labour in the workplace, however, was
his theory of knowledge, which reflected his militant,
undeviating and limited conception of Marxist materialism.
For Lenin, scientific knowledge alone was capable of laying
bare the inner structure of social and economic relations,
and that knowledge, for him, was a product of theoretical
activity., Practical knowledge was of quite a different
order. Ultimately it remained subservient to the ideological
presentation of economic and political forms. In philo-
sophical terms Lenin demonstrated a lack of subtlety and
imagination which reflected the influence of positivism,.

It was in his political formulations, in his analysis of

the unfolding of economic and social forms and his acute
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sense of history that Lenin differentiated himself from

his contemporaries.

The present work will attempt to substantiate the argument
that Lenin and Luxemburg liberated themselves from the
straight jacket of positivism which confined Second Inter-
national Magxism through a grasp of the methodological
nuances in Marx's writings which eluded their contemporaries,
That grasp was often only partial and instinctive. Neither
Lenin nor Luxemburg expressly repudiated the positivist

ethos before 1914, and Lenin's denunciation of "stupid

materialism"50

- which might be taken as a repudiation of
positivism - was never systematically articulated. It was
in their political practice that Lenin and Luxemburg

distinguished themselves from the dominant mode in European

Social Democracy most obviously.

However their responses to those theoretical issues which
moved Marxists in the period exhibit a mode of thought
markedly more subtle than that of their contemporaries,
This subtlety of thought alerted Lenin and Luxemburg to the

methodological nuances of Marx's theory and prevented the

2 C.d,, 38, pe2763 "Intelligent idealism is closer to
intelligent materialism than stupid materialism",
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canons of Marxist orthodoxy from turning,in their hands,

into a dead letter,

Part I of the present work will consist of an exposition
of Marx's own articulation of the principles of his method
of working and epistemology. There is a sense in which
the rubrics under which it is presented are arbitrary and
schematic. The categories which they contain border
closely on each other and sometimes overlap, but it was
necessary to isolate, for purposes of exposition, themes

which, especially in the Grundrisse and Capital, are inter-

wvoven,.

Parts II and III trace the themes of Marx's method in the
work of Lenin and Luxemburg. It is the intention here to
illustrate that they possessed a common ability to‘grasp

the subtleties of the method underlying Marx's theory, and

to replicate those subtleties in their own formulations.
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PART I

MARX'S METHOD
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SECTION i

The Mode of Procedure

Production as starting point

It is assumed in the argument under this rubric, as it

is in the whole of Part I, that Marx took production to

be the fundamental form of human activity, and the dominant
moment in the economic process. The ascription of primacy
to production has a number of dimensions, The first

might be termed the philosophical dimension. Man is a

species being whose 'life activity' is labour. "In the
mode of life activity lies the entire character of a
species, its species character". Hence the notion of
man as producer. In modern bourgeois society the fruits
of man's labour stand in opposition to him, and further,
his 'life activity', production, appears as nothing other
than a means of l1life; therefore he is alienated.1 Here
is the initial statement of Marx's materialism, uttered

in criticism of Hegel in the Economic and Philosophical

Manuscripts.

Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts, MECW.,3,(London,
1975), pp.293-6.
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Secondly there is the philosophical social dimension,

which emerges in its full force in The German Ideology,2

and is crystallised in the famous passage from the Preface
to the 1859 Critigue.

In the social production of their lives, men

enter involuntarily into definite relations,

relations of production which correspond to the

development of their material powers of pro-

duction. The sum total of these relations

constitutes the economic structure of society,

on which a politico-legal and ideological

superstructure rises.
This dimension emanates from Marx's philosophical reflections
on the nature of social life, and from his embryonic studies
oflpolitical economy, and constitutes the foundation of

his mature economic works.

Contingent on the above there is a third, methodological

dimension, which emerges in 1857, The correct
starting point for political economy is the sphere of pro-
duction. Amongst the whole range of economic activity

and phenomena, consumption, distribution, exchange, pro-

Z tie German Ideology, MECW., 5, (London, 1976), pp.42=3;
"The production of life...now appears as a twofold relation:
on the one hand as a natural, on the other as a social
relation - social in the sense that it denotes the co-
operation of several individuals, no matter under what
conditions, in what manner and to what end. It follows

from this that a certain mode of production, or industrial
stage, is always combined with a certain mode of co-operation
or social stage, and this mode of co-operation is itself a
'productive force'",

J A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, (London,
1971), p.20.
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duction, it is the latter which imparts moment to the
rest. There is a mediated identity between production
and consumption. "The important thing to emphasise here
is only that they appear...as moments of one process in
which production is the real point of departure, and
hence also the predominant moment".4 Furthermore,
distribution, (under which rubric is subsumed exchange),
is also a moment of production, The distribution of
products is distinguished from, and contingent upon the

distribution of means of production, which is determined

historically by the development of the productive process.

The questions...(of the relation between
production-determining-distribution and
production) all reduce themselves in the
last instance to the role played by general
historical relations in production, and
their relation to the movement of history
generally. The question evidently belongs
within the treatment and investigation of
production itself,S

Moreover, Marx's formulation of the general historical
relations in production, conditions his mode of procedure,
Production is the correct starting point, but it is too
complex a phenomenon to address as such, (in the same way

that population is too complex). Hence it must be broken

down into its simpler constituents, (capital, class, labour),

o Grundrisse, p.94.

Ibid., p.97
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which must themselves be broken down into their simpler
constituents. Only then can the totality of relations
be constructed in its full complexity by means of a

synthetic method.

Further, although 'production in general' is a term which
describes a fundamental human and social activity, it is
incapable of conveying meaning beyond this overarching
philosophical level unless it is historically specified.,
Production is always a particular type of production, at
a definite stage of social development,6 Some of its
determinations are common to all epochs, (no production
is possible, for instance, without instruments of pro-
duction, or past, accumulated labour), but the specific
form which these determinations take is contingent upon
the relations of production, which turn instruments of
production and past accumulated labour into capital.

It is therefore essential to distinguish what is common
to all epochs of production from what is historically

specific,

The fundamental gquestion to which the Introduction to

the Grundrisse is addressed concerns the correct approach

to political economy, once it has been established that

B Ibid., p.85; M"yhenever we speak of production...what
is meant is always production at a definite stage of social
development",
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the correct object of enquiry is production. There are
three approaches available: to give a genetic account
of its historical development; to restrict the account
to production under one set of historical conditions, or
to render an account of production in general. Marx's
economic works are a critical account of bourgeois con-
ditions of production, presented as a political polemic
against classical political economy, "the system of
bourgeois political economy critically presented...the
presentation of the system, and at the same time, through

the presentation, its critique".7

There was, however, another reason why a critique specifi-
cally addressed to bourgeois production occupied Marx in
his mature economic works, a dictate of the historical
development of economic categories themselves, The

three approaches set out above are by no means mutually
exclusive, since "all epochs of production have certain
common traits, common characteristics".8 Capital exists
in all forms of production as instruments of production,

past accumulated labour, and might therefore by represented

" Letter from Marx to Lassalle, February 22, 1858, MEUW.,
29, (Berlin, 1963), p.550; "Die Arbeit, um die es sich

zundachst handelt, ist Kritik der Okonomischen Kategorien
oder, if you like, das System der blrgerlichen Ukonomie

kritisch dargestellt, Es ist zugleich Darstellung des

Systems und durch die Darstellung Kritik desselben'".

8 Grundrisse, p.85,
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as an eternal, universal category of production. In
bourgeois society, however, capital takes on a specific
form which differentiates it from the instruments of
production, past accumulated labour, in pre-capitalist
economies, Hence capital can only be understood in the
full intensity of its development, with reference to its
role in the relations of modern bourgeois production.

Later in the Introduction to the Grundrisse Marx generalises

this point. The categories of political economy, in
spite of their validity for all epochs, (which validity
depends on their being abstractions), are the product of
historical relations and possess their full validity for
those relations alone. Bourgeois society being the most
highly developed and complex form of production, its
economic categories are ' concomitantly the most highly
developed and complex. They allow insights into pre-
ceding social and economic formations, out of which
bourgeois society emerged.9 The key to an understanding
of ancient social and economic forms, therefore, lies in
an understanding of the modern, Hence an account of
bourgeois production as the correct starting point of

political economy, rather than a genetic historical account.

- Ibid., p.105; "Bourgeois society is the most developed

and the most complex historic organisation of production.

The categories which express its relations, the comprehension
of its structure, thereby also allow insights into the
structure and the relations of production of all the vanished
social formations...".
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The third approach, production in general, is the
traditional starting point of political economy. There
follows an exegetical account of those conditions without
which production is not possible, ("a few simple character-
istics, which are hammered out into flat tautologies")jD
and the conditions which promote production to a greater

or lesser extent, which again amount to the tautology

that wealth is created when the conditions are favourable,
Political economy takes production in general as a starting
point in order to present production as though it were
encased in natural lauws, whereupon bourgeois relations can
be represented as the manifest form, the incarnation of

those general laus,

In the Introduction to the Grundrisse Marx drew up a plan

for his projected economics, according to which the starting
point was to be "the general abstract determinants which

obtain in more or less all forms of society, but in the

. 11 . ' 3 § "
above mentioned sense", (emphasis mine), i.e. in their

historically specific, differentiated form. That the
evident contradiction between the general and the historical
and specific was problematic seems clear from the number

of revisions which Marx made between September 1857 when
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the Introduction to the Grundrisse was completed, and

1859, when he wrote his Contribution to a Critique of

Political Economy.

Prior to 1857 Marx had taken wage labour as a starting
point, but in the first of the economic notebooks knouwn

as the Grundrisse he opens with money, as the power ruling

over every aspect of bourgeois economy. A letter from
Marx to Lassalle (February 1858),12 contains a new plan,
which omits the general introduction, taking "Capital™
as its starting point, and a further letter, to Engels,
(April ‘l858),1:3 contains a plan according to which the
starting point is "capital in general", The critical
alteration is stated in a letter to Engels (November
1858),14 where Marx introduces "the commodity" as his

starting point.

Hence in the Preface to the contribution to a critique of

Political Economy, Marx specifically repudiates the plan

e Letter, from Marx to Lassalle, February 22, 1858, MEU.,
29, p4d5T,

s Letter, from Marx to Engels, April 2, 1858, MEC., pp.105-9,

i Letter from Marx to Engels, November 29, 1858, MEW.,29, p.372,
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contained in the 1857 Introduction.15 The starting
point is still the abstract, but it is no longer pro-
duction in general, but bourgeois production, and that
category, the commodity, which is the nexus of bourgeois

relations of production.,

The method of abstraction

The Introduction to the Grundrisse is not primarily

addressed to the question of which economic category
occupies a position of fundamental importance within
bourgeois production, and thereby constitutes its correct
starting point. Rather it is a question of the proper
mode of logical procedure for the scientific analysis of
bourgeois production. It has already been observed that
Marx distinguishes between the analytic and synthetic
methods of political economy. The analytic method is
decidedly naive, according to Marx. It approaches the
complex whole, population, the precondition, foundation,
and subject of production, which therefore appears as

the correct starting point.

15 A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, p.19;
"A general introduction, which I had drafted, is omitted,
since on further consideration it seems to me confusing

to anticipate results which still have to be substantiated,
and the reader who really wished to follow me will have to
decide to advance from the particular to the general',

P



Population, however, is an abstraction from the classes

of which it is composed,and from the elements on which
those classes rest; wage labour and capital. (In turn,
wage labour and capital presuppose and rest on exchange,
division of labour, prices, etc.). It is an abstraction,
a conceptualisation of reality, which is too simple to
express the complexity of the concrete. The analytic
method, therefore, having perpetrated a crude and simple
abstract form of the concrete, proceeds to break doun

this form into mrrower abstractions.16

In this mode of analysis, the abstract appears to follou
logically from the concrete, real object of analysis, but
in fact, the sequence is arbitrary. Marx criticises

Proudhon, who in The Philosophy of Poverty begins by pre-

supposing industry, which exists to supply man's needs.
Since one man cannot turn his hand to the variety of his
needs, industry 'presupposes' the division of labour.

In presupposing the latter, Proudhon must presuppose

exchange, and with it exchange value. "One might as

"
'~ Grundrisse, p.100; "Thus, if I were to begin with the
population, this would be a chaotic conception of the whole,
and I would then, by means of further determination, move
analytically towards ever more simple concepts, from the
imagined concrete towards ever thinner abstractions until

I had arrived at the simplest determinations",
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well have presupposed exchange value from the very
beginning",17 since the relation in the 'logical pro-

gression' of the argument is one of 'it follows that...'.

Proudhon, proceeding analytically, has derived an economic
category, exchange value, from a concrete reality, social
production, He has merely taken the economic categories
of bourgeois production and "put in order these thoughts,
which are to be found alphabetically arranged at the end
of every treatise on political economy".18 Economic
categories which express specific economic relations have
been translated into hard and fast principles of economic
relations immutable and ahistorical, and expressed in the

form of 'the myth of Prometheus'.19

Marx's point is that Proudhomy, whilst claiming to set out
from social production, in fact sets out from the received
dogmas of the economists; the whole world is "drowned
thus in a world of abstractions, in the world of logical

categories", Proudhon's analysis proceeds in the medium

" The Poverty of Philosophy, MECW.,6, (London, 1976),
ppe111-23 "Thus need, as M. Proudhon presupposes it,
itself presupposes the whole division of labour. In
presupposing the division of labour, you get exchange,
and, consequently, exchange value. One might as well
have presupposed exchange value from the very beginning",
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of pure reason. What emerges is a complex of inter-
related categories which appear to engender one another
"by the very workings of dialectical movement",. Mar x
refers to this as "the logic and metaphysics of political

u 20
economy".

The metaphysical method abstracts everything which is

particular to its object, and not surprisingly, ends up

with nothing more than a logical category. The Prometheus

myth is an apt analogy; the representation, in pure
logic of social production. Metaphysical method produces
abstract formulations of real social relations - abstract

to such an extent that the antagonisms within social ?
relations in reality, become purely logical antagonisms

between categories, form without content.

Marx's conception of the status of economic categories
is relatively consistent. "Economic categories are only
the theoretical expressions, the abstractions, of the

27 "The abstraction is

social relations of production".
no more than the theoretical expression of those material
relations which are their lord and master".22 In Capital,

abstraction is the instrument of scientific analysis:

e Grundrisse, p.l164.
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"In the analysis of economic forms...neither microscopes
nor chemical reagents are of use. The force of abstraction

must replace both".23

Abstract categories for Marx, represent the starting point
of the synthetic mode of theory. Political economy had
arrived at and established "a small number of determinant,
abstract, general relations such as the division of labour,
money, value etc.". Marx refers to these as the "individ-
ual moments", which, having become established more or

less firmly, become the starting point for a synthetic
approach to political economy. On the basis of these
individual moments, the synthetic method sets about the

reconstruction of the uhole.24

Marx's criticism of the synthetic method employed by
political economy is that it transmuted the economic
categories which served as its starting point into hard
and fast principles, natural laws which govern the process
of production in bourgeois economy. In doing so, the
political economists presented as the governing principles
of the social relations of production, what were no more
than mental cateqories for the construction in thought of

the sum total of those relations,

2.3
Capital, 1, p.19

= Grundrisse, p.100
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Marx's own synthetic method is a process of concentration,
whereby the concrete appears in the process of thinking,
as a result, and not as a point of departure. This is
not to imply that the concrete/real is determined by

abstract economic categories, but that the reproduction

of the concrete/real in thought, is a result of the syn-

thesis of abstract categories.25

The mental process of synthesis, however, has no autonomous
existence independent of the concrete/real, Still less
does the mental process of abstraction and synthesis
produce the concrete real, as in philosophical speculation,
for which the conceptual vorld is the only reality. That
speculative thought leads to empty philosophy and to
utopian political practice, is reiterated throughout Marx's
work, (as it is too, throughout that of Lenin - nouhere

more so than in Materialism and Empirio-Criticism).

The thrust of the argument in The German Ideology was

against the speculative philosophy of the Young Hegelians,

e Ibide, ps101; %,..the concrete totality is a totality
of thoughts, concrete in thought, in fact a product of
thinking and comprehending; but not in any way a product
of the concept which thinks and generates itself outside
or above observation and conception; a product, rather,
of the working up of observation into and conception into
concepts",
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and its political corollary.

Since the Young Hegelians consider conceptions,
thoughts, ideas, in fact all the products of
consciousness, to which they attribute an
independent existence, as the real chains of
men, (just as the old Hegelians declared them
the true bonds of human society), it is evident
that the Young Hegelians have to fight only
against these illusions of consciousness,?26

In The German Ideology, Marx opposes his own method to the

German idealists', Speculative philosophy descends from
heaven to earth; its premises are philosophical, whilst
he ascends from real premises - from social relationships
and their development, Real positive science, (not to
be confused with positivism), begins where philosophy
ends.

When the reality is described, a self=-sufficient

philosophy loses its medium of existence. At

the best its place can only be taken by a summing

up of the most general results, abstractions

which are derived from the observation of the

development of men.

The above passage demonstrates the continuity between the

earlier work and the Introduction to the Grundrisse., The

highly concentrated notes on possession in primitive family
relations to be found in the latter are a precis form of

the more elaborated formulations of 1846.

26 1he German Ideology, MECW., 5, p.30.

27 tbide, pe37.
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The early statement of Marx's materialism, however, has
been used by those who wish to portray Marx as a proponent

£ The argument

of the reflection theory of knowledge.
is based on the notion that "abstractions arise from the
historical development of men", that is, from concrete,

historical reality. Hoffman, for example, cites The

Communist Manifesto; "The theoretical conclusions of the

Communists...merely express in general terms, actual
relations springing from an existing class struggle, from
a historical movement going on under our very eyes".29
It is true that "merely express" might be suggestive of
reflection when taken out of the context of their political

purpose, and more importantly, from the overall formulation

of Marx's method.

In the Introduction to the Grundrisse, abstraction stands

in a relation to the concrete/real which is mediated by

observation and conception. This much is not incompatible

e Cefey Je Hoffman, Marxism and the Theory of Praxis,
(London, 1975), p.83; the ascription of a reflection
theory of knowledge to Marx is part of an argument that
Marx was in the tradition of Enlightenment materialism.
"Marx and Engels never rejected the materialism of the
Enlightenment: even when they criticised it, they built
nevertheless upon its foundations, and at no time did they
ever have occasion to reverse the judgement of 1845 that
materialism is necessarily 'connected with socialism and
communism': that it in fact provides its logical basis".

29
The Communist Manifesto, MECW., 6, (London, 1976), p.498.
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with reflection. It represents, however, only the pre-
liminary to the mental process by which the concrete/real
is reconstructed in thought. The concrete/real is the
starting point for observation and conception, from which
abstract categories and concepts are formulated. But the
abstract category or concept is itself only the starting
point for the synthetic mode of thought which reproduces

the concrete/real as the "mental concrete".

The method of procedure from abstract to concrete, then,
is the "working up of observation and conception into
concepts", the product of which is "the concrete in thought",.
The totality as it appears in the head, as a
totality of thoughts, is a product of a thinking
head, which appropriates the world in the only
way it can, a way different from the artistic,

religious, Bractical and mental appropriation of
the world.3

0f what, precisely, the "working up" consists is less clear
than it might be due to the inconsistent use of the terms
concrete, abstract, simple, complex. Marx begins by

using the antonyms abstract/concrete to contrast and con-
front the conceptual with the concrete real. He then
narrows down his discussion to the concept world and uses
the antonyms simple/concrete to denote the distinction
between simple, abstract concepts and more concrete complex
concepts. Though 'concrete' appears in both sets of

30 Grundrisse, p.101.,
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antonyms, its meaning is by no means the same, In the
first it refers to concrete reality, the 'real world',
(rendered here as 'concrete/real'), in the second it refers

to the more concrete category, or concept as opposed to

the simpler, more abstract general relation. Labour,
division of labour, need, exchange value, money, are simple
abstract categories, whilst at the other end of the con-
tinuum, at the most concrete level of conceptualisation

are the state, exchange between nations, the world market.
Between these extremities of the abstract-concrete spectrum
of categories and concepts, there is an infinite number of

gradations, of levels of abstraction or levels of concreteness.

The extreme of abstraction is mere, empty abstraction,

Hegel begins his Philosophy of Right for example, with the

abstract category possession, which Marx confirms as the

correct point of departure, it being "the subject's simplest

L Lo g 31
juridical relation". There are cases, however, where
possession is mere possession, an empty abstraction. The

savage can be said to possess something, but there is no
juridical relation here. Nor is there in the case of the
simple family or clan, which still merely possesses, but

has no property, (the juridical relation being absent).

5 Ibid., p.102; '...Hegel...correctly begins the Philosophy
of nght with possession, this being the subject's simplest
juridical relation",
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Here possession is an empty abstraction because it lacks

the underpinning of a concrete substratum of social
relations. An abstraction aluways presupposes this concrete
substratum - hence possession always presupposes "the more

concrete juridical category".

In more highly developed society, possession appears as the
simpler relation of a developed organisation.
...simple categories (e.g. possession) are the
expressions of relations (undeveloped family/clan
relations) within which the less developed concrete
(undeveloped property relation) may have already
realised itself before having posited the more
many sided connection or relation (juridical
property relation) which is mentally expressed
in the more concrete category (property).32
Similarly in the case of money. Money (simple category)
existed before capital, banks, wage labour, (the 'more many
sided' connection expressed in the more concrete category).
It can be seen then, that the simpler category can express

the dominant relation of the less developed whole, or a

subordinate relation of the more fully developed whole.,

Furthermore, Marx asserts, the categories embodied in the
more developed whole had a historical existence before the
whole developed in the direction expressed in the more

concrete category.33 This is to say that capital wage

Ibid., pp.102-3.

33 Ibid., p.102.
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labour etc. existed historically before capital became
dominant in the sense that it dominates in modern bourgeois
society. It can therefore be said that the mode of pro-
cedure from abstract to concrete corresponds to an actual
process of historical development. This is not to say
however, that the correct method of political economy simply
traces economic categories in their historical development.
Rather is it a logical procedure from the simplest categories,
(money, value, capital in the 1857 plan), to the more concrete
categories now firmly located in their wider context, (the
state, world market, crises). The logical thought process
must be kept distinct from the historical process of develop-
ment from simple economic formations to more highly developed
ones. Failure to observe this distinction leads to a two-
fold error. It might appear that the simple category,

(e.g. money), is to be found "wading through history", and
further, the simple category, which is a mental expression

of a real economic relation might take on a real independent

existence, (the conceptual masquerading as the real).

Marx emphasised that simple categories, which achieve the
full richness of their expression in the most developed and
complex forms of society, that is in bourgeois society, are
by no means to be found universally throughout history.

Money, for example, played no part in Inca civilisations,

and only a peripheral role in Slavic communities or in the

~ BA -



Roman Empire.34 Its properties as a simple, abstract
economic category are derived from the role which money
plays in bourgeois society. Further, Marx was at pains

to distance himself from the Hegelians, for whom the logical
procedure of categories was the historical process, and

the concept world was the concrete/real. For Marx the
logical procedure of categories reflected the connections

within the relations of bourgeois society.

The above can be summarised as follous.,
i. The correct method of procedure in political economy
is to move from simple abstract categories towards more

complex concrete ones,

37, The abstraction is a mental artefact for the breaking
doun of a complex whole into simpler determinations in order,
by combining these into more complex categories, to re-

construct the concrete/real.

ke Ibid., p.103; "This very simple category...makes a
historic appearance in its full intensity only in the most
developed conditions of society. By no means does it wade
through all economic relations. For example in the Roman
Empire, at its highest point of development, the foundation
remained taxes and payments in kind...Thus, although the
simpler category may have existed historically before the
more concrete, it can achieve its full...development in a
combined form of society, while the more concrete category
was more fully developed in a less developed form of
societyy



iii. The movements, abstract to concrete, simple to complex,
are movements which take place in thought; they are con-
ceptual movements. They are part of a method of working
which takes the abstract as a starting point, and works |
successively through more concrete concepts to a mental con-

struction of the concrete/real.

ive This method of working is in direct contradiction to
early political economy, (which proceded analytically), and
to classical political economy (which tended to transpose
abstract categories into universal principles). It also
runs counter to those Hegelians who ascribed to abstract
categories and independent existence, an error which has

affinities with that of the classical political economists.

Levels of abstraction - Capital

There are two sides then, to abstraction in Marx. It is

the reduction of the complex whole into simpler determinations,
and it is the conceptual expression of real economic relations
- the expression of their essence. It is not an adequate
rendering of Marx's use of abstraction simply to recite the

first function as does Sueezy.

The legitimate purpose of abstraction in social
science is never to get away from the real world,
but rather to isolate certain aspects of the

real world for intensive investigation. When
we say therefore, that we are operating on a

high level of abstraction, we mean that we are
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dealing with a relatively small number of
aspects of reality; we emphatically do not
mean that those aspects with which we are
dealing are not capable of historical
investigation and factual illustration.3®

Sweezy's characterisation of abstraction is one sided; it
embraces but one aspect of the process - that of selection
or reduction - and fails to make clear the conceptual level
on which the abstraction operates. When he measures the
distance betueen Marx's method and that of political economy,
he can show no more than different sets of objectives - "to
lay bare the economic law of motion of modern society",
(Marx), investigate "the nature and causes of the wealth of
nations", (Smith), or "the laus which regulate the distri-

bution of the product of the earth".36

These constitute different standpoints it is true, but this
in itself does not differentiate Marx's method from that of
political economy. The critical break is Marx's use of
the abstraction as a conceptual instrument for approaching
the concrete/real by means of progressively more concrete,
but still conceptual categories. It may be that Sweezy
neglects the conceptual quality of Marx's abstraction in
the interests of his general purpose, which is to deny that

to abstract is to flee the 'real world'. Certainly he

&2 P. M. Sueezy, The Theory of Capitalist Development, (London,
1946), p.18.

Ibide, p.12.
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points out that Marx made use of what modern theorists
call "successive approximation", but it appears that he
is attempting to frame Marx's method in such a way that
it becomes 'respectable', or at least recognisable to
modern economists - analogous to their 'models'. This
is the impression he gives with his use of the term

"simplifying assumptions",.

Sueezy's characterisation of Marx's method of abstraction
in terms of "simplifying assumptions" neglects the relation
between the abstract category and the concrete real. The
former is more than just a narrow segment of the latter,
isolated for the purposes of intensive investigation. It
is the relatively simple expression of a complex economic
relation, The commodity, for instance, is the simple
expression of the relations included in the exchange of
products, of labour power and of money. As an economic
category it possesses relative theoretical simplicity, but
in the concrete real it is by no means simple, carrying
enormous implications. It expresses the essential proper-
ties of all economic relations in bourgeois society. The
commodity is the simplest, most abstract of economic cate-

gories because it expresses conceptually the fundamental

economic relation which pervades and entangles all other
economic relations of bourgeois society. In short the

system of bourgeocis production is commodity production.
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Carver points out that the most striking advance evident

in the Introduction to the Grundrisse is its illumination

of the logical interrelation of the concepts and categories
of political economy.37 The 1859 Critigue and Capital
build on this foundation., Capital, I, consists of an
exposition of the logical interrelation of these abstract
categories, beginning with the most abstract, the commodity.
This, Carver suggests, is consonant with Marx's comments

in the 1867 Preface to Capital, where he refers to the
force of abstraction.38 In Capital, II and III, there

is to be found a more concrete kind of analysis. Mar x

had progressed from the realm of the abstract to the con-
frontation of real phenomena, a confrontation which is
grounded upon the exposition of abstract relations in the
first Volume., The progression is by stages and never
arrived at the most concrete determinations, for example
class, since the work was curtailed by Marx's failing

health and eventual decease,

This is a more adequate account of the various levels of

abstraction in Capital than that of Sweezy, who asserts

e Carver, ed., Karl Marx: Texts on Method, pp.37-8.
8 Capital, I, p.19; "In the analysis of economic forms,
neither microscopes nor chemical reagents are of use. The

force of abstraction replaces both",
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that "the intention of Volumes II and III was to take into
account factors which were consciously left out in Volume
L implying that Marx merely chose, for simplicity's
sake, to ignore certain determinations in Volume I, A
better rendering of Marx's method is that he regarded as
an essential pre-requisite for the exposition of concrete
concepts, an exposition of those more abstract concepts

on which the former rest.

Certainly, the "simplifying assumptions" of Sweezy's account
are to be found in Marx, for instance, in the discussion

of expanded capitalist reproduction in Capital, II, But
its inadequacies, if it is to be regarded as an account of
the method of abstraction in Capital overall, are clearly
demonstrated when Sweezy goes on to discuss abstract labour.
This highly complex conception becomes "abstract only in

the quite straightforward sense that all special character-
istics which differentiate one kind of labour from another
are ignored",39 (emphasis mine). This is to say that the
notion is only an abstraction in the sense that "simplifying

assumptions" are abstractions.

If however, epistemological scrutiny is applied, it becomes

clear that these two forms of abstraction are quite dis-

28 Sweezy, The Theory of Capitalist Development, p.19.
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similar,. The distinctive nature of the concept 'abstract
labour' is pointed out by Arthur.

It is abstract because, in value, all labours
are credited with the same abstract essence

and differ only as quantities of simple average
labour. This is not a secondary feature or

a mode of accounting...but a fundamental mode
of being of labour as it appears crystallised
in value,40

Such a conception bears no resemblance to a "simplifying

assumption”,

The introduction of the concept of abstract labour gives
an indication of the complexity of Marx's use of abstrac-
tion. The conception does not fit readily into the
discussion of abstraction to be found in the Introduction

to the Grundrisse, although it 1is employed here as

part of the exposition of abstraction in general. In
the Introduction,Marx is trying to establish two major
points regarding abstraction and the abstract category.
i, That although abstract categories would appear to be
ahistorical - since they abstract the common from the
particular - they must be specified to a particular his-
torical period or epoch if they are to have any meaning.
Further, their role in the network of social relations

must be specified,

% Ce J. Arthur, 'The Concept of "Abstract Labour"',
Capital and Class, Bulletin of the Conference of Socialist
Economists, No.1, October 1976, p.11.
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ii, That although abstraction is a mental process, and
abstract categories are mental constructs, there must
nevertheless be a correspondence between the category
and the concrete/real. In his demonstration, the cate-
gory abstract labour is introduced,M but its exposition
never approaches the complexity or richness which it
attains in Capital. There is in 1857, no indication
that the notion of abstract labour is not of an entirely

similar kind to the category money.

In Capital, however, abstract labour emerges as a guite
different kind of abstraction. It becomes clear that

Marx is not dealing with abstraction as a theoretical
2

act, but as a definite social event.4 Abstract labour

emerges from the fabric of social relations themselves,
It is in the act of exchange, where specific labours which
are qualitatively different, are equalised, reduced to
simple homogenous labour, and thereby rendered into re-
lations of equivalence.

Whenever, by exchange, we equate as values

our different products, by that very act,

we also equate as human labour the different
kinds of labour expended upon them,43

41 Grundrisse, pp.103-5,

e cCefe, Arthur, 'The Concept of "Abstract Labour"',
Capital and Class, p.9; I. I. Rubin, Essays on Marx's
Theory of Value, (Detroit, 1972), pp.132-8.

# Capital, I, p.78.
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Marx is here rehearsing an argument which first appears

in the Contribution to a Critique of Pplitical Economy.,.

This reduction (of specific labours to

abstract) appears to be an abstraction; but

it is an abstraction which takes place daily

in the social process of production. The

conversion of all commodities into labour

time is no greater abstraction nor a less

real process than the chemical reduction of

all organic bodies into air.
In the work of 1859, Marx hints that abstract labour is
no ordinary abstraction, that is, it does not correspond
to that mode of abstraction outlined in 1857, In
Capital, I, the concept is developed to the point where
it becomes clear that it is of a different order to the
simple abstract category to which he refers in 1857,
This simple category appears to signify commonalities
between different economic forms, common elements which
are more than mere common denominators, but the expression
of the essence of economic forms, which may be developed
in particular directions, and combined in more concrete
categories, In 1857, the simple abstract category is

a more simple expression of the concrete/real and as such

it is a mental construct.

The reverse is true of abstract labour, In the first
edition of Capital, Marx claims that the concrete/real,
(here the particular form of labour), is a realised form
of the abstract. The abstraction is no longer a property

o A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, p.30.

.




of the concrete; the concrete is the realisation, the
hypostasis, or determinate form of the abstract,

Within the value relation and the expression
of value contained in it, the abstract
universal is not a property of the concrete,
the sensuous actual; on the contrary, the
sensuous actual is a determinate form of

the abstract universal. Tailors' work,
which is to be found, for instance in the
equivalent, coat, does not have, within the
expression of value of cloth, the universal
property of also being human labour, It is
the other way round. Its essence is being
human labour, and being tailors' work is a
hypostasis or determinate form of realisation
of that essence.45

Now if as Marx declared in 1857, abstraction is a mental
process, and the abstract category a mental construction,
then Marx would have to be found quilty of deriving the
concrete/real from the concept. But abstract labour is
clearly not a mental category. The concrete, specific
form of labour becomes abstract, (the becoming belongs
to the sphere of the concrete real rather than that of
mental process), as and when labour becomes social,

That is to say that the specific labours become abstract
when they confront each other as commodities in the
exchange process, and that abstract labour is a con-

dition of capitalist society.

4% Cited in Arthur, 'The Concept of "Abstract Labour"',
Capital and Class, p.16, from Marx-Engels, Kleine
Bkonomische Schriften, (Berlin, 1955), p.271. The
passage appeared under the title 'Die Wertform', and
was originally an appendix to Capital, I.
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Implications for Marxist theory and practice

What should have emerged from the above is that there
are, in Marx's work, a number of different levels of
abstraction. These are levels, not merely of more

abstract, or more concrete categories, as appeared to

be the case in the Grundrisse, The levels are qualita-

tively distinct. In the first and second volumes of
Capital, Marx took as the object of his enquiry 'capital
in general', Total social capital is not distinguished
from individual capitals, Volume I is concerned with
the "immediate process of production as such", with the
categories which make up the inner structure of bourgeois
society. In Volume II Marx addressed himself to the
circulation of total social capital, within which indi-
vidual capitals were not differentiated, although the form
taken by capital - constant and variable capital, surplus
value - was distinguished. In Volume III, more concrete
forms were introduced. Competition between individual
capitals, technical progress, now appeared in Marx's

Formulations.46

The schema which Marx constructed in Capital, II, demon-

strating the movements between the various forms of

- L. Colletti, 'Marxism and the Dialectic', New Left
Review, No.93, September-October, 1975, p.20.
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capital in the process of capital accumulation, uere
pitched at a level of abstraction which eliminated
certain characteristics of that process. In Capital,
III, as Marx progressed towards more concrete formu-
lations, these characteristics were introduced. Lacking

the insights provided by the Grundrisse, the Second

International Marxists, with the exception of Lenin,

were unable to reconcile the two formulations.

In Capital, III, Marx had indicated certain tendencies
within the structure of capitalist economic forms which
entailed the periodic dislocation of production and the
accumulation of capital, in crises. These tendencies
were the consequence of contradictions within the capital

form itself. Marx had indicated these contradictions

in Capital, 1.47

The antithesis, use value and value; the
contradictions that private labour is bound
to manifest itself as direct social labour,
that a particularised concrete kind of labour
has to pass for abstract human labour; the
contradiction between the personification of
objects and the representation of persons

by things; all these antitheses and the
contradictions which are inherent in commodo-
ties, assert themselves and develop their
modes of motion, in the antithetical phases
of the metamorphosis of a commodity.4

Ibid., pp.21-2.

48
Capital, I, p.115.
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In the Second International there was a strong tendency

to transpose the abstract 'laws' in Marx's exposition,
into positive lauws with direct unmediated applicability

to the social world. When, in the last decade of the
nineteenth century, these laws which 'entailed' economic
dislocation and crisis were manifestly at odds with the
observable and palpable stability and vitality of the
capitalist economy, there was a movement to abandon them -

the revisionist movement, its spokesman Bernstein.

Of the Second International Marxists, only Lenin showed
any indication that he might have grasped the abstract
quality of the contradictions which Marx had indicated in
the inner workings of capital, and of the laws which Marx
had extrapolated in the course of his exposition.
Luxemburg's defence of Marxism as a body of scientific
laws was first and foremost to assert that they were the
cornerstone of an undeviating political practice. Her

Accumulation of Capital betrayed a weak grasp of the layers

of abstraction in Capital. In economics, Luxemburg's mode

of thought was rather formalistic and inf‘lexible.49

5 Cefey, P.M. Sweezy, 'Rosa Luxemburg's "The Accumulation
of Capital"i®¥, Science and Society, Vol.31, No.4, 1967,
p.474; "She liked logically complete and tidy intellectual
constructions, and the discovery of what she thought were
loose ends in the Marxist system was in itself enough to
spur her into action",
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Luxemburg set out to falsify Marx's formulation of the
question of capital accumulation, Her strategy was
threefold. She attempted to demonstrate the internal
inconsistencies of Marx's models, to 'prove' mathemati-
cally that the models uwere flawed. She confronted the
models in Capital, II with his formulations in Capital,
III which apparently conflicted with them, She argued
that once the 'variables' which Marx had omitted in
Capital, II - competition and technical progress, which
entailed a change in the internal structure of capital -
were included, the models collapsed and it became apparent
that the cumulative reproduction of capital in a closed
system was impossible. And finally, she confronted
Marx's schema with the evidence of history. In an era

of imperialism, the export of capital to the non-capitalist
world indicated to Luxemburg that its potential for
accumulation within the confines of the domestic market

was rapidly becoming exhausted.

By all three routes, she arrived at the conclusion that
Marx's model, which purported to demonstrate the accumu-
lation of capital within a closed system, was incorrectly
formulated. Her reasoning revealed her weak grasp of
the mode of abstraction in Marx's economic work. The
contradictions which he indicated in Capital, I, the
reproduction schema in Capital, II, and those tendencies

which he outlined in Capital, III, were of a qualitatively
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different order in terms of their level of abstraction.
The positivist mind was unable to reconcile itself with
that fact, and in this respect Luxemburg shared its

disabilities.
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SECTION ii

The Historical Method

Marx's statement of the method

The notion '"Marxist history' is one that is susceptible
to several intesrpretaticms,’I only one of which will be
treated here. Marx clearly wrote history in the conven-

tional sense, (The Civil War in France, The Eighteenth

Brumaire, The Class Struggles in France, articles for the

New York Daily Tribune), but it is not in these works

that the fullest statement of the historical method lies.
In these works, Marx analysed historical epochs from a
particular standpoint; that of class and alignments
between classes, concepts based on an implicit ascription
of causal and explanatory primacy to economic phenomena,
Furthermore, there is a distinct inclination in the choice
of subject matter towards the development of modern social
and economic forms, and the political tensions and forms

contingent thereon.2

! cef., Hobsbawm, 'Karl Marx's Contribution to Historio-

graphy', Blackburn ed., Ideology in Social Science, pp.270-1.

¥’ c.fe, Fernbach, ed,, Karl Marx, Surveys from Exile, p.9.
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Undeniably, the bias in Marx's own choice of subject
matter and his materialist perspective is reflected in
Marxist history, that of the classical school and of
modern Marxist historians., (Examples of the former

are Kautsky's Thomas More and his Utopia, Communism in

Medieval Europe, Lenin's The Development of Capitalism

in Russia). And further, Marxist historians have been
draun towards those areas to which Marx ascribed impor-
tance, but which he neglected, or else sketched only
briefly, (for example, pre-capitalist economic formations).
These accounts vary in their quality and in their fidelity
to Marx's method, but few have approached, and none sur-
passed Lenin's work on Russia, precisely because of the
authors' unswerving, almost dogged fidelity to the under-
lying historical method in Marx. It has been argued,3
and will be argued here, that it is the underlying metho-
dology which distinguishes Marx's and Marxist history

from that of other schools to which it might bear passing

4
resemblance.

C cefe, P. Villar, 'Marxist History, a History in the
Making: Towards a Dialogue with Althusser', New Left
Review, 80, July-August 1973, BR«BB=715 "MEL Y. .
sought passionately to locate the smallest germs of his
own discoveries in the most remote past".

Notably, the historians of the Annales school,
F. Braudel, Capitalism and Material Life, 1400-1800,
(London, 1973), approaches a Marxist method of history
quite closely.
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The underlying method is found most strikingly stated in

the Introduction to the Grundrisse, and an important

passage from this work is worth quoting at some length,
since it informs much of the discussion belouw.

In the succession of economic categories, as

in any other historical, social science, it
must not be forgotten that their subject - here
modern bourgeois society - is always what is
given, in the head as well as in reality, and
that these categories therefore express the
forms of being, the characteristics of exis-
tence, and often only individual sides of this
specific society, this subject, and therefore it
by no means begins only at the point where one
can speak of it as such. This is to be kept
in mind because it will shortly be decisive for
the order and sequence of the categories. For
example, nothing seems more natural than to
begin with ground rent, with landed property,
since this is bound up with the earth, the
source of all production and all being, and
with the first form of production of all more
or less settled societies - agriculture. But
nothing would be more erroneous. In all forms
of society there is one specific kind of pro-
duction which predominates over the rest, whose
relations thus assign rank and influence to the

others, It is a general illumination which
bathes all the other colours and modifies their
particularity. It is a particular ether which

determines the specific gravity of every being
which has materialised within it.6

0 Grundrisse, pp.106-7. Nicolaus, trans., Grundrisse,
translates 'it' as "this society", whilst Carver, ed.,
Karl Marx, Texts on Method, p.79,renders 'it' as "social
science', This disparity will be taken up belouw,

» Grundrisse, p.106.
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The fundamental precept of Marx's historical method can
be extricated from the above, rather convoluted passage.
Capital, in common with every other category of political
economy, is conditioned by its place in the network of
productive relations. In pre-capitalist periods capital
expresses relations subordinate to the dominant relations
of landed property and ground rent and can be understood
only as such, As a category for the exposition of the
economic relations of bourgeois society however, capital
reflects those relations, which are qualitatively different
from, and not simply more highly developed forms of, pre-

capitalist relations.

In primitive society, and in the feudal period, Marx goes
on, every economic relation takes the form of a particular
kind of landed property - this is true even of capital.,

In bourgeois society, those relations are transformed;
even agriculture takes the form of a branch of industry.7
Economic categories now have meaning only in as much as
they are related to capital, (ground rent, for instance,
can only be understood as capital). Moreover, the
economic category, capital, possesses meaning without

reference to its historically antecedent form.

¥ c.f., Lenin's work on Russian capitalism, C,W., 3, p.38;
"It goes without saying that the...separation of manufacture
from industry transforms agriculture into an industry,

into a commodity producing branch of the economy".
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It would therefore be unfeasible and wrong
to let the economic categories follow one
another in the same sequence as that in
which they were historically decisive,

Their sequence is determined rather by

their relation to one another in modern
bourgeois society, which is precisely the
opposite to that which seems to be their
natural order, or which corresponds to their
historical development. The point is not
the historic position of the economic
relations in the succession of different
forms of society. Even less is it their
sequence 'in the idea' (Proudhon), (a muddy
notion of historic movement). Rather, their
order in modern bourgeois society.®8

The above passages immediately distinguish Marx's his-
torical method from that of orthodox historiography.

In his reconstruction of economic categories, the ordering
is the reverse of the historians', since he moves from
the present to the past, ascribing explanatory primacy

to the former. It might be argued that this method
constitutes a rejection of history as such, an assertion.
of the discrete and separate constitution of the analysis
of contemporary forms, but this would be to overlook
Marx's comments on historical explanation, and his method
of shuttling between the contemporary form and its ante-

cedents.

This aspect of Marx's historical method throus some light

upon the disputed translation in the first of the passages

. Grundrisse, pp.107-8,
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above, The fragment quoted is an expansion of an obser-
vation which Marx makes on the previous page that "human
anatomy contains the key to the anatomy of the ape".9
Similarly, the categories which emerge out of, and express
bourgeois relations of production, also allow insights

into pre-modern forms.

The sense which these statements convey is that the social
and historical sciences, (which Marx brackets together)
must begin by analysing the most developed forms in order
to understand the 'subordinate species', Analysis moves
from the highest form of development towards its antecedents,
To understand ground rent it is first necessary to under-
stand capital.10 It is necessary to understand this
latter category in its most highly developed form in order
to render an explanation of its earlier forms. Capital
existed in pre-modern society, though it occupied a sub-
ordinate position in the structure, Marx makes it clear

that it is not his intention to trace this economic cate-

gory through the stages of its development, It is in this

i Ibide, p.107; "Ground rent cannot be understood without

capital. But capital can certainly be understood without
ground rent., Capital is the all-dominating economic power

of bourgeois society. It must form the starting point as

well as the finishing point, and must be dealt with before
landed property. After both have been examined in particular,
their interrelation must be examined".
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sense that we should construe the sentence "it (the
economic category, capital), by no means begins only at
the point where one can speak of it as such", (that is,
in pre-modern societies where it has not yet developed

to the fullness of its potential).

According to this rendering, neither Nicolaus nor Carver
captures the exact sense of Marx's meaning, though the
latter approximates most closely. Capital is an economic
category, (of social science),ll/I expressive of an economic

relation (of society).12

But strictly speaking 'it!'

must be taken to refer to the category, which attains its
full range of expression with the fullest development of
the relation it expresses. It is self contradictory to

refer to an economic relation which "by no means begins

where one can talk of it as such'",

Marx is here making two assertions; about his historical
method, and about the actual development of societies.
Actual economic relations are coloured by the dominant
mode of production, and economic categories, ("what is
given in the head as well as in reality"), are specific

to particular epochs, particular modes of production.

bR c.f., Carver, ed., Karl Marx: Texts on Method, p.79.

12 c.ef., Nicolaus, trans., Grundrisse, p.106.

- 16 -




They cannot be said to "wade through history" as the

: . ; " 13
universal expression of an economic relation.

History and contemporary forms

In the body of the Grundrisse texts Marx expands upon

the undeveloped and often enigmatic statements in the
Introduction. As has been pointed out, the historical
method of constructing economic categories and their inter-
relations ascribes primacy to those categories which express
the most highly developed economic forms - to the contem-
porary form rather than its antecedents. In the

Grundrisse Marx elaborates the relation between the con-

temporary form and its antecedents, or preconditions,

with regard to capital.

In preceding sections there is an account of the pre-
conditions of capitalist production; one of these is that
the producer should reintroduce his surplus into production,
(that is, as opposed to hoarding it). Further, in order

to realise the surplus value as capital, the producer

must introduce the values which he has created into circu-

e Grundrisse, p.105; "...even the most abstract categories,
despite their validity - precisely because of their abstract-
ness - for all epochs, are nevertheless, in the specific
character of this abstraction, themselves likewise a

product of historic relations, and possess their full
validity only for and within these relations",
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lation, which presupposes the creation of markets.

These preconditions are simply the conditions of develop-
ment of capitalist production; they do not form part of
the movement of "the real system of the mode of produc-
tion rules by it", (capital). The implication is that
the development of economic relations, having reached
maturity, dispenses with its preconditions, which are

rendered "antediluvian".14

Marx takes the example of the flight of the serfs to the
towns, which phenomenon is one of the "historic conditions
and presuppositions of urbanism", It is not, however,

"a moment of the reality of developed cities". Once
urbanism is established, its preconditions cease to
function as such; they now appear "not as conditions of

its arising, but as results of its presence".15

Similarly with capital; it becomes its own prerequisite,
it proceeds from itself, creates the conditions of its
own existence, Value, having become capital, confronted
by living labour as mere use value, which appears as
merely a means of realising dead labour, producing alien
wealth on one side and penury on the other, are the

conditions, the prerequisites and consequences of

L Grundrisse, p.459,.
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capital., "The process itself, in and by itself, posits
the real, objective conditions of its existence."16 This
was a radical break with political economy, which, taking
capital to be an eternal, ahistorical form of production,
portrayed the conditions of development of capital as the
process itself“.17 Marx has set up a radical disjuncture
between the conditions of development, and the process as
a self-contained system, between historical development

and the contemporary Form.18

To return to the comparison between Marx's historical
method and that of orthodox historiography. The radical
dis juncture created by Marx, between historical development
and contemporary form, might be taken as simply a mode of

periodisation, of the kind employed in orthodox historio-

6 Ibid., p.461.

i Ibid., p.460; "The bourgeois economists who regard
capital as an eternal and natural (not historical) form of
production then attempt at the same time to legitimise it
again by formulating the conditions of its becoming as the
conditions of its contemporary realisation; i.e. presen-
ting the moments in which the capitalist still appropriates
as non-capitalist...as the very conditions in which he
appropriates as capitalist".

e Ibide, pp.460-1; "In order to develop the laws of
bourgeois economy, therefore, it is not necessary to write
the real history of the relations of production. But the
correct observation and deduction of these lauws, as having
themselves become in history, always leads to primary
equations...which point towards a past lying behind this
system".
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graphy. Mere periodisation, however, is always, to
some degree at least, arbitrary. It is based on a break
event, or upon some (more or less) vague observation of

an "over-determining totality" of the kind which charac-

8

terises Lucien Febvre's Sixteenth Century. Marx's

'periodisation' is purely theoretical, and is marked by

the absence of temporal specification. This in itself

does not set him apart in any positive way; it merely

means that he did not do what most historians do. But

it is an intrinsic element in Marx's historical method

that economic categories are rendered historically specific,
and this is so precisely because their developmental

history is separated from their contemporary forms.

Economic categories and their interconnection in Marx's
later economic works (post 1857) are part of a theoretical

structure. The method of presentation and ordering of

L c.f., Villar, 'Marxist History, a History in the Making',
New Left Review, 80, July-August 1973, p.86; "Febvre's
16th century is not closed: Luther, Lefevre, Marguerite,
Rabelais, des Periers: all appear there within the exact
limits which the cohesion of the 'over-determining'
totality imposes on them. But the latter is in move-
ment...The historian had to demonstrate this against the
ideology of his own time, of the rulers. If he could

do it, it was because he had first made the sixteenth
century 'his own', at all its levels, and held it 'present!'
through a process of research which was concrete but not
empirical. His research was systematised by his struggle
to determine its problematic, against the historical
positivism of the age...".




economic relations proceeds according to their place in

the theoretical structure which emerged in the Grundrisse

and in Capital; not according to their place in history.
Hence the transformation of money into capital is pre-
sented as a process which takes place first and foremost
in the inner workings of capital itself, rather than in
the historical transformation of one form into another.
In this sense the mode of production is a theoretical

rather than a historical constructiaon,

Nevertheless, bourgeois society contains the key to pre-
modern societies, and whilst Marx never systematically
addressed himself to these, he did cast glances towards
them in Capital, I, largely for the purpose of furthering
an exposition of modern economic forms by emphasising
their qualitative difference from the pre-modern. For
example, in the second chapter, in his discussion of
exchange value, use value and the money form, Marx empha-
sises the separation between the two forms of value, which
obtains in capitalist production, with reference to primi-
tive society based on property in common, (India, Peru).
Here the exchange of commodities is at first only an
external relation - with the outside world - which inevitably
becomes transformed into an internal relation. The
constant repetition ofiexchange makes it a normal social
act, and in the course of time, a portion of the product

is set aside with a view towards exchange. The distinction
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between utility for consumption and utility for exchange

is fixed.2D

At this stage of direct barter, that is, equivalence is
still based on use value., The product does not acquire

a value form independent of its use value, or of the

individual needs of the parties to the exchange. There
is, however, an increasing need fora value form, a need
which arises historically with the increasing complexity
of exchange. The problem creates its own solution in
the form of a 'special' commodity (precious metals) to

which other commodities can equate.21

Now whilst this exposition might appear to be historical,

it is couched throughout in terms of bourgeois production,
and in furtherance of the exposition of the money form in
bourgeois society. There is no element here of Marx
deriving an explanation from a historical account. Rather
the reverse; he derives a historical account of the develop-
ment of commodity production, and of money becoming capital,
from the contemporary money form in bourgeois production.

In this sense Marx is writing history backwards.

20 capital, 1, pp.92-3.

Ibid., p.92.
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The historical progress and extension of
exchanges develops the contrast, latent in
commodities between use value and value.

The necessity for giving an external expression
to this contrast for the purposes of commercial
intercourse, urges on the establishment of an
independent form of value, and finds no rest
until it is once and for all satisfied by

the differentiation of commodities into
commodities and money.22

Here is a statement of causality which has as its foundation
the logical inter-relation of categories in bourgeois
economic relations. The historical development of these
relations is seen in terms of "the necessity for giving an
external expression" to these categories, In this sense
there are elements of tautology in Marx's method. The

past is described as the necessary development towards the

present,

There is however a more sophisticated side to this aspect

of the historical method in Marx. It involves an account
of the evolutionary development of bourgeois society, but
there is in the description more than the simple, even
development of the categories which constitute the relations
in that society, Rather are those categories themselves
historically differentiated in a qualitative fashion., The
role of money, for instance, is qualitatively different in

modern and pre-modern society.
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The historical account of money in Capital begins with the
"gold chrysalis", The metamorphosis of the commodity into
money, "far from being the mere means of effecting the
circulation of commodities, becomes the end and aim".23

The money form is not yet the unconditionally alienable
form which it becomes in mature capitalist society, but
becomes petrified into the form of a hoard. This is so

because in the early stages of the circulation of commodities

it is the surplus use values alone that are converted into

money. Money becomes the social expression of the super-
fluity of wealth. Money gua money is the goal, the end

product of production.

The next phase in the development of money in Marx's account
begins where it takes on the role of a means of payment,
With the development of circulation, conditions arise by
which "the alienation of commodities becomes separated, by
an interval of time, from the realisation of their prices",
(that is, the separation of sale and purchase). Sale and
purchase are not only separated, they are reversed. “The
buyer converts money back into commodities before he has
turned commodities into money; in other words he achieves

the second metamorphosis of commodities before the first".z4
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The seller's commodity circulates and realises its value,
but only as a legal claim upon money, Money is still the
end product of production, but not now as money, but as the

value form of commodities, "The value form of commodities,

money, is therefore now the end and aim of a sale, and that
out of, owing to, a social necessity springing out of the

process of circulation itself“".25

With the further development of the production of commodities,
the role which money fulfils expands still further. It
begins to serve as a means of payment beyond the sphere of

the circulation of commodities; it becomes the universal
medium of rents, taxes, etc. And it expands beyond the
sphere of domestic circulation, into the world market, where
its universal character is developed. This is the ultimate

26

manifestation of its "ideal concept". If the significance

and power of money rises to an apex with the development of
a world market, however, then this condition heralds its

decline into a role in which it is subservient to capital.

25 3. gits

26 1bid., p.141; "It is only in the markets of the world
that money acquires to the full extent the character of the
commodity whose bodily form is also the immediate social
incarnation of human labour in the abstract, lts real mode
of existence in this sphere adequately corresponds to its
ideal concepty,
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Its subservience lies in the fact that money is transformed
into capital, not merely in its historical development, but
in the process of capitalist society itself; as a function
of this process, This is the sense in which Marx asserts
that "we have no need to refer to the origin of capital to
discover that the first form of capital is money. We can

27 ° a1l new capital first

see it daily under our very eyes",
appears as money, which, by a definite process is transformed
into capital. The transformation of money into capital
being a function of the circulation process. In simple
circulation the sequence is represented by the formula

C-M-C, whilst in expanded, or capitalist circulation, it

appears as M-C-M.28

In simple circulation, money is the value form, whilst in
capitalist circulation it is merely a mode of existence of
value itself, Value takes on the independent form which

previously was the property of money. It does so because,

Ibid., p.145.

28

These are shorthand forms representing the circulation of
commodities and money, In the first, commodity-money-commodity,
one 'piece' of money changes hands; circulation begins with
a sale and ends with a purchase. Here, money dominates
the circulation process. In the second, money-commodity-
money, one commodity changes hands tuwice. Circulation
begins with a purchase; the commodity dominates the circu-
lation process. This second formulation represents the
circulation and commodities in capitalist society.

- 86 -




"the movement in the course of which it adds surplus value,

is its own movement; its expansion therefore is automatic
expansion, Because it is value, it has acquired the occult
quality of being able to add value to itself, It brings
forth living offspring, or at least, lays golden eggs".29
Value is now the active factor in the process - it can take

the form of money, or of commodities. In either form,

however, value is capital.

Marx's account of the transformation of money into capital

is indicative of his historical method. As an economic
category, money is historically differentiated not in a
chronological sense, (though Marx does attach a date to the
emergence of capital in England - the sixteenth century),

but theoretically. Moreover, the theoretical location of
the early money form is couched in terms which Marx developed
in his study of bourgeois economic relations and not in an
analysis of the feudal, or pre-feudal periods. It is poss-
ible to see in this style of historiography a blueprint for

30

Lenin's The Development of Capitalism in Russia, It

29 capital, I, p.152.

20 Cefey Colle, 3, p.37; "The market is a category of commodity
economy which in the course of its development is trans-
formed into capitalist economy and only under the latter

gains complete sway and universal prevalence. Therefore,

in order to examine the basic theoretical propositions
concerning the home market we must proceed from simple com-
modity economy and trace its gradual transformation into
capitalist economy".
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is marked by a redical disjuncture between developmental

history and the contemporary form, by which the latter in-

forms the former.

This relation is by no means an arbitrary ascription of
explanatory primacy. It rests upon the reasoned assertion
that bourgeois society contains the key to an explanation

of pre-bourgeois societies, The evidence here lies in the
manifestation of the historical development of economic
categories in the movements of capitalist society itself.
That is to say that the process by which money develops his-
torically into capital is mirrored by that process by which

money becomes capital within bourgeois society.

The same phenomenon is described in the Grundrisse in res-

pect of wage labour and ground rent in relation to capital.
In modern bourgeois society, capital, as the 'power ruling
over everything', determines the value form, creating value
in its own image, as it were. At the same time, however,

it "has to posit a value, a form of wealth specifically dis-
tinct from capital".31 This form is ground rent. But the
determination of ground rent by capital is a twofold process,

It is inherent in the nature of capital per se, and it is a

historical function of capital to create ground rent. "By

its nature as well as historically capital is the creator

Grundrisse, p.275.
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of modern landed property, of ground rent; just as its

action therefore appears also as the dissolution of the old

form of property in land".32

In the 'organic system' which comprises bourgeois society,
every economic relation presupposes the other relations of
that society.

This organic system itself, as a totality, has

its ‘presuppositions, and its development to its

totality consists precisely in subordinating all

elements of society to itself, or of creating

out of it, the organs which it still lacks. This

is historically how it becomes a totality. The

process of becoming a totality forms a moment of

its process, of its development.33
This is to say that bourgeois society contains within itself
the dynamic of its own development. Its historical develop-
ment, as well as the movements which take place within it,
are therefore under the rule of capital. It is for this
reason that capital, "by its nature as well as historically",
creates modern landed property. As a statement of historical
causality, this is more than merely saying that modern landed

property and ground rent were a response to capital. It is

to say that capital necessarily implies the ground rent re-

lation. Ground rent is a value form implicit in the structure
of capital. Hence when capital takes in new territories
through colonisation, it finds that it ceases to be capital

without wage labour, and it finds that to create wage labour
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it must create modern landed property. This accounts,
according to Marx, for British policy in Australia, where
landed property is created in its modern form in order to
create wage labour, and to "make capital act as capital" -
to develop the new territory along capitalist lines.34

The policy is not simply a device - it is in accordance

with the intrinsic nature of capital.

Here is a particularly good example of historical develop-
ment derived from the contemporary form, since the tuwo are
telescoped into one by the very nature of the development
of economic relations. It is also of interest with refer-
ence to Lenin, who was aware that the transition to a capi-
talist form of agriculture, which he held as inevitable,

would presuppose the establishment of a modern form of

landholding.35
34 10c. cit.
35 o p .

Cofoy Calss 13, pea239; «.esthe feudal latifundia...are
the most conspicuous embodiment and the strongest mainstay
of the survivals of serfdom in Russia. The development
ofcommodity production and capitalism will certainly and
inevitably put an end to those survivals,. In that respect

Russia has only one path before her, that of bourgeois
development".
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It is evident here that what might be termed the 'dynamic'

of bourgeois society is implicit within the capital form
itself. It is the same dynamic which governs the his-
torical emergence of that form of society. The possi-
bility is posited that the same dynamic which entailed its
development might also entail its transformation, especially
since Marx demonstrated the contradictory nature of its
essential relations, Herein lies the core of Luxemburg's
argument against Bernstein,36 as will be demonstrated in

Part III.

Marx as historian

Marx was preoccupied with two historical themes which are
distinct, but inter-connected. His treatment of contem-
porary economic forms, and their historical development
which has been outlined above has a 'sequel!' in his work
on the historical development of classes and the struggle
between them, It could not have been otherwise if Marx
was to remain faithful to his initial postulate of the
relation between state and civil society, which originated

in his Critique of Hegel's 'Philosophy of the State', and

was developed in On the Jewish Question.

6 c.f., Social Reform or Revolution, M.A. Waters, ed.,

Rosa Luxemburg Speaks, (New York, 1970), p.68.
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Briefly, the formulation of the state/civil society relation
is as follouws, Civil society is that sphere where men

are regarded as private, egoistic, atomised individuals

with inalienable rights. The state is that public sphere
of politics, the illusory community, wherein men formulate
the laws which govern and restrain them. The two spheres
are separated as a result of historical development, (the
separation being specific to post-feudal society), whereby
civil society attains an independent existence, and politics
is 'pure' in the sense that it becomes distinct from the
Former.37 The political state, however, does not possess
the same quality of independence as does civil society.

For this reason, political emancipation is not real emanci-
pation - the abolition of the property qualification for
voting, for instance, is not the abolition of property as
such., Real emancipation can only be brought about by the
transformation of civil society, the economic and social
sphere, and then only by the proletariat, a class in civil
society but not of it, a class motivated by the material

conditions of its existence.

The first concrete formulation of the state/civil society
relation, and its consequences for the historian, is to be

found in The German Ideology, wherein Marx claims that civil

37

On the Jewish Question, MECWY.,3, (London, 1975), pp.165-6.
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society is the true source and theatre of all history,
and that the conception of history held hitherto, which
confines itself to "spectacular historical events",38 is

absurd. The Class Struggles in France and The Eighteenth

Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte represent the incarnation of

this axiom of Marx's historiography. In these works a
distinction is made between the political forms of the
French state post 1789, and the real content of the success-
ive regimes in terms of the configurétion of relations in

civil society - class relations.

The German Ideology provides a schema, a systematic frame-

work, which informs Marx's history. The "fundamental con-
ditions" of history are enumerated,39 conditions which appear
in condensed form in the Preface to the 1859 Critigue. In
this latter, Marx emphasises the distinction between success-
ive forms of economic relations, and accompanying ideological
forms, that is, between "the material transformation of the
economic conditions of production, which can be determined
with the precision of natural science, and the legal, politi-

cal, religious, aesthetic or philosophic - in short, ideologi-

38 The German Ideology, MECW.,5, p.503; "Already here we
see that this civil society is the true focus and theatre
of all history, and how absurd is the conception of history
held hitherto, which neglects the real relations and con-
fines itself to spectacular historical events".

Ibid., pp.41-50.
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cal forms in which men become conscious of this conflict,

and fight it out".40

The distinction is of crucial impor-
tance for a Marxist political stance, since it clearly

implies that ideological moments of historical transforma-
tion (that is, including the political), are in some sense
secondary to economic moments, material conditions. The
political struggle, in its outward appearance, is only a
partial, one sided, limited, (though still necessary)
struggle, its aims, likewise, limited and partial, Here

is the statement of the necessity for harnessing the political

thrust of the working class movement to the economic, a

necessity which informed Luxemburg's Mass Strike, and which

Lenin emphasised in his rejection of 'economism' and 'oppor-

tunism?,

The Class Struggles in France, and The Eighteenth Brumaire

represent the application of a materialist historiography
to the analysis of a specific period of political change.
The central theme of these works was the chimeric quality
of the various political forms which emerged, and of the

purely ideological nature of the apparent cleavages in French

o A Contribution to a Critigue of Political Economy, p.21;
"...0ne cannot judge...a period of transformation by its
consciousness, but, on the contrary, this consciousness
must be explained from the contradictions of material life,
from the conflict existing between the social forces of
production and the relations of production".
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society - for example that between Royalist and Republican,
Marx's intention in the first work was to demonstrate that
the defeat of the February revolution was a positive develop-
ment in the struggle, since it exposed, by the counter revo-
lution it called forth, the chimeric nature of the 'demo-
cratic republic' and the reality of class rule.,

What was overcome in these defeats was not the

revolution. It was the pre-revolutionary,

traditional appendages, the product of social

relationships which had not yet developed to

the point of sharp class antagonisms - persons,

illusions, ideas and projects from which the

revolutionary party was not free before the

February revolution and from which it could be
freed only by a series of defeats,4

The massacre of June 1848 destroyed the myth that the pro-
letariat had any stake in the Republic, since "by making

its burial place the birthplace of the bourgeois republic,
the proletariat forced the Republic to appear in its pure
form, as the state, whose armed purpose it was to perpetuate

the rule of capital and the slavery of labour".42

Further,
the fiasco of June 1849 demonstrated the vacuous nature of

the 'democratic!' Republic, whilst the ultimate degeneration
of the parliamentary republic, that period characterised by

the withdrawal of universal suffrage and press freedoms, its

descent into the Second Empire, revealed that the divided

At The Class Struggles in France: 1848 to 1850, Fernbach,
ed., Karl Marx, Surveys from Exile, (New York, 1974), p.35.

Ibid., pe61.
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class interest between Legitimist and Orleanist monarchies,

was stronger than their common interest. The Royalist

Republican cleavage is exposed as a chimera, whilst it is

apparent to Marx that the real cleavage in French society

is that between capital and landed property. This latter

is the historic form of the economic transformation of

landed property into capital.,

The various political forms and alignments which emerge in

the period 1848-1851 are temporary and precarious class

alliances in which the emergence of ('Louis Bonaparte'! is

based on his strategy of playing one class off against

another. His ostensible means of support is the peasantry,

but it is based on a purely ideological appeal. Materially,

the Second Empire represents
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