
2
Class,	History,	and	Capital

Class
We	have	already	seen	a	couple	of	contenders	for	Marx’s	greatest	soundbite:	‘religion	is	the
opium	of	the	people’;	‘the	philosophers	have	only	interpreted	the	world,	the	point	is	to	change
it’.	Here	is	another,	this	time	from	the	Communist	Manifesto:	‘The	history	of	all	hitherto
existing	society	is	the	history	of	class	struggle’	(M.	246).	Under	capitalism,	so	Marx	argues,
society	is	resolving	itself	into	the	struggle	between	two	classes:	bourgeois	and	proletarian.
The	bourgeoisie	are	the	capital	owning,	exploiting	class,	whereas	the	proletarian	class	are	the
workers.	Thus,	there	are	those	who	do	the	work	and	those	who	live	off	the	work	of	others.
While	the	precise	form	of	this	basic	relation	will	change	from	society	to	society,	it	is,
according	to	Marx,	a	near	universal	phenomenon.	It	is	avoided	only	by	those	societies	that	are
so	primitive	that	everyone	must	work	in	order	to	survive,	and	those	so	advanced	that	they	have
achieved	communism.

Now	you	may	fairly	ask:	who	are	these	people	who	are	able	to	live	off	the	work	of	others?
Here,	of	course,	we	don’t	mean	the	unemployed,	the	elderly,	or	dependent	family	members.
Rather	we	mean	those	who	spend	the	morning	banking	their	dividend	cheques	and	the	afternoon
at	the	gym,	on	the	tennis	court	or	at	the	club.	Or	to	be	even	more	specific,	we	mean	those	who
have	the	wealth	to	do	this.	There	is	a	division	between	those	who	have	little	but	their	own
labour	to	sell,	and	those	who	have	the	wealth	(often	inherited)	to	buy	the	labour	of	others	in
one	form	or	another,	even	though	they	may	also	work	too,	because	this	is	how	they	wish	to	live
their	lives.	How	can	it	be	that	society	has	organized	itself	along	class	lines?	In	Capital	Marx
considers	the	question	of	the	origin	of	the	division	of	classes	under	capitalism.

[The	origin	of	the	division	of	the	classes]	is	supposed	to	be	explained	when	it	is
told	as	an	anecdote	about	the	past.	In	times	long	gone	by	there	were	two	sorts	of
people;	one,	the	diligent,	intelligent,	and	above	all,	frugal	elite;	the	other	lazy
rascals,	spending	their	substance,	and	more,	in	riotous	living….	Thus	it	came	to
pass	that	the	former	sort	accumulated	wealth,	and	the	latter	sort	had	at	last	nothing
to	sell	except	their	own	skins.	And	from	this	original	sin	dates	the	poverty	of	the
great	majority	that,	despite	all	its	labour,	has	up	to	now	nothing	to	sell	but	itself,
and	the	wealth	of	the	few	that	increases	constantly	although	they	have	long	ceased
to	work.	Such	insipid	childishness	is	every	day	preached	to	us	in	defence	of
property....	In	actual	history	it	is	notorious	that	conquest,	enslavement,	robbery,
murder,	briefly	force,	play	the	great	part.	(M.	521)

Now	at	the	most	superficial	level,	dividing	society	into	class	terms	might	be	thought	to	be	a
merely	statistical	exercise.	It	is	a	matter	of	interest	to	know	that	people	in	society	can	be
classified	in	this	particular	way;	this	is	what	we	might	think	of	as	a	‘census’	conception	of
class.	Just	as	we	might	want	to	know	how	many	Hindus,	or	dentists,	there	are	in	the	general
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population,	we	might	also	want	to	know	how	many	members	of	the	bourgeoisie	there	are.
However,	most	researchers	and	social	scientists	will	want	to	do	more	with	a	conception	of

class	than	this.	Even	retailers,	who	might	survey	sizes	and	place	people	in	classes	‘large,
medium,	and	small’	do	this	not	out	of	pure	curiosity,	but	in	order	to	know	the	ideal	proportions
in	which	to	manufacture	their	clothes.	So	here	we	are	dealing	with	a	predictive	or	explanatory
notion	of	class.	People	are	divided	into	classes	on	one	basis	in	order	to	predict	or	explain
something	else.	In	the	retail	example,	we	classify	in	terms	of	size	in	the	course	of	predicting
purchasing	behaviour.	Market	researchers	and	sociologists	have	their	own,	alternative,	ways
of	dividing	society	to	explain	and	predict	other	features,	often	related	to	consumption
behaviour.

The	Marxist	account	of	class	is	also	intended	to	have	an	explanatory	and	predictive
function,	but	of	a	far	more	significant	and	fundamental	nature.	The	initial	classification	is
made,	we	have	already	seen,	on	the	economic	grounds	of	what	people	own	and	what	they	have
to	do	to	achieve	a	living.	Yet	classes	are	said	to	‘struggle’	against	each	other.	In	many	cases	the
struggle	will	be	a	personal	one:	the	worker	wishes	for	higher	wages	and	a	lesser	working	day;
the	capitalist	for	lower	wages	and	a	longer	working	day.	Marx	observes	both	sides	have	equal
right,	and	‘between	equal	rights	force	decides’	(Capital	344).	Many	chapters	of	Capital	are
devoted	to	detailing	this	fight.	The	power	lies	first	almost	entirely	with	the	capitalist,	but	with
the	organization	of	trade	unions	and	the	development	of	factory	inspections	and	health	and
safety	legislation	the	balance	slightly	shifts,	although	every	small	victory	is	the	result	of
immense	effort.

Part	of	the	development	of	the	process	is	the	awareness	among	members	of	the	proletariat
that	they	have	a	common	interest	in	measures	to	advance	their	position.	Similarly	the
bourgeoisie	come	to	realize	that,	although	economically	they	are	competitors,	politically	they
had	better	form	alliances	to	protect	their	collective	interests.	So,	Marx	predicts,	in	the	course
of	their	individual	struggles	both	sides	will	develop	‘class	consciousness’;	i.e.	each	person
will	become	conscious	of	themselves	as	a	member	of	a	particular	class.	This	now	takes	us	to	a
new	level,	for	at	this	point	the	class	will	be	capable	of	acting	as	a	class,	rather	than	as	a	group
of	individuals	who	simply	happen	to	have	something	in	common.	In	this	sense,	for	Marx,
classes	are	real	agents,	which	distinguishes	them	from	the	market	researcher’s	constructions.
They	are	much	more	than	a	handy	form	of	classification.	They	are	the	means	by	which	world-
historical	change	is	effected.	Indeed	the	antagonism	between	the	classes	provides	a	mechanism
for	replacing	capitalism	with	something	more	humane:	communism.	Only	in	communism	can
we	transcend	class	differences.	Communism	will	be,	so	it	is	claimed	by	Marx,	a	classless
society.	Our	first	task,	though,	is	to	set	out	Marx’s	underlying	theory	of	history:	historical
materialism.

History
Marx’s	theory	of	history,	according	to	George	Bernard	Shaw	in	his	Intelligent	Woman’s	Guide
to	Capitalism	and	Socialism,	tells	us	that	‘a	society	marches	on	its	stomach,	and	its	stomach
greatly	influences	its	brains’.	Clearly	there	is	a	little	more	to	the	theory	than	this,	but	it	is,	at
least,	a	start.	What	next?	Here	is	Engels’s	attempt	at	a	summary	from	Socialism:	Utopian	and

Wolff, Jonathan. Why Read Marx Today?, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=829418.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 00:04:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Scientific:

I	use	the	term...	‘historical	materialism’,	to	designate	that	view	of	the	course	of
history	which	seeks	the	ultimate	cause	and	the	great	moving	power	of	all	historical
events	in	the	economic	development	of	society,	in	the	changes	in	the	modes	of
production	and	exchange,	in	the	consequent	division	of	society	into	distinct	classes,
and	in	the	struggles	of	these	classes	against	one	another.	(SUS	17)

There	are	several	fundamentally	different	understandings	of	this	theory,	and	if	someone	else
had	written	this	book	you	might	well	be	presented	with	a	quite	different	account.	Although
frustrating,	this	divergence	in	interpretation	shouldn’t	be	a	surprise.	Marx	never	spelt	out	his
theory	in	full.	Rather	it	is	implicit	throughout	many	of	his	writings,	and	needs	reconstructing.
The	interpretation	I	shall	follow	takes	as	its	inspiration	just	two	pages	in	which	Marx	briefly
summarizes	what	he	describes	as	the	‘guiding	thread’	of	his	life’s	work;	pages	later	described
by	the	Austrian	Democratic	Socialist,	and	literary	executor	of	Engels,	Eduard	Bernstein
(1850–1932),	as	a	‘concise	and	decisive’	statement	of	Marx’s	views,	which	has	‘Never	been
found	elsewhere	with	equal	clearness.	No	important	thought	concerning	the	Marxist	philosophy
of	history	is	wanting	there’	(Evolutionary	Socialism	3).	These	pages	appear	in	a	work	now
known	as	the	1859	Preface.	It	was	written	as	a	preface	to	a	book	on	economics	called
Contribution	to	a	Critique	of	Political	Economy.

The	essential	feature	of	this	interpretation	is	that	it	understands	Marx	as	presenting	a
systematic	account	of	the	nature	of	historical	development,	which	includes	firm	predictions
about	the	future	course	of	history.	Others	have	interpreted	Marx	as	rather	less	ambitious,	with
many	interesting	observations	to	make	about	society	understood	historically,	but	with	less
commitment	to	the	idea	that	history	must	follow	any	particular	path.	The	1859	Preface,
however,	suggests	a	highly	systematic	theory.	But,	you	may	ask,	if	Marx	says	that	this	is	the
guiding	thread	of	his	thought,	why	doubt	its	reliability	as	a	sketch	of	his	real	view?

Critics	point	out,	however,	that	the	Critique	of	Political	Economy	was	soon	replaced	by
Marx’s	masterpiece,	Capital	Volume	1,	and	went	out	of	print.	The	fact	that	Marx	didn’t	reprint
the	Preface	has	led	some	to	argue	that	it	should	not	be	considered	so	central	after	all.
(Although,	in	fairness,	we	should	note	that	an	abbreviated	version	appears	as	a	footnote	in
Capital;	see	Capital	175.)	It	has	also	been	pointed	out	that	it	can	hardly	have	been	central	to
Marx’s	thought	because	it	contains	no	explicit	mention	of	class	struggle.	And	the	fact	that	this
work	had	to	be	approved	by	the	police	censor	adds	further	to	the	complications:	might	Marx
have	deliberately	masked	aspects	of	his	ideas?

So	there	is	fierce	controversy	over	whether	it	is	legitimate	to	assume	that	these	few	pages
should	have	such	weight	in	the	interpretation	of	Marx.	Here	we	shall	cut	through	such	disputes
by	the	simple	expedient	of	not	entering	them,	and	blithely	assume	that	Marx	meant	it	when	he
said	that	the	theory	set	out	represented	the	guiding	thread	of	his	thought.	Indeed	most	of	the
things	Marx	says	in	the	Preface	are	repeated	in	many	other	works.	The	novelty	is	that	only	in
the	Preface	are	they	all	brought	together.

To	understand	Marx’s	theory	it	is	helpful	to	begin	with	a	simplified	picture	before	we	enter
a	few	complications.	Marx’s	leading	thought	is	that	human	history	is	essentially	the	story	of	the
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development	of	human	productive	power.	We	human	beings	differ	from	most	animals	in	that	we
act	upon	nature	to	produce	the	things	we	want	and	need.	The	driving	motor	of	human	history	is
the	development	of	our	methods	of	production,	which	become	ever	more	complex,	ingenious,
and	elaborate.	In	this	we	differ	from	all	animals.	Such	development	however,	always	takes
place	within	some	economic	structure	or	other—slavery,	feudalism,	capitalism,	or,	one	day,
communism.	But	economic	structures	supplant	one	another.	Feudalism	turned	into	capitalism,
for	example.	What	explains	this?

Marx’s	idea	is	that	economic	structures	rise	and	fall	as	they	further	or	impede	human
productive	power.	For	a	time—perhaps	a	very	long	time—an	economic	structure	will	aid	the
development	of	productive	power,	stimulating	technological	advances.	Yet,	Marx	believes,	this
will	typically	last	only	so	long.	Eventually	any	economic	structure	(except,	apparently,
communism)	starts	to	impede	further	growth.	In	Marx’s	terminology,	it	‘fetters’	further
development	of	productive	power.	Technology	just	cannot	grow	within	the	existing	economic
structure.	At	this	point	the	economic	structure	is	said	to	‘contradict’	the	productive	forces.	But
this	contradiction	cannot	continue	indefinitely.	There	will	come	a	time	when	the	economic
structure	cannot	hold	out	any	longer,	for	it	cannot	hold	up	progress—the	development	of	the
productive	forces—for	ever.	The	ruling	class	will	begin	to	lose	its	grip,	and,	at	this	point,
Marx	says,	the	economic	structure	will	be	‘burst	asunder’	leading	to	a	period	of	social
revolution.	Just	as	one	form	of	society	is	replaced	by	another,	one	ruling	class	falls	away	and
another	becomes	dominant.	This	is	how	capitalism	is	said	to	have	replaced	feudalism,	and	will
be	how	capitalism	falls	to	communism.

Until	the	very	end	of	the	last	sentence	many	readers,	no	doubt,	will	have	found	little	to
object	to	in	the	theory	as	depicted.	It	seems	plausible	enough	that	human	history	is	the	story	of
the	development	of	human	productive	power.	And	plausible	enough	that	forms	of	society	rise
and	fall	as	they	frustrate	or	impede	that	growth.	But	accept	these	innocent	sounding	claims	and,
it	seems,	you	have	swallowed	historical	materialism,	and	in	doing	so	have	become	a	Marxist.
Oh.

Of	course,	nothing	is	quite	so	simple.	It	might,	for	example,	be	possible	to	accept	the	broad
lines	of	the	theory	but	question	the	predictions	Marx	attempted	to	draw.	But	we	need	more
detail	before	we	can	assess	anything.

So	far	I	have	mentioned	two	distinct	elements	in	Marx’s	theory	of	history:	first,	human
productive	power	and	second	the	economic	structure.	This	idea	of	the	economic	structure	is
best	understood	in	terms	of	examples:	slavery,	feudalism,	capitalism,	communism.	It	is
characterized	by	the	dominant	‘relation	of	production’.	So,	for	example,	a	society	where
production	is	carried	out	by	workers	who	hire	out	their	labour	power	to	others	who	have	the
wealth	to	purchase	it	has	a	capitalist	economic	structure.	On	the	other	hand	a	society	where
production	is	carried	out	by	people	who	are	the	legal	property	of	others	has	an	economic
structure	of	slavery.	The	particular	type	of	class	division	within	a	society,	thus,	is	a	mark	of	the
type	of	economic	structure	it	has.

We	now	need	to	add	a	third	element,	the	political	and	legal	‘superstructure’.	This	includes,
naturally	enough,	the	legal	and	political	institutions	of	society,	such	as	laws,	law	courts,	and
parliamentary	procedures.	Marx’s	image	of	society	is	architectural.	At	the	most	basic,
providing	society’s	foundations,	are	the	‘productive	forces’;	what	we	have	so	far	called	human
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productive	power.	At	the	next	level	up	we	have	the	economic	structure	(also,	confusingly,
known	as	the	base),	and,	above	that,	the	legal	and	political	superstructure.

With	these	ideas	in	hand	we	can	state	the	central	claims	of	historical	materialism	with	a
little	more	precision.	First	there	is	what	has	been	called	‘the	development	thesis’.	This	we
have	already	encountered.	It	says	that	the	forces	of	production	tend	to	develop	over	time	(in
other	words	human	productive	power	tends	to	grow).	We	become	capable	of	increasingly
advanced	production,	producing	more	and	more	in	less	time.	Next	there	are	two	‘primacy
theses’.	The	first	states	that	the	level	of	development	of	the	productive	forces	within	a	society
—its	available	technology—will	determine	the	nature	of	its	economic	structure.	In	Marx’s
famous	example	from	his	Poverty	of	Philosophy,	‘the	handmill	gives	you	society	with	the
feudal	lord,	the	steam-mill	gives	you	society	with	the	industrial	capitalist’	(M.	219–20).

Why	should	this	be?	Why	should	the	nature	of	technology	available	to	a	society	determine
its	economic	structure?	In	Wage-Labour	and	Capital,	Marx	illustrates	his	point	with	a	military
example:

With	the	invention	of	a	new	instrument	of	warfare,	firearms,	the	whole	internal
organization	of	the	army	necessarily	changed;	the	relationships	within	which
individuals	can	constitute	an	army,	and	act	as	an	army,	were	transformed	and	the
relations	of	different	armies	to	one	another	also	changed.	(M.	281)

In	other	words	to	make	an	efficient	use	of	developing	technology	we	may	have	to	change	our
patterns	of	work,	and	this	change	may	lead	to	a	change	in	authority	structures.	For	a	more
detailed	military	example,	consider	the	introduction	of	a	mobile	field	gun.	Suppose	three
people	are	needed	to	operate	it.	Now	in	a	military	context	there	is	only	one	sensible	way	of
using	such	a	gun;	put	one	of	the	three	in	charge	of	the	other	two.	For	otherwise	there	may	be
futile,	or	even	damaging,	disputes	about	when	and	how	to	use	it	in	battle.	So	one	must	be	given
the	final	say:	power	over	the	other	two.	This,	in	turn,	needs	to	be	supported	by	a	whole	system
of	sanctions	and	punishments	for	those	who	dare	to	disobey,	if	power	is	going	to	amount	to
anything.	Now	although	these	relations	come	out	very	clearly	in	the	military	context,	the	same
is	true,	if	harder	to	detect,	in	an	economy	as	a	whole.	Consider	the	massive	and	rapid
development	of	technology	during	the	industrial	revolution.	This	led	to	ever	changing	methods
of	work,	and	with	this,	shifting	customs,	norms,	patterns	of	ownership,	and	authority	structures.
On	a	smaller	scale	we	see	something	akin	to	this	today	as	the	development	of	the	internet	has
changed	patterns	of	work	and	economic	power.

This	leads	us	to	Marx’s	second	primacy	thesis,	which	states	that	the	nature	of	the	economic
structure	of	a	society	determines	the	nature	of	its	political	and	legal	superstructure.	The	idea	is
that	the	economic	power	of	the	ruling	class	must	be	protected	and	consolidated,	and	the
political	and	legal	superstructure	adjusts	itself	to	bring	this	about.	We	have	already	seen	a
version	of	this	thesis	when	looking	at	Marx’s	Early	Writings.	The	liberal	state	presents	itself	as
neutral	between	individuals,	and	a	fair	arbitrator	between	conflicting	claims.	For	Marx	this	is
a	masquerade.	The	reality	is	that	the	liberal	state	exists	to	consolidate	the	interests	of	the
bourgeoisie.	This	is	the	realm	of	Marxist	social	theory.	Although	very	subtle	accounts	exist,	the
crudest	are	the	most	familiar.	The	hand	of	big	business	is	everywhere;	funding	political	parties;
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influencing	the	system	of	justice;	setting	electoral	agendas	and	so	on.	In	sum,	law	and	politics
are	in	the	service	of	industrial	capital.	The	superstructure	serves	the	economic	interests	of	the
ruling	class,	thus	consolidating	the	economic	structure.

Is	it	really	like	this?	If	it	is,	why	are	trade	unions	allowed?	Why	do	universities	have	Arts
Faculties	as	well	as	Engineering	(indeed,	why	allow	the	teaching	of	Marxism)?	Why	don’t	the
multinationals	win	every	one	of	their	court	cases?	Marxists	have	an	answer	to	this	too.
Although	law	and	politics	serve	economic	interests,	it	is	not	in	the	interests	of	the	economic
elite	for	this	to	be	too	widely	known.	So	capitalism	needs	capitalists	to	lose	a	few	court	cases,
and	to	allow	a	few	people	to	graduate	with	Latin	degrees,	to	cover	its	tracks.	It	cannot	afford
to	be	too	obvious.

This	will	be	a	satisfying	position	to	hold	for	those	who	believe	it.	Those	who	do	not	will	be
in	a	more	frustrating	position:	any	apparent	evidence	of	politics	and	law	acting	against	the
interests	of	the	capitalist	class	will	be	taken	by	Marxists	as	further	examples	of	the	fine	job
capitalism	does	putting	people	off	the	scent.	The	idea	that	everything	can	be	made	to	confirm
the	truth	of	Marxism	was	ridiculed	by	its	vitriolic	critic,	Karl	Popper	(1902–1994),	who	wrote
of	his	experiences	as	a	young	student	in	Vienna	in	1919:

A	Marxist	could	not	open	a	newspaper	without	finding	on	every	page	confirming
evidence	for	his	interpretation	of	history;	not	only	in	the	news,	but	also	in	its
presentation—which	revealed	the	class	bias	of	the	paper—and	especially	of	course
in	what	the	paper	did	not	say.	(Popper	35)

Yet	the	sensible	Marxist	position	is	to	say	that	real-life	politics	is	determined	by	many	factors,
including	class	struggle,	in	which	from	time	to	time	the	workers—and	even	the	intellectuals—
will	win	out.	But	in	the	long-term	the	bourgeoisie	will	win	the	great	majority	of	the	important
political	and	legal	battles,	at	least	for	as	long	as	they	are	economically	dominant.

But	let	us	press	on.	We	have	the	development	thesis	(human	productive	power	tends	to
grow)	and	the	two	primacy	theses	which	together	tell	us	that	the	nature	of	the	economic
structure	is	explained	by	the	productive	forces,	and	that	the	nature	of	the	superstructure	is
explained	by	the	economic	structure.	We	should	add,	too,	that	the	dominant	ideas	in	society	are
also	determined	by	the	needs	of	the	economic	structure.	As	Marx	says	both	in	the	German
Ideology	and	the	Communist	Manifesto:

The	ideas	of	the	ruling	class	are	in	every	epoch	the	ruling	ideas....	The	ruling	ideas
are	nothing	more	than	the	ideal	expression	of	the	dominant	material	relationships
which	make	the	one	class	the	ruling	one,	therefore,	the	ideas	of	its	dominance.	(M.
192,	260)

Here	lies	the	Marxist	theory	of	ideology.	So,	for	example,	not	only	does	this	society	have	the
institution	of	private	property,	and	the	surrounding	fabric	of	property	laws,	we	also	have	a
very	strong	moral	taboo	against	theft.	Not	only	do	we	have	the	institution	of	employment,	and
extensive	provisions	of	employment	law,	we	have	also	internalized	the	attitude	that
unemployment—even	when	involuntary—is	almost	a	moral	failing.	Thus	not	only	do	we	see
law	and	politics	adapting	to	the	needs	of	capitalism,	the	very	ideas	people	have	are	also
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generated	the	same	way.	This	includes	ideas	of	morality,	religion,	and	metaphysics	(M.	180).
However	compelling,	or	otherwise,	this	may	be,	it	may,	as	yet,	be	very	unclear	what	any	of

this	has	to	do	with	the	idea	of	the	coming	of	communism.	Couldn’t	one	believe	everything	that
has	been	said	so	far,	yet	have	no	view	at	all	about	the	likelihood	of	communism?	In	fact,	we
have,	as	yet,	seen	almost	nothing	about	how	one	form	of	economic	structure	gives	way	to
another.

Of	course,	for	Marx,	capitalism	not	only	has	an	ending	but	a	beginning.	That	is,	before
capitalism	there	was	feudalism.	We	will	look	at	the	birth	of	capitalism	for	the	insight	it	may
give	us	into	the	question	of	how	it	might	die.	According	to	the	official	Marxist	account,	feudal
economic	structures	gave	way	because	they	were	unable	to	develop	the	productive	forces.
They	were	ultimately	replaced	by	capitalist	structures,	which	could.

Here	is	the	story	of	feudalism’s	sad	end,	according	to	Engels	in	his	powerful	and
wonderfully	readable	pamphlet	Socialism:	Utopian	and	Scientific,	and	Marx	in	the	superb
final	few	chapters	of	Capital	Volume	1.	Production	under	feudalism—and	here	the	discussion
concerns	production	in	the	towns,	not	agriculture—took	place	within	the	confines	of	the	Guild
system.	To	produce	any	item	and	offer	it	for	sale	one	had	to	be	a	member	of	the	appropriate
guild.	To	be	a	member	one	would	have	had	to	pay	for	a	licence,	purchased	from	the	local	lord,
and	licences	were	kept	in	short	supply,	to	keep	the	price	up,	and	so	maximize	revenues	for	the
lord.

In	consequence	feudal	producers	were	protected	from	competition	by	the	law,	and	further
protected	themselves	by	the	means	of	‘trade	secrets’	passed	on	only	to	initiates	(much	like	the
Magic	Circle).	Feudal	handicraft,	accordingly,	was	carried	out	by	craftsmen	and	apprentices	in
time-honoured	fashion.	It	was,	we	saw,	for	Marx	one	of	the	paradigms	of	non-alienated
production.

Protected	as	it	was,	there	was	no	internal	incentive	in	this	system	for	anyone	to	break	up
this	cosy	rhythm	by	the	introduction	of	the	division	of	labour	within	the	production	unit.	Of
course	there	was	what	Marx	calls	the	social	division	of	labour—some	made	chairs,	some
made	shoes—but	each	craftsman	would	tend	to	make	the	whole	object.	No	doubt	there	was
some	division	of	labour.	Perhaps	the	apprentices	did	the	easy	bits,	or	the	bits	that	didn’t	show,
but	there	was	nothing	like	the	concentration	on	minute	tasks	that	we	see	with,	for	example,
production	line	techniques	under	capitalism.

So	described	it	is	apparent	that	feudalism	fettered	the	development	of	human	productive
power.	It	impeded	the	introduction	of	new,	highly	effective,	forms	of	production,	where
producing	a	single	commodity	may	be	the	combined	task	of	many	people,	each	expert	in	their
little	corner	of	the	production	process.	Adam	Smith	had	been	so	impressed	with	the	miracle	of
the	division	of	labour	that	he	opens	The	Wealth	of	Nations	with	an	unlikely	peon	to	a	pin
factory.	An	unskilled	workman	working	alone,	claims	Smith,	could	barely	make	a	single	pin	in
a	day,	and	certainly	not	more	than	twenty.	But	Smith	notes	that	modern	manufacture	has	broken
down	the	production	of	a	pin	into	about	eighteen	separate	tasks,	and	claims	that	in	a	factory
where	these	tasks	are	divided	between	ten	men,	each	a	specialist	in	just	one	or	two,	it	is
possible	to	produce	48,000	pins	a	day,	rather	than	the	200	that	might,	at	best,	have	been	created
had	each	worked	independently.	Smith	argues	that	wherever	the	division	of	labour	is
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introduced,	production	increased	dramatically.	(Of	course,	as	we	have	seen,	Smith	was	not
blind	to	the	stultifying	effect	that	this	had	on	quality	of	work	for	the	worker.)

Its	inability	to	harness	the	potential	of	the	division	of	labour,	for	it	had	no	incentive	to,	led
to	the	downfall	of	feudalism,	says	Marx.	For,	he	writes,	a	new	class	of	adventurers,	wealthy
from	its	plunder	of	the	New	World	and	the	colonies,	was	able	to	set	up	production	outside	the
physical	and	legal	confines	of	the	feudal	towns,	in	the	seaports	or	countryside.

The	discovery	of	gold	and	silver	in	America,	the	extirpation,	enslavement	and
entombment	in	mines	of	the	indigenous	population	of	that	continent,	the	beginnings
of	the	conquest	and	plunder	of	India,	and	the	conversion	of	Africa	into	a	preserve
for	the	commercial	hunting	of	blackskins,	are	all	things	which	characterize	the
dawn	of	the	era	of	capitalist	production.	(Capital	915)

Producing	cheaper	goods,	and	selling	into	the	same	markets,	this	new	class	of	manufacturers
eventually	gained	economic	ascendancy,	replacing	the	now	out-moded	Guild	producers.	This
is	the	core	of	the	downfall	of	feudalism.

Now,	in	the	1859	Preface	Marx	distinguishes	the	‘social	revolution’	from	the	‘ideological
forms	in	which	men	become	aware	of	this	struggle	and	fight	it	out’.	No	doubt	this	distinction
could	be	read	in	various	ways,	but	one	way	is	to	postulate	that	Marx	is	making	a	distinction
between	the	economic	revolution,	in	which	one	type	of	economic	structure	replaces	another,
and	the	political	revolution,	in	which	a	new	class	grasps	formal	political	and	legal	authority.
Accordingly,	the	feudal	relation	of	the	lord	who	licensed	the	Guilds	was	replaced	by	capitalist
and	worker.	This	included	not	only	new	methods	of	production,	but	new	authority	structures
and	expectations.	The	apprentice	would	have	worked	in	the	reasonable	hope	that	one	day	he
would	become	a	guildsman	in	his	own	right.	But	any	member	of	the	proletariat	who	thinks	that,
in	the	natural	course	of	events	he	will	become	a	capitalist,	has	another	think	coming.

So	we	have	seen	how	the	economic	revolution	took	place,	at	least	according	to	Marx	and
Engels.	But	how	about	the	political	revolution?	Although	from	the	point	of	view	of	the	history
books,	it	was	massively	significant,	Engels	presents	this,	at	least	in	England,	as	a	long	drawn-
out	sequence	of	relatively	minor	events.	It	began,	perhaps,	with	the	‘Glorious	Revolution’	of
1688,	in	which	James	II	was	deposed	in	favour	of	William	and	Mary,	and	the	establishment	of
the	Bill	of	Rights	of	1689,	which	provided	for	the	ascendancy	of	parliament	over	the	monarch.
The	final	victory	was	won	in	1846,	with	the	repeal	of	the	Corn	Laws,	which	had	prevented	the
importation	of	corn,	and	thus	kept	corn	prices,	and	hence	the	price	of	bread,	artificially	high.
Presented	as	a	victory	for	the	workers,	the	real	beneficiaries	were	the	bourgeoisie,	who	were
able	to	pay	lower	wages	without	starving	their	workers.	The	losers	were	the	aristocratic
landowners,	who	lost	their	protected	market	position	and	the	excess	profits	that	went	with	it.
Slowly	but	surely,	the	rule	of	the	aristocracy,	by	means	of	the	monarch,	was	replaced	by	the
rule	of	parliament,	controlled	by	the	capitalist	class,	and	the	creation	of	a	‘constitutional
monarch’	who	became	no	more	than	a	figurehead.	Events	took	a	swifter	and	rather	more
exciting	turn	in	France,	of	course,	but	to	similar	effect.

All	the	elements	are	now	in	place.	Feudal	economic	structures	fettered	the	development	of
the	forces	of	production.	When	the	opportunity	arose,	a	new	class	attempted	other	types	of

Wolff, Jonathan. Why Read Marx Today?, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=829418.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 00:04:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



economic	relation	and	these	were	able	to	harness	more	developed	productive	forces,	and
accelerate	their	further	development.	The	resulting	economic	revolution	weakened	the	feudal
aristocracy’s	political	hold,	and	the	subsequent	slow-burning	political	revolution	finally
ousted	them	from	this	last	remaining	stronghold.

Consequently	a	new,	capitalist,	epoch	was	born.	A	capitalist	economic	structure	was
eventually	combined	with	the	rule	of	the	bourgeoisie.	In	other	words	the	superstructure
consolidated	and	stabilized	the	new	capitalist	economic	structure.	Largely	owing	to	the
intrinsically	competitive	nature	of	capitalism	the	development	of	the	productive	forces	surged
ahead,	and	capitalism	unleashed	previously	undreamed	of	technological	development,	which
continues	to	this	day.	For,	as	Marx	remarks	in	the	Communist	Manifesto:	‘the	bourgeoisie
cannot	exist	without	constantly	revolutionizing	the	instruments	of	production’	(M.	248).
Innovate	or	die	is	the	logic	of	capitalism.

Now	Marx	confidently	believed	that,	just	as	feudalism	had	fettered	the	development	of	the
productive	forces,	so,	eventually,	would	capitalism.	Indeed	Marx,	at	times,	thought	that	he	was
witnessing	such	a	thing.	Capitalist	competition	would	turn	from	being	an	engine	of
technological	development	to	a	major	impediment.	But	how	could	this	happen?	The	answer
lies	in	Marx’s	economic	analysis	of	capitalism.

The	economics	of	capitalism
Capital	Volume	1,	the	greatest	revolutionary	work	of	the	nineteenth	century,	an	insurrectionary
text	of	the	highest	order,	starts	with	a	surprisingly	mundane	project:	‘The	wealth	of	those
societies	in	which	the	capitalist	mode	of	production	prevails	presents	itself	as	“an	immense
accumulation	of	commodities”;	its	unit	being	a	single	commodity.	Our	investigation	must
therefore	begin	with	the	analysis	of	a	commodity’	(M.	458).

Each	commodity	can	be	understood	as	a	‘use-value’—that	is	as	an	object	with	a	particular
use—and	as	an	‘exchange	value’—something	that	can	be	exchanged	against	other	commodities
in	particular	ratios.	Marx	believes	that	the	notion	of	use-value	is	relatively	unmysterious,	for
common	sense	or	science	can	tell	us	why	commodities	have	the	uses	they	do.	Indeed	all
societies	muct	produce	use-values	(things	with	use-value)	if	they	are	to	survive.	Exchange
value	should	strike	us	as	a	more	surprising	phenomenon;	what	explains	the	ratios	in	which
commodities	exchange	against	each	other?	Why	should	one	quarter	of	corn	have	the	same	value
as	x	hundredweight	of	iron?	Marx’s	answer	is	that	everything	depends	on	how	much	labour
was	involved	in	making	the	objects	(and	in	producing	the	machines	used	in	their	production,
and	in	acquiring	the	raw	materials	from	which	the	objects	are	made,	and	so	on,	and	so	on).	In
short,	the	quantity	of	the	ultimate	labour	input	explains	the	value	of	the	finished	commodity.
Bundles	of	commodities	with	the	same	labour	input	will	have	the	same	value.	This	explains
exchange	ratios.	Exchange	value	is	a	historically	contingent	phenomenon.	For	it	can	only	occur
in	those	societies	in	which	exchange	takes	place.

To	put	the	labour	theory	of	(exchange)	value	somewhat	more	strictly,	Marx	argues	that	the
value	of	a	commodity	is	determined	by	the	‘socially	necessary’	labour	time	required	for	its
production.	‘Socially	necessary’	means	‘applied	with	the	normal	level	of	skill	and	exertion	for
that	branch	of	industry’,	and	is	introduced	to	avoid	the	‘lazy	or	inefficient	worker’	problem.	If
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value	were	determined	by	actual	labour	time	then	a	commodity	produced	by	a	slow	worker
should	be	worth	more	than	the	identical	commodity	produced	by	a	standard	worker.
Introducing	the	idea	that	values	are	proportionate	not	to	actual	labour	time	but	to	socially
necessary	labour	time	avoids	this	absurdity.	So	now	we	have	the	initial	statement	of	Marx’s
labour	theory	of	value.	It	is	introduced	as	a	theory	of	relative	price	(although	the	final	picture
is	massively	complicated	by	Marx’s	arguments	in	Capital	Volume	3,	which	we	shall	leave	to
one	side	here).

Nothing	very	revolutionary	about	this	so	far,	either	in	economic	or	political	terms.	The
classical	economists	Adam	Smith	and	David	Ricardo	had	proposed	versions	of	the	labour
theory	of	value	before,	as	had	many	of	their	followers.	But	Marx	feels	that	he	can	offer	insights
that	take	things	much	further.	First,	although	other	economists	had	made	the	distinction	between
use-value	and	exchange	value—what	a	product	can	be	used	for,	and	what	it	can	be	sold	for—
Marx	claims	that	labour	must	also	be	considered	in	a	double-aspect	if	it	is	to	create	products
with	this	dual	character.	Specifically,	Marx	claims	that	labour	must	be	considered	both	as
‘concrete	labour’	and	‘abstract	labour’.	Concrete	labour	creates	use-values;	it	is	labour	of	a
particular	type	and	purpose,	creating	goods	of	a	particular	type	and	purpose.	Abstract	labour
creates	exchange	value.	It	has	one	pertinent	feature	only:	its	duration.	The	only	pertinent	feature
of	the	object	it	creates	is	its	price.	Thus,	under	capitalism,	labour	is	simultaneously	both
abstract	and	concrete,	and	its	product	is	both	a	use-value	and	an	exchange	value.	In	a	letter	to
Engels	in	1867,	Marx	said	that	the	account	of	the	‘twofold	character	of	labour’	is	one	of	‘the
best	points	in	my	book’	(M.	564).

Why	should	this	be	so	important?	The	point,	perhaps	only	implicit	in	Capital,	is	that	the
twofold	character	of	labour	introduces	a	possible	conflict	or	division	within	capitalist
production.	In	producing	a	use-value,	one	wants	to	produce	an	object	that	fits	its	purposes
well.	A	shirt	should	be	comfortable,	well-fitting,	long-lasting	and	so	on.	Yet	from	the	point	of
view	of	exchange	value	all	that	matters	is	what	it	costs,	and	that	similar	products	can	continue
to	be	sold	in	the	future.	So	it	is	important	to	make	shirts	that	don’t	last	too	long.	Production
must	serve	two	purposes:	the	creation	of	use-value	and	the	continuing	creation	of	exchange
value.	The	requirements	of	the	latter	may	compromise	the	former,	frustrating	our	natures	as
productive	beings	(another	form	of	alienation).

This,	then,	was	the	first	of	Marx’s	major	insights	into	capitalist	economics.	The	second
concerns	exchange	value	alone;	in	particular,	the	question	of	how	it	is	possible	for	a	capitalist
to	make	a	profit.	Well,	we	would	all	like	to	know	the	answer	to	that,	although	in	one	way	it	is
very	straightforward:	buy	cheap,	sell	expensive	(if	you	can).	But	this	is	not	enough	to	explain
how	it	is	possible	for	capitalists	in	general	to	make	a	profit.	That	is,	how	can	the	whole
capitalist	economy	return	a	profit	year	after	year?	This	is	the	question	that,	according	to	Engels
in	his	speech	at	Marx’s	graveside,	had	baffled	all	previous	economists.

To	bring	out	the	problem,	consider	the	contrast	between	two	types	of	economy,	both	of
which	involve	the	production	of	goods	and	their	exchange.	In	the	first,	relatively	undeveloped,
economy,	individuals	produce	goods,	or,	as	Marx	calls	them,	commodities,	then	sell	them	to
get	the	money	to	purchase	the	commodities	they	want	or	need.	A	cobbler	may	make	shoes,	and
then	sell	them	to	acquire	the	money	to	buy	food	and	clothes.	Marx	represents	this	as	the	‘circuit
of	commodities’:
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C–M–C

C	here	stands	for	commodity,	and	M	for	money.	The	worker	makes	a	commodity,	sells	it	for
money	and	then	buys	and	consumes	other	commodities.	End	of	story.

Now	consider	the	behaviour	of	the	industrial	capitalist.	He	or	she	buys	commodities	of
various	sorts.	These	tend	to	fall	into	the	categories	of	labour,	plant,	and	raw	materials.	These,
in	combination,	produce	a	new	commodity,	which	is	then	sold.	But	clearly	there	would	be	no
point	in	going	to	all	this	trouble	unless	the	money	received	at	the	end	of	the	cycle	is	greater
than	the	money	advanced	at	the	start.	Thus	Marx	also	presents	what	he	calls	the	‘circuit	of
capital’.

M–C–M’

Here	M	is	the	money	advanced,	C	the	commodities	purchased,	transformed,	then	sold,	and	M’
the	increased	amount	of	money	received	when	the	produced	goods	are	sold.	Money	advanced
for	the	sake	of	making	a	profit	is	called	‘capital’	(hence	‘capitalism’).	The	purest	form	of	this
is	banking,	which	develops	the	short	and	sweet	cycle:

M–M’

Money	is	advanced	purely	with	the	intention	of	getting	an	increased	sum	back,	without	dirtying
one’s	hands	with	production	or	sales	along	the	way.

Now,	in	M–C–M’,	which,	for	Marx,	is	the	paradigm	of	capitalist	production,	the	capitalist
makes	a	profit.	Marx’s	question	is	this:	how	is	it	possible	if	everything	exchanges	at	its	value?
That	is,	we	know	how	to	make	a	profit,	if	we	are	lucky,	in	a	market	of	changing	prices.	But	if
prices	remain	constant,	where	does	profit	come	from?	How	does	it	even	get	into	the	equation?
We	must,	I	think,	confess	that	this	is	a	puzzle.	We	are	so	used,	now,	to	the	idea	that	somehow
capitalism	makes	positive	profits	year	after	year,	that	‘investments’	somehow	naturally	bring
‘return’,	that	we	forget	to	ask:	where	does	this	come	from?

Marx	wants	us	to	be	properly	impressed	with	this	difficulty,	for	he	takes	himself	to	be	the
first	person	in	the	history	of	economic	thought	to	have	been	able	to	solve	it,	and	spends	many
pages	exploring	dead-end	solutions.	Finally	he	lets	us	into	the	secret.	There	must	be,	he	says,	a
commodity	which	creates	more	value	in	its	use	than	it	cost.	And,	he	tells	us,	there	is	a	very
special	commodity	just	of	this	kind:	labour	power.	Suppose	I,	Moneybags,	the	capitalist,	hire	a
worker	for	a	day,	thus	purchasing	‘a	day’s	labour	power’.	How	much	should	it	cost	me?	Now
schooled,	at	least	from	the	business	pages,	in	elementary	economic	theory,	you	might	start
talking	about	supply	and	demand;	how	skilled	the	job	is;	how	scarce	the	talent	needed	to	do	it;
and,	perhaps,	how	unpleasant	the	task	and	so	on.	But	for	Marx	all	of	this	is	superficial	and	the
price	of	labour	is	ultimately	determined	in	the	same	way	as	the	price	of	any	other	commodity.
That	is,	by	the	quantity	of	socially	necessary	labour	power	required	for	its	production.

This	may	seem	a	strange	idea.	What	is	the	time	it	takes	to	produce	a	day’s	labour	power?
Well,	it	is	the	time	it	takes	to	produce	the	commodities	necessary	to	sustain	the	worker	for	the
day.	Not	only	food,	but	a	contribution	to	the	cost	of	housing,	clothes,	and	so	on.	(In	some
formulations	Marx	also	talks	of	sustaining	the	worker’s	family	too,	but	we	can	leave	this
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complication	to	one	side.)	Furthermore,	highly	trained	workers	cost	more	to	produce	than
ordinary	ones,	and	this	is	why,	according	on	Marx’s	analysis,	they	cost	more.	The	cost	of
training	is	spread	out	in	their	products	over	an	entire	working	life.

For	Marx,	then,	labour	power	is	a	commodity	like	any	other.	It	can	be	bought	and	sold	on
the	market	at	its	value.	So,	to	adopt	one	of	the	simple	models	so	beloved	of	economists,	let	us
suppose	that	a	worker	needs	a	basket	of	commodities	in	order	to	survive,	and	that	the
commodities	in	the	basket	contain	a	grand	total	of	four	hours	of	other	people’s	labour	(i.e.
these	commodities	took	four	hours	to	produce	when	everything	is	added	up).	The	price	of	the
worker	then,	for	the	day,	will	be	the	cost	of	the	commodities	in	the	basket.	In	other	words	a
day’s	wages	will	be	the	amount	of	money	sufficient	to	produce	these	goods.	To	create
equivalent	value	the	worker	must	work	four	hours.	This	is	known	as	‘necessary	labour’	(not	to
be	confused	with	the	concept	of	‘socially	necessary	labour’	introduced	earlier).	It	is	in	effect
what	the	worker	needs	to	do	to	create	the	value	of	his	or	her	wages.	In	this	example,	we	said,
that	amounted	to	four	hours.

But,	of	course,	Moneybags	is	hardly	going	to	let	the	worker	return	home	after	completing
four	hours’	labour.	On	the	contrary,	having	paid	for	a	whole	day’s	labour,	a	whole	day’s	labour
is	expected.	Let	us	suppose,	in	these	relatively	humane	times,	a	day’s	labour	standardly	lasts
eight	hours	(Marx,	himself,	was	more	familiar	with	a	workers	who	performed	an	average	of
eleven	hours	a	day,	six	days	a	week).	We	have	heard	that	the	first	four	hours,	which	create	the
value	to	pay	wages,	is	known	as	necessary	labour.	The	further	four	hours	is	surplus	labour.
Surplus	labour	creates	surplus	value,	and	on	Marx’s	analysis,	surplus	value	is	the	source	of	all
profit.	It	is	this	that	makes	the	difference	between	the	money	advanced	and	the	money	received.
The	process	of	‘extracting’	surplus	value	is	called	‘exploitation’.	Finally	we	have	arrived	at
the	point	of	Marx’s	great	discovery.	Under	capitalism	all	profit	is	ultimately	the	result	of	the
exploitation	of	the	workers.	For,	by	this	account,	there	is	simply	nowhere	else	for	profit	to
come	from.

Now	you	may	think,	either	this	represents	the	workers	as	very	stupid,	or	there	must	be
something	wrong	with	Marx’s	analysis.	For	if	workers	posses	this	incredibly	valuable	thing—
labour	power—why	don’t	they	keep	it	to	themselves,	or,	at	least	sell	it	for	a	decent	price?

The	reason	why	they	don’t	keep	it	to	themselves	and	thus	harness	its	full	earning	potential,
says	Marx,	is	that	they	can’t.	According	to	Marx	one	of	the	conditions	of	capitalism’s	existence
is	that	there	must	be	a	class	of	workers	who	are	free	in	an	ironic	‘double	sense’.	First,	they
must	be	free	from	feudal	ties,	which	would	otherwise	prevent	them	from	entering	any	sort	of
market	transaction.	Second,	they	must	be	‘free’	from	independent	access	to	the	means	of
production.	In	other	words	they	must	both	be	able	to	work	for	capitalists	and	need	to.	They
acquiesce	in	their	own	exploitation	only	because	they	have	no	alternative.	They	cannot	work
for	themselves	as	they	have	nothing	to	work	on	or	with,	no	land	or	other	resources.	Thus	they
must	hire	out	their	labour	power	to	the	highest	bidder.

This	is	nicely	illustrated	in	Marx’s	tale	of	‘unhappy	Mr	Peel’:

A	Mr	Peel…	took	with	him	from	England	to	the	Swan	River	district	of	Western
Australia	means	of	subsistence	and	of	production	to	the	amount	of	£50,000.	This
Mr	Peel	even	had	the	foresight	to	bring	besides	3,000	persons	of	the	working	class,
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men,	women,	and	children.	Once	he	arrived	at	his	destination,	Mr	Peel	was	left
without	a	servant	to	make	his	bed	or	fetch	him	water	from	the	river.	Unhappy	Mr
Peel,	who	provided	for	everything	except	the	export	of	English	relations	of
production	to	Swan	River.	(Capital	933)

In	other	words,	rational	individuals	who	can	acquire	land	for	themselves,	as	they	could	at	that
time	in	Western	Australia,	are	very	likely	to	choose	to	do	this	rather	than	selling	their	labour
power	to	the	capitalists.	So,	in	general,	Marx	thinks	that	the	worker	sells	his	or	her	labour
power	only	because	there	is	no	real	option.

Nevertheless,	even	though	they	must	sell	their	labour	power,	why	so	cheap?	After	all	it	is	a
commodity	of	special	value,	the	only	thing	on	the	market	capable	of	making	a	profit.	And,	it
seems,	potentially	a	very	nice	profit	too.	Wouldn’t	this	mean	that	capitalists	in	competition
with	each	other	would	try	to	get	as	much	of	it	as	possible?	And	wouldn’t	such	competition
drive	up	the	price,	thus	giving	the	workers	an	increasingly	decent	wage?

This	argument	seems	no	more	than	a	simple	application	of	the	laws	of	supply	and	demand.
If	labour	is	regarded	as	valuable	it	will	be	greatly	in	demand	and	so	the	price	will	rise.	If	the
supply	of	labour	is	fixed,	as	it	appears	to	be—there	are,	after	all,	no	‘labour	factories’—then	it
will	be	very	scarce	and	the	price	must	rise,	even	to	the	point	where	no	profit	can	be	made,
according	to	pure	theory.	So,	some	have	argued,	Marx	is	quite	mistaken.	Rather	than	being	a
universal	feature	of	capitalism,	in	a	properly	functioning	free	market	exploitation	cannot	even
exist.

Earlier	socialists,	convinced	that	exploitation	must	exist,	yet	aware	of	the	theory	of	supply
and	demand,	tried	to	grapple	with	the	same,	inconvenient,	problem.	Now,	if	the	supply	of
labour	could,	somehow,	increase	in	response	to	increasing	demand,	this	would	help	keep
wages	down,	and	thus	rescue	the	argument	that	capitalism	is	exploitative	of	the	workers.
Accordingly	some	socialists	noted	that	as	wages	rise	the	standard	of	living	will	rise	too.	This
will	encourage	workers	to	have	more	children,	increasing	the	labour	supply.	This,	then,
renders	labour	less	scarce	and	wages	should	fall	back	again.

Ingenious	though	this	may	be,	unfortunately	it	has	a	couple	of	flaws.	First,	there	is	simply	no
evidence	that	rising	standards	of	living	lead	people	to	have	more	children.	If	anything	the
reverse	seems	to	be	true.	Second,	even	if	there	were	such	a	trend	it	would	take	children	too
long	to	reach	the	labour	force—in	Marx’s	day	at	least	six	years!	Even	this	is	too	slow	to	exert
the	required	downward	pressure	on	wages.

Marx’s	own	solution	also	concentrates	on	the	supply	of	labour,	but	in	a	very	different	way.
It	starts	by	considering	the	behaviour	of	an	individual	capitalist	as	wages	tend	to	rise.	The	rise
in	wages	will	affect	profitability,	and	so	the	capitalist	will	become	increasingly	desperate	to
take	whatever	steps	are	most	likely	to	restore	profits,	and,	if	possible,	keep	the	edge	against
competitors.

When	wages	are	low	it	can	be	rational	to	employ	people	even	when	machinery	is	available
to	perform	the	same	task.	Many	people	will	have	seen	photographs	of	labourers	in	India,	sitting
by	the	side	of	the	road	hand-crushing	stones	into	gravel,	to	make	ballast	for	building.	A
machine	could	perform	the	labour	of	hundreds.	But	if	wages	are	very	low	and	machines
expensive,	why	use	machines?	However	as	wage	costs	rise	what	was	uneconomic	may	become
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economic,	and	the	capitalist	may	start	to	look	for	labour-saving	machinery.	A	powerful	Marxist
image	is	that	of	labourers	whose	final	task	is	to	make	the	machines	that	will	replace	them.

Now,	what	is	rational	for	one	capitalist	is	likely	to	be	rational	for	others	too,	and,	in	the
face	of	rising	wages,	there	will	be	a	general	movement	to	cut	labour	costs	by	purchasing
labour-saving	machinery.	Each	capitalist	acts	alone,	in	pursuit	of	his	or	her	personal	profit.	But
each	capitalist	is	likely	to	act	in	exactly	the	same	way,	inadvertently	creating	a	quite
unintended,	but	very	satisfactory	consequence	for	the	capitalists.	As	workers	are	replaced	by
machines,	and,	thus,	fired	as	no	longer	needed,	this	restocks	what	Marx	calls	the	‘Industrial
Reserve	Army	of	the	Unemployed’.	Remember	that	wages	were	rising	because	labour	is
scarce.	Well,	in	response	each	capitalist	takes	special	measures,	which	happens	to	lead	to	the
mass	redundancy	of	workers,	so	that	labour	is	no	longer	scarce.	Therefore	wages,	which	rose
because	of	labour	shortage,	will	fall	back	again.	The	capitalist	wins	twice	over.	Less	labour	is
needed,	and	now	it	can	be	paid	less.	Marx	argues	that	wages	will	fall	back	to	their	values:
essentially	a	subsistence	wage.

The	account	of	the	‘employment	cycle’	is	worth	thinking	about.	Marx’s	theory	is	that	the
Industrial	Reserve	Army	of	the	Unemployed	is	essential	to	the	functioning	of	capitalism.	It	acts
as	a	‘dead-weight’	to	the	aspirations	of	those	in	employment.	Their	wages	will	always	be	held
down	for	as	long	as	others	want	their	jobs.	In	‘boom’	times,	the	Industrial	Reserve	Army
becomes	depleted,	and	wages	can	rise	above	their	values.	But	the	good	times	cannot	last,	and
mechanisms	exist,	as	we	have	seen,	to	bring	wages	back	down.

This	analysis	is	enormously	significant.	First,	it	involves	the	claim	that	capitalism,	as	part
of	its	natural	functioning,	involves	an	employment	cycle.	There	is	no	tendency	to	equilibrium,
either	in	the	short	term	or	long	term.	Rather	the	economy	has	to	be	understood	in	dynamic
terms,	as	going	through	regular	cycles.	Consequently	the	politician’s	Holy	Grail	of	permanent
full	employment	is	a	mirage.	As	we	have	seen,	on	Marx’s	analysis	anything	close	to	full
employment	will	be	a	short-term	phenomenon.	Defences	against	rising	wages	see	to	that.

Second	we	should	note	that	workers	are	also	consumers.	When	they	are	relatively	well	off
they	will	buy	more,	fuelling	a	boom,	but	when	unemployed	their	purchasing	power	virtually
disappears.	So	capitalists	will	see	their	sales	fall,	leading	to	unsold	stocks,	and	in	some	cases
pushing	them	over	the	brink	to	ruin.	‘In	these	crises	there	breaks	out	an	epidemic	that,	in	all
earlier	epochs	would	have	seemed	an	absurdity—the	epidemic	of	over-production’
(Communist	Manifesto	M.	250).

In	other	words,	along	with	the	employment	cycle	goes	the	trade	cycle	of	boom	and	bust.
This	cycle,	brought	to	Marx’s	attention	by	Engels	in	1843,	has	been	the	bugbear	of	economics
ever	since.	No	economist	has	ever	worked	out	a	way	of	eliminating	the	destructive	cycle	of
boom	and	recession.	Of	course,	they	have	found	ways	of	mitigating	its	effects—contrary	to
Marx’s	expectation	that	it	would	get	worse	and	worse—but	they	can	do	nothing	to	eliminate	it
entirely.	If	Marx	is	right	this	is	only	to	be	expected.

Finally	it	is	worth	commenting	on	a	humanist	plea,	beloved	of	the	sort	of	people	who	write
‘why,	oh	why?’	letters	to	newspapers.	In	times	of	high	unemployment	it	is	also	common	to	find
people	working	long	hours,	or,	at	least,	longer	than	they	would	prefer.	Suppose	we	have	10	per
cent	unemployment	and	a	40-hour	week.	Time	and	time	again	it	is	discovered	that,	if	only	we
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were	to	cut	the	working	week	by	the	right	proportion,	we	could	eliminate	unemployment.	So
why	don’t	we	do	this?

One	answer	is	that,	in	a	capitalist	economy,	there	is	no	one	in	charge	to	bring	this	about.	But
Marx’s	more	theoretical	answer	would	be	that	the	proposal	is,	in	any	case,	impossible.
Eliminating	unemployment	means	that	the	capitalist	cannot	meaningfully	threaten	the	worker
with	the	sack.	It	thus	eliminates	the	capitalist’s	bargaining	advantage,	and	so	would	inevitably
lead	to	rising	wages	and	improving	working	conditions.	While	a	marked	improvement	for	the
worker,	this	would	be	a	disaster	for	the	capitalist,	who	would	start	looking	for	labour	saving
machinery	again.	So	the	whole	filthy	business	starts	again.

The	moral	of	the	story	is	that	capitalism	needs	unemployment	in	order	to	be	profitable.	And
it	contains	mechanisms	that	will	achieve	this.	No	amount	of	letter	writing	to	the	newspapers
will	make	any	difference,	or	even	following	the	instructions	in	the	letters.	If	we	were	to	have
an	economy	of	permanent	full	employment	it	would	not	be	capitalism.

Now,	it	might	be	objected	that	there	is	something	very	puzzling	indeed	about	all	this.	If	all
profit	comes	from	labour	shouldn’t	it	be	quite	irrational	for	a	capitalist	to	lay	off	workers	and
replace	them	with	machines.	Wouldn’t	this	be	a	way	of	reducing	profits	rather	than	increasing
them?

Marx’s	answer	to	this	is:	yes	and	no.	Consider	the	behaviour	of	an	individual	capitalist.
This	person	buys	commodities	to	allow	production	to	take	place.	These	constitute	the	costs	of
production,	and	the	capitalist	calculates	profits	as	a	percentage	of	all	costs,	whether	the	money
is	spent	on	wages,	machinery,	raw	materials,	power	or	whatever.	No	capitalist	calculates	with
the	Labour	Theory	of	Value	in	mind,	assuming	that	profit	only	comes	from	labour.	Consequently
a	saving	is	a	saving,	wherever	it	comes	from,	and	potentially	can	add	to	profits.	Provided	that
revenues	remain	steady	any	reduction	in	costs	means	a	rise	in	profits.

So,	it	seems,	capitalists	can	increase	their	profits	by	cutting	their	labour	force,	provided	that
they	buy	labour-saving	machinery.	But	isn’t	this	to	concede	that	Marx	must	be	wrong	in
believing	that	labour	is	the	source	of	all	profit?	Not	so	fast!	Marx’s	argument	is	that	while
labour	is	the	source	of	all	profit	in	the	economy	as	a	whole,	where	that	profit	is	created	may
not	be	where	it	is	reaped.	And	we	should	see	the	sense	in	this.	Otherwise	it	would	follow	that
labour-intensive	industries,	such	as	hand-made	lace,	would	be	incredibly	profitable,	whereas
highly	mechanized	industries,	such	as	oil	refining,	would	be	barely	profitable	at	all.
Consequently	we	need	to	think	on	an	economy-wide	basis.	While	an	individual	capitalist	may
be	able	to	increase	his	or	her	profits	by	cutting	labour,	ultimately	other	capitalists	will	suffer.
There	will	be	less	total	profit	in	the	economy,	even	though	our	hero,	who	has	just	laid	off	some
workers,	and	now	has	a	lean,	slim	labour	force,	will	be	able	to	get	a	larger	share	of	it,	or	at
least	until	the	competition	catches	up.

This	is	an	example	of	the	classic	structure	in	game	theory	known	as	the	multi-person
Prisoners’	Dilemma.	What	is	perfectly	rational	for	a	given	person,	taken	individually,	can	be	a
disaster	for	the	collective	as	a	whole	when	it	represents	a	general	pattern	of	behaviour.	This	is
a	very	common	problem,	and	is	the	reason,	for	example	that	left	to	themselves	fishermen	will
in	some	cases	overfish	stocks	to	the	point	of	extinction.	It	is	rational	for	any	individual
fisherman	to	try	to	increase	yields	as	much	as	possible,	even	in	the	face	of	falling	catches.	But

Wolff, Jonathan. Why Read Marx Today?, Oxford University Press, 2002. ProQuest Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/nottingham/detail.action?docID=829418.
Created from nottingham on 2019-01-24 00:04:13.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
00

2.
 O

xf
or

d 
U

ni
ve

rs
ity

 P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



if	everyone	does	this	we	fall	into	a	spiral	of	decline.	It	remains	individually	rational	to	catch
as	many	fish	as	possible,	but	collectively	terrible	when	everyone	does	this.

On	this	analysis	the	capitalists	are	in	a	similar	dilemma.	Each	wants	to	increase	profits,	and
with	wages	rising	must	cut	labour	costs.	But	when	everyone	does	this	it	means	that	the
proportion	of	money	spent	on	labour	costs	is	reduced.	This,	in	turn,	means	that	the	rate	of	profit
in	the	economy	will	fall.	And	this,	indeed,	is	what	Marx	predicts.	As	more	and	more	is	spent
on	increasingly	advanced	machinery,	and,	as	a	proportion,	less	on	labour,	we	can,	in	general,
expect	the	rate	of	profit	to	fall.	Of	course	there	are	many	further	complications,	but	this,	at
least,	is	at	the	heart	of	Marx’s	supposed	‘law	of	the	falling	rate	of	profit’.	Marx	appears	to
argue	that	over	time	the	rate	of	profit	under	capitalism	will	fall…	and	fall…	and	fall.	(Is	he
right	in	this	prediction?	It	turns	out	that	the	rate	of	profit	is	actually	a	very	hard	thing	to
measure,	and	there	seems	little	undisputed	evidence	one	way	or	the	other.)

We	have	seen	two	complementary	threats	to	capitalism.	In	addition	to	the	falling	rate	of
profit	we	have	seen	Marx’s	analysis	of	the	boom/bust	cycle.	Capitalist	crisis	will	follow
capitalist	crisis,	and	with	the	increasing	globalization	of	trade,	and	growing	commodification
of	all	activities,	each	one	will	be	more	damaging	than	its	predecessor.	In	sum,	then,	the	natural
functioning	of	capitalism	means	that	it	is	a	system	in	terminal	decline;	like	so	many	of	its
products	it	has	built-in	obsolescence.	Eventually	it	becomes	so	weak	that	it	will	be	vulnerable
to	revolutionary	overthrow.

Recall	that	we	began	examining	Marx’s	economic	theory	as	an	adjunct	to	his	theory	of
history.	Just	as	feudalism	was	taken	over	by	capitalism,	capitalism	will	be	replaced	by
communism.	We	have	seen,	now,	why	Marx	thinks	that	capitalism	will	come	to	end.	At	the
highest	level	of	abstraction	it	fails	because	eventually	it	will	fetter	the	development	of	the
productive	forces.	In	more	detail	the	falling	rate	of	profit	and	increasing	tendency	to	crisis
does	the	harm.	But	why	is	any	of	this	a	reason	for	thinking	that	communism	will	come	on	the
scene?	That	is	our	next	topic.

The	transition	to	communism
The	twentieth	century	witnessed	a	number	of	‘Marxist’	revolutions.	Those	in	Russia	and	China
are,	no	doubt,	the	most	significant,	but	there	were,	of	course,	many	others.	Let	us,	for	the
moment,	consider	the	Russian	revolution.

Coming	out	of	the	nineteenth	century,	and	into	the	First	World	War,	Russia	was	in	a	sorry
state	indeed.	The	peasants	revolutionary	slogan	‘bread,	land,	and	peace’	(a	reasonable	enough
request,	on	the	face	of	it)	summed	up	their	plight	perfectly.	Economically	Russia	was	very
backward	compared	to	the	major	powers	of	Europe.	A	common	estimate	is	that	it	was	around
fifty	years	behind.	Consequently,	particularly	in	time	of	war,	it	had	a	desperate,	and	failing,
struggle	even	to	feed	its	people.

The	demand	for	land	reflects	the	fact	that	Russia	was	still,	essentially,	a	feudal	economy,
with	the	land	under	the	control	of	the	local	aristocracy.	The	peasantry	didn’t	demand	so	much
as	a	vote,	or	a	say	in	general	politics,	but	enough	land	to	feed	themselves.	In	effect	they	wanted
to	break	the	stranglehold	of	the	aristocratic	landlords.

The	plea	for	peace	needs	little	comment.	Drawn	into	a	world	war	of	which,	perhaps,	it	had
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little	understanding,	Russia’s	youth	was	being	slaughtered	as	the	Germans	advanced.	Who
wouldn’t	demand	peace?

This	powerful	cocktail	of	extreme	discontent	provided	an	opportunity	for	the	small	but
highly	active	Marxist	movement.	A	revolution	broke	out	in	February	1917,	and	a	provisional,
social	democratic,	government	was	put	in	place.	However,	the	Germans,	hoping	that	the
revolutionaries	would	take	Russia	out	of	the	war,	were	keen	to	offer	their	encouragement,	and
Lenin	was	whisked	from	exile	in	Zurich,	in	a	notorious	‘sealed-train’	through	Germany	to
Petrograd	(later	renamed	Leningrad).	That	is,	one	carriage	of	the	train	was	kept	firmly	locked
so	that	Lenin	could	not	disembark	in	Germany	and	stir	up	the	workers	there.	Within	a	few
months	of	his	arrival	in	Russia,	in	combination	with	Trotsky	and	others,	Lenin	succeeded	in
organizing	the	overthrow	of	the	provisional	government,	gaining	power	for	the	Bolsheviks	(we
will	here	more	of	these	shortly)	in	October.	The	peasants’	demands	for	land,	bread,	and	peace
were	initially	addressed	by	means	of	a	highly	concessive	peace	treaty	with	the	Germans	(the
Treaty	of	Brest–Litovsk),	and	the	redistribution	of	the	landed	estates.	Perhaps	inevitably	a	civil
war,	of	an	exceptionally	brutal	nature,	ensued,	in	which	the	Bolsheviks	eventually	consolidated
their	rule,	though	at	enormous	cost,	and	whether	the	peasants	really	did	get	what	they	wanted	is
a	good	question.

Rather	than	answer	it,	we	should	look	at	some	of	the	general	features	of	this	revolution.
First,	before	the	revolution	Russia	was,	as	we	said,	essentially	a	feudal	economy,	only	just
beginning,	belatedly,	to	transform	itself	into	capitalism.	Thus	its	people	suffered	the	‘double-
oppression’	of	feudal	land	laws	and	the	beginnings	of	capitalist	working	conditions.	The
revolutionaries	grasped	political	power	when	the	opportunity	arose,	and	used	this	to	attempt	to
impose	a	communist	economy.	So,	we	may	ask,	how	does	this	all	fit	in	with	the	theory	of
historical	materialism?

The	answer	is	that	in	terms	of	pure	Marxist	theory	(as	distinct	from	later
‘Marxist/Leninism’)	it	appears	to	fit	very	badly	indeed.	Marx	predicted	that	the	communist
revolution	would	take	place	in	the	most	advanced	capitalist	systems.	Such	systems	would	have
developed	the	productive	forces—technology—to	the	highest	point	that	capitalism	is	capable
of,	and	then,	through	their	own	internal	crises,	give	way.	Russia	had	barely	entered	a	capitalist
phase,	and	no	one	could	pretend	that	it	had	developed	high	productive	capabilities.

This	gave	rise	to	trenchant	debate	within	the	Russian	revolutionary	movement.	One	group—
known	as	Mensheviks—argued	that	the	conditions	in	Russia	were	not	ripe	for	a	Marxist
revolution.	Any	attempt,	they	believed,	would	lead	to	disaster.	The	Bolsheviks	ridiculed	the
‘doctrinaire	dogmas’	of	the	Mensheviks	and	argued	that	the	revolutionaries	should	seize	the
opportunity	that	they	had	in	front	of	them,	which	may	not	come	again.	The	Mensheviks	were
memorably	dismissed	by	the	Bolshevik	(formerly	a	Menshevik)	Trotsky	(as	he	himself	reports
in	his	History	of	the	Russian	Revolution	Volume	3):	‘You	are	pitiful	isolated	individuals;	your
role	is	played	out.	Go	where	you	belong	from	now	on—to	the	dustbin	of	history.’	Nevertheless,
the	Mensheviks	may	have	been	the	more	faithful	followers	of	Marx.	Certainly	this	was	the
view	of	the	Socialist	Party	of	Great	Britain,	who	now	boast	that	they	condemned	the	Russian
revolution	as	‘non-Marxist’	within	its	first	24	hours.

So	the	Russian	revolution	is	an	object	lesson	in	‘how	not	to	have	a	Marxist	revolution’.	But
how	are	you	meant	to	do	it?	First	of	all,	according	to	Marxist	theory	the	first	country	to	achieve
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revolution	to	communism	should	have	been	Britain,	or	some	other	highly	developed	industrial
economy	(although	Marx	did	suggest	it	might	break	out	first	in	the	less-developed	economy	of
Germany).	Once	communism	had	taken	root	elsewhere	Russian	communism	could	catch	a	lift
on	their	beneficent	shirt-tails,	but	Russia	was	far	too	backwards	to	be	a	pioneer.

Classic	Marxist	theory	suggests	that	the	capitalist	economy	must	have	developed	to	a
certain	point	in	order	to	make	revolution	a	real	possibility.	Marx	often	talks	about	the	material
conditions	of	communism	‘developing	in	the	womb	of	the	old	society’	(1859	Preface,	M.	426),
and,	in	a	somewhat	incongruous	image,	capitalism	developing	‘its	own	grave-diggers’
(Communist	Manifesto,	M.	255).	The	two	come	together	when	we	realize	that,	gruesomely,
capitalism	dies	in	childbirth.

We	have	already	seen	one	absolutely	key	feature.	The	forces	of	production—technology—
must	have	developed	to	a	high	degree.	One	reason	for	this	is	that	communist	society	requires
‘abundance’.	Now,	it	is	not	entirely	clear	what	this	means.	On	the	most	utopian	reading,	it
means	that	under	communism	anyone	can	have	whatever	they	desire,	however	frivolous,
without	this	having	any	effect	whatsoever	on	what	anyone	else	can	have.	A	more	moderate
understanding	is	that	there	will	be	sufficient	availability	of	goods	so	that	all	are	able	to	lead	a
‘flourishing’	life,	and	that	their	reasonable	needs	can	be	satisfied.

The	reason	for	this	requirement	is	related	to	Marx’s	understanding	of	class,	and,	in
particular,	the	reason	why	class	exists.	Marx	suggests	that	social	classes	do	not	develop	until
there	is	a	possibility	of	productive	surplus;	that	is,	not	until	an	individual	human	being,	on
average,	can	produce	more	than	he	or	she	needs	in	order	to	survive.	Once	surplus	is	possible,
this	also	opens	up	the	possibility	of	one	group,	or	class,	living	off	the	work	of	another	class.
Now	the	more	productive	society	becomes,	the	greater	the	potential	surplus,	and	the	bigger	and
richer	the	exploiting	class	can	become.	Under	capitalism	one	class	lives	a	relatively	leisured,
potentially	fulfilling,	life,	with	the	opportunity	to	pursue	education,	art,	literature,	and	culture
(whether	or	not	they	decide	to	avail	themselves	of	this	opportunity),	while	another	class
struggles	to	feed	and	clothe	itself.	However,	once	society	becomes	sufficiently	productive	it
becomes,	in	theory,	possible	for	everyone	in	society	to	lead	a	life	finally	worthy	of	human
beings.	Free	from	need,	people	can	develop	their	individual	potential.

Now,	to	be	clear,	Marx	is	not	saying	that	having	reached	such	a	level	of	productivity	classes
will	disappear	and	exploitation	end,	for	it	is	perfectly	possible	that	the	super-rich	will	do
everything	they	can	to	cream	off	the	surplus	and	preserve	their	privilege.	But	rather	his	point	is
that	abundance	makes	the	end	of	class-divided	society	a	real	possibility.	Without	abundance
class	division	is	bound	to	reappear,	as	different	groups	fight	to	control	the	surplus.	This	was
one	of	the	particularly	unattractive	features	of	Soviet	communism,	in	which	party	officials
grasped	privileges	that	were	not	available	to	the	general	citizens.

So	the	argument	seems	to	be	that	high	productive	power	is	necessary	to	create	abundance,
without	which	we	will	never	transcend	class-divided	society.	As	capitalism	develops	the
productive	forces	it	also,	therefore,	develops	one	of	the	necessary	conditions	to	allow	for	its
eventual	replacement.	We	have	also	seen	that	the	revolution	will	not	take	place	until	this
growth	is	fettered	by	the	economic	structure.	Just	as	feudalism	fettered	the	development	of	the
productive	forces	as	it	had	no	incentive	to	introduce	the	division	of	labour,	capitalism	too	must
fetter	this	development	before	we	enter	a	period	of	revolution.	In	this	case,	though,	the	fettering
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takes	a	somewhat	different	form,	in	the	shape	of	the	capitalist	boom/bust	cycle	and	an	ever-
falling	rate	of	profit.	The	worsening	and	deepening	of	regular	crises,	together	with	reduction	in
profit,	will	lead	eventually	to	a	stagnating	economy	and	a	revolutionary	proletariat	who	‘have
nothing	to	lose	but	their	chains’	(Communist	Manifesto,	M.	271).

But	this	is	still	not	yet	the	whole	story.	For	elements	of	communism	are	developing	under
capitalism,	behind	our	backs.	Engels,	in	particular,	points	out	that	a	number	of	elements	of
advanced	capitalism	are	either	already	models	of	communism,	or	ripe	for	take-over.

Take,	for	example,	the	joint-stock	company.	This	is	the	familiar	large	organization	which	is
owned	by	its	shareholders,	which	might,	today,	number	millions	of	people,	especially	when
one	realizes	how	much	is	currently	held	by	pension	funds,	for	the	benefit	of	their	members.
Now,	one	of	the	old	arguments	against	communism	is	that	people	will	only	act	in	an	efficient
and	productive	way	if	they	seek	their	own	profit.	People	need	incentives	to	work	hard,	to
chase	down	market	opportunities,	or	to	close	down	unprofitable	lines	of	business,	but	the	only
incentive	that	works	is	personal	profit,	so	it	is	said.	Thus,	the	argument	goes,	only	capitalism
will	be	efficient	because	only	capitalism	gives	individuals	the	right	incentives.	However,
according	to	Marx	and	Engels,	the	existence	and	success	of	the	joint-stock	company	shows	that
this	argument	is	mistaken.	Even	by	the	1860s	the	image	of	the	lone,	entrepreneurial	capitalist,
acting	as	an	individual	hero	of	enterprise,	was	already	a	rarity.	Companies	were	owned	by	a
raft	of	shareholders,	but	managed	very	effectively	by	salaried	employees.	This,	then,	is	the
point.	The	joint-stock	company	shows	that	it	is	perfectly	common	under	capitalism	for	some
individuals	to	manage	an	organization	for	the	benefit	of	a	large	number	of	strangers.	In	effect
this	is	all	communism	asks	of	people,	yet	it	already	happens	under	capitalism.

Now,	of	course,	under	capitalism	managers	have	all	manner	of	financial	and	personal
incentives.	They	seek	pay	rises,	promotions,	bonuses,	share	options,	and	the	like.	But	their	fate
is	ultimately	decided	by	the	shareholders.	They	know	that	the	major	fruits	of	their	endeavour
will	be	the	shareholders’	dividend,	not	personal	profit.	The	central	difference	between	the
capitalist	firm	and	communist	economies	is	that	under	communism,	in	effect,	everyone	will	be
an	equal	shareholder.	But	here	we	see	capitalism	already	evolving	communist-like	structures.

Another	example	of	an	element	of	communism	existing	under	capitalism	is	large-scale
industrial	production.	Here	we	can	have	perhaps	thousands	of	people	co-operating	together	in
production.	In	effect,	Marx	says,	production	under	capitalism	is	already	‘socialized’.	So	this
shows	that	human	beings	are	indeed	capable	of	very	elaborate	coordinated	action;	again	one	of
the	prerequisites	of	communism.

Furthermore,	capitalism	contains	many	activities	which	are	already	state	owned	or
organized	in	such	a	way	that	it	would	be	easy	for	the	state	to	take	over.	Examples	of	the	former
include	companies	that	provide	for	communication—especially	the	post	office—utility
companies	and	other	nationalized	industries.	Marx	and	Engels	predicted	that	as	capitalist	firms
got	bigger	by	beating	off	the	competition	or	merging,	and	thus	came	to	have	a	monopoly
position	in	their	industry,	governments	would	be	obliged	to	take	them	into	public	ownership	to
prevent	them	abusing	their	market	power.	(In	fact,	this	menace	has	been	dealt	with	in	other
ways;	through	breaking	up	very	large	concerns,	or	through	the	creation	of	industry	regulators.)
Other	firms	which,	although	not	monopolies,	would	be	ripe	for	take-over	by	the	state,	include
the	banks	and	other	financial	institutions.	So	yet	again	here	is	something	growing	within
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capitalism	that	could	easily	be	turned	to	communist	advantage.
Now,	all	these	points—the	possibility	of	abundance;	the	fettering	of	the	development	of	the

productive	forces;	the	development	of	communist-friendly	structures—may	be	very	suggestive,
but	still,	how	exactly	is	the	revolution	to	take	place?

Unfortunately	Marx	was	never	as	explicit	about	this	as	one	might	hope,	but	we	should
briefly	explore	two	different	models	both	of	which	are	indicated	at	points	within	his	works.
One	is	what	I	shall	call	the	‘economics	first’	model;	the	second	is	the	‘politics	first’	model.

The	idea	of	the	economics	first	model	is	that	just	as	feudal	economics	gave	way	to	capitalist
economics	long	before	feudal	politics	was	overturned,	capitalist	economics	would	fall	to
communist	economics,	before	the	communist	political	revolution.	Here	is	one	way	of
developing	this	idea.	At	a	time	of	capitalist	crisis	unemployed	workers	could	pool	their
meagre	resources	to	set	up	co-operative	enterprises	of	their	own.	Working	conditions	would	be
reasonably	decent,	for	the	workers	would	not	impose	terrible	conditions	on	themselves.	Wages
could	also	be	higher	than	elsewhere	in	the	economy	as	the	bloodsucking,	parasitic	capitalist	is
not	there	demanding	his	piece	of	the	action.	Prices	of	goods	might	also	be	reasonable	as	the
workers	would	be	selling	to	themselves,	or,	at	least,	people	like	them.	Co-operatives	would
share	knowledge	with	other	enterprises	as	they	need	not	see	them	as	competitors,	to	everyone’s
benefit.

In	this	fantasy,	the	co-operative	movement	ever	grows	in	strength,	just	at	the	time	that
capitalism	is	at	its	weakest.	One	can	just	about	imagine	workers	abandoning	capitalist
enterprises	to	join	in	the	co-operative	sector	of	the	economy,	eventually	to	a	point	where
capitalism	begins	to	be	a	marginal	part	of	the	economy.	Co-operatives	would	merge	or	form
associations,	coming	to	dominate	the	economy	as	a	whole.	At	this	point	the	economic
revolution	has	already	taken	place,	and	it	would	only	be	a	matter	of	time	before	a	political
revolution	occurs	to	oust	the	last	vestiges	of	the	capitalist	class	from	political	control.	Then	the
revolution	is	complete.

Now,	I	should	admit	at	once	that	there	is	no	evidence	that	this	is	how	Marx	and	Engels
thought	that	the	revolution	to	communism	would	take	place.	Rather	it	is	what	one	would	expect
if	the	transition	from	capitalism	to	communism	is	to	happen	in	the	way	in	which	the	transition
from	feudalism	to	capitalism	is	said	by	Marx	and	Engels	to	have	taken	place;	that	is,	if	the
same	model	is	to	apply	to	all	revolutionary	transformations	of	society.	On	this	account,
communism	comes	into	existence	as	part	of	a	natural	evolution,	without	necessarily	being	the
conscious	aim	of	anyone,	or,	at	least,	not	until	very	late	in	the	process.

The	alternative,	I	said,	is	the	‘politics	first’	model.	This	is	very	much	more	familiar.	The
thought	is	simply	that,	when	capitalism	is	fatally	weakened	through	the	declining	rate	of	profit,
ever-deepening	crisis,	and	so	on,	the	growing	revolutionary	movement	takes	its	opportunity,
and	grasps	political	power.	Once	in	power	the	proletariat	transforms	the	economy,	which	is	a
relatively	straightforward	task,	given	that	capitalism	has	developed	the	‘communist-friendly’
structures	already	described.	And	there	is	no	doubt	that	the	politics	first	model	is	the	‘official’
Marxist	account	of	communist	revolution.	It	is	very	clearly	indicated	in	the	Communist
Manifesto,	for	example,	although	this	may	be	because	Marx	thought	that	the	revolution	was
actually	in	process	as	he	was	writing	it.	In	either	case,	though,	it	is	absolutely	essential	that,	at
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the	time	of	revolution,	the	productive	forces	are	highly	developed,	yet	fettered.	It	is	equally
imperative	that	capitalism	has	already	developed	in	its	womb	significant	elements	of
communism.	On	the	politics	first	model	we	also	need	a	large,	active,	revolutionary	mass
movement	to	have	formed.	But	either	way	we	can	safely	conclude	that	the	world	has	not	(yet?)
seen	a	Marxist	revolution.

The	nature	of	communism
How	would	communism	be	organized?	This	was	one	of	the	questions	that	gripped	the	group
that	has	subsequently	become	known	as	the	‘First	International’:	The	International	Working
Men’s	Association,	founded	in	1864,	a	remarkable	association.	It	contained	the	leading	radical
and	revolutionary	figures	of	day,	including	Marx	and	Engels,	of	course,	and	was	dedicated	to
the	revolutionary	overthrow	of	existing	society.	Setting	the	pattern	for	future	groups	of	a
similar	nature,	it	eventually	broke	up	as	a	result	of	bitter	internal	division.

One	important	dispute	revolved	around	Marx	and	the	leading	anarchist	Bakunin.	Marx	had
argued	that	after	the	revolution	there	must	be	a	period	of	‘dictatorship	of	the	proletariat’	in
order	to	expunge	from	society	those	still	existing	elements	of	the	capitalist	economy.	But
sooner	or	later	this	revolutionary	state	would	‘wither	away’.	Bakunin	countered	that	once	it
had	its	dictatorship	the	proletariat	would	never	let	go.	The	dictatorship	of	the	proletariat	may
not	be	all	that	much	of	an	improvement	over	the	dictatorship	of	the	bourgeoisie.

Bakunin,	was	treated	with	utter	contempt	by	Marx,	who,	in	a	letter	of	1871	to	an	associate,
accused	him	of	being	‘a	man	devoid	of	all	theoretical	knowledge’	(M.	636),	who	‘does	not
understand	a	thing	about	social	revolution’	(from	Marx’s	notes	on	Bakunin’s	Statism	and
Anarchy,	M.	607).	In	retrospect,	however,	Bakunin	appears	remarkably	prescient.	Indeed	his
argument	is	exactly	the	theme	of	George	Orwell’s	satire	of	Soviet	communism,	Animal	Farm.
Of	course,	one	has	to	add	that	Bakunin’s	own	proposals	for	anarchist	society	remain,
thankfully,	untested,	and,	as	we	saw,	Soviet	communism	is	not	a	good	model	for	how	Marx
thought	his	ideas	should	be	implemented.	But	we	are	still	left	with	our	question:	what	did	Marx
say	about	the	arrangement	of	communism,	beyond	the	point	that	there	would	be	a	period	of	the
dictatorship	of	the	proletariat?

Despite	the	voluminous	quantity	of	Marx’s	work	as	a	whole,	it	contains	very	little	about	the
nature	of	communism.	Part	of	this	reticence	comes	from	Marx’s	contention	that	it	is	not	for	him
to	draw	up	‘recipes	for	the	cookshops	of	the	future’	(Capital	99).	That	is,	he	suggests	that	the
movement	to	communism	must	follow	its	own	lines	of	development,	and	is	a	real	historical
movement,	not	the	implementation	of	an	idea	or	principle	(M.	256).	As	Marx	puts	the	point	in
The	German	Ideology:

Communism	is	not	for	us	a	state	of	affairs	which	is	to	be	established,	or	an	ideal	to
which	reality	will	have	to	adjust	itself.	We	call	communism	the	real	movement
which	abolishes	the	present	state	of	things.	(M.	187)

Thus	we	must	see	where	history	leads	us.	It	would	be	as	absurd	for	Marx	to	draw	up	a
blueprint	of	communism	as	it	would	have	been	for	a	fifteenth-century	scholar	to	attempt	to
provide	the	details	of	a	capitalist	system.
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Sane	though	this	may	sound,	it	probably	does	not	have	a	very	powerful	motivating	force.
‘Let	us	see	where	history	takes	us’	is	not	a	strong	political	rallying	cry.	It	is	hard	to	see	how	it
could	be	rational	to	take	on	the	risk	of	a	revolution	without	some	pretty	determinate	aims.	But,
of	course,	Marx	does	leave	many	clues	about	his	expectations	for	communism.	Many	of	these
arise	in	his	criticisms	of	capitalism.

From	his	Early	Writings	we	know	that	one	of	the	chief	defects	of	capitalism	is	that	it	is
alienating.	Thus	we	would	expect	communism	not	to	be	alienating;	it	is	a	society	in	which	man
is	not	fragmented,	not	dominated	by	alien	forces,	not	subjugated.	From	the	theory	of	history	we
know	that	communism	is	expected	to	be	a	realm	of	some	abundance,	and	that	this	is	possible
only	when	we	have	reached	a	high	level	of	productive	power.

What	else?	We	also	know	that	many	of	capitalism’s	problems,	according	to	Marx,	stem	from
its	‘anarchic’	nature,	and	that	there	are	strong	indications	that	some	sort	of	rational,	planned,
organization	is	the	solution.	But	beyond	this	there	is	not	much	to	go	on.	In	a	notorious	passage
in	The	German	Ideology,	yet	another	work	Marx	left	unpublished,	he	writes:

In	communist	society,	where	nobody	has	one	exclusive	sphere	of	activity	but	each
can	become	accomplished	in	any	branch	he	wishes,	society	regulates	the	general
production,	and	thus	makes	it	possible	for	me	to	do	one	thing	today	and	another
tomorrow,	to	hunt	in	the	morning,	fish	in	the	afternoon,	rear	cattle	in	the	evening,
criticize	after	dinner,	just	as	I	have	a	mind,	without	ever	becoming	hunter,
fisherman,	cowherd,	or	critic.	(M.	185)

Finally,	there	is	Marx’s	late,	and	very	angry,	Critique	of	the	Gotha	Programme.	This	was
written	in	1875,	in	a	rage	at	the	proposals	that	had	been	put	forward	following	a	conference	the
purpose	of	which	was	to	unify	two	strands	in	the	German	worker’s	movement.	Marx	felt	that
too	much	of	the	programme	represented	the	erroneous	views	of	the	other	party,	followers	of	the
recently	deceased	Ferdinand	Lassalle.	The	Gotha	Programme’s	failure	to	take	the	true	path
prompted	Marx	to	new	heights	of	pedantry	in	criticism,	and	here	he	is	much	more	explicit
about	certain	of	his	views	than	elsewhere.	In	particular	it	is	here	that	Marx	sets	out	his	view
that	communist	society	would	‘inscribe	on	its	banners:	from	each	according	to	his	ability;	to
each	according	to	his	need’	(M.	615).

How	consistent	a	picture	can	we	gain	from	these	various	strands?	Let	us	consider	three
topics:	the	nature	of	work;	of	economic	organization;	and	of	distribution	of	material	resources.

As	we	saw,	the	hope	that	work	should	be	non-alienating	comes	out	of	the	criticisms	of	the
capitalist	system.	And	what	better	sketch	of	a	non-alienated	society	than	one	where	one	can
work	at	whatever	type	of	activity	one	wishes?	Indeed,	under	such	conditions	work	may	well	be
‘life’s	prime	want’,	as	Marx	also	says	in	the	Critique	of	the	Gotha	Programme.	This	ideal
combines	beautifully	with	Marx’s	notion	that	productive	activity—labour—is	man’s	most
distinctive	and	essential	quality.

Yet	we	also	have	to	recognize	that	the	idea	that:	‘society	will	be	re-organized	so	that	work
will	be	life’s	prime	want’	also	has	its	defects	as	a	revolutionary	call	to	arms.	How	many	of	the
exploited,	alienated	proletariat	would	sign	up	to	that?	In	a	more	pragmatic	mode,	Engels
argued	that	the	chief	attraction	of	communism	is	that	it	would	be	so	well-organized	that	there
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would	be	much	less	work	to	be	done	(and	more	people	to	do	it:	the	army	the	clergy	and
swindling	middlemen	could	all	turn	to	honest	labour).	This,	at	least,	is	what	he	said	in	his
speeches	to	the	workers.

But	the	central	difficulty,	of	course,	is	how	work	can	be	both	non-alienating	and	highly
productive.	High	productivity	appears	to	depend	on	a	developed	division	of	labour,	and	it	is
this	more	than	anything	else	which	leads	to	alienated	labour.	Hunting	whenever	you	feel	in	the
mood,	just	won’t	do	it.	High	productivity	seems	to	bring	alienation	in	its	train.

Furthermore,	although	Marx	claims	that	communism	will	awaken	new	creative	powers	in
all	of	us,	this	does	not	address	the	question	of	how	we	can	deal	with	mundane	work.	One
answer	is	that	anything	that	can	be	mechanized	will	be	(including	maintenance	of	the
machines?),	which	will	leave	us	time	to	pursue	fulfilling	occupations,	through	both	work	and
leisure.	This,	indeed,	is	suggested	by	Marx	in	a	famous	passage	from	Capital	Volume	3:

Just	as	the	savage	must	wrestle	with	Nature	to	satisfy	his	wants,	to	maintain	and
reproduce	life,	so	must	civilised	man,	and	he	must	do	so	in	all	social	formations
and	under	all	possible	modes	of	production.	With	his	development	this	realm	of
physical	necessity	expands	as	a	result	of	his	wants;	but,	at	the	same	time,	the	forces
of	production	which	satisfy	these	wants	also	increase.	Freedom	in	this	field	can
only	consist	in	socialized	man,	the	associated	producers,	rationally	regulating	their
interchange	with	Nature,	bringing	it	under	their	common	control,	instead	of	being
ruled	by	it	as	by	the	blind	forces	of	Nature;	and	achieving	this	with	the	least
expenditure	of	energy	and	under	conditions	most	favourable	to,	and	worthy	of,	their
human	nature.	But	it	nonetheless	still	remains	a	realm	of	necessity.	Beyond	it	begins
that	development	of	human	energy	which	is	an	end	in	itself,	the	true	realm	of
freedom,	which,	however,	can	blossom	forth	only	with	this	realm	of	necessity	as	its
basis.	The	shortening	of	the	working-day	is	its	basic	prerequisite.	(M.	534–5)

Whether	or	not	this	is	a	real	practical	possibility,	it	at	least	seems	a	coherent,	attractive,	ideal.
We	also	see	a	possible	difficulty	in	Marx’s	reflections	about	overall	economic	organization.

On	the	one	hand,	I	can	turn	to	whatever	I	want	‘just	as	I	have	a	mind’;	on	the	other	the	problem
with	capitalism	was	the	anarchy	of	production,	to	be	replaced	by	rational	planning.	But	Marx’s
own	suggestion	here	looks	more	anarchic	than	planned,	even	though,	as	he	says	‘society
regulates	the	general	production’.	Perhaps	we	shouldn’t	take	the	‘hunting	and	fishing’	passage
too	seriously.	It	was,	after	all,	in	a	relatively	early	text	that	was	unpublished	in	Marx’s	lifetime
and	never	repeated.

Finally,	a	quick	word	about	distribution.	How	should	goods	be	allocated	to	individuals?
Marx’s	dictum	that	each	would	contribute	according	to	their	ability,	but	receive	according	to
need	obviously	anticipates	a	world	in	which	everyone	willingly	pulls	their	weight—they	do
what	they	can.	They	do	not	raise	questions	about	the	return	they	are	getting	for	their	labour,	or
try	to	ensure	some	proportionality	between	input	and	output.	Utopian?	But	this	is	how	the
family	often	works.	You	contribute	what	you	reasonably	can,	and	your	needs	are	taken	care	of
as	far	as	this	is	possible.

The	crunch	question,	of	course,	is	what	about	those	who	refuse	to	contribute?	If	they	fail	to
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contribute	according	to	ability,	will	communist	society	refuse	them	what	they	need?	Marx	does
not	discuss	this,	but	I	think	that	his	official	answer	is	that	this	question	would	not	arise.	Once
labour	is	‘life’s	prime	want’	who	would	refuse	to	work	if	they	could?	But	the	point	can	be
pressed.	Suppose	there	are	people	who	just	refuse	to	play	the	game.	Presumably	Marx	should
say	that	communist	society	would	have	to	find	a	way	of	dealing	with	this	issue,	if	it	does	arise,
but	it	is	not	for	him,	from	the	standpoint	of	capitalist	society,	to	tell	them	what	to	do.

So,	imagine	we	could	reach	something	like	Marx’s	goal.	Most	of	production	is	mechanized,
but	the	work	remaining	for	individuals	to	do	is	highly	fulfilling.	Accordingly	the	distinction
between	work	and	leisure	is	erased,	and	people	exercise	and	enjoy	their	creativity	in	ever-new
ways.	Each	has	their	needs	satisfied,	and,	indeed,	wants	for	nothing.	It	is	the	end	of	strife	and
conflict,	and	a	fitting	world,	at	last,	for	human	beings.	It	sounds	wonderful,	of	course,	but	could
things	really	be	like	this?	We	will	look	at	this	question	shortly.
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