










































































































































































































































































































































































atomistic society. For Kant, the society of individual 

proprietors assumed the authority of a natural order. 

Hegel's philosophy, in marked contrast, extirpates all 

naturalistic residues. No doubt, renunciation and 

transcendence of naturalism in the theory and history of 

society are the most valuable part of Hegel's achievement. 

This is what Ha be rmas believes. Though somewha t 

surprisingly, the worthiest legatee of Hegel's rationalized 

position (of the revolutionized epistemology in which 

sociological issues are admitted into the philosophical 
3 

arena) is Freud. Freud is unders tood by Habermas to have 

encapsulated the Hegelian achievement in his representation 

of the essential theoretical axis as that which problemat-

izes the relation of individual potential and the total 

social apparatus of repression. This construction is said, 

with Hegel, to replace the absolute philosophical framework 

in which the individual and/or the collectivity, confronts 

a natural objectivity. (Interestingly, Habermas considers 

that Marx's formula, in which forces and relations of 

production clash, is a malformation, perhaps a malignant 
4 

strain of the Hegelian philosophy of history). 

In any case, the argument has been forcefully advanced that 

Hegel's political theory had as its unifying purpose a 

determination to specify the organizational principle 

appropriate to a rational society. What have heen 

described as Hegel's theological writings, his earliest 
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wr i tin g s '. are in the est i mat ion 0 f Sh 1 0 m 0 A v in e r i ( and 0 f 

Lukacs) a quest in the socio-political institutions of the 

Greek polis and of primitive Christianity "for a paradigm 

for a kind of universality that was 
5 

lacking in the 

political system of the modern state." These early studies 

are understood to have had two results. Fir s t: He gel's 

investigations soon persuaded him to abandon any hope of 

revitalizing the past. The contrast between the spontan-

eity of an early Christian community and the authoritarian 

institutional structure of religious life in the nineteenth 

century, and between the democratic republicanism of 

antiquity and the autocratic feudalism of nineteenth 

century Germany, became philosophical absolutes for Hegel. 

The first result of Hegel's theological studies was an 

emphatic renunciation of the antiquarian preferences of 

historians and a heightened concern with the historical 

determinacy of the present. The second resu1 t of these 

ea r 1 ies t stud ies was a pronounced unce r tal n t y about the 

philosophical prejudice that confined reason within the 

subjective dialectic of consciousness. Among the firs t 

expr es s ions of his doub ts abou t th e radical ind i vidual ism 

of the philosophy of mind is his conclusion that the 

inadequacy of primitive Christianity as a paradigm for 

present conditions lay in the fact: "that Jesus always and 

as a matter of principle addressed himself to the 

individual and equally, as a matter of principle, ignored 
6 

the problems of society as such." Which means 'that the 
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theological writings anticipated the need for a phi losophy 

of history that would elaborate the objective dialectic, 

whose structure was determinate for the modern phenomenon 

of individualism. The same anticipatory factor was evident 

in Hegel's appraisal of the democratic republicanism of the 

Greek poets: since what was absent from the political 

circumstances that produced the Greek state was, in Hegel's 

view, the individualism of modern society. The 

significance of this absence is explained by Lukacs like 

this: "His (Hegel's) entire philosophy of culture rests on 

the idea that to modern civil society goes the credit of 

pro due in g t hat in d i v i d u ali t yin wh i c h the sup e rio r i t y 0 f 

modern man over classical man in every sphere of culture 

7 
can be said to consist." Thus, before he came to write a 

philosophy of history, Hegel's scepticism combined doubt 

about the advisability of looking either to the past or to 

the interior subjective dialectic of knowledge and 

experience, for explanation or salvation. 

At the same time, it is true to say that Hegel began by 

repudiating the social relations that engulfed him. 

Against the oppressive effect of those forces he clung to 

the ideal of free individuality. The key concept of 

Hegel's early criticism, in other words, is that of 

"positivity",. which issues from an ethical-methodological 

principle that finds the basis of self-determination in the 

power of thought to register the negativity of experience: 

as that experience is fatefully pre-determined by the one-
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sided 'positivity' or effectiveness of objective relations. 

The concept of 'positivity' is also decisive for Hegel's 

suhsef\uent thinking on the historicity of 'things-in-

themselves,' says Lukacs, in the sense that: .. It contains 

the idea that the entire development of society together 

with all the ideological formations which it creates in the 

course of history is the product of human activity itself, 

a manifestation of the self-production and reproduction of 
8 

society." Not only does Hegel progress beyond naturalism 

that construes the evolution of social relations as an 

inevitable fate, but he maintains in a construction that is 

indispensable to the emergence of a viable political 

science: "that the actual objectivity, the independent 

existence of objects apart from human reason, could be 

conceived as the product of the development and activity of 
9 

that very same reason." Hegel makes a new demand on 

philosophy, even in his earliest writings: "He requires 

philosophy to provide a theory that will expose and destroy 

the (other-worldly) objectivity of positivity and will 

reconvert all 
10 

subjectivity." 

objectivity into self-activating 

In these terms, Lukacs interprets Hegel's early theological 

reflections as the ruminations of a disturbed religious 

consciousness, whose inclination was to recognize 

"positivity" as principally an emanation of institutional-

ized religion. According to Lukacs: "despite all Hegel's 

efforts to provide social and economic explanations, 
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religion remains in his view the ultimate cause of a state 

of society and of a relationship between man and his 
11 

environment which is unworthy of man himself." Thus the 

earliest solution to the problem of 'positivity' envisaged 

by Hegel proposed liberation from "a religion whose objects 
12 

are t ran s c end e n tal. " By de g r e e s, Lu k a c s con ten d s, He gel 

conceived the positivity of 'things-in-themselves' more 

concretely. In his essay on The German Constitution he 

call e d for " the mod ern i z a t ion 0 f the Ge r man po 1 i tic a 1 

system." An d both the rea n d sub seq u e n t 1 y he un de r too k to 

enunciate a realistic appraisal of the possibility of 

ameliorating the worst "positive" effects of the social 

relations of production through the mediation of the state. 

Says Lukacs: "He does indeed cherish the belief that the 

state and the government have it in their power to reduce 

the glaring contrast of wealth and poverty, and above all 

the notion that bourgeois society as a whole can be kept in 

a state of 'health' despite the gulf between rich and 
13 

poor." In his increasing concern with this problem, we are 

told, Hegel became a student of Adam Ferguson and Adam 

Smi th • 

Beyond the period of his exploratory "theological" 

writings, then, Hegel was preoccupied with his atte1!lpt to 

improve the concrete relevance of his notion of positivity. 

In the efforts at systematic philosophy that preceded the 

Phenomenology of Spirit (in the Jenenser Real Philosophie 

and in the System of Ethics) , Hegel continued to 
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counter-pose the negativity of political theory (and its 

capacity to articulate the organizational principle of a 

rational society) to the 'positivity' of political 

conditions. In Lukacs' estimation, Hegel's philosophy in 

his 'middle period' consisted in an "amalgam of profound 

insight into the contradictions of capitalism and naive 

illusions about the possible panaceas to be applied by the 

14 
state." And Lukacs adds: "In The Philosophy of Right, 

Hegel formulates his view in essentially the same terms but 
15 

on a higher level of abstraction." 

The Critique of Natural Law Theories of the State 

For Lukacs and for Avineri, Hegel's philosophy of history 

is substantially informed by the emerging science of 

political economy. Lukacs argues tha t Hegel d is covered in 

the political economis ts' concept of labour a means of 

reformulating and enhancing the theoretical power of his 

notion of "positivity." In effect, Lukacs maintains that 

it was in the light of his encounter with political economy 

that Hegel was able to construe the "positivity" of social 

relations as the outcome of activity that externalized 

reason. In this interpretation the Phenomenology proposes 

a solution (i .e • the recovery of the objects of 

externalized reason) to a problem that arises in the domain 

of social production; and the Logic reflects, 

retrospectively, upon the structure and efficacy of those 

rational systems that labour has externalized. 
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Quite consistently, Lu ka c s proceeds to relate the 

limitation of Hegel's critical philosophy to the fact that: 

"socially, Hegel cannot see beyond 
16 

the horizon of 

capitalism." Lukacs suggests that, not unexpectedly, there 

is no expectation on Hegel's part that the transformative 

power ·of labour will dissolve the existing structure of 

civil society and carry humanity beyond the economic 

relations of capitalism. Ac cor din g 1 y , the i r rat ion ali s m 

and barbarism that he found documented in the researches of 

the political economists are approached from the 

standpoint of traditional, philosophical premisses, as 

problems susceptible to purely intellectual solutions. The 

perennial, material problems of labour and reproduction are 

thus converted into metaphYSical difficulties proper to the 

contemplative life; they are construed as aspects of 

alienation or estrangement, as spiritual disorder. For 

Lukacs, too, however, Hegel's recourse to metaphysics was 

made in the period of capitalism's economic and political 

consolidation, when capitalism itself, and the productive 

power it generated and controlled, appeared as the agent of 

historical transcendence. In other words, in Lukacs 

interpretation, for the society in which Hegel lived, while 

capitalism dissolved the institutions of feudal absolutism, 

the problems of labour subordinated to the rule of capital 

remained perforce metaphysical matt~rs. 

Nevertheless, although the Hegelian theory of the state 

ultimately, if tacitly, affirmed the authority of the 
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structure of civil society (i.e. of the relations of 

production of capital); still, as political theory, it 

contained a trenchant critique of th e 'Natural La w' 

framework in which his predecessors had theorized the 

state; and simultaneously it attached philosophical 

importance, as never before, to the problem of poverty. 

According to Avineri, the Hegelian revolution in political 

the 0 r y t urn e don the f act t hat " wh i 1 e pol i tic alp h i los 0 ph Y 

before Hegel was preoccupied with legitimacy, Hegel 

introduced the dimension of change and historicity which 
17 

has become central to modern political thought." Which is 

to say, that before Hegel the state was accorded its place 

in a supposedly natural order. It allegedly arose as a 

nee e s sit Y lin ked tot he b rut e fa c t s 0 f pro per t y 0 wn e r s hip 

in land and the need to regulate and stipulate rights and 

obligations attendant upon a natural (given) distribution 

of resources and powers. With Hegel, however, as well as 

subsequently, the state was required to justify its 

existence in more rationalist terms. Hegel's contribution 

marks the beginning of the modern era in which political 

theory accounts for the existence of the state in terms of 

its judicious use of a representative authority over 

collective wealth. 

It is almost impossible to exaggerate the importance of 

this change of emphasis. Among its most general 

theoretical implications is the inevitability with which it 

transforms every naturalistic argument into an 
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insufficiently rational or ideological form. Equally 

importantly, though on a substantive rather than on a 

general methodological level, th is rationalist 

reo r i e n tat ion mea n s t hat: wh ere a s be for e He gel the Nat u r a 1 

Law theorists saw freedom in opposition to the State and 

sought therefore to minimize its role; for He gel the 

possibility of freedom in society begins with the modern 

state and its representative power. For Hegel: "The 

rationality which permeates the world of man becomes 
18 

apparent for the first time in the state" ••• Whereas in 

given, natural forms of human experience reason (and 

freedom) are suffocated: IIIn the family, it is still hidden 

behind feeling and sentiment; in civil society it appears 
19 

as an instrumentality of individual self-interest ••• 11 

Undoubtedly, too, it is in Hegel's political theory that 

the modernity and the rationality of the state are 

unequivocally imputed to its representative function. Thus 

th e Hege 1 ian conce p tion s t res ses tha t : IIWb il e in the 

ancient polis subjectivity was subsumed under the 

unmediated universality of the political, in feudalism the 

particular will managed to subsume the universal, the 

state; only the modern state succeeds in synthesizing these 
20 

two moments within its differentiated structure." 

Lastly, in this respect, Avineri insists that Hegel's 

political theory is not authoritarian; but that, on the 

contrary, when it is appreciated in its historical context, 

the Philosophy of Right sets out a .1udicious renunciation 
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of feudal conceptions of sovereignty. "The kind of 

monarchy Hegel has in mind," Avineri sugges ts, "is one that 

is moving away from the absolutist and authoritarian 

tradition towards that of a limited form of constitutional 
21 

monarchy." 

Rousseauesque 

So, wh ile 

notion 
22 

tha t 

Hegel rejects the romantic, 

citizenship is a contract 

revocable at will; at the same time, his concern that the 

state should be organized rationally expresses his 

opposition to naturalistic conceptions of the state (that 

ground it in the absolute right of monarchic power), and 

prompts him to hedge the sovereign in with constitutional 

restraints. 

The Natural Law theory criticized by Hegel had already 

undergone a major transformation, so that the political 

science of bourgeois society already contained a partial 

critique of the notion of natural law. Marx explains the 

underlying economic conditions of the bourgeois theories of 

property and the state t in the Grundrisse. There, Marx 

explains that with the gathering momentum of capitalist 

accumulation, the laws of property, those laws for which 

the state acts as custodian, are subjected to a 

'dialectical inversion.' He refers to a legalis tic 

s omersaul t, whereby law which had originally 

recognized the right of ownership and the possibility of 

wealth exclusively in the immediate appropriation of nature 

and direct objectification of labour power, performed 

by the producer later equates property 
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with the right of possession over labour-in-the-abstract, 

over the labour of others. In its truly bourgeois form, 

Marx writes: "Property now appears as the right to alien 

labour, and as the impossibility of labour appropriating 
23 

its own product." 

Habermas traces the evolution of Natural Law theory as it 

aspires to the status of political science in capitalist 

society and, to that end, develops the theory of the state 
24 

and the theory of property relations. Habermas describes 

how the notion of natural right, the doubly indispensable 

premise that specifies the precondition of individual 

property and the basis of the state's legitimacy, arises, 

initially,in a theoretical frame that presupposes a mode of 

production characterized by the coexistence of numerous 

independent producers, but shifts subsequently to 

presuppose productive interdependence, the exigencies of 

universal exchange, the benefits of a social division of 

labour and the necessity of wage-labour. The analys is 

cond uc ted by Habermas recounts how social changes, 

reflected in theoretical premisses (which at a minimum 

ousted the polarity of nature and society and prioritized 

the relation of society and the state), made new demands on 

political philosophy. Thus, in the primitive case which 

conceived of society as an association of individual prod-

ucers, the State was represented as no more than a social 

contract which codified mutual recognition of the rights of 

individual owners and producers. And so, in the more 
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complex case, the state was required to act as guarantor of 

the laws of capitalist production and exchange, which were 

understood to operate spontaneously and organically, in 

civil society. In these terms, political theory mediated 

new demands made upon the state. 

I n amp 1 i f i cat ion, Ha b e r mas pre sen t s L 0 c k e ' s po sit ion a s a 

sophisticated variant of the basic natural law format. He 

says: "Locke's derivation of human rights is simple. In 

the state of nature personal labour for individual use 

alone provides the rightful title to private property. 

This natural right, which together with property also 

secures life and freedom, each man can exercise directly 

and maintain against all others, for in each case it is 

measured by his physical powers and skill. Insecurity and 

therewith the need for state authority ••••• only arise 

with a mode of production determined by the market; for 

this requires the security of private property beyond those 

goods produced personally and for one's own consumption -

the state of nature becomes untenable. Men associate under 

a government which is capable of protecting private 

property to an extent beyond the immediate physical powers 

and dispositions of the individual. Th us governmen t mus t 

guarantee a legal order, which in its substance had always 

been based on private property. even prior to the state, 

but which now, in view of the increasing collisions arising 

from property expanded to the possession of capital, has to 
25 

be explicitly sanctioned." 
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The second, critical and developed, form of natural law 

the 0 r y i s t hat wh i c h pur po r t s toe nun cia t e the nat u raIl y 

occurring laws of economic life. Its foremost spokesman, 

says Habermas, was Thomas Pa i ne • "Paine" Habe rmas 

maintains, "identifies the natural rights of men with the 
26 

natural laws of commodity exchange and social labour." In 

this construction, however: "Every social state is full of 

blessings, but even under its best constitution government 
27 

remains a necessary evil." Which brings us to the crux of 

the matter~ which advertizes an essential unity in the two 

forms of natural law theory and which highlights the 

tendency, inherent in the more complex theory tha t 

initially, reluctantly, confers a positive significance upon 

the state, to regress to naturalistic apologetics. That is 

to say: this theory of the state imagines an institutional 

apparatus whose very existence it abhors, except on the 

flimsiest naturalistic, necessitarian grounds. It 

perpetually adopts a minimalist posture. But this 

political theory does not adopt, at the same time, a 

c ri tical attitude to the performance of gove·rn.men t 

itself. There is no in-built rational limit to what may be 

regre~ted and installed as 'necessary evil', essential to 

the protection of private property. 

Hegel's intervention is salutory and progressive, precisely 

in the sense that his political philosophy discerns the 

community's necessary evils in the realm of 'civil society' 

and expects the state to jus t i fy its existence in 
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alleviating the predatory excesses of economic life. To 

repeat what has been emphasized already: Hegel takes 

political theory beyond naturalism. Methodologically, 

Habermas observes, political analysis moves beyond the 

s tag eat wh i c h the " r e 1 a t ion s hip 0 f the 0 r y and p r a xis is 

defined in accordance with the model of classical 
28 

mechanics." Instead, with Hegel, the relation of theory 

and practice affirms the primacy of the criterion of 

universality. And in this rationalist attitude, Hegel 

rejects Rousseau's concept of the "general will" which 

demands that natural society should be elevated to the rank 

of statehood. Rous s eau' s idea 1 is to con t ro 1 governmen t 

from below: to subordinate it to the will of a necessarily 

divided civil society; to make it consolidate an elemental 

play of social forces and material interests. Hegel's 

ideal is to empower the state to organize a transcendence 

of brute economic existence. 

With Hegel, political science is required to meet a new 

expectation. Poli tical theory is required to account for 

the structure of "positivity" as it manifests itself in 

civil society. Also, the way in which it is expected to do 

so is quite new, reflecting the priority of the criterion 

of universality. From a letter, written before the 

introduction in Prussia and other German principalities of 

pol i tic a 1 ref 0 r m sen t h us i a s tic a 11 y ant i c i pat e d by He gel , 

Avineri offers startling evidence of the thoroughness of 

Hegel's political rationalism. In the letter in question, 
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Hegel declares: "Daily do I get more and more convinced 

that theoretical work achieves more in the world than 

practical. Once the realm of ideas is revolutionized, 
29 

actuality does not hold out." Hegel supposes that reality 

a chi eve sit s f u lIe s t pot e n t i a Ion 1 y i fan d wh e nit i s 

infused with rational meaning and purpose. Clarification 

of the principles upon which all ohjectifying social 

practice is based, therefore, is considered by Hegel to be 

the first requirement for an effective political science. 

Methodologically, Hegel leaves naive empiricism behind and 

begins with a critical appraisal of the 'theory of the 

subject' upon which practice, more or less self-

consciously, proceeds. In his increasing concern with the 

concrete, however, Hegel's mature philosophy does not 

neglect to take stock of empirical conditions. His 

methodological priority becomes, as in the Philosophy of 

Right, a solemn investigation of what 'is': by which is 

meant an analysis of the relationship of the actual and the 

rational, as it is sustained in the world beyond 

consciousness. For Hegel, the state exists not to ensure 

the continued, unavoidably violent natural history of the 

species, but to embody and realize the transcendent power 

of reason. As Avineori says: "The antinomy to classicial 

Natural Law could not be more explicit: under no condition 

should the state be conceived as an instrument for the 
30 

preservation and defence of property." Hegel envisages and 

exhorts philosophy to promote the possibility of a rational 

society not a natural society. The state is conceived as 
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the administrative apparatus that mediates between the 

Abstract Right of Constitutional Law and the practical life 

of civil society. And so, in the Philosophy of Right, the 

highest accolade that Hegel could bestow on the reformed 

Prussian constitution was contained in his statement that 

in the modern state the 

is rational.' 

'rational is actual and the actual 

The Nature of Hegel's Political Conservatism 

So far, it has been maintained that Hegel gave the 

criterion of universality a rational, social content. As 

surely as Kant registered the eclipse of necessitarian 

preferences, so it has been argued, Hegel made the 

connection between the emergence of new criteria and the 

urgency of social questions. In this, it has been alleged 

that Hegel was the opponent of naturalism in political 

theory, and that his political philosophy advanced on the 

basis of a critique of 'natural law' theory. However, the 

relationship between Hegel's methodological contribution 

and his substantive political judgments is not a simple 

one. Inevitably, in fact, any attempt to explicate the 

revolutionary nature of Hegel's methodological protocols 

encounters a formidable problem in the prevalent character­

ization of Hegel as a staunch political conservative. The 

interpretative problem in question emerges in the context 

of the Philosophy of Right, read as an encomium for the 

Prussian State. In that context, it seems that the critical 

nature of Hegel's unprecedented method of poli.ti.cal 
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analysis proves no obstacle to its cogency as an 

instrument of legitimation. It seems that the Hegelian 

method is pressed into the service of the established order 

after all. And so the question arises: in what sense can 

Hegel's political philosophy offer a genuinely critical 

method, where this method has been deployed in defence of a 

con s e r vat i v e con s tit uti 0 n a 1 s y s t em? Th is, r 0 ugh 1 y, ish 0 w 

the problem confronts a left-wing Hegelian interpretation. 

To put it more abstractly, the question is this: is not the 

postulated contradiction between revolutionary, critical 

method and conservative political sentiment an absurdity? 

(As ever,of course, the way forward is through re-appraisal 

of the terms of the question). 

Surprisingly, perhaps, in view of his regard for Hegel as a 

prime mover in the endeavour that established social 

phi los 0 ph y as c r i t i que, Ra b e r mas lin his res po n s e, doe s not 

seriously review the terms of the question. He proceeds on 

was an arch-conservative and the assumption that 

attempts to explain 

explanation, Hegel 

Hegel 

that circumstance. In Habermas's 

is understood 

disavowed the role of philosophy as 

to have progressively 

critique. In effect, 

Habermas contends that after demonstrating that the inter­

face between political practice (the total condition of the 

political subject in civil society) and political theory 

(the aspiration of the political subject to a rational 

society centred upon a concept of statehood) is the primary 

area of concern, Hegel moves to suppress that insight and 
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couches his discovery, retrogressively, in necessitarian 

t e fms • Habermas presents two accounts of He ge 1 ' s 

conservatism. What they convey, however, is a sense of the 

need for a fuller historical explanation of what is meant 

by'Hegel's conservatism.' 

Habermas's first explanation is psychologistic in form. It 

smacks of psychological reductionism. Th is account 

discerns the secret of Hege 1 ' s researches into the 

relationships of the actual and rational. in his horrified 

reaction to the transparent historicity of things, 

s i g n a 11 e d by the F r e n c h Re vol uti 0 n • It is suggested that 

Hegel welcomed the Revolution but was appalled by its 

philosophical implication. More precisely, so Habermas 

argues, it seemed to Hegel that the Revolution confirmed 

philosophy in a critical-revolutionary role: it 

demonstrated the sovereignty of reason, the fact that 

theory propelled practice to reorganize reality as the 

habitat of mankind. For Habermas, Hegel applauded the 

success of the Revolution, but wished to see the dialectic 

of practical substantiation and critical dissolution 

arrested. Thus, according to Habermas, Hegel eulogized 

Napoleon as champion of the new bourgeois legal code, but 

he reacted nervously to the responsibility that the new 

conditions delegated to philosophy. Says Habermas: "Hegel 

conceives the French Revolution as the world- historical 

event that for the first time had conferred real existence 
31 

and validity on abstract right." At the same 
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time, we are told, Hegel sought desperately to confer an 

absolute value on "abstract right." The gist of Habermas's 

psychologistic interpretation is given in his statement: 

" On 1 y aft e r he had fa s ten edt her e vol uti 0 n fir m 1 y tot h e 

be a tin g he art 0 f the wo r 1 d s P i r i t did he fee 1 sec u ref rom 
32 

it." There may be a little more than psychology, here, but 

in essence, the argument is advanced that Hegel approached 

his work mainly in terms of its therapeutic value, and that 

he was motivated by an anxiety about the philosophical 

implications of the Re vol uti 0 n , which he found it 

comforting to regard as an historical climax and 

consummation. 

To begin wi th, Habermas maintains, the young Hegel was a 

critical thinker. The young Hegel's notion of critical 

theory is given in the formula: "Philosophy cannot compel 

bye x t ern a 1 for c e, but it can at t a c k wh a t is lim i ted wi t h 
33 

the 1 a t t e r ' sown t rut h • " It is stressed that Hegel 

required from theory that it should illuminate the gap 

between the actual form of existence and the concept to 

which it appealed in justification, as well as that it 

s houl d expl ica te the dis t inc t ion be tween the conce p t as 

universal and the con c ret epa r tic u I a r i t pur po r ted to 

represent. Moreover, Habermas sugges ts , Hegel was 

convinced of the radical force of criticism. For the young 

He gel, he say s, ," the 0 r y wh i c h c r i tic i z e s wh ate xis t s by 

showing that the pretended universality of its own concept 

is ~ntenable t forces ••••• sacrifice from the particular 
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34 
interest." In Hegel's estimation, Habermas contends, to 

demonstrate the hollowness of a claim to universality was 

to compel particularistic, sectional interests to bow to 

the authority of reason. 

No less forcefully, however, Habermas goes on to maintain 

that the Philosophy of Right was written by a disillusioned 

Hegel whose method expects nothing from mere criticism. In 

the Philosophy of Righ t, Hegel is said to have " re linquish-
35 

ed the dialectical relation" between theory and practice. 

As Habermas explains the matter: whereas the early writings 

prioritized the subjective dialectic of theory and 

practice, the later writings systematically projected the 

dialectic of theory and practice onto the historical plane, 

where it described the objective phenomenology of the human 

spirit. In th is cons t ruc t ion, Ha bermas sugges ts , He gel 

appeased his anxiety about the historical vocation of 

philosophy. In other words, in this formulation, Hegel was 

able to indicate the historical process itself, as it had 

cuI mi na ted in the French Revo lu t ion, as the real iza t ion of 

Reason or of the sovereignty of Abstract Right; while, at 

the same time, he was able to minimize the role of 

phi los 0 ph y , wh i c h he con s t rue d a s val i don I y ret r 0 s p e c t -

ively, as metacritique, not as a causal agency. The 

Philosoph y of Righ t , we are told, resolved Hegel' 8 

difficulty which was to "legitimize the revolutionizing of 

reality without legitimizing the revolutionaries 
36 

them-

selves." For Hegel, the Reign of Terror that followed the 
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Re vo 1 uti on rep res e n ted the t rue a chi eve men t 0 far r 0 g ant, 

doctrinaire theoreticians, indifferent to the possibilities 

of the present moment and what it would reasonably bear. It 

is clear th at, for Habermas, understanding of the 

Philosophy of Right depends upon the prior knowledge that 

"Hege 1 des ires the revolutionizing of 
37 

reality without 

revolutionaries." In that light, the Philosophy of Right 

affirms the rationality of the actual structure of 

existence, but denies philosophy any immediate constitutive 

role in the construction of a rational society. 

La te r, Ha be rmas re nounces th e ps ycholog is tic a rgumen t tha.t 

explains Hegel's conservatism (in method and in substance) 
38 ' 

in terms of his fear of anarchy and political terror. He 

continues to account for the Philosophy of Right, however, 

as a retrospective, back-tracking and legitimizing work. 

Methodologically, it cancels the insight of the earlier 

period and announces that: "Philosophy cannot instruct the 

39 
world about what it ought to be." In a complete turnabout, 

the achievement of the Philosophy of 'Right is said to 

consist in the fact that, in that work; "Hegel attained the 

position from which philosophy could finally divest itself 

of a critique of the world and 
40 

con t e m pIa t ion • " Th e poi n t wh i c h 

assertion tha t, with the final 

Philosophy of Right represents. 

confined itself to 

is reiterated is the 

resolution tha t. the 

"He ge 1 can relieve 

philosophy of its critical efforts to confront the 

complacent existence of social and political life with its 
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own concept after he has recognized, with a sigh of relief, 

that the spirit has lurched forward, that the principle of 
41 

reason has entered into reality and has become objective." 

Now, although Habermas moves away from an excessively 

p s y c h 0 log i cal ex p 1 a nat ion, his ace 0 un t 0 f He gel's des c e n t 

into intransigent conservatism remains unsatisfactory. The 

psychologistic interpretation, in which fear of revolution 

(social change) is the decisive motivational factor, robs 

Hegel of political integrity: it makes him appear more 

sycophantic, apologetic and prejudiced than the political 

science 'technicians' and social engineers of the Natural 

Law School; but the revised argument in which his political 

integrity is restored, in which his politics are not an 

involuntary reflex, is not much better. Tha t second 

interpretation which depicts Hegel as an embattled, dogged 

reactionary, disdaining the rising revolutionary tide, 

actually diagnoses another kind of dementia underlying the 

same uncritical turn of mind. In the end, when it is said 

that Habermas's interpretation is psychologistic, what is 

meant is that it over-stresses the problem of psychological 

plausibility, when it should be examining a method of 

political analysis. The key variables in Habermas's 

analysis are youth and maturity, anxiety and security. 

Consequen t lY, the bulk of Hegel's thought, his mature work, 

becomes irrelevant to the emergence of critique. By the 

time Habermas has solved the problem of psychological 

pIa us i b iIi t y , m 0 s t 0 f He gel ' s con t rib uti 0 n has los tits 
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significance for a study of the pre-history of critique. 

In order to explain the connection between the development 

of Hegel's method and the maturation of his political 

judgment it is obligatory, first of all, to contest the 

stereotypical formula that makes him a reactionary giant. 

It is important to heed the arguments of Lukacs, Marcuse 

and Avineri, for example, to the effect that in commending 

the Prussian State, Hegel saw himself advocating a 

political system in which the reforms won in the Napoleonic 

period were upheld against sectarian, counter-

revolutionary factions. In this estimation of Hegel's 

political position (not his psychological disposition), he 

saw himself, whatever others thought, aligned with the 

progressive camp against an insidious reactionary party. 

According to Marcuse: "Hegel wrote his Philosophy of Right 

as a defence of the state against this pseudo-democratic 

ideology in which he saw a more serious. threat to freedom 
42 

than in the continued rule of vested authorities." That 

is, Hegel's political analysis argued the supremacy of a 

rational state, a state based upon an explicit principle, 

with a circumscribed executive power, over a "pseudo-

democratic ideology" and the minimalist rhetoric of the 

natural law school which he recognized for what it 

invariably is: the thin end of the totalitarian wedge. 

Thus, al though the Philosophy of Right sanctioned a 

"positive" political configuration, it did not rest upon 
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a naturalistic conception of society. It did not regress 

in that direction. For Lukacs, the cor e 0 f He gel's 

political thought remained the "taming of the economy ••••• 

its subordination to the interests of a fully developed 
43 

socialized humanity." But what separates the later work, 

for Lukacs, is a weightier realism. Decisive, in this 

connection, Lukacs maintains, is the fact that with regard 

to the prpblem of poverty, at which Hegel had looked long 

and hard, the "Philosophy of Right recognized only its 
44 

intransigence. As a direct result, the enthusiasm of the 

youthful, critical period is evaporated. Substantively, 

Hegel tends to transpose the political problems that he 

attributes to the economic life of civil society as moral 

difficulties, as obligations outstanding and unfulfilled, 

whose obduracy justifies state intervention. Without a 

practical economics, without a sense of the trans formative 

power of labour 01' any expectation that labour could carry 

hum ani t y bey 0 n d the soc i a 1 r e 1 a t ion s 0 f cap ita 1 ism, He gel 

conceives the possibility of transcendence of economic 

injustice in moral-political terms. The s ta te becomes, as 

"concrete universal", a bulwark against the rapacity of 

material interest and defends moral criteria against 

economic ones. It attempts to impose a moral-economy upon 

a secular, political economy. 

Hegel's growing realism also had methodological 

reverberations. Habermas's analysis correctly emphasized 

that in the late work, the dialectic of theory and practice 
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appears to have been projected onto the objective plane. 

However, Habermas tends to misconstrue this circumstance as 

signalling the demise of Hegelian criticism. But it is 

more apposite to relate Hegel's disillusionment concerning 

the immediate efficacy of criticism (his perception of the 

eclipse of the subjective by the objective dialectic) to 

his fuller appreciation of the mechanics of mediation. The 

greater emphasis given latterly to the objective dialectic 

should surely be understood as a momentously important 

refinement; in fact as the definitively Hegelian inflection 

which makes philosophical comprehension, the subjective 

dialectic of knowledge and experience, possible only in the 

shadow of the anthropological-historical movement that 

envelops it. Habermas should have explained that for Hegel 

the subjective dialectic and possibility of criticism it 

contains, begin in recollection and theorization of those 

complex, conc re te med ia t ions tha t de termine soc ia 1 be ing 

and consciousness. For Hegel, freedom begins in 

philosophic criticism that captures the structure of the 

objective dialectic. The Philosophy of Right attempts to 

specify the grounds on which social being and consciousness 

can be determined rationally, by universal reason. It 

rests on a blanket criticism of all naturalistic political 

theory. So, in the end, the limit of Hegel's critical 

method and the character of his political judgment (the 

relation of form and content) is defined not by a fateful 

a bandonmen t of the sub jec t i ve d ia 1ec tic (wh ich is really 

historicized) but by the prec is e structure of the 



Hegelian practical principle. In other words, what marks 

the horizon of Hegel's thought, in the abstract and 

concretely, is the fact that it makes the question of 

political morality the crucial one. It defines the 

of ultimate responsibility of the state as tha t 

transforming the anarchy of the economy into a moral order. 

Subsequently, Marx attacked that political philosophy as the 

epitome of reaction because it contained no practical 

e con 0 m i cpr inc i p 1 e, wh i c h 0 f c 0 u r s e i t did not; but a s a 

result, what was genuinely critical, in both form and 

content, tended to be overlooked, denied or traced back to 

an immature stage in Hegel's development. 

Conclusion 

The crux of the interpretation that has been developed here 

is that Hegel's philosophy, logically and methodologically, 

is, intrinsically, a political philosophy. With this 

emphasis what is prioritized is Hegel's antinominalism and 

his rationalism. Or, it is stressed that the basic 

concerns of the Hegelian problematic are phenomenological 

and anthropological rather than moral and theological. 

Logically and methodologically, the principal problems it 

addresses are those of conceptualizing (stipulating the 

principle of intelligibility of) and systematically 

organizing (safeguarding the rational basis of) collective 

existence. Th is, 

ultimately and 

responsibility and 

it has been arguerl, is so, 

reluctantly, Hegel defines 

recognizes the power of the 
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moral terms. This is so, in other words, even if his 

political philosophy lacks a practical economic principle. 

As a philosophy of history, the basic premiss of Hegel's 

thought is the historicity of things. From the outset, 

Hegel's systematic philosophy presupposes that Universal 

Reason has supplanted Necessity as the constitutive 

principle of the phenomenal world. Whether the French 

Revolution or the Reformation is construed as the pivotal, 

consummatory event, the indispensable premiss of Hegel's 

logic is that the rational has become real, that in the 

process of man's 

essence of concrete 

self-creation reason has 
45 

reality. Consequently, 

become the 

the criterion 

of universality becomes the epistemological-methodological 

centre of gravity of his system and of derived, critical, 

social philosophies. For Hegel, the supposition of the 

historicity of things functions epistemologically to define 

the possibility of Absolute Knowledge in terms of a 

generalized anthropological capability for reflection upon 

the completed historical process of man's formation. For 

Hegel's critical successors, the tacit (or explicit) claim 

to universality (the claim to represent a common 

anthropological interest) became the brittle ideological 

illusion projected by every theory of knowledge and 

representation of reality. In the light of Hegel's 

contribution to the progress of the theory of science and 

of sys tematic logic, it has become increasingly apparent 

that the logic of universal history and the methodological 
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foreclosure of the anthropological question are inseparable 

moments of the same existential crisis of alienation and 

domination. 

Finally, it has been argued, in an attempt to rescue 

Hegel's contribution to the emergence of a critical social 

philosophy from hasty negative conclusions, tha t his 

substantive political theory was always grounded 1n a 

self-conscious opposition to Natural Law theories of the 

State. Moreover, it has been suggested that if between 

Hegel and Marx a less than unilinear theoretical 

development occurred, then it is in the context of the 

the 0 r y 0 f the s tat e t hat Ma r xis t the 0 r y has ins 0 m e sen s e 

regressed, naturalistically. At least, it seems 

indisputable that with Marx's disparagement of the economic 

naivety, perhaps economic 

philosophy, there began 

complacency, of Hegel's political 

a tendency to undervalue the 

critical element the antinominalism and the rationalism -

in the Hegelian problematic, and to condemn Hegel as a 

political reactionary on economic grounds alone; without 

regard for the conjunctural constraints that operated to 

deli mit the h 0 r i Z 0 n 0 f He gel's his tor i cal con sci 0 usn e s s • 

( For this insight, this interpretation is indebted 

primarily to Lukacs). More than this, however, it is not 

unlikely that a summary dismissal of Hegel, which neglects 

to acknowledge his determination to adduce criteria that 

would serve a political science able to 

phenomenological and anthropological shape of 
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leads to mystification of the methodological foundations of 

Marxist social theory; which after all begins in a contrary 

evaluation of the 'concrete universal' extolled by the 

He gel ian the 0 r y 0 f the s tat e: ( i • e. wh i c h be 8 ins wit h a 

great deal, in epistemological and methodological terms, 

already settled.) 
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CHAPTER ONE 



THE FEUERBACHIAN PERlon 

There is ample evidence that the problems of Marxist 

philosophy hinge on a distinction between economic 

determinism and economic reductionism. So that Marx's 

failure, according to his critics, is that he propounded a 

m 0 n 0 c a usa 1 the 0 r y 0 f his tor y , wh 0 sea p pI i cat ion red u c e s 

every human action to the status of an effect of a sordid 

economic motive. In methodological 

difficulties are thought to lie in the 

v i a b let h eo r i e s 0 f ide 0 log y and pol i tic s 

terms, the main 

area of developing 

from the wreckage 

of an economically determinist problematic. On the other. 

hand, in a more positive evaluation, Marx's monumental 

achievement inheres in the forcefulness of those arguments 

that impressed upon the reluctant contemporary 

consciousness the reality of its complicity in a barbaric 

mode of economic production, upon which its existence 

depended. 

performed a 

In th is 

salutory 

alternative in terp ret at ion, 

theoretical reduction: 

Marx 

in 

concentrating upon the role of economic practice, he 

demonstrated, against the prevailing logic of science, that 

society had an historical rather than a natural foundation; 

and he was able to represent the ensemble of economic 

practices, the economic life of capitalist society, as an 

intrinsically divisive and dehumanizing process, rather 

than as a unitary, integrative event 1n the evolution of 

the human species. Viewed as economic reductionism, Marx's 

work becomes an adequate model for social criticism at 
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later stages of historical development. The methodological 

problems surrounding Marxist philosophy at this later stage 

are not thought to be essential to Marx's discourse, at 

all, but to arise from the need to take account of altered 

circumstances in which the fundamental shape of socio-

existential problems has changed. 

Making headway with an understanding of Marx's contribution 

to the philosophy of practice depends upon clarification of 

the distinction between economic determinism and economic 

reductionism. Where this distinction is blurred, 

indecision about Marx's theoretical and methodological 

protocols is inevitable. It is therefore convenient to 

turn to the work of Alfred Schmidt, for whom it is 

impe ra t i ve to apprec ia te the me thodo logical impor tance of 

Marx's "second appropriation of Hegel, especially the Hegel 
1 

of The Science of Logic." Equally, so Schmid t' s 

i nves t iga t ions s ugges t, it is impor tan t to recogni ze tha t 

before that event, before the second encounter with Hegel, 

the decisive influence on Marx's thinking was that of 

Feuerbach not Hege 1. Effectively, instead of an 

'epistemological break' that signals a transition from 

ideology to science, Schmidt discerns a methodological 

watershed that separates an earlier period of "historical 

materialism" from the period of the critique of political 
2 

economy. Not that these phases are thought to be totally 

unrelated or only negatively related; but the critique of 

pol i tical economy is he 1d to supe r sc de the soc 1 a1 theo ry 
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of the Feuerbachian apprenticeship. Which means that in 

Schmidt's estimation the critique of political economy 

avoids certain naturalistic excesses attributable to 

Feuerbach's influence. 

For Schmidt, Marx's initial encounter with Hegel was over­

shadowed by the presence of Feuerbach. So that the first 

inversion of the idealist dialectic reiterated the point 

that to discuss human history as a "phenomenology of 

spirit" is 

following 

to den i g rat e ma n • 

Feuerbach, Hegelian 

For Marx and for Engels, 

ideal ism pro jec ted the 

Philosophic Idea as Subject and Man as Predicate of histor­

ical action, when in Nature the inverse relation obtained. 

The starting point for Marxist philosophy was the material­

istic critique that inverted the Essence/Existence distinc~ 

tion as it appeared in Hegel: a materialism that celebrated 

Na ture over Spi ri t and the Exis tence of the human species 

over the Essential Historical Victory of Reason. 

There was no mere reiteration of Feuerbach, however. All 

along, Marx and Engels are understood to have taken a 

dialectical view of nature. Schmidt explains their 

critique of Feuerbachian naturalism as follows: "Nature as 

a whole was for Feuerbach an unhistorical homogenous 

substratum, while the essence of the Marxist critique was 

the dissolution of this homogeneity in a rlialectic of 

Subject and Object. Nature was for Marx both an element of 

3 
human practice and the totality of everything that exists. If 
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This makes Marx's position more Hegeli.an than Feuerbach's: 

Marx unlike Feuerbach conceived of nature as the metabolic 

r e 1 a t ion 0 f man a t wo r k • Marx more thoroughly inverted 

Hege 1 because he attempted to overturn the idealist 

dialectic as well as the ontological structure of the 

philosophy of history. 

But the Feuerbachian influence still proved decisive. In 

The Paris Manuscripts, Marx acknowledged that the Hegelian 

dialectic as it had appeared in the Phenomenology of Spirit 

had, if only abstractly, grasped the constitutive role of 

labour in history; and until the 1850's it seems that Marx 

thought that his materialist inversion of the dialectic of 

labour coincided with the end of philosophy. As Schmid t 

conveys Marx's attitude to Hegel at that stage: "The 

indissoluble distinction between concept and reality was 

indeed recognized by Hegel, but at the same time devalued 

by being allocated to the Subject side as mere thought 
4 

determination." In other words, Ma rx bo th conceded tha t 

Hegel had sought systematically to explicate the dia1ecti~1 

pro g res s ion 0 f the cat ego r i e s 0 f the Ego as we 11 as tho s e 

of Objective Reason; and he resolved immediately to 

explicate the inverse relationship, the more radical 

dialectic of man and nature. At which point, in an 

over-reac tion to Hegel, the Feuerbach ian fac tor came into 

play. At which point, in other words, Marxism's methodo-

logical problems originate. Because, in fact, the problems 

of" p 0 sit i vis tIc" 0 r "s c 1 e n t i f i c " Ma r xis m 0 rig ina ten 0 t 
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wit h the bas e - sup e r s t r u c t u rem 0 del 0 f soc i e t y, wh ere the y 

really re-emerge and congregate; but they begin with that 

initial commitment to abandon philosophy in order to 

concentrate exclusively upon study of the Objective 

Dialectic of History. The explicit intention of the early 

period was to break completely with philosophy and to 

proceed to reorganize social relations. The re was an 

abrupt renunciation of the abstract in favour of the 

concrete, a denunciation of theory in favour of practice. 

Naturalism insinuated itself into historical materialism in 

the methodological silence that supposed the sufficiency of 

empirical observation. The magnitude of the ensuing 

problem is captured by Adorno when he says: "from the 

primacy of prac tica 1 reas on it was always onl y a s te p to 
5 

hatred of theory." 

According to Schmidt, then, the key to Marx's early work 

was the relation to Feuerbach, not the relation to Hegel. 

Marx rejected Hegel's idealism on grounds derived from 

Feuerbach's naturalistic anthropology. At the same time, 

Marx rejected Feuerbach's ontological conception of nature 

in favour of a dialectic of labour. The methodological 

result was a focus upon the objective dialectic of material 

production that involved a constant, perhaps ineradicable 

tendency to economic determinism in the philosophy of 

history. In Schmidt's judgment, Engels never did get out 

of the Feuerbachian problematic. A fact, allegedly, 

demonstrated by the latter's elaboration of a dialectic 
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6 
of nature as the final position for Marxism. 

The Problem of Economic Determinism 

Th e pro b 1 em 0 fee 0 nom 1 c de t e r min ism, as ita sse r t sit s elf 

in the methodological controversies that surround Marx's 

writings, boils down, in the end, to concern about the 

apparent strangulation at birth of theories of ideology and 

politics tha t postulate the existence of regions of 

experience that are autonomous with regard to the economic 

substratum. Economically determinist thinking denies the 

possibility of distinctly political or ideological types of 

social practice. And in the shadow of Feuerbach's 

i nfl uence, Marx's firs t cr i t ique of Hegel's ess en tial ism 

appears to argue, fairly straightforwardly, that ideo-

logical and political phenomena must not be taken as, in 

themselves, proper or worthy targets of social criticism. 

The German Ideology gave expression to the vehement anti-

ide a Ii s m 0 f the ear I y Ma r x • The avowed aim of that work 

was to "debunk and discredit the philosophic struggle with 
7 

the shadows of reality." The German Ideology ridiculed the 

bottomless scepticism of the day which expended its 

energies in wrestling with "shadows of reality," with "the 

ideological reflexes and echoes of the life-process," 

instead of with reality and the life-processes of society, 

themselves. Marx and· Engels alluded to a "revolution 

8 
bes ide wh ich the French Revol u t ion was ch i ld ' splay." They 

described, tongue-in-cheek, how: "Principles ousted one 
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another, heroes of the mind overthrew each other with 

unheard-of-rapidity, and in the three years 1942-45 more of 

the past was swept away in Germany than at other times in 
9 

threOe centuries." In deadly earnes t, nevertheless, The 

German Ideology described those armchair critics who sought 

to revolutionize the realm of ideas, as the "staunchest 

conservatives," by virtue of the fact that every pre-

condition of their intellectual activity was left intact, 

while they amused themselves in a philosophic side-show. 

In opposition to the idealist faction, Marx and Engels 

proposed to elaborate a practical philosophy with concrete 

presuppositions. They said: .. Th e premis s es from wh ich we 

begin are not arbitrary ones, not dogmas, but real 

premisses from which abstraction can only be mad-e in the 

imagination. They are the real individuals, their activity 

and the material conditions under which they live, both 

thos e wh ich they find already exis t ing and those produced 
10 

by their activity." In effect, they presupposed and 

extrapolated from the dialectic of labour: the actuality of 

a process of interaction between men organized in relations 

of production that addressed definite historically 

constituted material conditions of existence. 

The weakness of the materialist dialectic cannot be said to 

lie in its lack of explanatory power. Th e problem is no t 

sociological but epistemological or methodological. In 

fact, the capacity of this theory of society and history to 
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explain cultural phenomena and human relations, has tended 

to conceal, or to pre-empt, criticism of its philosophic 

crudity. Epistemologically, it seems to excuse itself 

from an auto-critique by contending tha t its 

presuppositions are life forms, concrete circumstances, 

rather than rational forms. This contention, however, 

reveals it to be the most extreme objectivism, in 

methodological terms. It offers a mechanical, unilateral 

and monocausal account of the origin of ideas in general, 

and by implication of its own presuppositions. As a 

philosophy of practice it is also radically deficient in 

this respect: in that disparagement of the emancipatory 

potential of intellectual activity, and ascription of 

historical significance to material circumstances, alone, 

implies fatalism. 

An excellent example of the cogency of the sociology of The 

Ge rman Ideo logy and of the narrowness 0 fits ph ilosoph ic 

interest is provided by its criticism of Kant. "The state 

of Germany at the end of the last century is fully 

reflected" says Marx "in Kant's Critik der Practischen 

Vernunft. While the French bourgeoisie, by means of the 

most colossal revolution that history has ever known, was 

achieving domination and conquering 

Europe, while the already politically 

the Continent of 

emanc i pa ted English 

bourgeoisie was revolutionizing industry and 

India politically, and all the rest of 

subjugating 

the world 

commercially, the impotent German burghers did not get 
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any further than "good will." Kant was satisfied with 

"good will" alone, even if it remained entirely without 

result, and he transferred the realization of this good 

will, the harmony between it and the needs and impulses of 

individuals to the world beyond. Ka nt' s go 0 d wi 11 full y 

corresponds to the impotence, depression and wretchedness 

of the German burghers, whose petty interests were never 

capable of developing into the common, natural interests of 

a class, and who were, therefore, constantly exploited by 
11 

the bourgeoisie of all other nations." There is no inkling 

here that as Lukacs and Goldmann, in particular, have 

demonstrated, modern dialectics began with Kant. Nor is 

there an indication that the economic and political 

impotence of the German bourgeoisie might have served to 

provoke, in a way that pre-figured socialism, not a 

feeble-minded recourse to philosophy but an embittered 

attempt to theorize or rationalize the negativity of 

existential conditions, prior to the inauguration of a 

programme of reform. This formulation does not even 

suggest that Germany awaited the arrival of a new kind of 

knowledge, knowledge of a more practical kind, like 

political economy. Germany is required to wait until 

objective historical forces gather sufficient momentum to 

break it loose from the past. 

Marx's renunciation of pbilosopby and disparagement of 

theoretical practice is particularly pronounced in The 

Poverty of Philosophy. There, in view of the subsequent 
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development of his th ough t , Marx's invective against 

Proudhon assumes a certain irony. Marx summarizes 

Proudhon's method as follows: "How does M. Proudhon 

distinguish himself from other economists? And what part 

does Hegel play in M. Proudhon's political economy? ..•.•••• 

Economists express the relations of bourgeois production, 

the division of labour, credit, money etc., as fixed 

immutable, external categories. M. Proudhon, who has these 

ready made categories before him, wants to explain to us 

the act of formation, the genesis of these categories, 
12 

principles, laws, ideas, thoughts." This exercise was 

reg a r d e d by Ma r x , a t t hat tim e, asp rep 0 s t e r 0 us. Nothing 

seemed more absurd to him than to seek to explain 

historical conditions by reference to a series of ideas, to 

explain history as an essentially intellectual or mental 

process. These ideas had to be explained, according to 

Marx, as expressions of material conditions. When Marx 

says, in exasperation with Proudhon's idealism, that: 

"Machinery is no more an economic category than the bullock 

that draws the plough," he means to replace a misguided 

emphasis on conceptual determination and on the constitut-

ive role of economic categories, with an unblinkered focus 

upon the movement of actual power relations. In eguating 
13 

mach i ne ry and "the bull oc k tha t draws the plough" and in 

contrasting these with ideological constructions, Marx is 

emphasizing the primacy of life-forms over rational forms, 

of reality over concept, of existence over essence. With 
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this emphasis, however, there was a constant tendency to 

reduce the role of critique to an analysis of economic 

conditions, and to conceive of history as a process 

governing the natural evolution of life forms. 

Economic neterminism is an especially troublesome aspect of 

Marx's theory of 

ideology in its 

politics. 

earliest 

denied the determinacy of 

Again, as wi tho the 

formulation, Marx's 

the Sta te : i • e • 

theory of 

politics 

of given 

political institutions. This extremism, too, originated in 

a Feuerbachian critique of Hegel's Philosophy of RighJ:. 

The decisive factor was that Marx not only conducted a 

thorough critique of Hegel, he also situated himself 

polemically in opposition to Hegel. Two consequences 

followed. Firstly, as rigorously as Hegel portrayed the 

State as the objective representation of Reason as the 

"concrete universal," so, jus t as emphatically, Marx 

construed the State as the institutionalized misrepresent-

ation of material conditions. Later, notably in The 

Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, this basic 

evaluation of the State was resurrected by Marx to provide 

a framework for his resoundingly successful substantive 

analysis. Secondly, however, Marx's initial Critique of 

Hegel's Doctrine of the State, became the pretext for a 

theoretical evacuation of political theory and a determin­

ation to find the truth of political society in the 

economic relations of civil society. In the Feuerbachian 

period, Marx's political analysis began in his resolve to 
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look away from the hallucinatory forms of constitutional 

politics to the realities of economic conflict. 

Marx's criticism of Hegel's political philosophy depends 

almost entirely upon two related arguments drawn from 

Feuerbach. 

theoretical 

Firstly, 

sleight 

it is 

of 

argued that Hegel perpetrates a 

hand when he represents the 

Philosophical Idea as Subject of the political process, and 

regards the political climate and institutional structure 

as predicates of the Idea. Secondly, it is argued that the 

position of command over Civil Society, enjoyed by the 

State (rationalized and legitimated by Hegel), is 

indicative of a condition of political alienation. 

Theoretically, Marx aims to unmask Hegel's Philosophy of 

Right as a retrospective rationalization; practically, 

Marx's purpose is to highlight the need for complete 

abolition of a condition of alienation: a condition 

condoned by Hegel. 

Toge the r thes e a rgumen ts are de p10yed to at tac k Rege l' s 

essentialism: to undermine the proposition that the State 

exists as the concrete and universal expression of freedom. 

When he maintains that the State is the "concrete 

universal," the realization of freedom, Hegel means that in 

the State all particular interests are reconciled in the 

general interest; or that the State has the power to 

mediate all particular interests, in its role as 

representative of the general interest. According to Marx, 
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however, the identity of r>i1rticular ancl general interests 

postulated hy Hege 1 is a consequence of an abstract 

consideration of the "essential relationship between these 
14 

spheres ." Nevertheless, Marx insists, the actual relations 

of domination and subordination that ohtain hetween Civil 

Society and th e State are, everywhere, tacitly bu t 

neces sa r i 1 Y I acknow1 edged by He ge 1. In part i c u 1 a l' , Ma l' x 

points to the fact that, for Civil Society, the State is, 

in Hegel's analysis, above all, the principle of "external 

15 
necessity." 

Th e ide n tit Y 0 f S tat e and C i v i1 Soc i e t y pro po sed by He gel 

is, forMa I' x, en til' ely the pro due t 0 f e sse n t i a Ii s m, wh i c h 

always involves the tyranny of the Idea; in this case the 

tyranny of the State as concrete representative of 

Transcendent Reason. This identity depends, in other 

words, upon the reduction of Civil Society, and its 

interests, to dimensions determined a prioristically (i.e. 

arbitrarily) by the State. This identity depends upon a 

series of inversions of real relationships. For example, 

set tin g t h ~ I' e cord s t I' a i g h t , Ma r x say s: II Th e fa mil y and 

civil society are the preconditions of the State, they are 

the true agents; 
16 

but in speculative philosophy it 
17 

is the 

reverse." "The Idea is subjectivized," and real human 

subjects become manifestations of the Idea. This 

theoretical chicanery masks historical practice in which: 

"The ordinary empirical world is not governed by its own 
18 

mind but by a mind alien to it." For Hegel's philosophy 
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and for the State that it eulogizes, the ruling principle 

is a rational essence. For Marx, this essentialism has the 

tragic corollary that as far as Civil Society and its 

component populations are concerned: "The goal of their 
19 

existence is not that existence itself." 

The Ph i 10 S 0 ph y of Righ t extolled the Constitutional 

Monarchy. Marx's critique discusses how that variant of the 

State (despite the eminent compatibility of that political 

form with Hegel's essentialist mode of thought) serves only 

to perpetuate the antagonism of State and Civil Society. 

The Monarch, Marx argues, satisfies the need engendered 

internally by the Philosophy of Right. to personify the 

mythical Subjectivity of the State. However, says Marx: 

"If Hegel had begun by positing real subjects as the basis 

of the Sta te he would no t have found it necess ary to 
20 

subjectivize the State in a mystical way." Subsequently, 

he need not have resorted to, or been seduced by, the 

convenience of the Monarchy as a political principle. 

However, the sovereignty of the Monarch, even of a 

constitutional Monarch, is all too real. Th e sovere ign t y 

of the Monarch, the fact that sovereignty exists, only as 
21 

personified in him' --' "i s not simply an illusion." The 

representative status of the Crown, even the illusory power 

of the person who is constitutionally the sovereign power, 

exists as an expression of the political subjugation of the 

people. Constitutional Monarchy provokes the question: 
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22 
" S 0 v ere i g n t y 0 f the M 0 n arc h 0 r () f the p e 0 pIe ? " • Wh i c hi i n 

a constitutional monarchy is the chimerical form of 

so v ere i p, n t y, and wh i c I-) is rea 1 ? Harx answers by saying 

that the Monarchy is the real and at the same time a false 

form of sovereignty. In its reality, it satisfies only the 

crudest materialist criterion. Sovereignty is embodied in 

the person of the sovereign, so that his power to 

physically reproduce himself becomes the State's highest 

principle. As a false f~rm of sovereignty, says Marx, 

Constitutional Monarchy apes democracy. l.t is an 

e sse n t i ali s t sol uti 0 n, wh 0 s e 1 e g i tim a c yin her est 0 tall yin 

its claim to represent the people. In Marx's judgment, an 

existentialist judgment: "Democracy is the solution to the 

riddle of every constitution. In it we find the 

constitution founded on its true ground: real human beings 

and the real people; not merely implicitly and in essence, 

but in existence and reality. The constitution is thus 

po sit e d as the p e 0 p 1 e ' sown ere a t ion. The constitution is 

in ap~farance what it is in reality: the free c rea t ion of 

man." 

_T_h_e ____ Ph __ i_l_o_s_o~p_h~y~ __ o_f ___ R_i~g~h __ t defends the convention that 

delegates executive functions to the civil service 

bureaucracy. Hegel suggested that a professional 

bureaucracy, not bound to civil society by economic 

interest, wouln be able to perform, impersonally, functions 

that establish the identity of particular and general 

interest. Marx, however, feared that in the bureaucracy, 
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the state woul~ become 
24 

functionaries. 

th e private property of its 

Moreover, the bureaucracy, in Marx's eyes, ~~iVf)S objective 

form to the State's hostility to Civil Society. "Th e 

antithesis between the state and civil society is thus 

25 
established." The State administers Civil Society, in 

accordance with its interests, through the bureaucracy.· 

The identity of State and Civil Society, the false identity 

in Marx's estimation, lies in the equal commitment of the 

"illusory universal class" and of the particular interests 

of Civil Society to the principle of private property. 

Consequently, says Marx: "The identity he (Hegel) has 

established between civil society and the state is the 
26 

identity of two hostile armies." 

The Philosophy of Right accepts that the state legislature 

should be a representative assembly. For Marx, however, 

the representative role of the assembly, and its 

simultaneous subordination to the executive, proves only 

this, that: "The constitutional state is that form of the 

state in which the state interest, i.e. the real interest 
27 

of the people, is present only formally." Wha t the 

representative system of government ensures is that: "The 

class of private citizens does not transform itself into a 

political class but enters into its political significance 
28 

and efficacy as the class of private citizens." Moreover: 

"The class distinctions of civil society thus become 
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established as political distinctions." means, 

firstly, that the members of civil societY1re excluded 

from political society; and that they rtre represented in 

political society, or in the state only as members of the 

classes of civil society. More succinctly still, Marx 

arguE'S that the constitution of the representative form of 

government: "expresses the idea that that civil society is 
30 

in and for itself without any political significance." 

Marx's conclusions here have enduring importance for the 

development of his thought. What conclusions did he draw 

then ? Firstly, Marx contended that the identity of State 

and Civil Society postulated by Hegel was entirely 

spurious. On the contrary, he argued that Hegel had 

demonstrated that the relationship between these spheres in 

society was characterized by antagonism. Mo rep r e cis ely 

still, Marx argued that the relation of Monarchy and People 

transposed and supress ed a fundamental contradiction 

between the principles of private property and wealth. The 

autonomy of the Monarch and his dominant position, what 

might be called the existence of a reified political powe r, 

represented the vic tory of the principle of private 

property and personal caprice over the productive power of 

Civil Society. This antagonism arose and was settled in 

favour of private property at the heart of the state 

itself. This was the significance of primogeniture, Marx 

said , sin c e i t mob iIi z e Q the c i v il law a g a ins t the ide a 

that the family can hold property in common, and deetted 
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landed property, property pa r excellence, to be the 

inalienahle private property of one individual. 

Firstly, then, Marx argued that the State represented the 

estrangement of the wealth of Civil Society. Secondly, he 

concluded that: "the political state is an abstraction from 
31 

civil society." He surmised that political society in its 

apparatus and practice amounted at hest to a microcosm, at 

worst to a masquerade; either way, to a mere 

representation. This led him to the truly momentous 

judgment, in view of subsequent methodological developments, 
32 

that: "civil society is the real political society." 

In fact, there are two theories of politics in Marx's 

Critique of Hegel's Doctrine of the State. There is the 

methodological thesis that politics is that problematic 

defined by the negative relation of State and Civil 

Society. This is not a replica of the Hegelian position, 

but, not suprisingly, methodologically, it implies that 

analysis should concentrate, not upon the identity of 

opposites (as with Hege 1 ian logic), but upon the 

contradiction suppressed and mystified in postulated 

identities. Thus, to a considerable and generally 

unacknowledged extent this early study of 1843 anticipates 

the protocols of the critique of the political economy. It 

does so in the sense that what distinguishes Marx's mature 

met hod is wh a t Ad 0 r no call s a neg a t i ve d i ale c tic s rat her 

than a mat'"erialist dialectics. In the 1840's, however, 
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Marx was happier with the substantive theory of politi.cs 

that emerged in the conclusion to The Critique of Hegel's 

Doctrine of the State. Methodologically, the decisive 

presuppositional factor was Feuerbach's (metaphysical) 

naturalism, which condemned the State as the concrete 

rep res e n tat i v e 0 f ali en a t ion i n pol i tic all i fe, and wh i c h 

regarded the State as an unnecessary moment in the 

dialectic of labour. Follow i n g Feu e r b a c h, the n, Ma r x, a t 

this earliest stage, abandoned the concept of politics that 

probes the negative mediation of state and civil society. 

Instead, Marx focussed upon the opposition of material 

forces in civil society. Unfortunately, subsequent neglect 

of th e a rea of ra t ional med ia t ion, of the incongruence of 

political theory and political relations, of 

between constitutional law and the structure 

the disparity 

of political 

existence, led directly to economic determinism in social 

and political analysis. In a naturalistic framework, in 

the context of a wholly objective dialectic, mediation 

relates exclusively to the clash of physical forces in what 

is regarded as comprising the political arena in its 

entirety: that is, in civil society. Finally, at this 

point, the saturation of Marx's theory by Feuerbachian 

naturalism, and the attendant perception of the State as 

un nee e 8 8 a r y , as de term i ned un i 1 ate I' all y by c on t r a d i c t ion s 

specific to civil society; this naturalism prefigured 

Marx's conversion to a communist ilieal, that urged the 

abolition of the state in practice. 
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The Naturalism of the Communist Manifesto 

The legendary expression of Marx's naturalistic theory of 

politics is found in The Manifesto of the Communist Party. 

In fact, most of what is regarded as problematic in Marxist 

philosophy is stated starkly in The Communist Manifesto. 

To a considerable extent, that text can be read as an 

appendix to The Poverty of Philosophy, where the question 

of the relation of the Marxist to the Hegelian dialectic 

was resolved for the first time. More precisely still, the 

Manifesto can be read as an extrapolation from the 

quo tat ion t hat c los e s The Po ve r t y 0 f Ph i los 0 ph Y • Th e 

quotation, from George Sand, runs: "Combat or death: bloody 

struggle or extinction. 
33 

It is thus that the question is 

inexorably put." 

The central proposition of The Communist Manifesto is that 

historical processes have reduced or will reduce society in 

its capitalist stage of development to a simple dualism. 

Verbatim, it is stated that: "Society as a whole is more 

and more splitting into two great hostile camps, into two 

great classes directly facing each other: bourgeoisie and 

34 
proletariat." The naturalistic fallacy insinuates itself 

in the proclaimed inevitability of the process of 

polarization, confrontation, conflict and liquidation of 

the forces of the bourgeoisie. "In proportion as the 

bourgeoisie, i.e. capital, is developed, in the same 

proportion is the proletariat, the modern working class 

35 
developed." Consequently, the· familiar argument continues: 
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"\Vhat the hourgeoisie, therefore, produces, above all, is 

its own gravedigge rs. Its fate ann the victory of the 

36 
proletariat are equally inevitable." Already, the problem 

of a tendency to ontologize the historical relations of 

capital and labour presents itself. 

Associated with the reduction in the direction of a 

polarized social ontology, is the precipitate obliteration 

of other axes of power. For example, feudal relations are 

declared to have been eradicated. The text maintains that: 

"the feudal relations of property became no longer 

compatible with the already developed productive forces; 

they became so many fetters. They had to be burst asunder-
37 

they we re burs t asunder." Subsequently it has been a 

matter of controversy whether a social formation can 
38 

c ompr is e more than one mode of prod uc t ion. Similarly, as 

it dismisses the issue of feudal relations, The Communist 

Manifesto dismisses the national question. It says, in 

this connection: "National differences and antagonisms 
39 

between people are daily, more and more vanishing." Every 

determination of Statehood except the economic ~s judged to 

be of negligible importance: which is the essence of the 

the general and large problem of economism in political 

analysis. 

In effect, politics is defined as the issue of property. 

Before that, however, more fundamentally, economic history 

is defined as the history of property relations. "For many 
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a decade past, the history of industry and commerce is but 

the history of the revolt of modern productive forces 

against modern conditions of production, a~ainst the 

property relations tha t are the conditions for the 
40 

existence of the bourgeoisie and of its rule." In their 

con c 1 u s ion, Ma r x and Eng e 1 s con ten d t hat the " pro per t y 
41 

question" is the "leading question." More often, it seems 

to be the only question, in the 1840's and, in particular, 

in the Manifesto. The political purpose of the proletariat 

i s g i v e n in the set e r m s: " Th e prole tar i a t will us e its 

political supremacy to wrest, by degrees, all capital from 
42 

the bourgeoisie." And it seem that because, first and 

1 as t, politics is conceived of as a contest about 

property; nothing more is articulated in the way of a 

political ideal or programme. Also, it is considered that 

the abolition of property relations would be tantamount to 

the end of politics as such. On this score the Manifes to 

says: "When, in the course of development, class 

dis t inc tions have dis a ppea red and all prod uc t ion has been 

concentrated in the hands of a vast association of the 

whole nation, the public power will lose its political 

character. Political power, properly so called, is merely 
43 

the organized power of one class for oppressing another." 

Here, finally, the equation of politics with property 

relations has as its corollary ascription of a totally 

sinister role to the State. It leads to the notorious view 

according to which the "executive of the modern state is 

but a committee for managing the common affairs of the 
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44 
whole bourgeoisie." 

Of course, the rhetorical excesses of The Manifesto of the 

Communist Pa r ty can he attributed to the political 

exigencies of the situation in wh ich it was written. It 

can be regarded as an exhortation to revolutionary action 

tha t sacrifices theoretical rigotlr in its effort to 

communicate immediately, to inspire commitment and bolster 

morale. Its rampant economic determinism can be attributed 

to a desire not to tax a working class audience 

philosophically. Ho w eve r, i tis not po s sib 1 e to fin d a 

more 

from 

sophisticated theory 

which the Manifesto 

of politics set out elsewhere, 

is, as it were, an abstract. 

There is no esoteric version: The Communist Manifesto is 

all there is. The text might have been measured to suit 

the immediate political need: political action. It may 

have owed its existence to political opportunism, rather 

than, in the first instance or directly, to philosophic 

conviction. This is an inconclusive argument, however. It 

is generally agreed that the long-run effect of economic 

determinism in Marxist political theory has been political 

passivity. In the short term, nevertheless, the Manifesto 

may have served to inci te revolutionary fervour. In any 

case,it may have been expected to do so by its authors. It 

might also be argued, however, and more consistently, that 

The Communist Manifesto was less an exhortation, or a 

practical guide for revolutionaries, than a carefully 

considered theoretical. intervention, that attempted to 
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conceptualize a political crisis as well as to supply the 

working class party with philosophic credentials, with self 

understanding. In addition it might be said that in this 

attempt, Marx and Engels applied all the intellectual 

resources at their disposal. In other words, it seems not 

un rea son a b let 0 in t e r pre t the Ma n i f est 0 as rep res en tin g a 

crystallization of Marx's position in 1847, and as the 

philosophical culmination of the Feuerbachian period. This 

interpretation has p1ausabi1ity, not least because the 

Manifesto propounds ideas that remain fundamental for Marx 

even in the period that follows, in what Schmidt calls "the 

sec 0 n d a p pro p ria t ion 0 f He gel. " Latterly, they form a 

backdrop to the meticulous study of economic theory. 

Among these central ideas is the conviction upon which 

Marx's materialist philosophy of history stands: that the 

"concrete universal," the agent through which the "truth" 
45 

value of philosophy can be realized is the proletariat. 

Methodologically, the Manifesto emphasizes the necessity to 

analyze and conceptualize the dialectic of labour, the 

disposition of the forces that promote and obstruct the 

proletariat. Marx decides in favour of the principle of 

wealth, for general economic emancipation, for the 

expansion of the forces of production, and he decides 

against the bourgeoisie because its interest is co-

extensive with a certain level of the development of 

society's productive forces; a level at which the principle 

of private ownership predominates. For Marx, the political 
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rule of the bour<#oisie is inimical to the principle of 

soc i a I we a I t h • Nevertheless, insofar as Marx predicted the 

inevitable extinction of bourgeois relations of production 

he hampered the development of Marxist social theory with 

the doctrine of economic determinism. Subsequently, a 

voluminous literature has been produced that attempts to 

extricate Marxism from that problem. 
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CHAPTER TWO 



ANTONIO GRA"1SCI AND THE THEORY OF THE 
SUPERSTRUCTURe 

The political philosophy of Antonio Gramsci comprises the 

prototypical attempt to rescue Marxism from economic 

determinism: the prohlem that erupted into historical 

mat e ria lis m fro m Feu e r b a c h ' s nat u r ali sma n d wh i c h was 

formalized firstly in Engel's evolutionism; the problem 

that, from a methodological standpoint, threatens to leave 

Marxist social theory bereft of distinctive and irreducible 

the 0 r i e S 0 f ide 010 g y an d po 1i tic S • Gramsci's importance 

derives from his acknowledgement of this difficulty and 

consists in his elaboration of the theory of hegemonic 

political practice as a possible solution. Subsequently, 

attempts to develop theories of ideology and politics in a 

Marxist framework have echoed Gramsci and only arguably 

improved on his position, methodologically. 

Nicos Poulantzas, for example, entirely endorses Gramsci's 

interpretation of the theoretical impasse arrived at by 

materialist dogma. The problem, as Pou1antzas transcribes 

it, is that: "No systematic theory of ideology in the 

C.M.P. (capitalist mode of production) is to be fount! in 

Capital, for the remarks on capitalist fetishism cannot 

claim this title, nor is there a theory of politics in it." 

In both the political and ideological regions, so seriously 

underdeveloped, Poulan tzas locates his own work by 

emphasizing the uniqueness of Gramsci's contribution. To a 

considerable extent, Poulantzas may be understood to 
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situate himself, with Althusser, between Gramsci, on one 

side, and Marx, Engels and Lenin, on the other side. In 

any case, gesturing in the direction of Gramsci's effort to 

advance the }1arxist theory of ideology, Poulantzas writes: 

"As 0 P po sed to sci en c e, ide 0 log y has the pre cis e fun c t ion 

of hiding the real contradictions and of reconstituting on 

ani mag ina r y level are 1 a t i vel y co her e n t rl i s c 0 u r s e wh i c h 

serves as the horizon of agent's experience; it does this 

by moulding their representations of their real relations 

and inserting these in the overall unity of the relations 
2 

of a (social) formation." And he continues, immediately: 

"Th is is cer tainly the fund amen tal meaning of the ambiguous 

metaphor of 'cement' used by Gramsci to designate the 

function of ideology. Ideology which slides into every 

level of the social structure has the particular function 

3 
of cohesion." On the matter of ideology, too, as a 

substantiated system of relations, Pou1antzas urges the 

point that: " As Gramsc1 clearly realized, ideology 

encompasses not merely scattered elements of knowledge, 

notions, etc., but also the whole process of symbolization, 

of mythical transposition, of 'taste,' 'style,' 'fashion,' 
4 

i.e. of the 'way of life' in general." 

With respect to Gramsci's part 1n the effort to reconstruct 

a Marxist theory of politics, Pou1antzas is, if anything, 

more emphatic. There, 1n tha t con tex t, he remarks: "The 

theory of the State and of political power has, with rare 

exceptions such as Gramsci, been neglected by Marxist 

228 



5 
thought. To which statement he acids: "The classic 11arxist 

tradition of the theory of the Sta te is principally 

concerned to show the repressive role of the State, in the 

strong sense of organized physical repression. There is 

only one notable exception, Gramsci, with his problematic 
6 

of hegemony." 

Poulantzas' own purpose is more academic in character than 

Gramsci's. It is to purge Gramsci of historicism, and to 

appropriate the concep t of hegemony for structuralist 

Marxism. The criticism levelled at Gramsci is that as the 

basis of a "positive", political theory, as a programmatic 

statement, as theory with a direct practical intention, the 

hegemonic theory is profoundly suspect. This is because, 

says Poulantzas, it requires the working class party to 

adopt the tactics of the bourgeoisie, which given the 

radical divergence between their interests, may prove 

ruinous: "its success in the theory of the working class is 
7 

exceptionally suspect." In Poulantzas' view, the trouble is 

that Gramsci's historicism leads him to mistake the Jacobin 
8 

par ty for the embryonic Communis t par ty. This continuity 

is mythical and would be irrelevant from a structuralist 

p e rs pec ti ve for which the dec is i ve fac tor in con junc tu ra 1 

analysis is the actual composition of forces. 

However, in spite of the fact tha t Poulantzas 

differentiates his position from Gramsci's by rejecting the 

latter's historicism, Poulantzas does not in fact offer a 
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methodological criticism of Gramsci. The alleged 

misconception about the significance of the Jacobin party 

i nth e F r e n c h Re vol uti 0 n, and the r e 1 ate d m i s g i v i n gsa b 0 u t 

the wisdom of Gramsci's practical or tactical 

pronouncements, amount to no more than a substantive 

criticism and a conjecture. In fact, on the most general 

methodological 

conceptualize 

level, where the question of how to 

is political and ideological realities 

concerned, Poulantzas slips into Gramsci's shoes. Th is is 

so: firstly, in the sense that the general methodological 

problem of overcoming economic determinism recedes as the 

more analytic-theoretical difficulty of 

concept of hegemony from its historicist 

extricating the 

background takes 

precedence; secondly, and consequently, because Poulantzas 

achieves no more decisive victory over the threat of 

economic determinism. For this reason, having made 

reference to Poulantzas' acknowledgement of Gramsci, it 1s 

appropriate to look more closely at the Gramscian theory. 

Gramsci's Problematic 

Gramsci's purpose and point of reference were less 

abstract, more urgently defined by practical considerations 

than those of Poulantzas. What Gramsci demanded of Marxist 

theory was tha tit should supply, af ter Wor ld War I, an 

understanding of the structure of the Italian State. 

Unfortunately, this 

straightforwardly, to 

was 

do. 

something 

Italy, in 

it 

the 

proved unable, 

first quarter of 

the 20th century and beyond, did not conform to the 
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pattern of development of the leading industrial countries. 

The State appeared not to be dominated by the interest of 

capital: political life had not crystallized into a bipolar 

class struggle between hourgeoisie and proletariat; 

traditional social forms had evidently not been dissolved 

and transformed by the inexorable expansion of capitalist 

production. Instead, economic development was uneven: 

localized in the North and constrained by considerable 

national and international forces. The feudal aristocracy, 

the military caste and the Church remained influential at 

every level in society; and fascism rather than socialism 

or communism emerged as the victorious, popular and 

radical, ideology. The account given of the composition of 

forces in modern society, in The Manifesto of the Communist 

Party, was irrelevant to the Italian experience. For 

Grams c i, the th eo re t ica 1 ma t ter-a t-hand was to accommoda te 

Marxism to the study of specific historical ~ircumstances. 

Principally, there was a need to conceive of the 

possibility of social revolution without reliance upon a 

presupposition of economic revolution. Without the 

capability, Gramsci appreciated, of understanding the field 

of conflict (the Italian State) as an arena in which the 

preponderant social forces were not economically 

progressive and did not represent themselves as economic 

forces, there existed no possibility of elaborating a 

rational revolutionary practice. In other words. Gramsci 

was acutely aware that Marxism had to undergo 
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theoretical change before it could conceptualize the 

reality of ideology and politics in Italy in the 1920's. 

Methodologically, Gramsci has but one thought: that to 

explain every social phenomenon, causally, by reference to 

a determinate economic momentum, is to fail to produce 

historical explanation. His exasperation with economic 

de t e r min ism in Ma r xis t soc i a 1 the 0 rye x p 1 0 des 0 n n u mer 0 us 

occasions. He says, for example, in typical fashion: "The 

claim, presented as an essential postulate of historical 

materialism, that every fluctuation of politics and 

ideology can be presented and expounded as an immediate 

expression of the structure, must be contested in theory as 

9 
primitive infantilism." Even more scathingly and bluntly, 

if that is possible, he says: "The search for "dirty 

Jewish" interes ts has sometimes led to monstrous and 

c omi ca 1 errors of in te rpre ta t ion, wh ich have cons equen tly 

reacted negatively on the prestige of the original ideas. 

It is therefore necessary to combat economism not only in 

the theory of historiography, but also and especially in 
10 

the theory and practice of politics." Economism is firmly 

denounced as theoretical and practical wrongheadedness, 

even as simple-mindedness. 

In Stuart Hall's estimation, Gramsci's philosophic stature 

derives from his success in re-thinking the base-super-

11 
s true t ure me ta phor, which is the al ge bra and geome try of 

economistic theory. It can be argued, more emphatically, 
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however, that the sole purpose of Gramsci's methodological 

investigations was to completely discredit and finally 

dispense with the legendary metaphor. Reluctance to accept 

this intepretation, the tendency to refer euphemistically 

to the fate of the metaphor at Gramsci's hands, may be 

sentimental, since that figure has certainly played its 

part in the class struggle. Al t ern a t i vel y, i t may sur v i v e 

on practical grounds, since although it is a well-worn 

piece of equipment it is still not entirely useless. 

Nevertheless, Gramsci's attitude to the base-superstructure 

model was uncompromisingly negative. He strove to 

dissociate his position from the orthodox one, as it were, 

on two distinct locations. Nevertheless, at each site, his 

wr it i ng be trays a des per a te anxie t y to combat economism 

without entering into direct conflict with fundamental 

Marxist principle; and this anxiety may explain the 

disc repancy be tween the depth of his opposi tion to the 

orthodoxy and the apparent similarity between his theory of 

society and the base-superstructure model, a similarity 

which has led many commentators to believe that Gramsci re-

thought or re-worked that conception. 

The first location on which Gramsci confronted economism 

was the classic text by Bukharin, the Theory of Historical 
12 

Materialism: A Popular Manual of Marxist Sociology. Here, 

Gramsci thought it necessary to drive a wedge between Marx 

and Enge Is and to argue th a t Bukhar in's Schoo 1 was more 
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faithful to Engel's interpretation than to Marx's 

intention. For example, Gramsci says: "the question of the 

relationship of homogeneity between the two founders of the 
13 

philosophy of praxis (Marx and Engels) shoulti be posed." 

It is suggested that the facts of early co-authorship and 

of Engels' later role as Marx's literary executor, may have 

provided the ingredients of a myth that proclaims that Marx 

and Engels had one intellectual life between them. Gramsci 

recognized that Engels' not altogether identical position 

may have been projected onto Marx. A cautionary note to 

this effect is contained in the statement that runs: "It 

has been forgotten that in the case of a very common 

expression (historical materialism) we should put the 

accent on the first term - 'historical' - and not on the 
14 

second which is of metaphysical origin." This can only 

really be construed as an indictment of the metaphysical 

materialism associated, in the first instance with Engels, 

especially as set out in An ti-Duhrung. It is the 

metaphysic associated secondly with Bukharin's School. 

Against this current, Gramsci develops his historicism, as 

a neglected aspect of Marx's thought. 

The second location for Gramsci's work of demolition was 

the text of Marx's Pref~ce to A Contribution to a Critique 

of Political Economy. According to the rather thoughtless 

explanation offered by the editors of the Prison Notebooks, 

the text in question looms large, because it was one of 

the few fragments of Marx available to Gramsci in his 
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imprisonment. Much more pertinently, however, in spite of 

the existence of similar pronouncements in T he German 

Ideology, the Preface includes the source of the base-

superstructure metaphor. It contains the famous passage to 

the effect tha t: " In the social production of the i r 

existence, men inevitably enter into definite relations 

which are independent of their will, namely relations of 

production appropriate to a given stage in the development 

of the material forces of production. The totality of 

these relations of production constitutes the economic 

structure of society, the real foundation, on which arises 

a legal and political su perstructure and to which 

correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The 

mode of production of material life conditions the general 

process of social, political and intellectual life. It is 

not the consciousness of men that determines their 

existence, but their social existence that determines their 

15 
consciousness." 

Gramsci obviously felt compelled to return repeatedly to 

this Preface because it was here that he encountered a 

major 0 bs tac le to his theore tical purpos e: wh ich was to 

dissolve (it was never a question of revision) and move 

beyond the restriction imposed by the deterministic formula 

presented there; without entering into contradiction with 

Marx himself. In a preliminary way it may be said that 

Gramsci's reading of the Preface was principally concerned 

to shift attention from the lines on the relationship 
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between base and superstructure, in the direction of 

another, methodologically, more important observation, in 

whose 1 igh t the apparently crushing finality of the 

deterministic construction is precisely qualified. For 

Gramsci, the rational kernel of the Preface is the 

instruction to those studying social revolution and its 

portents, which advises that: "it is always necessary to 

distinguish between the material transformation of the 

economic conditions of production, which can be determined 

with the precision of natural science and the legal, 

political, religious, artistic or philosophic in short, 

ideological forms in which men become conscious of this 
16 

conflict and fight it out." In effect, Gramsci suggests, 

with his usual delicacy, that when the material supports of 

Marx's early political optimism have evaporated it remains 

absolutely imperative to retain the methodological insight 

that the material conditions of social existence stand in 

contradiction with, and persist as a concrete indictment of~ 

the ideological forms in which that reality presents itself 

(in a variety of mediations) to consciousness. 

In the end, Gramsci's references backward to the metaphor 

signify the discontinuation of a line of thought. In the 

Althusserian terminology, they indicate a caesura, a break, 

a rupture, though the violence of this imagery conveys a 

misconception of Gramsci's style. It should be enough when 

considering Gramsci's relation to Marx to repeat after 

Adorno tha t: "the decisive differences between 
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17 
philosophers have always cons is ted in nuances" and to re-

emphasize that Gramsci's efforts were occasioned by another 

historical crisis. But the Althusserian language is more 

vivid. There should, in any case, be no doubt that the 

bas e - sup e r s t r u c t u rem 0 del is e x act 1 y wh a t G ram sci ref use d 

of Marxist thought. 

In fact, Gramsci repudiated that hackneyed metaphor not 

once but twice: he found it unconvincing as the essential 

truth of a theory of social structure and he rejected it 

because it excluded an historical perspective on the 

composition of social forces. As a theory of social 

structure, it was viewed as the mainspring of economistic 

thinking; it was a conception which condoned and encouraged 

neg lee t of the independen t ques tion of the genera tion and 

reproduction of what are referred to as the 'super-

structures.' As a theory of history, on the other hand, 

the base-superstructure cliche exists in a state of 

innocence. Correspondingly, there are two elements in 

Grams c i, two subs tit u t ions tha t make the old te rminology 

redundant. Firstly, there is the element recognized by the 

structuralist Marxists, the theme of the autonomy of the 

superstructures. Secondly, there is the theme of the 

'historical bloc,': the perception of 
18 

process, to acknowledge Raymond Williams. 

'the base' as 

The concept of 

hegemony incorporates both elements. More properly, since 

Gramsci offers something more comprehensive and something 

less precise than a concept, these elements in combination 
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comprise the analytic secret of Gramsci's theory of 

society: in which society is conceived as the realization 

of a hegemonic politics. 

Firstly. then. Gramsci reconceptualized social structure. 

Each of the 'superstructural' domains is defined in terms 

of a specific contradiction. It was this exactitude that 

became the (hidden) principle of the autonom y of the 

superstructures. The more important (at least. the less 

familiar,aJ'}d the more central·) innovation; or the 

clarification with most far reaching consequences was that 

made with respect to the concept of ideology. Chan tal 

Mouffe has argued this point. She says: "if Gramsci's 

hegemony were limited to political leadership it would only 

differ from Lenin's concept in that Gramsci does not 

restrict its use to the strategy of the proletariat, but 

19 
also applies it to the bourgeoisie." Instead of this, 

however, she says: "the Leninist conception of hegemony is 

doubly enriched: firstly its extension to the bourgeoisie 

and then the addition of a new and fundamental dimension 

(since it is through this that unity at the political level 

will be 

direction." 

realized), 
20 

that of intellectual and moral 

Gramsci demonstrates, says Chantal Mouffe, 

that if it is correct to interpret economic life as 

mediated by politics, it is equally correct to expect 

political life to be mediated by ideology. For a hegemonic 

politics the key question becomes: "how can one forge 

genuine ideological unity between different social groups 
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in such a way as to make them unite to a single politic.al 
21 

subject ?" 

Obviously, th e foregoing analysis is substantially 

incontestable. It still fails to do justice to Gramsci, 

however, insofar as it omits to acknowledge his successful 

differentiation between the levels of political and 

ideological analysis. In particular, there is no 

recognition that Gramsci designated the ideological in 

terms of the antinomy of consciousness and social being. 

Th is is the s i g n i f i can ceo f G ram sci's s h i f t 0 f foe us in 

reading Marx's Preface to A (;ontribution to a Critique of 

Political Economy. That text enunciates the principles in 

whose terms Gramsci's continuity and discontinuity with 

Marx must be understood; since just as firmly as the 

base-superstructural model is renounced, so, jus t as 

enthusiastically, is the necessary distinction between 

consciousness and social being embraced as a reliable point 

of departure. 

Not only does that contradiction between social being and 

consciousness provide for the specificity of the ideologi-

cal level of analysis, but the principle "that men acquire 

consciousness of structural conflicts on the lev,l of 
22 

ideologies" has an epistemological value, for Gramsci. 

This is a particularly important emphasis in the light of 

Habermas' damaging criticism that in Marx (and so in 

Marxism), the subjective dialectic, the dialectic of 
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consciousness is totally eclipsed by the dialectic of 

labour. In Habernas's judgment: "Marx dio not adopt an 

epistemological perspective in developing his conception of 

the history of the species as something that has to be 
23 

comprehended materialistically." Now although th is 

criticism is in a sense incontrovertible (in the sense that 

Marx insisted on an economically reductive mode of social 

analysis), yet Gramsci promises to rescue an epistemo-

logical rationale where Habermas finds a fundamental fault; 

and Gramsci is able to explain the possibility of cogent 

criticism of material conditions even in the absence of 

solid methodological (i.e. scientific) principles. 

The epis temolog ica 1 po i n t tha t Gramsc i wishes to make, is 

this: liThe starting point of any critical elaboration is 

the consciousness of what one really is ••••••••• as a 

product of the historical process to date which has 

deposited in you an infinity of traces without leaving an 
24 

inventory." It is a conception of the bas is of theory in 

the capacity to conceptualize the impositions of social 

existence and in an ability to penetrate and refuse ready-

made nostrums that naturalize and legitimize these 

exigencies of social being. Gramsci stresses the conting-

ency of intellectual development upon the need to abjure 

the general invitation to identify with received formulae 

in theory and practice; which simply endorse the persist-

ence of the merely existent. Gramsci warns in this 

connection: "Ideas and opinions are not spontaneously 
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"born" in each individual brain: they have had a centre of 

formation, of irradiation, of dissemination, of persuasion 

- a group of men, or a single individual even, which has 

developed them and presented them in the political form of 
25 

current reality." The individual therefore finds himself, 

characteristically, to begin wi th , pre-theoretically, 

possessed by ideas that misrepresent his own experience, 

subjugate and subvert his own interests and invest him with 

alien needs. The individual is posited in society as a 

being divided against himself. This is how Gramsci 

conceptualizes the condition of the empirical subject: "The 

active man-in-the-mass," he says "has a practical activity, 

but no clear theoretical consciousness of his practical 

activity, which nonetheless involves understanding the 

world insofar as it transforms it. His theoretical 

consciousness can indeed be historically in opposition to 

his activity. One might almost say that he has two 

theoretical consciousnesses (or one contradictory 

con sci 0 u 8 n e s 8 ): 0 n e wh i chi s imp li cit in his act i vi t y an d 

which in reality unites him with all his fellow-workers in 

the practical transformation of the real world; and one 

superficially explicit or verbal, which he has inherited 

from the past and uncritically absorbed. But this verbal 

conception is not without consequences. It holds together 

a specific social group, it influences moral conduct and 

the direction of will, with varying efficacy but often 

powerfully enough to produce a situation in which the 

contradictory state of consciousness does not permit of any 
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action, any decision or any choice, and produc~ a condition 
26 

of moral and political passivity." 

To some extent, undoubtedly, Chantal Mouffe captures the 

sociological meaning of Gramsci's position where she 

presents the hegemonic theory of ideology as envisioning a 

moral and intellectual contest for the minds of the people. 

But there is also in her interpretation an A1thusserian 

form of condescension which suggests that Gramsci offered 

only a half-baked notion, available only in a "practical 
27 

state." However, the Althusserian structuralist approach, 

which is concerned primarily to reconstitute the Marxist 

theory of the superstructures, actually misses the 

epistemological significance of Gramsci's intervention. It 

fails to do justice to Gramsci's claim that: "the political 

development of the concept of hegemony represents a great 

philosophical advance as well as a political-practical 
28 

one." Epistemologically, Gramsci poses the question of the 

formation of the subject of historical knowledge in 

conjunction with the substantive political question 

concerning the formation of the superstructures; and his 

theory of ideology thrives upon the simplicity of his 

articulation of these issues. For Gramsci, in fact, the 

philosophical 'problem of knowledge' and the sociological 

problem of the formation of superstructures are microscopic 

and macroscopic perspectives on the pervasive antinomy of 

consciousness and social being. 
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There are at least two major Gramscian contributions to the 

theory of ideology. Firstly, the neglected point that: 

"the choice and the criticism of a conception of the world 
29 

is also a political matter." This emphasis pre-figures the 

most avant-garde standpoint for which all discursive events 

are embroiled in a politics of signification, in which 
30 

every communicative act is a signifying practice. 

Secondly, there is the complementary point tha t: 

"philosophical activity is not to be conceived solely as 

the "individual" elaboration of systematically coherent 

concepts, but also and above all as a cultural battle to 
31 

transform the popular "mentality."" Which .i! a second 

factor. The Gramscian theory of ideology makes these two 

points simultaneously: that criticism must explore the 

question of the transformation of consciousness and of the 

reorganiza tion of social s truc ture, and mus t acknowledge 

that there are two variables in any study of ideological 

forms. 

Gramsci's theory of social structure proceeds with a 

similar analytic clarity on the political plane. The re , 

the base-superstructure relation is replaced by the 

antinomy of state and civil society. Even here, Gramsci 

proceeds circumspectly, however, as though constantly 

measuring the distance between his own speculation and 

Marx's position. To begin with, Gramsci insists that the 

distinction between state and civil society is 

methodological, not real: "in actual reality civil society 

243 



32 
and s ta te are one and the same. 1I But with th is 

precautionary note Gramsci once again renounces the base-

superstructure model. Wit h t his dis cIa i mer , too , wh i c h 

quietly denounces ontological thinking, Gramsci separates 

himself from the neo-Gramscians Poulantzas and Althusser, 

whose determination 
33 

to redeem the base-superstructure 

model has been appositely described by 
34 

Laclau as 

elaboration of a IImetaphysic of instances. 1I Alternatively, 

perhaps, they are trapped in an ontology of levels. 

Although he does not unreservedly reinstate what he calls 

the power-bloc/people (i. e • the state/civil society) 

couple in his own work, but attempts to subordinate it to 

class relations, Laclau is closer to Gramsci than Althusser 

or Poulantzas. Al though, 

underestimates the state civil 

finally, 

society 

Laclau, 

distinction 
35 

too, 

and 

ontologizes the social relations of production; still he 

grapples with the central principle of Gramsci's theory of 

politics when he condemns orthodox Marxism for its 

uncritical, automatic class reductionism in political 

analysis. Says Laclau: "Traditionally, among the various 

paradigms which we have characterized the kind of Marxism 

with which we are concerned, there is one which is the 

source of them all: class reductionism. Contradictions are 

seen in a hierarchical system that can be directly or 

indirectly reduced to a class contradiction. Any elemen t 

or contradiction at the political and ioeological level is 
36 

therefore, a class appurtenance." The problem is 
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engendered by the, in one sense, authentically Marxist 

tendency to regard the apparent contradiction between state 

and civil society as a projection and distortion of the 

more fundamental conflicts intrinsic to civil society 

itself, i.e. of class conflict. As La cIa u poi n t sou t , 

however, class reductionism makes ideological analysis 
37 

redundant by conceiving of ideologies as class "essences." 

By way of clarification, there is Laclau's argument that: 

"It is precisely because "the people" can never be totally 

absorbed by any class discourse, because there is always a 

certain openness in the ideological domain, whose 

structuring is never complete, that the class struggle can 

also occur as ideological struggle. To suppose, on the 

contrary, that class ideologies constitute a closed and 

perfectly consistent bloc is to reduce the conflict between 

them to a purely mechanical clash which could hardly be 

characterized as ideological struggle." To deny the 

d ia lec t ic be tween ' the people' and class es wou ld be, th en, 
38 

to deny the ideological class struggle." 

Laclau assimilates the primary amendment of Gramsci's 

political theory by incorporating a 'power bloc/people' 

distinction. Recen tl Y , th is th eore tical innova t ion has 

been emphasized in an effort to understand the phenomenon 

of Thatcherism. Stuart Hall says, for example, of 

Th a tche r ism: "I ts rad ica 1 ism connec ts wi th rad ica l-po pular 

sentiments, but it effectively turns them round, absorbs 

and neutralizes their popular thrust, and creates, in the 
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39 
place of a popular rupture, a populist unity." Its 

national-popular ethic operates like this, Hall Ruggests: 

" Wh e n ina c r i sis the t r a d i t ion a I ali P, n men t s are dis r u pte d , 

it is possible. on the very ground of this break, to 

construct the people into a populist political subject: 

with, not against the power bloc, in alliance with new 

political forces in a great national crusade to 'make 
40 

Britain "Great" once more." Hall also echoes Laclau in 

attributing the success of Thatcherism to the refusal of 

the Labour Party to develop and practice a hegemonic 

politics: when he accuses the Labour Party of sectarianism 
41 

or class reductionism in its political strategy. 

There is more, however, to Gramsci's critique of the 

orthodox Marxism of his day than opposition to class 

reductionism. Grams c i was eq uall y concerned to cor re c t a 

simplistic one-dimensional concept of the State. Becaus e , 

as surely as the base-superstructure model involved class 

red u c t ion ism; jus t as in e v ita b 1 y , i t con don e d wh a t has 

become known as statism. For Gramsci, the main corollary 

of th is fallacy was an excl us i ve re liance on violence and 

confrontation in political strategy. For this politics the 

ultimate practical goal was the coup d'etat. 'The mi.litary 

model,' in Gramsci's estimation, had become a "pernicious 
42 

prejudice." It had become necessary, he argued, to 

conceive of the state, dialectically, as an amalgam of 

coercion and consensus. He f e 1 t 0 b Ii g edt 0 rev is e c e r t a in 

"determinations of the concept of the state, which is 
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usually understood as political society (or dictatorship; 

or coercive apparatus to bring the mass of the people into 

conformity with the specific type of production and the 

specific economy at a given moment) and no t as an 

equilibrium between political society and civil society {or 

hegemony of a social group over the entire national society 

exercised through the so-~alled private organizations, like 
43 

the Church, the trade unions, the schools, etc." In another 

similar formulation, Gramsci remarks: "The methodological 

criterion on which our own study must be based is the 

following: that the supremacy of a social group manifests 

itself in two ways, as 'domination' and as 'intellectual 

and moral leadership.' A social group dominates 

ant ago n i s tic g r 0 ups, wh i chi t ten d s to' 1 i qui d ate " 0 r to 

subjugate perhaps even by armed force; it leads kindred and 
44 

allied groups." Politics are not confined to the formal 

political arena e.g. to parliamentary debate, nor are they 

promo ted ou ts ide th e cham be rs 0 f governmen t only by brute 

force. Mainly, in fact, in conditions short of war, 

political strategy and objectives are mediated by ideology. 

As Gramsci puts it: "it is precisely in civil society that 
45 

intellectuals operate." 

James Curran redeploys Gramsci's insight into the role of 

the intellectuals when he writes: "The modern mass media in 

Britain now perform many of the integrative functions of 

the Church in the middle ages •••••••• The mass media have 

now assumed the role of the Church, in a more secular age, 
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of interpreting and making sense of the world to the mass 

public. Like their priestly predecessors, professional 

communicators amplify systems of representation tha t 

legitimize the social system •••••• The new priesthood of 

the modern media has supplanted the old as the principal 

ideological 

46 
system." 

agents building consent for the social 

Up to this point, Gramsci's deconstruction of the base-

superstructure model has been traced along only one axis: 

in structuralist terms, discussion has been confined to the 

synchronic dimension. Bu t Grams eire pud ia ted tha t formul a 

not 0 n 1 y a s a s imp lis tic the 0 r y 0 f soc i a 1 s t rue t u r e • He 

also, and more emphatically, rejected it because it made no 

sense in the context of his historical investigations. And 

so Gr ams c i ' s farewell to the economis t ic model takes the 

form of his pronouncement that: "Struc tures and supe r-
47 . 

structures form an 'historical bloc'." In a formulation 

whose critical edge is typically camouflaged, Gramsci 

contends that society denotes an ensemble of practices: so 

that any state of equilibrium however deep-rooted, is 

ultimately the resultant of a conjunctural play of 

political forces. In Gramsci's analysis, the 'historical 

bloc' defines society primarily as a political phenomenon 

in which moral t economic and cultural practices reproduce 

or transform communal conditions and means of existence. 

The importance of the 'historical bloc', the advisability 

of conceiving of social relations as a complex of political 

248 



determinations, is reluctantly, perhaps, completely 

i n v 0 I un tar i I Y con c e d e d by Al t h us s e r in the e s say , " Ide 0 log y 

and Ideological State Apparatuses," when he begins by 

arguing the priority of the question of social reproduction 
48 

over the question of production. 

According to the Editors of the Prison Notebooks: "Gramsci 

did not s u c c e e din fin din gas imp 1 e, wh 0 11 y sat is f act 0 r y 
49 

conception of 'civil society' or the 'state.'" No doubt 

this was because, for Grams c i , these concepts were 

worthless except when they were operationalized; when they 

would look different in different circumstances, where 

their content would vary. What Gramsci did achieve, 

however, is well illustrated by a glance backward to the 

restriction imposed upon social criticism by the 

'base-superstructure' metaphor. The real danger lay, for 

Gramsci, in the possibility that such a crude figure could 

gain sufficient credibility to become a reference point for 

political action. As a corrective to political malpractice 

attendant upon economistic thought, Gramsci specified the 

principles tha t accounted for the distinctiveness of 

political and ideological analysis of social phenomena. He 

recommended that due attention should be paid to the 

contradictions of social being and consciousness and of 

s ta te and civil society. The 'base-superstructure' 

me ta pho r employed by or thodox Ma rxis ts was as s oc ia ted in 

Gramsci's mind with unfortunate political strategies and 

attitudes. It engendered apathy and fatalism hy placing an 
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excessive emphasis upon automatic economic transformations. 

It fostered militarism by conceiving of the state as 

repression and domination. It condoned sectarianism by 

t r a d e un ion san d W 0 r kin g cia ssp art i e s wh ere i t con s t rue d 

the class divisions of capitalist society as ontological 

facts. 

Instead of these prevalent forms of misconception and 

malpractice, Gramsci proposes his hegemonic theory as an 

alternative reference point for political practice. Above 

all the new politics is required to take account of the 

role of mediation 

functionaries and 

performed by 

institutional 

ideology 

networks) 

(and 

in 

its 

the 

construction and maintenance of political consensus. This 

is the factor that makes Gramsci's work relevant in the 

study of mass communications. Enveloped and almost lost in 

this emphasis on the ' re1ative autonomyl of ideological 

practices, there is also an epistemological revision that 

defines self-knowledge as a process of emancipation from 

the pervasive webs of misrepresentation. Which means that 

for Gramsci criticism is a political activity that begins 

in the realms of ideology where men and women enter the 

symbolic universe. Entirely consistent with this double 

emphasis which construes Ideology as the Transcendental 

Subject that constitutes a 

construes the critique of 

political 

ideology 

consensus 

as the 

and which 

subversive 

activity of the oppressed empirical subject; entirely 

consistent with this double emphasis, on a substantive 

250 



level, there is Gramsci's estimation of the importance of 

the intellectual strata. He stresses the practical 

importance of the intellectuals in the formation of a 

political universe and in the preparation of conditions of 

change. In the context of Italian politics, he put great 

store by the fact that: "there is a great gap between the 

popular masses and the intellectual groups, even the 

largest ones, and those nearest to the peripheries of 
50 

national life, like priests and school teachers." It was 

in that space that Gramsci envisaged the possibility of an 

alternative hegemony: one constructed by the working class. 

(Gramsci's perception of that space, however, certainly 

makes his work slightly anachronistic: it is indicative of 

the fact that he thought and wrote prior to the age of the 

mass media which have now occupied that vacuum). 

Gramsci's political theory was a Marxism without economic 

determinism. He offered the working class intellectual and 

moral control of social condi tions. He recommended 

s tra teg ic control th rough knowledge and not directly 

through physical possession of the means of production. 

His movement out of economism, in fact, originated in 

relinquishment of an obsessive concern wi th property 

(perhaps, ethically, in renunciation of commodity 

fetishism) and in a commensurate emphasis on the role of 

knowledge as th e bas is 0 f soc ia 1 power. With Gramsci, 

social transformation and the hegemony of the proletariat 

demand commitment to an arduous educative process. It 
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means release from delusion and preparation for 

participation in genuinely democratic forms of social life, 

as opposite sides of the same new coin. 

It is best to summarize Gramsci's position vis-a-vis the 

orthodox economistic position by beginning with his own 

statement: "Although it is certain that for the fundamental 

productive classes (Capitalist bourgeoisie and modern 

proletariat) the State is only conceivable as the concrete 

form of a specific economic world, of a specific system of 

production, this does not mean that the relationship of 

means to end can be easily determined or takes the form of 
51 

a simple schema, apparent at first sight." Here, Gramsci 

acknowledges the brute fact that the bourgeoisie and 

proletariat necessarily proceed in their mundane practices 

from the standpoint of economic-corporate interest. They 

are the blind instruments of a divisive but productive 

e conom ics • Nevertheless, Gramsci is adamant that 

realization of economic-corporate interest inevitably 

requires reflection on, modification of and, in some 

measure, transcendence of narrow economistic world-views. 

Gramsci draws attention to a dialectic whereby power 

originally concentrated in property becomes power 

inc reas i ng 1 y i nves ted in knowledge: he remarks on the 

manne r in wh ich economic-corpora te in te res ts have to be 

translated into mathematic-symbolic and ideological-

political sorts of knowledge capable of organizing nature 

and of articulating and mobilizing popular sentiment and 
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energy. Where hegemonic power is exercised, economism has 

been outgrown, and says Gramsci: "the dominant group is 

coordinated concretely with the general interests of the 

subordinate groups, and in the life of the state is 

conceived of as a continuous process of formation and 

superseding of unstable equilibria (on the judicial plane) 

between the interests of the fundamental group and those of 

the subordinate groups - equilibria in which the interests 

of the dominant group prevail, but only up to a certain 

point, i.e. stopping short of narrowly corporate economic 
52 

interest." 

Gramsci's Legacy 

Gramsci's theoretical legacy is though tfully, though 

obliquely, examined by Stuart Hall in his essay: "Cultural 
53 

Studies: two paradigms." What that essay does is to ponder 

a schism in the Gramscian camp between structuralists and 

cuI tural theoris ts. Hall sugges ts that the main weakness 

in each school is the result of an unnecessarily 

restrictive interpretation of Gramsci. Where structuralism 

has over-emphasized 'conditions,' the conjunctural 

dis pos i t ion 0 f forces; cuI tu ra 1 ism is unders tood to have 
54 

become bogged down in the dialectic of consciousness. A 

re-appraisal of Gramsci is recommended as a means of 
55 

finding "a way through this false polarization." 

Quite obviously, in one direction, difficulties emerge 

because Structuralist Marxism had conceded too much, 
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methodologically, to Structuralism before its encounter 

with Gramsci. Chantal Mouffe is not mistaken when she 

contends that structuralist linguistics, psychoanalysis anrl 

anthropology have contributed enormously to the study of 

mass communications and that they have enabled the theory 

of ideology to advance beyond the point that was reached by 

Gramsci. But the advance has not been unilinear and 

continuous. Structuralism also regresses behind Gramsci. 

In Hall's estimation: "The problem is that the manner in 

which this 'subject' of culture is conceptualized is of a 

transhistorical and 'universal' character: it addresses the 

subject-in-genera1, not historically-determinate social 

subjects •••••• Thus, it is incapable, so far, of moving its 

in-general propositions to the level of concrete historical 
56 

analysis." 

It is also reasonable to suggest that structuralist Marxism 

involves an intransigent resistance to Gramsci's 

historicism. Several connotations merit consideration. 

Nothing, to begin wi th, is more expressive of the 

Althusserian anti-historicism than its scientific 

pretension: its concern to validate the science of 

historical materialism. And, nothing, in turn, is more 

typically scientific than structuralism's tendency to 

hypostatize its categorical equipment: to posit its 

conceptual framework as real. So, in its scientific 

approach, in its disdain for the historical approach, 

structuralism translates its perception of a need to 
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differentiate ideological and political levels from an 

economic level of social reality, into a social ontology 

that recognizes three dis tinct levels of social practice. 

It transforms the base-superstructure model in to a 

three-tier system. 

Immediately, however, the structuralist recourse to 

ontology involves a debasement of the concept of practice. 

I tin e v ita b 1 y ad u 1 t era t e s G ram sci's a chi eve men t • On the 

political 

Gramscian 

level, 

theory 

where least 

of society, 

damage is done 

the contradiction 

to the 

between 

state and civil society is installed as the analytical 

mainstay of structuralist political science. It appears in 

this central position notably in Poulantzas and Lacla u , 

who are thus able to indulge in substantive analyses. Even 

here, however, it is evident that the concept of practice 

is cheapened by being confined to a reified domain: by 

virtue of the fact that politics are confined to one region 

of existence and reduced to an aspect of class relations. 

however, that the It is on the ideological level, 

intransigent anti-historicism of the A1 thusserian posi tion 

level the concept of has its worst effect. On that 

practice is entirely absent. There is no incorporation of 

the G r am sci a nco n c e p t wh i c h art i c u 1 ate s the po s sib i1 i t y 0 f 

ideological practice to the contradiction of social being 

and consciousness. In s tea d , in Al t h us s e r ' s un il ate r ali s t 

construction, the transcendental subject, Capital, 
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interpellates empirical subjects, constitutes them in its 

image, colonizes individual dispositions and energies and 

systematically obliterates the historicity of 
57 

things. 

There is in the Althusserian framework no dialectic of 

transcendental and empirical subjectivity. Ideology 

transcends contradiction. The transcendental subject, 

Capital, assumes the transhistorical significance of an 

ontological order. 

Failure, attributable to its positivistic blinkers, to 

comprehend the Gramscian theory of ideology leaves the 

Althusserian system unable to provide a theore tical 

explanation of the specificity or distinctiveness of 

ideological practices. Ins tead , s t ruc tu ral ism, on the 

epistemological level, proclaims the absolute heterogeneity 

of scientific and ideological forms of knowledge, and on 

the substantive-sociological level, it proclaims the 

heterogeneity of economic, political and ideological modes 

of 'practice.' In the end, in formal-polemical terms, the 

Althusserian discourse originates, at one point, in 

opposition to the historicism of Gramsci. This means that, 

formally, Althusser and his followers refuse Gramsci's 

reconceptualization of society as an ensemble of practices; 

as a political universe in its every aspect. Ironically, 

however, in the essay 'Ideology and Ideological State 

Apparatuses,' where he insists on the priority of the 

question of social reproduction i.e. of social practice in 

general over economic practice (production) in particular, 
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Althusser capitulates completely, if tacitly, to Gramsci. 

In effect, though it only appears there in a "practical 

state," inadequately theorized, Gramsci's theory of 

society, the hegemonic theory, eventually triumphs in the 

principal Althusserian contribution to the study of mass 

communications. 

Stuart Hall's reservations about culturalism and its 

tendency to become ensnared in a dialectic of consciousness 

are submitted mainly with Raymond Williams' contribution in 
58 

mind. And, no doubt, there is both a pluralist overtone in 

Williams' writings that apparently divorces politics from 

the contradictions of economic production altogether; and 

an inclination to conflate political and ideological 

dimensions of the conjunctural institutional structure and 

to designate the resulting amalgam as culture. To pu t it 

another way: there is some justification for alleging, as 

Stuart Hall does, that culturalism underestimates the 

importance of non-cultural, institutional constraints on 

social change, and envisages social history as a 'long 

revolution' that will or should eventually assimilate all 

sections of the population in a common culture. 

It is also worthwhile to argue, as Stuart Hall does, that 

Williams' culturalism may be regarded as responding to only 

one strand of Gramsci's hegemonic construction. 

Nevertheless, it must also be admitted that Raymond 

Williams incorporates the best of Gramsci. The affinity 
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between Williams and Gramsci may be defined as historicism, 

and it is most easily recognized in the vehemence with 

wh ich they repudiate the base-superstructure model of 

society. Williams' revulsion may be gauged from the three 

quotations where he maintains "that when we talk about 'the 
59 

base' we are talking of a process not a state;" when he 

adds th a t wha t 'the base' attempts to comprehend is 

"something much more complicated and contradictory than the 

developed metaphysical notion of 'the base' could possibly 
60 

allow us to realize;" and when he suggests that "we have to 

revalue 'the base' away from the notion of a fixed economic 

or technological abstraction, and towards the specific 

activities of men in real social and economic 

relationships, containing fundamental contradictions and 

variations and therefore always in a state of dynamic 
61 

process." In effect, Williams can be seen to have viewed 

society as an "historical bloc." 

Most importantly, however, Williams follows Gramsci, and 

acknowledges the theory of hegemony, in supplanting the 

base-superstructure conception with the antinomy of 

consciousness and social being: in making the dialectic of 

knowledge and experience the key epistemological and 

sociological relation. It is by virtue of his grasp of the 

importance of this antinomy of consciousness and social 

being that Raymond Williams has been able to promote a 

Marxist perspective on culture and a brisk, sociologically 

informed, materialist asthetic. The defining characteristic 
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of Williams' position is not, on reflection, his tendency 

to explain social history as a long revolution tha t 

progressively incorporates everyhody: the hallmark of his 

criticism is the ability to divulge and convey a sense of 

the duplicity of cultural forms, to reveal their capacity 

to misrepresent as well as to express and communicate 

experience, as it is currently organized. So he says in a 

characteristic tone: "I am saying then that in relation to 

the full range of human practice at anyone time, the 

dominant mode is a conscious selection and 

organization ••••••• ~ut there are always sources of real 
62 

hUman practice which it neglects or excludes." Which 

formulation reiterates his earlier focus upon dominant 

cultural forms as aspects of a 'selective tradition' which, 

as carefully as it protects, fosters and promulgates, 

actively discourages, rejects and dissipates, the common 

stock of experience in its representation and evaluation of 
63 

tha t exper ience. Raymond Williams belongs to a fairly 

select group of social critics who can explicate culture as 

both art and exploitation, as enlightenment and deception. 

And the theoretical basis of that perspective on culture is 

an intellectual response to external existential pressures. 

It is a practical theory that reacts against the heteronomy 

entailed in the antinomical relation of consciousness and 

social being, of knowledge and experience, as presently 

constituted and maintained. 
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CHAPTER THREE 



THE FOUNDATIONS OF THE CRITIQUE OF IDEOLOGY 

.. 
According to Jurgen Habermas, the need to establish the 

coherence of social theory in a methodologically sound 

notion of critique must be met without invoking Marx: 

"Marx did not develop this idea of the science of man. By 

1 
equating critique with natural science, he disavowed it." 

For Habermas, Marxism is synonymous with a materialist 

metaphysics that reduces social relations to economic 

relations. Marx is understood to have impeded 

clarification of the epistemological foundation of critique 

by confounding production and interaction: instrumental 
2 

action and communicative action. Habermas maintains that 

Marx looked· misguidedly to natural science for methodo-

logical inspiration. Inevi ta bly, the argumen t runs, Marx 

suppressed the epistemological/methodological questions 

vital to the possibility of social knowledge. The 

corollary of Marx's naturalistic inclination, Habermas 

concludes, is that in Capital, Marx concentrated 

exclusively upon the Objective Dialectic, which meant that 

he conceptualized social existence in the shape of an 

economistic framework governed by determinate laws of 

motion, without ever supposing that anything more than 

meticulous observation of the Objective Dialectic of 

History was required by way of method. 

In a strong counter-current. the emergence of ideology 
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critique is held to be unimaginable without Ma rx ' s 

superlative theoretical contribution. In this antithetical 

interpretation, the critique of Political e~onomy has, 

allegedly, completely outgrown the dependencies of the 

Feuerbachian period. Alfred Schmidt gets concisely to the 

crux of th is alternative case when he suggests tha t 

critique of political economy is the product of Marx's 

"second appropriation of Hegel, especially the Hegel of The 
3 

S-cience of Logic." Immediately, two implications of 

Schmidt'S observation deserve to be spelled out more fully, 

even in a preamble. Firstly, this construction makes the 

Grundris~e the key interpretative document, since it is in 

that text that the methodologically decisive dialogue with 

Hegel occurs. Secondly, this construction represents 

Marx's theory of society not as materialist dogma, not as 

an inflexible, presuppositional blindfold; but as the 

culminating success of a method of critique: which supplies 

the enigmatic formula that is required to resolve 

(theoretically) the antagonism at the heart of the 

practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie; namely, a poorly 

articulated but determinate conception of what society 

should be, or of how its productive forces should be 

deployed, i.e. a theory of society. 

The critique of P oli tical economy Is , in this 

interpretation, a methodological possibility attributable, 

1 nth e fir s tin s tan c e , to ani n ten s I fie a t Ion 0 f Ma r x ' s 

ambivalence to Hegel. Thus, on one Side, Marx's analyses 
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in the Grundrisse undoubtedly incorporate He ge 1 ' s 

antinominalisn. This antinominalism becomes a primary 

intellectual resource in his engagement with the political 

economists. That Is, Marx fully appreciated Hegel as the 

philosopher of the "concrete universal." Ma r x ass 1 mil ate d 

the 'historical secret' of The Science of Logic. On the 

other hand, Marx's ambivalence must not be understated: not 

only did Marx consider that Hegel had in his political 

philosophy misnamed the 'concrete universal;' but he also 

repudiated the essentialism of Hegel's logic. Which is to 

say that where Hegel recognized in the "concrete universal" 

(of Statehood in the guise of constitutional monarchy) a 

positive identity of essence and existence, concept and 

reality; 

mystified 

Ma r x d e p lor edt h e po stu 1 ate did en tit Y wh i c h 

the real (antagonistic) historical relation of 

theory and practice and enforced or condoned an enforced 

devaluation of the real. 

The Science of Logic as much as the Phenomenology of Spirit 

was rooted in a philosophy of history. In that respect, 

the Logic merely re-iterated the solution to the problem of 

nominalism submitted in the Phenomenology. Kant had 

remained profoundly equivocal about the possibility of 

phenomenal knowledge: he had reI inquished the "th ing-in­

itself" that existed independently of consciousness and had 

res igned ph ilos oph y to knowledge of th e ca t egor i ca 1 

structure of cognition anrl what it coulrl relay and provide 

a nomenclature for. Hegel, for his part, conceived of 
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historical reality as a substantiation of the human spirit. 

The Science of Logic appraised all categorial systems not 

only as cognitive or theoretical frameworks, but also as so 

many instances in which the human essence, Reason, had been 

realized in the phenomenal world. 
4 

exploded the nominalist prejudice. 

In t his sen s e, He gel 

At the same time, however, Hegel's Science of Logic, like 

the Phenomenology, presupposed the completed formation of 

the historical. On the basis of that presupposition, Hegel 

chronicled the progress of Reason to Absolute Knowledge; by 

way of stages in which it had failed to actualize the 

Philosophic Idea, except partially and precariously. This 

presupposition of the closure of the Objective Dialectic in 

Abso lute Knowledge, neve r the less and des pi te its vigo rous 

antinominalism, brough t Hegel back into line with 

Transcendental Idealism. It accorded with the most 

extravagant claims of Kan tian epistemology which had 

previously proclaimed the absolute validity of the 

categorical frameworks of modern science. Hegel, 

especially as the Philosophy of Right makes clear in the 

case of the epistemological status of political science (by 

implication with regard to the status of political 

economy), val ida tea the emerging anthropological 

discourses. In short, Hegel's essentialism consisted in 

his acknowledgement that the categorial frameworks of 

modern political science encompassed and comprehensively 

rep res en ted the rea 1 i nth e 0 r y ; wh i 1 e the rea lex i s ted , 
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conversely, th 0 ugh equally unproblematically, as the 

concrete representative of the 'positive knowledge' 

possessed by political science. 

Marx's 'second appropriation of Hegel,' to return to the 

matter at hand, issues in a notion of critique that 

combines an antinominalist principle derived straight-

forwardly from He~el and an anti-essentialist principle 

that originates in opposition to Hegel. On the one hand, 

Marx inherits the Hegelian method that approaches the 

concrete particular available to cognition as the 

representative of an absent universal principle. On the 

o th er hand, Ma rx pronounces a nega t i ve judgmen t on th e 

universal: on the principle of intelligibility and 

criterion of value imposed by History on the material 

substratum of the world. Hegel's antinominalism is turned 

against him. The Universal comes under review, from the 

direction of the concrete particular; from which direction 

it signifies a process that organizes reality in accordance 

with an alien and indifferent principle. Am p 1 if yin g Ma r x 

in this regard, Adorno explains: "There is only one way for 

Hegelian logic to succinctly identify a universal and an 

undefined particular •••••••• and that is for logic •••••• 

not to deal with the particular as a particular at all. 

His logic deals only with particularity, which is already 
5 

conceptual." In other words, Hegel's essentialism 

systematically effaces an extra-conceptual, logically 

superfluous but potentially resistant material element In 



the concrete particular. Nod 0 u b t, He gel' s e sse n t i ali s m 

captured the movement of History, but it also endorsed that 

tyranny of the symbolic established and acivanced by the 

logic of a universal history. 

Wi th Marx, th eo r y demurs. Marx, continuously and 

energetically, repudiates the postulated identity of 

concept and reality affirmed by Hegel's philosophy of 

history. Adorno again encapsulates the intention of Marx's 

extensive argumentation against essentialism when he 

observes that ideology critique emerges in confrontation 

wit hid e n tit a ria nth ink in g, wh i c h rea c h e dan un pre c e den ted 

level of sophistication in Hegel. Expressing the anxiety 

embedded in the oppositional standpoint, Adorno submits: 

"Identity is the primal form of ideology. We relish it as 

adequacy to the thing it suppresses. •••••••• Ideo10gy's 

power of resistance to enlightenment is owed to its 

6 
complicity with identifying thought •••• " In this sense, 

critique strives to prise apart the logical universal and 

the concrete particular which in ideology become 

indistinguishable. And it is in this respect, as a 

monumental effort to give sociological significance to the 

obfuscations of political economy and to bring it into 

contradiction that the G!JH:t<1..!'Js.s_e may be regarded as the ~ 

fundamental text not only of the critique of political 

econo~y but also of the critique of ideology. 
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The Analytic of Political Economy 

In the Grundrisse, Marx appraises political economy not 

only as economic theory but 

practical philosophy of the 

also as a codification of the 

bourgeoisie. Occasionally, he 

appears to address purely theoretical matters, especially 

when he discusses what were topical issues, such as the 

causes of foreign exchange crises or the advisability of 

fiduciary note issue; but, in fact, Marx consistently 

regards the logical and the historical as inseparable 

cons iderations (his antinominalism), however much he 

insists upon their irreconcilability (his anti-

essentialism). His critique of political economy begins, 

in the Grundrisse, in a hermeneutic exercise that 

advertizes the ineptitude with which the relation of the 

universal and the particular is conceptualized by 

utilitarian economic theory. In the Grundrisse, where 

what may be usefully called his critique of the analytic of 

po lit ical economy has been unfor tuna te 1y suppres s ed, Marx 

s ubve r ts th e a rgumen ts of his opponen ts immanen tl y • 

Political economy is exposed as theoretically deficient 

( c om mit ted to a log i c 0 f m i s rep res e n tat ion), be for e the 

suggestion is made that the social practice it rationalizes 

is, and not coincidentally, contradictory. The enormOUS 

importance of the Grundrisse, therefore, consis ts in the 

f act t hat i teo n t a ins Ma r x ' B pre lim ina r y her men e uti cas 

well as a record of the theoretical linkages between that 

effort and the critique of the practical philosophy of the 

bourgeoisie that it made possible. 
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Unless the importance of Marx's antinominalism is 

appreciated his generalized polemic can seem pedantic, 

perhaps pointless. There can be no doubt, however, that 

this principle separated Marx from his contemporaries. 

Generically, the Grundrisse disparages "the sophistry of 

the bourgeois economists, who embellish capital by reducing 
7 

it in argument to pure exchange." Likewise, the various 

schools of thought are accused individually of nominalism. 

For example, of Ricardo, Marx says that he does not develop 

the contradictions of capital, "but rathers shifts them off 

by considering the value in exchange as indifferent for the 
8 

formation of wealth." In other words, Ricardo evades 

rather than explores the possibility that theoretical 

difficulties surrounding the concept of value could imply 

practical problems generated in the social production of 

wealth. Ricardo, Marx maintains "regards exchange value as 
9 

merely formal." Similarly, in distancing himself from the 

French socialis ts grouped around Proudhon, Marx contends: 

"Wba t divides thes e gen tlemen from the bour geois apo log is ts 

is, on one side, their sensitivity to the contradictions 

included in the system; on the other, the utopian inability 

to grasp the necessary difference between the real and the 
10 

ideal form of bourgeois society." With regard to 

"bourgeois apologetics", Marx wrote: "According to this, 

all economic categories are only 90 many names for what is 

always the same relation, and this crude inability to grasp 

the real distinctions is then supposed to represent pure 
11 

common sense as such." 
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Marx's antinominalist position on money (for example, hut 

also in all key categories) signifies something quite 

un pre c e den ted, wh e nit i s con t r as ted wit h the po sit ion s 0 f 

tho sea g a ins t wh 0 m h e pol em i c i zed • For his part, Marx 

insisted that the monetary system han to be theorized not 

only as a calculus of pure exchange, but also as a network 

of real transactions. Conversion of commodities in to 

money, Marx argues, occurs in two dimensions: ideally, 

commodities are transformed into prices, they are inscribed 

in an abstract representative system; really, commodities 

are transformed universally into exchange values in 

specific social circumstances. Pure exchange follows 

strict logical rules; real exchange runs another course 

carried by specific forms of social practice. In Marx's 

own words: "If exchange values are ideally transformed into 

money by means of prices, in the act of exchange, in 

purchase and sale they are really transformed into money, 

exchanged for money, in order then to be again exchanged as 

money for a commod i ty. A particular exchange value mus t 

first be exchanged for exchange value in general before it 
12 

can then be in turn exchanged for particulars." 

Political economy, as nominalism, did not develop the 

difference between economic theory and economic reality. 

This does not mean that political economy made no claim to 

know the real. On the contrary, as essentialism, it 

proclaimed the epistemological impeccability of its 

categories: which is to say, that it purported to know 
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economic phenomena absolutely, even if it did not claim an 

exhaustive knowledge of reality, in general. Po lit i cal 

economy presupposed the correspondence of its theory of 

pure exchange and the reality of a market-based society. 

It grounded itself in an axiomatic core of postulated 

identities organized concentrically around a central 

assumption of the equivalence of production and 

consumption: e.g. supply and demand, commodity and money, 
13 

value and price, use-value and exchange-value, etc. Marx 

offered a compact account of that analytic of economic 

production in the following terms: "Production creates the 

objects which correspond to given needs; distribution 

divides them up according to social laws; exchange further 

parcels out the already divided shares in accord with 

individual needs; and finally in consumption, the product 

steps outside this social movement and becomes a direct 

object and servant of individual need and satisfies it in 

being consumed. Thus the product appears as the point of 

departure, consumption as the conclusion, distribution and 

exchange as the middle, which is however itself twofold, 

since distribution is determined by society and exchange by 

individuals. The person objectifies himself in production, 

the thing subjectivizes itself in the person; in 

distribution society mediates between production and 

consumption in the form of general, dominant deter~inants; 

In exchange the two are mediated 
14 

characteristics of the individual." 
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It is because he became embroiled in this framework that 

the Grundrisse may be said to contain Marx's critique of 

the analytic of political economy. The ultimate aim of 

Marx's criticism at that stage was to reveal the general 

theory of pure exchange and the theory of production (the 

minim;ll theory of society and theory of history, 

respectively, of political economy) as the products of a 

dubious mode of abstraction, rather than as grounded in 

apodeictic truths. So in the Grundrisse, Marx consistently 

argues that political economy employed a process of 

abstraction that systematically distorted and obfuscated 

its relation to economic conditions. The symmetry of the 

moments of economic activity that it eulogized, such as the 

postulated identity of production and consumption, Marx 

maintained, depended upon this dubious logic. Fo r example, 

Marx says: "To regard society as one single subject 

is. • • • •• to I 0 0 kat i t wr 0 n g 1 Y , s P e cuI a t i vel y • With a 

single subject, production 
15 

moments of a single act." 

and consumption appear as 

In general, it is argued, the 

abstract identities, the transparent categories, in which 

political economy finds its epistemological warranty, 

substitute for and exclude real economic processes and 

and circuits. 

From Ma rx' s antinominalist perspective there was no 

possibility that the analytic logic of political economy 

could in fact, dispense totally with either a theory of 

society or a theory of history. His arguments are 
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marshalled to exhibit the deficiencies of political economy 

in this area. He maintains that the process of abstraction 

employed by his adversaries to arrive, economically, at a 

conceptual fundament, serves to short-circuit enquiry into 

the con ere t e me d i a t ion s t h r 0 ugh wh i c h the e con 0 m y m 0 ve s • 

Th i s foe us up 0 n pro due t ion in g e n era I ( an '!. p rio r 1 s tic 

procedure), did not however acquit political economy, so 

Marx submitted, of its obligation to theorize an 

extra-logical factor. Nor could political economy 

altogether avoid adumbrating a general account of what it 

excluded. An d i tis up 0 nth is c h a r act e r i z a t ion 0 f rea I 

relations that Marx's analysis focusses, in order to 

explain the ideological import of the general theory of 

production. "The aim is" Ma r x wr i t e s , "to present 

production ••••• as encased in eternal natural laws 

independent of history, at which opportunity bourgeois 

relations are then quietly smuggled in as the inviolable 

natural laws on which society in the abstract is founded. 

This is the more or 
16 

proceed ing." From 

less 

first 

consc 10us pu rpos e 

principles, in 

of the whole 

other word s , 

political economy is accused of protecting its principal 

categories from historical qualification, by conferring 

upon them an ontological significance. The categories of 

political economy are held to represent, theoretically, the 

natural structure of production. 

Aga ins t the bac kd ro p 0 f the e te rnal ver i ties of economic 

production, political economy proceeds, more minutely 
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and concretely, where it must incline more in the direction 

of real conditions, to theorize the movement of the economy 

by concentrating exclusively upon exchange relations. For 

Marx, the significance of this preoccupation with the 

circuit of exchange and more particularly with the monetary 

s ys t em (which is the historically developed form 0 f 

exchange relations), consists in this: "that all inherent 

contradictions of bourgeois society appear extinguished in 
17 

monetary relations as conceived in a simple form." The 

theory of exchange is abstract precisely as the general 

theory of production is abstract: in that it excludes the 

historical or subsumes the historical under the natural, 

where it becomes unproblematic. To an abs trac t theory of 

social structure it adds an abstract theory of social 

behaviour. Thus, examining the lineaments of the theory of 

exchange, Marx notes that it has only three elements: "the 

subjects of the relation, the exchangers ••••• ; the objects 

of exchange, exchange values, equivalents ••••• ; and finally 
18 

the act of exchange itself." Each of these elements, the 

exegesis makes clear, postulates what is left out of 

account as nothing but an irreducibly natural factor. 

Considering the relation envisaged between exchanging 

individuals, Marx writes: "the subjects between whom this 

process goes on, are simply and only conceived of as 

exchangers •••••• Each of the subjec ts is an exchanger •••• 

As subjects of exchange, their relation 1s therefore that 

of equality. It is impossible to find any trace of 
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distinction, not to speak of contradiction between them; 
19 

not even a difference." The possibility of a difference 

occurring in exchange is explained away at this level in 

terms of the intrusion of natural circumstance. Sa ys Ma rx : 

" the m 0 s t t hat c 0 u 1 d hap pen wo u 1 d be a sub j e c t i vee r r 0 r in 

the reciprocal appraisal of values, and if one individual, 

saY,cheated the other, this could happen •••••• only because 

of natural cleverness, persuasiveness etc., in short only 

the purely individual superiority of one individual over 
20 

another. The difference would be one of natural origin." 

"Furthermore," Marx continues, "the commodities which they 
21 

exchange are, as exchange values, 'equiva1ent.'" What 

stands behind the availability of the commodities in the 

act of exchange, is posited as a natural difference between 

the exchange rs in the i r needs and in the i r capac i ty to 

produce. "Only the differences between their needs and 

between their production gives rise to exchange and to 

their social equation in exchange; these natural 

differences are therefore" Marx says "the precondition of 
22 

the i I' soc ia1 equal i ty in the ac t of exchange. II 'Again, 

disequilibrium, difference, need are relegated to an 

immutable pre-social, pre-historical level, and imputed to 

nature. 

Out sid e the act 0 f ex c han g e (t he soc i a 1 r e 1 a t ion wh 1 chis 

recognized as the truly economic one), there is only the 

non-economic which 1s known, as far as it needs to be 
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reckoned wi th, as the natural. Th is excluded fac tor: "is 

posited as a natural content distinct from the economic, a 

con ten tab 0 u t wh i chi t may be s aid ," Mar x add s "t hat i tis 

still entirely separated from the economic relation because 
23 

it still directly coincides with it." What this means is 

that the theory of exchange leaves nature out of account, 

because it purports to know that the natural effect will 

not distort the economic effect: political economy, in 

other words, claims to know the historical as the natural; 

and postulates the identity of its concept of nature with 

the reality of nature. It does not neglect the extra-

economic as an unknown variable, but as a familiar 
24 

invariant. 

So far, this first phase has presented a clear delimition 

of the re la t ion be tween the logical and the h is tor ica 1 

recognized by political economy. To this end, Marx 

explained: firstly, that in the general theory of 

production, the principle categories of economic logic were 

introduced and simultaneously proposed as exhaustively 

descriptive of the structure of economic cond i t ions; 

secondly, that in the theory of pure exchange, the 

structure of economic activity was delineated or abstracted 

from non-economic relations; and, thirdly, that the science 

of political economy invariably postulated the relation 

between economic logic and social action as passive, 

disinterested: as one governed by the natural limit of 

categorically determined understanding, on one side, and 
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by the natural environment, on the other. All of which 

amounts to this: that the first phase of Marx's critique 

concludes with the judgment that political economy depends 

crucially upon a naturalistic theory of society; or that it 

construes the relation of Man and Nature in the light of 

eternity, as transhistorical. 

Relations of Exchange and Conditions of Production 

Political economy, then, propounds a naturalistic theory of 

society. Says Ma rx : "The economis ts express th is as 

follows: J<:ach pursues his private interest and only his 

private interest; and thereby serves the private interests 

of all, the general interest, without willing or knowing 
25 

it. " The marke t, in countless separate transactions 

mediates the natural cycle of consumption and production. 

The symmetry of production and consumption underwrites the 

harmony of private and general interests. The second phase 

of Marx's critique involves a demonstration of the 

untenability of this naturalistic conception of society. 

To which end, Marx begins in characteristically 

antinominalist fashion by positing the categorial systellls 

of political economy, unreservedly, as real. ntey are 

evaluated as 'positive' forms of knowledge that operate 

with determinate effect throughout social space. 

The Chapter on Money in the Grundrisse revolves around this 

question: what does the ubiquity of the market, what does 

the universality of exchange relations, signify socially? 
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Which is the question that political economy raises only to 

mystify it: political economy admits that the system of 

universal exchange presupposes the existence of individual 

exchangers; but their existence is never regarded as 

problematic, the conditions of production never become 

matters requiring investigation. 

On th is important question, Marx complains, political 

economists offers only Robinsonades: they recognize the 

prevalence of individual production in conditions of free 

competition, but they do not understand this universal 

individual as "the product on one side of the dissolution 

of the feudal forms of society, on the other side of the 

new forces of production developed since the sixteenth 
26 

century." Ins tead the free individual who appears in the 

exchange relation is introduced: "As the Natural Individual 

appropriate to their notion of human nature, not arising 
27 

historically, but posited by nature." 

As was explained above. this natural individual was brougbt 

to market by a natural difference witb bis neigbbour: he 

had a different need and a different kind of surplus 

product to excbange. As Marx explains. at length, however, 

in the naturalistic construction: "it is forgotten, that 

the presupposition of exchange value, as the objective 

basis of the whole system of production, already in itself 

implies compulsion over tbe individual, since his immediate 

product is not a product for bim, but only becomes sucb 
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in the social process, and since it must take on this 

general but nevertheless external form; and tha t the 

individual has an existence only as a product of exchange 

value, hence tha t the wh ole n e P, a t ion 0 f his nat u r a 1 

existence is already implied; that he is therefore entirely 

determinerl by society; that this further presupposes a 

division of labour etc., in which the individual is already 

posited in relations other than that of mere exchanger, 

etc. That therefore this presupposition (the prevalence of 

exchange value and the monetary system) by no means arises 

either out of the individual's will or out of the immediate 

nature of the individual, but that it is , rather, 

historical and posits the individual as already determined 
28 

by society." 

Nor Marx argues does the indiv idualism attendant upon a , , 

developed system of exchange coincide with universal 

realization of a 'natural right' to personal freedom. Its 

arrival signifies not the end of heteronomy but a new kind 

of domination: "When we look at social relations which 

create an undeveloped system of exchange, of exchange 

values and of money, or Which correspond to an undeveloped 

degree of these, then it is clear from the outset that the 

individuals in such a society, although their relations 

appear to be more personal, enter into connection with one 

another only as individuals imprisoned within a certain 

definition, as feudal lord and vassal, landlord and serf, 

etc., or as member of a caste etc •••••• In the money 



relation, in the developed system of exchange (and this 

semblance seduces the democrats), the ties of personal 

dependence, of distinction of blood, education etc. are in 

fact exploded, ripped up •••••••• ; and individuals seem 

i n d e pen den t ( t his i san in d e pen den c e wh i chi sat hot tom 

merely an illusion, and it is more correctly called 

indifference), free to collide with one another and to 

engage in exchange wi th in th is freedom; but they appea r 

t h us 0 n 1 y for s 0 me 0 n e wh 0 a b s t r act s fro m the con d i t ion s , 

the conditions of existence within which these individuals 

enter into contact (and these conditions, in turn, are 

independent of the individuals and, although created by 

society, appear as if they were natural conditions, not 

controllable by individuals). The definedness of 

individuals, which in the former case appears as a personal 

restriction of the individual by another t appears in the 

latter case as developed into an objective restriction of 

the individual by relations 
29 

sufficient unto themselves." 

independent of 

To abbrevia te this 

him and 

argument, 

the difference between dependency relations of an older 

historical type, and those signified by the predominance of 

e xcha nge re la t ions cons is ts in th is: 0 b jec ti ve cond i t ions 

presently dominate "in such a way that individuals are now 

ruled by abstractions, whereas earlier they depended on one 
30 

another." 

The second sine qua nOR of exchange recognized by political 

economy is the ~availability of objects of exchange 

2R 3 



as equivalents. The unexplicated presupposition, in this 

cas e, a c cor din g to Ma r x, is the g en era liz e d pro d u c t ion 0 f 

exchange-value: the socially determined need to produce, 

rather than anything in particular, an abstract form of 

value, the commodity exchangeable for money. The key 

factor, as Marx explains, is the production of exchange 

value: "by means of which alone each individual's own 

activity or his product becomes an activity and a product 

for him; he must produce a general product exchange 

value, or, the latter isolated for itself and individual-

i zed, money. On the other side, the power which each 

individual exercises over the activity of others or over 

social wealth exists in him as the owner of exchange 

values, of money. The individual carries his social power, 
31 

as well as his bond with society, in his pocket." What 

does this imply when it is posited as an historical fact ? 

Marx answers as follows: "The very necessity for first 

transforming individual products or activities into 

exchange value into money, so that they obtain and 

demonstrate their social power in this objective form, 

proves two things: (1) That individuals now produce only 

for society and in society (2) •••• Indtviduals are subsumed 

under social production; social production exists outside 

them as their fate; but social production is not subsumed 

under individuals, manageable by them as their common 

wealth. There can therefore be nothing more erroneous and 

absurd than to postulate the control by the united individ-

uals of their total production, on the basis of 
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32 
exchange-value, of money." 

To answer the general question concerning the significance 

of the universality of the exchange act it is enough to 

recapitulate. Firstly, for individuals, it was shown to 

imply subordination to abstract relations which govern 

production; which in turn implied a form of individualism 

rooted in a rational social order rather than in a natural 

community. This individualism was seen not to correlate to 

the realization of natural freedom but to be constrained by 

and condemned to find expression through its social 

experience of the need to produce exchange value, money. 

With regard to the object of exchange, universal exchange 

was bracketed with the predominance of the commodity-form: 

with production of goods realizable as exchange value; 

which was understood to presuppose the supersession of a 

natural economy organized for the production of simple 

use-values, intended for immediate consumption. On both 

the subjective and objective sides of the relation, Marx 

exp1 ai ned how the iden t i ty of prod uc tion and cons ump t ion 

that might be imagined in the context of a natural economy, 

had been irreparably restructured and was now mediated by 

th e soc ia1 proces s 0 f exchange rea 1 i ?oed in the mone tar y 

system. In other words, Marx demonstrated that the 

universality of the exchange ac t presupposed the 

dissolution of a natural economy. 

By positing the theory of exchange as a concrete universal, 
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Marx was able to reveal the central theoretical 

contradiction of bourgeois economics: tha t wh i Ie it 

postulated a natural relation between the logical and the 

historical, its cogency as positive knowledge depended 

upon its capacity to ensure domination of nature and to 

effect subordination of all natural relations to social 

control. It is important to recognize this as a 

theoretical problem to appreciate that the limit of 

political economy's rationality was located here by Marx. 

A reluctance or refusal to perceive itself as a 'positive 

knowledge', to admit that the categories it reflected upon 

were posited and institutionalized as social structure, as 

a mode of production, hampered political economy as social 

theory. It preferred to present itself as the product of a 

disinterested reflection upon economic life, rather than as 

a theoretical activity intent upon rationalizing the 

production of exchange-value in society. Bourgeois thought 

was essentially schizophrenic in Marx's judgment: it had an 

equal interest in grasping the economics of exchange value, 

theoretically, and in disavowing or misrecognizing its 

practical contribution to the construction of a barbaric 
33 

system of production. 

The Critique of the Dialectic of Political Economy 

Martin Nicolaus is correct when he maintains that to read 
~ 

the Grundrisse is to encounter Marx's materialist dialectic 

in the form of a complex of mediations; mediations not 
34 

explored by political economy. Here, the 'dialectic' 
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denotes Marx's mode of argumentation. Thus in his critique 

of the analytic of political economy (its explicit logic 

and ontology), Marx can be said to have counterposed a 

dialectical logic, characterized hy its hostility to 

essentialism and nominalism. Another use of the term is 

involved, however, when it is suggested that the Grundrisse 

also contains a critique of the Dialectic of political 

economy. In t his cas e , the D i ale c tic is t hat wh i c h 

permeates political economy as an amorphous, inexhaustible, 

unexplicated, (ultimately non-theoretical) presupposition. 

The Dialectic of political economy, in this sense, denotes 

the structure of economic existence, in general, which has 

the status, in Kantian terminology, of the "unconditioned": 

as such, this highest principle of political economy 

designates, simultaneously, an unattainable knowledge, and 

an immutable configuration of things. Ma r x ' s c r i t i que, in 

th is mo re advanced theore t ica 1 stage, en ta i led extens i ve 

excavation among the premisses of political economy to 

explicate this Dialectic as gesturing indecisively but 

unmistakably towards the property relations and the laws of 

production of capitalism. 

In the second phase of his enquiry, Marx does not set aside 

the result of his critique of the analytic of political 

economy; he extrapolates from that result. In the Chapter 

on Capital in the Grundrisse, Marx does not proceed in a 

new direction; he advances more deliberately upon the 
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que s t ion wh i c h the log i can don t 0 log y 0 f pol i tic ale con 0 m y 

obfuscate, namely: the mystery of the real presupposition 

a nrl precondition, the real logic and structure of 

capitalism. The purpose underlying this second phase of 

Marx's enquiry in which he ransacked the texts of political 

economy, was to discover a secret logic inscribed in the 

structure of modern economic thought and activity. Ma rx, 

then, equipped himself in the Grundrisse, in a meticulous 

investigation of the texts, with a knowledge of this logic 

(a logic that he did not invent but which he made visible). 

And so he prepared to rewrite the history of social 

relations. The objective relation between that logic and 

that history are delineated in Capital Vol. I. 

Even at its most enlightened, Marx argued, even where from 

Adam Smith onward, it brought before consciousness a view 

of the economy in which labour was the source of value and 

capital its ruling principle; even here, political economy 

neve r conce i ved of its cen t ra 1 ca tegor ies 0 ther than as 

simple representations of natural phenomena. Setting the 

tone, Marx submitted, Adam Smith defined capital as 

accumulated labour; and although this definition was not 

entirely wide of the mark, it still supposed that capital 

had always arisen spontaneously as a natural by-product of 

human labour. "According to this," says Marx "Capital 

would have existed in all forms of society and is something 
35 

altogether unhistorical." Ricardo subscribed to the same 

fall a c y: " Wi t h him" Ma r x dec 1 are d " wag e 1 abo u r an d cap ita 1 
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are again conceived as a natural, not as a historically 

specific social form for the creation of wea 1 th as 

use-value; i.e. their form as such, precisely because it is 

natural is irrelevant ••••• th us II Marx continued lithe 

specific character of bourgeois wealth is not grasped •••• 

and thus although exchange value is the point of departure, 

the specific forms of exchange themselves play no role at 
36 

all in his economics." 

Faced with the impenetrable silence of his adversaries 

concerning the specificity of the contemporary structure of 

production, Marx felt compelled to re-open the basic 

question, the significance of exchange, or to probe 

political economy for an answer to the riddle of the almost 

emblematic significance of exchange relations in bourgeois 

theory and social practice. Thus, to begin with, Marx 

deduced the variability or instability of the relationship 

of exchange and production. He held that the predominance 

of exchange over production, properly, the priority of 

production for exchange over production for immediate 

cons ump t ion, impl ied a s peci f ic conca tena t ion of c i rc um-

stances. In abstract terms, it proposed, Marx argued: 

.. th e production 
37 

of a constantly widening sphere of 

circulation." This followed f rom the fact that the whole 

purpose of production for exchange was realization of 

surplus value. It signified production driven forward by a 

compulsion to maximize this realization. It the re fore 

traced an expansionary trajectory. In concrete terms, the 
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priority of production for exchange implied, a relentless 

drive towards the creation of a world market. "The tendency 

to create the world market is directly given in the concept 

of capital itself. Every limit appears as a barrier to be 

overcome. Initially, to subjugate every moment of prod-

uction itself to exchange and to suspend the production of 

direct use-values not entering into exchange i.e. precisely 

to posit production based on capital in place of earlier 

modes of production, which appear primitive from its 

standpoint. Commerce no longer appears here as a function 

taking place between independent producers for the exchange 

of their excess, but rather as an essentially all-embracing 
38 

presupposition and moment of production itself." 

The predominance of exchange, Marx Maintained, connoted the 

subordination of production organized for immediate 

gratification: it betokened the abrogation of natural 

relations of production and consumption. In other words, 

the predominance of exchange relations implied a 

progression, a transcendence, a process of transformation, 

culminating in a developed market; it alluded grudgingly, 

cryptically, but unavoidably to the history of labour and 

economic relations. In these terms, a developed system of 

exchange demanded a kind of explana tion as yet unforth-

coming. Moving to answer this demand, Marx surmised that 

interruption of a self-sufficient cycle of production and 

cons ump t ion would requ ire the in trus ion of an ex t raneous 

factor: so that while a surplus product could arise 
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spontaneously, translation of that surplus product into 

e x c han g e val u e co u 1 don 1 y 0 c cur a d v e n tit i 0 u sly , wh ere a n 

external demand made that translation possible. Sa ys Ma rx : 

"the first exchange appears as exchange of the superfluous 

only, and it does not seize hold of and determine the whole 
39 

of production: that is, trade appears initially at the 
40 

margin of communities." Also, "the impulse for the 

activity of positing exchange values comes from outside .and 
41 

not from the inner structure of (its) production." Equally, 

ongoing trade requires that "the surplus of production must 

no longer be something accidental, occasionally present, 

but must be constantly repeated; and in this way domestic 

production itself takes on a tendency towards circulation; 
42 

towards the positing of exchange values." 

Shifting as it were from the subjunctive to the affirmative 

mood, anticipating the historical transcription effected in 

Capital Vol. I, Marx explains how this logic implicit in 

the theory of political economy operated historically. He 

says: "In England, for example, the import of Netherlands 

commodities in the sixteenth century gave to the surplus 

wool which England had to provide in exchange, an essential 

decisive role ••••• Thus, here was a circulation which 

presupposed a production in which only the overflow was 

created as exchange-value, but it turned into a production 

which took place only in connection with circulation, a 

production which posited exchange values as its exclusive 
43 

content." 
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Political economy, Marx argues, mistakes the relationship 

between production and exchange for a natural one. It is 

oblivious, perhaps blissfully ignorant, of the fact that 

the relation of all the economic categories essential to 

modern production art:! historically unique. The unique 

categorical constellation whose combined objectification 

realizes the structure of production, is mistaken by 

pol i tic ale can 0 m y for an 0 v e r wh elm i n g nat u r a 1 fa ct. Th e 

structure of production stands behind and authorizes the 

system of exchange, but it is not comprehended 

historically. The structure of production assumes the 

status of the Dialectic of political economy, in the sense 

described: because it is the indisputable real precondition 

and the indispensable presupposition of the economics of 

generalized exchange; and because, at the same time, it .is 

theoretically amorphous. Marx's critique, on this level, 

is the outcome of his resolve to bring the unique 

categorical structure of modern production within the scope 

of theoretical understanding. 

Marx intended to proclaim the historicity of all economic 

categories and categorial relations. In particular, to cut 

a swathe through extensive, meticulous argument, Marx was 

concerned to demonstrate that the categories of capital and 

1 a bou r we re the mos t fundamen ta 1, and tha t the rel a t ion 

they de fIned was the mos t problema t Ie pos i ted In mode rn 

production. Firstly, he argued that these categories and 

that relation were fundamental. For example, he says: "the 
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simple forms of exchange value and of money latently 
44 

contain the opposition between labour and capital." 

Similarly, he insists: "It is the elementary precondition 

of bourgeois society that labour should directly produce 

exchange value, i.e. money ••••• Wage labour on one side, 

capital on the other, are therefore only other forms of 
45 

developed exchange value and of money." Moreover, he adds, 

where exchange value does not arise on the basis of wage 

labour, but as in sixteenth century Spa in, appears 

adventitiously, impoverishment and economic ruin ensue; 

such wealth is attracted to and absorbed by economies 

organized systematically for the production of exchange 

value. Again, in explanation, Marx says: "It is inherent 

in the simple character of money itself that it can exist 

as a developed moment 
46 

of production only where and when 

wage-labour exists." Where a universal system of exchange 

has evolved, Marx continues: "Money must be the direct 

object, aim, and product of general labour, the labour of 

all individuals. La bour mus t di rec tly produce exchange 

47 
It must therefore be wage-labour." value i.e. money. 

In a market economy, labour becomes abstract labour. It 
48 

produces the generalized form of wealth. "When labour is 

wage-labour, " according to Marx, "and its direct aim is 

money, then general weal th is posited as its aim and 
49 

object. " With equal necessity, the product of labour 

appears as a commodity, intended for and realizable in 

exchange, as money. Says Marx: "All commodities are only 



transitory money; money is the permanent commodity. Money 

is the omnipresent commodity; the commodity is only local 
50 

money." What this signifies is that labour-power and the 

pro d u c t 0 f lab 0 U r - lab 0 u r, sub .1 e c t i vel y and 0 b .1 e c t i vel y-

bears the stigmata of capital. Beh i nd 

harmonies of exchange, ~arx means to emphasize, there skulks 

a profoundly asymmetrical relation in which capital posit"l 
51 

labour and its object as expressions of exchange value. 

At a most general level, Marx, in characteristically 

antinominalist fashion, affirms the reality of the category 

of capital: that category which for him designates an 

historical mode of production. Thus he says, in what 

resemble prefatory remarks: "Before we go any further, just 

one remark. Capital in general, as distinct from the 

particular capitals, does indeed appear (1) only as an 

abstraction; not an arbitrary abstraction, but an 

abstraction which grasps the specific characteristics which 

distinguish capital from all other forms of wealth or 

modes in which (social) production develops ••••• ; however, 

capital in general, as distinct from the particular real 

capitals, is itself a real existence. This is reco~nized 

" S2 
by ordinary economics even if it is not understood. Here, 

Marx clearly expresses his conviction that distillation of 

the logic of positive forms of knowledge is at the same 

time illumination of the bases of social practice. He 

explains that, logically, abstraction should sharpen 

awareness of significant, categorial differences, 80 that, 
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substantively, theory can cut through a we 1 te r of 

insignificant differences to concentrate upon a common 

ruling principle, a structural fundament, so that it can 

supply the proper nomenclature for historical forces. 

In this sense, immersion in the texts of political economy, 

reflection on that theory, has, as its main purpose, a 

sorting out of the several analytic concepts of that 
53 

discipline into a definite hierarchy of categories. 

Accordingly, Marx sketches the logic of nineteenth century 

economics in terms of a specific, unprecedented 

configuration and he works out a categorial system of 

stratification. Marx grasps the economic thought of the 

age as a novel form and as alluding to the emergence of a 

new and different economic order. Consequently, he 

approaches the economy, socio-economic existence, as a 

material substratum governed by the logic of a positive 

knowledge, for wh ich po 1i tical economy ac ted as trus tee. 

So, the forces of pro.duc tion are unders tood to be ro ped 

together by a categorical imperative, and the structure of 

production, the concrete representative of that imperative, 

is understood to have dominated contemporary existence. 

However, although the historical structure of the relations 

of production have the force of a necessity for the forces 

of production, this structure does not represent an 

absolute necessity; it represents for Ma r x 's p r act t cal 

ph i10sophy, a 'vanishing' precondition of social 
54 

production. 



Capital appears at the apex of the categorial pyramid 

discovered by Marx. It is recognized as the ruling 

principle of an economic system completely given over to 

the production of exchange value. Capital mediates between 

production and consumption, it mediates between production 

and exchange; in fact, it connects, animates and posits all 

other categories as simpler aspects and representatives of 
55 

itself. In reality, Capital is the self-sufficient and 

self-identical subject of the process of production 

organized expressly to maximize exchange-value. It 

universalizes the commodity form, and it maximizes 

realization of exchange value in circulation. It strives 

obsessively to augment its value, which is to say: its 

purpose is profit. In almost mystical terms, almost in the 

form of an incantation, Marx defines the ultimate economic 

category thus: "Capital is now posited as the unity of 

production and circulation; and the surplus value it 

creates in a given period of time •••• Capital is now 

realized not only as value which reproduces itself and is 

hence perennial, but also as value which posi ts value. 

Through the absorption of living labour time and through 

the movement of its own circulation (1n which the movement 

of exchange is posited as its own, as the inherent process 

of objectified labour), it relates to itself as positing 
56 

new value." Moreover, as the subject of the process it 

strains to transcend its own historical limitation. It 

constantly posits itself as value in search of surplus 

value. Thus, remaining with the abstract category, Marx 
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says: "By descrihing its circle it expands itself as the 

subject of the circle and thus describes a self-expanding 
57 

circle, a spiral." 

The incarnation of th is categorical system, the 

substantiation of this transcendental subjectivity, the 

materialization of the capitalist mode of production, is 

described as a positive historical force as follows: "Just 

as production founded on capital creates universal 

industriousness on one side i.e. surplus labour, 

value-creating labour - so does it create on the other side 

a system of general exploitation of the natural and human 

qualities, a system of general utility, utilising science 

itself just as much as all the physical and mental 

qualities, while there appears nothing higher in itself, 

nothing legitimate for itself, outside this circle of 

social production and exchange. Thus capital creates the 

bourgeois society, and the universal appropriation of 

nature as well as of the social bond itself by the members 

of society. Hence the great civilizing influence of 

capital; its production of a stage of society in 

com par is on to wh ich all ea rlie r ones appear as mere local 

developments of humanity and as nature idolatry. For the 

first time, nature becomes purely an object for human kind, 
58 

etc ••• " For Marx, capitalism accomplishes an historically 

unparalleled transformation of social conditions, and 

inaugurates a process of transformation that strives to 

overcome every obstacle to its own expansion. 
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Considered as a negative category, meanwhile, capital 

denotes overproduction. For the political economists, 

committed theoretically to a schedule of tautologies, the 

problem is illusory: since supply must always equal demand. 

As Marx explained, however, orthodox analysis rested upon a 

mode of abstraction tha t precluded the d is cover y of 

anomalies. In this case, because the peculiarities of the 

circuit of capitalist exchange remained a closed book, 

political economy could not recognize the phenomenon of 

overproduction as the result of an in-built constraint on 

(value) realization. Of fundamental significance, says 

Marx, is the fact that: "the demand created by the 

productive labourer can never be adequate demand, because 

it does not go to the full extent of what he produces. If 

it did, there would be no profit, consequently no motive to 
60 

employ him." It is here that the predisposition to 

overproduction is located by Marx. Imbalance propels the 

system. The labourer receives only part of the realizable 

value of his product, the capitalist contracts to take the 

remainder, some of which he appropriates as profit. Before 

the circuit of capital has been initiated, therefore, a 

decision has been made to withhold a measure of realizable 

value (some surplus), at the realization phase. The end 

point of the circuit for capital is not realization but 
61 

production, or extended reproduction. Capital postpones 

realization, in perpetuity. At the realization phase, 

therefore, there is an inevitable disequilibrium. On one 

side of the equation, on the demand side, the 
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worker may realize his proportion of exchange value, the 

capitalist however will not realize his share of the value 

generated in production; on the supply side of the 

equation, meanwhile, there stands apr 0 d u c t wh i c h is 

irreducibly the objective representation of the total value 

g en era ted in pro d u c t ion but wh i c h val u e is now dis t rib ute d 

between the factors of labour and capital. 

The problem of overproduction, then, is attributable to the 

overall structure of production that manoeuvers itself into 

an impasse at the moment of realization. The contradiction 

between production and realization is not a general effect 

of economic production but a problem specific to production 

dominated by the logic of capital. Nor is the 

contradiction between production and consumption ever a 

local economic difficulty; it is a constitutional 

structural fa ul t. That is why Marx is scornful of the 
62 

orthodox response: tinkering with the money supply. In 
63 

fact, says Marx, the "great thunderstorms" of 

overproduction proclaim the limit of capitalist production. 

Those difficulties that obstruct the realization of value; 

those difficulties designated (not without interesting 

ideological resonances) by the misnomer of overproduction, 

are symptomatic of the fourfold limit imposed by capitalist 

production. In explanation, Marx formulates the basic 

contradiction between production and realization at four 

levels of generality. (1) Capital will not provide the 

labourer with the value of his product, or: it p,refers to 
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pay him a 'necessary' rather than an adequate remuneration. 

Th ism e a n s t hat the 1 abo u r e r s' de man dis n eve r ad e qua tea t 

the moment of realization. (2) Capital will not mobilize 

the forces of production except to generate surplus value. 

Where the level of profit is absent, th ere is no 

production. (3) Capital will not part with its product 

except in exchange for money: which means tha t it 

distinguishes absolutely between neeci and monetary demand 

and dislocates need and production. (4) Capital will not 

produce use-values except as representatives of exchange 

values. The economy is subjugated to the production of the 
64 

commodity form. 

Speculating on the transcendence of the limit of capitalist 

produc tion, Marx says: "when the limited bourgeois form is 

stripped away, what is wealth other than the universality 

of individual needs, capacities, pleasures, productive 

forces etc., created through universal exchange? The full 

development of human mastery over the forces of nature, 

those of so-called nature as well as of humanity, our 

nature ? ••••••• the development of all human powers as 
65 

such ••••• not measured on a predetermined yardstick?" 

Equally fundamental to the structure of production that 

political economy regards ultimately as an incomprehensible 

natural force, 1s the category of labour. Labour, as such, 

labour in general, Marx recognizes as human effort that 

produces use values intended for consumption. It is 
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activity that confers upon raw material a form appropriate 

to the satisfaction of need. By way of a general 

definition there is this: "Labour is the living form-giving 

fire; th i6gS , 
temporality, as their formation by living time." Labour is 

it is the transitoriness of the i r 

the human power to conjure up the object of its desire in 

an inhospitable environment. Moreover, systematically, or 

viewed processually, labour has the capacity to preserve 

and augment use values in succesive infusions of energy and 

purpose. "Material as well as form, substance like form is 

preserved by further labour - preserved as use-value, until 

they obtain the form of use-value as such, whose use is 

consumption. It is therefore already a part of the simple 

production process that the earlier stage of production is 

preserved by the later, and that positing 
67 

the higher use 

val ue pres erves the old ••• " Las tly, in terms of th is mos t 

abs tract category, use value, whether as raw material, 

instrument of labour or finished product, appears as a 

means at the disposal of labour. 

Ma rx, however, is no t conce rned wi th labour, as such, bu t 

with labour as it is posited by capital: with wage labour. 

With regard to 'labour,' the gravamen of his critique is 

that social labour subsists as the negation of the general 

category. His analysis, at this fina'l phase, recalls the 

demonstration that capital is the cardinal principle of a 

universalized system of exchange; it also carries forward 

the insight that capital denotes an historical not an 
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absolute mode of production of social wea 1 th • 

Subsequently, Marx stresses that labour must perform its 

function in an historical context dominated by the logic of 

capital, so that: "to the extent that labour steps into 

this relation, this relation exists not for itself, but for 

capital; labour itself has become already a moment of 
68 

capital." Wit h in the 8 epa ram e t e r 8, Ma r xis de t e r min edt 0 

break through the conventional aversion to the historical 

and to elucidate the principle of contemporary social 

labour. The first general implication of the supremacy of 

capital that he registers, is this: that "as use-value, 

labour belongs to the capitalist; it belongs to the worker 
69 

merely as exchange value." The second general implication 

is this: that "as ongoing labour it is itself already 

incorporated in capital, and a moment of the same. 

preserving force of labour therefore 
70 

appears as the 

This 

self 

preserving force of capital." Finally, on this rarified 

1 eve 1 , Ma r x ins is t s t hat the r u leo f cap ita 1 imp 1 i e s a 

separation between the worker and all those use values, the 

raw material, instrument of production and the finished 

product, that appeared in abstraction as his means of 

subsistence. 

From this point onward, Marx merely amplifies his analysis 

in order to discover the secret significance of the histor-

ical category of wage labour. What is clear, from the 

outset, is that capital posits labour as wage-labour; that 

tha t by no means se 1 f -ex plana tory cond i tion 0 f ca pi ta lis t 
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production has to be made logically transparent. To begin 

with, therefore, it must be remembered that capital sets 

labour in motion to generate exchange value: "as components 

of capital, the use values thus obtained from labour are 
71 

exchange values." What this presupposes is the existence 

of a specific relation between use-value and exchange-

value. As Marx explains: "The relation of necessary labour 

time to the superfluous (such as it is, initially, from the 

standpoint of necessary labour) changes with the different 

stages in the development of the productive forces. In the 

less productive stages of exchange, people exchange nothing 

more than their superfluous labour time th is is the 

measure of their exchange, which therefore extends only to 

superfluous products. In production resting on capital, 

the existence of necessary labour time is conditional on 
72 

the crea tion of superf luous labo'ur time." Th is argumen t is 

developed at another point where it is said: "capital 

forces the workers beyond necessary labour to surplus 

labour. Only in this way does it realize itself and create 

surplus value. But on the other hand, it posits necessary 

labour only to the extent and in so far as it is surplus 

labour and the latter is realizable as surplus value. It 

posits surplus 

necessary •••• 

labour then as the condition of the 

As soon as it cannot posit value, it does 
73 

not posit necessary labour." 

Where capital posits wage labour the presumption of a 

natural relation between mere and exchange value must be" 
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relinquished. Marx emphasizes th ree aspects of the 

con d i t ion in wh i c h wag e 1 abo u r pro d u c e s sur p 1 us val u e for 

capital. "Firstly" he says "surplus value or the surplus 

product are nothing but a specific sum of objectified 
74 

living labour •••• " Sec 0 n d 1 y: "t h epa r tic u 1 a r for m s wh i c h 

this value must adopt in order to realize itself anew, i.e. 

to posit itself as capital on the one side as raw 

material and instrument, on the other as subsistence goods 

for labour during the act of production are likewise, 
75 

therefore only particular forms of surplus value itself." 

Th i r d 1 y, " Th e pro d u c t 0 f lab 0 u rap pea r s as a Ii e n pro per t y , 

as a mode of existence confronting living labour as 

independent, as value in its being for itself; the product 

of labour, objectified labour, has been endowed by living 

labour with a soul of its own, and establishes itself 

opposite living labour as an alien power: both these 

situations are themselves the product of labour. Living 

labour therefore now appears from its own standpoint as 

acting within the production process in such a way that, as 

it realizes itself in the objective conditions, it 

simultaneously repulses this realization from itself as an 

alien reality •••• This realization process is at the same 

time the de-realiza tion process of labour •••• because the 

whole of real wealth, the world of real value and likewise 

the real conditions of its own realization are posited 
76 

opposite it as independent existences." Thus the relation 

of use value to exchange value, of necessary labour to 

superfluous labour, characteristic of capitalism is 
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log i call y the i n v e r s e 0 fan a t u r a 1 sIt u a t ion i n wh i c h use 

val u e de t e r min e s sur p 1 us val u e and in wh i c h sur p 1 us -1 abo u r 

is contingent upon necessary labour. 

Bluntly, Marx urges, the secret of wage labour is that it 

Is the regulative principle, the modus operandi, of an 

historically specific form of property relation. " The 

greater the extent to which labour objectifies itself, the 

greater becomes the objective world of values which stands 
77 

opposite as alien alien property." The laws of 

cap ita Ii s t pro due t i on, wh 0 s e log i c i 8 dis c ern i b 1 e in the 

categories of political economy, are shown by Marx to 

express abstractly the rationale of a practical philosophy 

which actualizes and presides over a particular property 

relation. As such, capitalism attests to the annulment of 

simpler, more natural, property relations. In fact, the 

supremacy of capital is said to presuppose that in 

historical terms: "the right of property undergoes a 

dialectical inversion, 80 that on the side of capital it 

becomes the right to an alien product or the right of 

property over alien lahour ••• and on the side of labour it 

becomes the duty to relate to one's own labour or to one's 

o wn pro due t a 8 to ali e n pro per t y • •• the rig h t 0 f pro per t y 

originally appeared to be based on one's own labour. 

Pro pe r ty now appe ars as the r igh t to alien labour and as 

the impossibility 
78 

product." 

of labour appropriating its own 

305 



More precisely, looked at more minutely, wage labour is the 

me c han ism wh ere b y c 1'\ pit alp e r pet u ate sit s elf as" com man d 
79 

over alien labour." I tis the c ci n t r i van c e wh ere bye a pit a 1 

situates or deposits the bearers of labour power, the 

populations whose energy it transforms into value, entirely 

outside those processes that produce social wealth. In 

Marx's own words: "The worker (therefore) sells labour as a 

simple, predetermined exchange value, determined by a 

previous process ••• " (i • e • he enters the production 

process entirely on its terms which have a socio-historical 

authority and exercise a direct and undifferentiated 

compulsion over him) "he sells labour itself as 

objectified labour, i.e. he sells labour only in so far as 

it already objectifies a definite amount of labour, hence 

in so far as its equivalent is already measured, given; 

capital buys it as living labour, as the general productive 

force of wealth; activity which increases wealth. It is 

clear therefore that the worker cannot become rich in this 

exchange, since, in e.xchange for his labour capacity as a 

fixed, available magnitude, he surrenders its creative 
80 

power, like Esau his birthright for a mess of pottage. " 
Labour power is incorporated by the process of capitalist 

production but the individual who supplies that labour 

p owe r is re fused access to the soc ia 1 weal th to wh ich his 

effort contributes. It is as, such, in the sense tha t the 

logic of wage-labour effects this alienation that Marx 

nominates wage-labour as the only real and indispensable 

precondition of capitalist production. It is 
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in the light of this knowledge that Marx disparages the 

"illusion that the capitalist in fact practised self-denial 

- and became capitalist thereby a demand and a notion 

which only made any sense at all in the early period while 

81 
capital was emerging from feudal etc. relations." Confid-

ent in tha t knowledge, he comments, similarly: .. th e 

condition that the capitalist in order to posit himself as 

capital, must bring values into circulation which he 

c rea ted wit h his 0 wn 1 abo u r or by some other means, 

excepting only already, available, previous wage labour 

belongs among the antediluvian conditions of capital, 

belongs to its historic presuppositions, Which precisely as 

such historic presuppositions, are past and gone and hence 

be long to the h is tory of its forma tion, bu t in no way to 

its contemporary his tory, i.e. not to the real system of 
82 

the mode of production ruled by it etc." All of which is 

covered by the general conclusion: that where the product-

ion process is dominated by the logic of capital that 

"process, in and by itself, posits the real objective 

conditions of living labour (namely, material in which to 

realize itself, and accessories with which to stoke the 

flame of living labour capacity ••• ) 
83 

and posits them as 

alien, independent existences." Or, repetitively: it is 

integrally true of the structure of capitalist production 

that it perpetually reconstructs as its fundamental 

precondition the historically unique system of wage-labour. 

The capitalist mode of production, then, is understood not 
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to depend upon any logic but its own. It 'reconstitutes in 

the present all that it needs of the past. What it retains 

in historic detail owes its survival entirely to the 

exigencies of the present. This is a principle fully 

appreciated by Althusserian structuralism. However, 

structuralism completely overlooks the not inconsiderable 

r e 8 u Ito f Ma r x ' she r men e uti c con s t r u c t ion 0 f the log i c 0 f 

capital, namely: that he was thereby enabled to review 

economic h is to ry and to ex tra pol ate fr om the s truc tu re of 

capitalism to a disillusioned, demystifying history of 

property relations. The relation of labour to its 

conditions of production under capitalism is tha t of 

s upe rannua ted aliena tion. Under capitalism Marx writes: 

"The objective conditions of living labour appear as 

separated, independent 
84 

values opposite living labour 

capacity." Now, it follows from that fact, Marx insists, 

that the historical route to the present must have been a 

debacle, a rampage which ensured that populations tied 

productively to the land were disinherited. 

Historically, Marx writes, on a trajectory neglected by 

s t ruc tura 1 ism: "What we are conce rned wi th is th is: the 

relation of labour to capital, or to the objective 

conditions of labour as capital; presupposes a process of 

history which dissolves the various forms in which the 
85 

worker is a proprietor, or in which the producer works." 

In an equivalent construction, Marx says: "The formula of 

capital, where living labour relates to the raw material as 
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well as to the instrument and to the means of subsistence 

required during labour, as negatives, as not-property, 

includes, first of all, not-land-ownership, or negation of 

the situation in which the working individual relates to 

land and soil, to the earth as his own, i.e. in which he 
86 

works, produces, as proprietor of the land and soil." 

Subsequently, Marx announces that the 'formula of capital' 

also supposes dissolution of the guild system, whose craft 

w 0 r k po sit edt h e wo r k era sown e r 0 f the instrument of 
87 

production, though the raw material was already forfeit. 

The reality of capitalist relations, however, implies "the 

process of dissolution, which turns a mass of individuals 

of a nation etc. into free wage labourers •••••• 

individuals forced solely by their lack of property to sell 
aa 

their labour." The his tory of proper ty is the proces s of 

trans forma tion tha t ef fec ts "comple te diss 01 u t ion of the 
a9 

ties between the workers and the conditions of production." 

If, from the standpoint of capital, history has delivered 

the mas s es in to the condi tion of free labour; f rom the 

standpoint of labour, history has been a process of 

dislocation, dispossession, demoralization and devastation. 

Capitalism, for Marx represents a culminatory point in this 

drama of expropriation, since it is in the relation of wage 

labour that the worker loses possession of the use value 

of his labour power. "Wha t the worker exchanges wi ~h 

capital is his labour itself (the capacity of disposing 
90 

over it); he divests himself of it." 
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Conclusion: From the Grundrisse to Capital 

The Grundrisse contains Harx's critique of the texts of 

political economy. Th a t work records Ma rx' s he rmeneu tic 

confrontation with the premisses and predicates of 

nineteenth century economic theory: it chronicles the 

discovery of a new knowledge imprisoned by the prejudices 

of an authoritative framework. The Grundrisse details the 

success of critical activity over epistemological 

convention in strictly logical terms; and in so doing it 

pro v ide s the 0 n 1 y r e Ii a b lea c c () un t 0 f how Ma r x a t t a i ned a 

philosophical position from which he could write Capital, 

and submit there a systematic and comprehensive knowledge 

of the objective dialectic of capitalist production. In 

other words, understanding of Capital, and of Capital Vol. 

I in particular, is only possible where the Grundrisse is 

recognized as comprising the necessary theoretical 

groundwork. It mus t be appreciated that the knowledge 

generated critically in the Grundrisse was transcribed in 

the form of the objective dialectic of capitalism in Marx's 
91 

mas terpiece. 

Thus, the two thematic figures dominating Capital Vol I 

were constructed in the Grundrisse. 'nle structure of the 

objective dialectic that emerges in Capital is developed 

along two dimensions; firstly, structurally, the laws of 

capitalist production which were deduced in the Grundrisse 

appear subsequently only in the shape of an implacable 

objectivity; secondly, genetically, the history of property 
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relations was similarly deduced in the Grundrisse, but is 

also considered in Capital Vol I, entirely, as the real 

process of primitive accumulation that necessarily preceded 

capitalism. In its final form, the critique of political 

economy combines a comprehensive knowledge of the logic and 

structure of capitalist production and a condemnation of 

the objective repercussions of that logic and structure. 

Capital Vol I is simultaneously an account of the "economic 
92 

law of motion of modern society" and a demystification of 

the pre-history of modern society. From Chapter 25 onward 

Marx expands upon his observation that for political 

economy: "as soon as the question of property is at stake 

it becomes a sacred duty to proclaim the standpoint of the 

nursery tale as the one thing fi t for all age groups and 

all stages of development. In actual history, it is a 

notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder, 

in fact force, play the greatest part. In the tender 

annals of pol i tical economy. the idyll ic reigns from time 
93 

immemorial." 

The connection between the two central theoretical figures 

of Capital Vol I becomes intelligible only 1n the light of 

the hermeneutic of the Grundrisse. Me thodolog ieall y, the 

Grundr1sse holds the key. The corollary is this: that 

Capital does not signal the philosophic victory of 

materialist metaphysics. Nor, methodologiealy, though he 

claims to offer an unimpeachable objective knowledge, does 

Marx rely upon the protocols of empirical science, however 
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defineci. The critique of political economy is not the 

result of a scientific method of man-watching: observation, 

experimentation, empirical verification, play no part. 

Neither can Capital be said to be the end-product of an 

epistemologically vindicated science of historical 

materialism, of an irreproachable variant of economic 

determinism. In fa c t, Ma r x doe s not sub s c rib e tor e a lis m , 

where realism is the generic name for the epistemological 

prejudice; for what Adorno calls identitarian thinking: the 

claim variously made for knowledge, that it represents the 

94 
real exhaustively. Marx's thought runs counter to that 

whole dominant trend. Capital presents a knowledge (in the 

shape of the laws of capitalist production) that 

systematically misrepresents the real. 

Least of all does Marx resort to naturalism. Without doubt 

he clouded the issue when he wrote that economic 

d eve lopmen t was to be regarded as a "process of na tura 1 

history." As Adorno explains, however, the allus ion to 

nat u r all a ws i s no t to be un de r s too d 1 i t era 11 y: " I e as t 0 f 

all is it to be ontologized in the sense of a design, 

whatever its kind, of so-called "man" - this is confirmed 

by the strongest motive behind all Marxist theory: that 
95 

those laws can be abolished." Nevertheless, Adorno 

continues, Marx was aware and meant to convey the 

conviction that the objective dialectic of capitalist 

production, describes "a law of motion for the unconscious 
96 

society." This interpretation is borne out in Marx's 
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descriptions of the existential horizon defined by capital 

for both capitalist and worker. Of the capitalist he says: 

" the immanent laws of capitalist production manifest 

themselves in the external movement of the individual 

capitals, assert themselves as the coercive laws of 

competition, and therefore enter into the consciousness of 

the individual capitalist as the motives which drive him 
97 

forward ••• " Of the workers he says: "The advance of 

capitalist production develops a working class which by 

education, tradition and habit looks upon the requirements 
98 

of that mode of production as self-evident natural laws." 

In short, Marx raised the spectre of a possible, practical 

transcendence of natural history. 

I tis e sse n t i a 1 to an un de r s tan din g 0 f Ma r x ' s met hod 0 f 

enquiry to turn to the Grundrisse. The answer to that 

methodological question cannot be found in Capital. It is 

available only in the Grundrisse and in similar exploratory 

works like the Theories of Surplus Value, which record 

Marx's explorations in the texts of political economy and 

outline the process of transformation that contemporary 

knowledge in the field underwent at Marx's hands. "The 

footnote apparatus II Alfred Schmidt observes,"especially in 

Volume I of Capital, contains a record of the residues of 

these studies. Their results disappeared into Marx's 

s y s t em as the wo r k 0 fat ail 0 r dis a p pea r sin t 0 a fin ish e d 
99 

coat." For an ins igh t into the enigma of the 

methodological criteria of the critique of political 
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economy, therefore, it is necessary to look behir:td the 

footnotes, as it were, to return to the primary sphere of 

intellectual production. 

An attempt has been made, here, to encapsulate the intent 

of the Grundrisse by insisting that Marx consistently 

levelled his criticism of political economy not only 

against economic theory but simultaneously against the 

practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie. Developing this 

idea a distinction was made between Marx's critiques of the 

analytic and of the dialectic of political 

Subsequently it was argued that the critique 

economy. 

of the 

analytic discovered in political economy 

and unwilling to recognize itself as a 

and, as such, inextricably implicated in 

a theory unable 

positive science; 

the formation of 

objective conditions. Marx discerns in the nominalism of 

political economy a refusal to accept responsibility for 

th e real cons eq uences of the prac t ice tha t s upervis es the 

substantiation of its central categories: a practice over 

which it exercises a significant measure of control. 

Marx's critique of the analytic of political economy also 

refutes the naturalis tic epis temology upon which an 

identity of concept and reality, logic and ontology are 

postulated. Marx's analysis shows that while his 

adversaries regard their categories as unproblematic 

representations of natural phenomena, the materiality of 

those categories, their social existence, implies the 

abrogation of a natural economy. To put this another way: 
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wh i 1 e , il n a 1 y tic a 11 y , political economy claims to know 

reality as Nature, considered as a synthetic knowledge, its 

categories, wage labour, interest and profit, the world 

market, and so on, all presuppose that the natural cycle of 

production and consumption is interrupted and mediated by 
100 

an historically specific categorical relay. 

Th e c r i t i que 0 f the d i ale c tic dis co v e r s t hat the 1 a w s 0 f 

capitalist production are advocated by the political 

economists as the algebraic form of an absolute development 

of productive capacity; whereas in fact, the logic of 

capital issues inexorably in overproduction, which betrays 

its imposition of a precise limit on the production of 

soc i a 1 we a 1 t h • Accord ing to Ma rx, capi talism deno tes "a 

mode of production in which the worker exists to satisfy 

the need of the existing values for realization, as opposed 

to the inverse situation, in which objective wealth is 
101 

there to satisfy the worker\s own need for development." In 

addition, the critique of the dialectic reveals that while 

the history of property is romanticized by political 

economy, the historical precondition of capitalism was a 

process of expropriation. In Capital, Marx remarks that 

the bourgeo is his tor ians cons t rue the ph enomenon of wage 

la bour as "emanc ipa tion from ser f dom and from the fe t te rs 
102 

of the guilds"; but, that they do not write the history of 

property relations in terms of "the transformation of 
103 

feudal exploitation into capitalist exploitation." Most of 

all, Marx insists, it is never admitted that: "The process, 
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(therefore) which creates the capital relation can be 

nothing other than the process which divorces the worker 
104 

from the ownership of the conditions of his own lahour." 

Reconsideration of the argument and intention of the 

Grundrisse is meant to underscore the importance of Marx's 

hermeneutic research. The point being made has an almost 

i d i 0 tic s imp 1 i cit y : i tis t hat Ma r x ' S soc 1 a 1 the 0 r y , h 1 s 

critique of political economy, was originally and 

fundamentally a critique of an extant social theory; it was 

not immediately or straightforwardly a critique of social 

structure. This implies, incidentally, that the methodo-

logical key to Marxist thought is not a base-superstructure 

metaphor. Ultimately, of course, Capital presents an 

indictment of real social conditions. Beforehand, in their 

inception, however, Marx's researches exhaustively delimit 

the th eore t lca 1 scope 0 f the pos i ti ve science, pol i tical 

economy. The Grundrisse proceeds from criticism of 

economic theory to criticism of economic realities, from 
. 

criticism of logical categories to criticism of the 

corresponding social-structural categories of capitalist 

production. To begin with, Marx condemns the economic 

theory of political economy as a knowledge that inevitably 

confounds consciousness in contradiction. Next, he 

condemns the categorical framework of political economy in 

the sense that it designates an irrational society: he 

condemns that framework because its continued existence 

sustains social being in contradiction, because it realizes 

316 



an antagonistic society. The critique of the analytic of 

political economy discovers its theoretical limit (the 

rea son wh y i tis log i call y, in e v ita b 1 y con t r a d i c tor y ), i n 

its failure to recognize itself as a positive knowledge. 

The critique of the dialectic, which understands political 

economy precisely as a positive science, defines the 

practical or historical limit imposed by that categorical 

configuration. At that second phase in its development, 

Marx's critique delineates the specific categorical 

structure that exists as the objective representative of 

the laws of political economy. The Grundrisse comprehends 

the reality of capitalist society as: dominated by the 

economic imperative represented objectively by the 

capi talis t mode of produc tion. Subsequently, from that 

philosophic position, armed wi th a knowledge of the 

structure of capitalist production, Marx condemns the 

practical limit, determined by that imperative and implicit 

in the laws of political economy, as an affront to the 

developmental potential, to the energy and imagination, of 

mankind. 

For Marx, "Society does not consist of individuals, but 

expresses the sum of interrelations, the relations within 
105 

which these individuals stand." Society understood 

historically, is a certain disposition of individuals, it 

is a categorical framework that subsumes, incorporates and 

excludes individuals: positively, it promotes, directs and 

distributes individual energies; negatively, society 

317 



dissipates, deforms and denies. Ma r x con c e i v e s 0 f mod ern 

soc i e t y as the po we r 0 f cap i ta 1 to d is po s e 0 f human and 

natural resources. Capital is the transcendental subject 

of modern society. In these terms, Marx repudiates the 

structure of capitalist production. It is in this light 

that he writes: "That monstrosity, the disposable working 

population held in reserve, in misery, for the changing 

requirements of capitalist exploitation, must be replaced 

by the i nd i vidual ma n who is a bs 01 u te ly ava i1a ble for the 

different kinds of labour required of him; the practically 

developed individual, who is merely the bearer of one 

specialized social function, must be replaced by the 

totally developed individual, for whom the different social 

functions are different modes of activity he takes up in 
106 

turn." Capital signifies repression. 

In the manner discussed, Marx's critique of political 

economy extrapolates from a theoretical criticism to a 

substantive criticism of social structure. In a final turn 

of the screw, knowledge of the limitation of the structure 

of capitalist production becomes the basis of a 

re-interpretation of the genesis of that structure. As 

Marx explains, in the Introduction to the Grundrisse: 

"Bourgeois society is the most developed and the most 

complex historic organization of production. The 

categories which express its relations, the comprehension 

of its structure, thereby also allows inSight into the 

structure and the relations of prodUction of all the 
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van ish eli soc i a I for mat ion sou t 0 f wh 0 s e r u ins and e I e men t s 

it huilt itself up, whose partly still unconquered remnants 

are carried along with it, whose mere nuances have 

developed explicit significance within it, etc. Human 

anatomy contains a key to the anatomy of the ape. The 

intimations of higher development among the subordinate 

animal species, however, can be understood only after the 

higher development is already known. The bourgeois society 

thus supplies the key to the ancient etc. But not at all 

in the manner of these economists who smudge over all 

historical differences and see bourgeois relations in all 
107 

forms of society. II 

All that remains to be done is to reiterate that there is 

no epistemological secret formula behind the critique of 

political economy. It must be made clear that Marx's 

ideology critique rests upon an aesthetic principle rather 
108 

than on an epistemological one. This is apparent in Marx's 

reflection and in his speculative philosophy: in his 

he rmeneu ti cs and in his phenomenology. Firstly, 

re flee ti ve ly, in the he rmeneutic rummagings in wh ich Ma rx 

fathomed the unexplicated presuppositions of political 

economy, the precedence of the aesthetic manifests itself 

in the fact that Marx invariably presents not only a 

knowledge but also an inseparable criticism of that 

knowledge. This effect is accurately captured by Ernest 

Ma n del wh e n her e mar k s how Ma r x , ear 1 yin his stu die s , 

grasped Ricardo's labour theory of value, ambivalently, as 
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the "cynical expression of an economic truth" and as "a 

frank recogniti.on of the realities of the capitalist mode 
109 

o f pro d u c t ion, wh i c hot her wr i t e r sse e k to con c e a 1 • " Ma rx 

welcomed Ricardo's theory as an accurate description but he 

deplored the social mechanism that it explained. La te r, 

when the pattern is firmly established, throughout the 

Grundrisse, for example, Marx always offers a knowledge 

wh 0 s e 0 b j e c t i v e imp 1 i cat ion she a b h 0 r s • Methodologically 

the upshot is that the truly enigmatic figure in his 

discourse is Marx's theory of criticism. 

Speculatively, too, the aesthetic principle predominates, 

but in a different way. The knowledge and criticism of the 

laws of capitalist production elaborated reflectively in 

the notebooks, are projected outward in his speculative 

masterpiece. Capital Vol I is in this sense the result of 

a process of cutting and editing for which the Grundrisse, 

at least, supplied what may be compared to the exploratory 

footage of celluloid rushes from which cinematic 

representations of reality emerge. The aesthetic criterion 

appears in Marx's characterization of the objective 

dialectic of the logic of capital: in that it does not 

culminate in an absolutist claim to knowledge, but in an 

appeal to experience. Marx's speculation presents the 

structure of society dominated by capitalism as an affront 

to mankind. Ultimately, he appeals to the contradictory 

experience of his readership as the vindication of his 

criticism of the knowledge and structure that confronts 
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them. The k.nowledge presented in Capital is not submitted 

in the form of an ontology: it is offered an an incitement, 

a provocation. It is expected to sow consternation and 

provide enlightenment. 

In both dimensions it is the aesthetic, the theory of 

criticism, that proves to be the th e 0 ret i call y 

underdeveloped but fundamental factor. Wha t has to be 

explained is the structure of the appeal to experience made 

b Y Ma r x ' s c r i t i que 0 f pol i tic ale con 0 my. Basically, what 

is involved is this: Marx's hermeneutic apprehends the 

categories of consciousness and the categories of social 

being, the logical and the historical, as they are set out 

in political economy, and he declares that they 

systematically misrepresent, suppress and deform individual 

and collective existence. Ma rx unders tands th a t the log i c 

of capital and the structure of capitalist production 

impos e thems el ves upon the minds 0 find i vid uals and 
110 

constrain their social relations. These frameworks are 

comprehended as epistemological and sociological systems 

which claim merely to re pres en t the reality, both 

individual and collective, that they actually subsume and 

arbitrarily deploy. For Marx, these systems presume, 

epistemologically, to arrogate the power of judgment and to 

pre-empt critical thought: and at the same time incline, 

sociologically, to naturalize or mythologize finite social 

conditions, the better to preclude the intrusion of 

oppositional practices. Theoretically, they intrude to 
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establish the horizon of consciousness, just as in practice 

thes e structures establish a political perimeter for 

action. In other words, Marx's critique of ideology 

illustrates how the historical has been contained and 

denied. He discloses a prohibition on judgment, on the 

possibility of extrapolation from experience to knowledge 

or from knowledge to experience; and he documents the 

tyranny of the structure of production over the forces of 

production. Repudiating these tendencies, Marx invites the 

reader, as empirical subject, to examine the gulf between 

knowledge and experience that his criticism evokes; and he 

appeals to the working class, as the empirical subject, to 

whose experience of exclusion and exploitation he aims to 

give theoretical expression. He offers the working class a 

knowledge that will heighten their experience of 

contradiction to the extent that it will become politically 

effective. At that point, however, the methodological 

questions end. 

Economic Determinism and Economic Reductionism 

If Ma r x ' sea r I y soc i a I the 0 r y is vi t i ate d by Feu e r b a c h ' s 

naturalism, by the time he came to compile the material in 

the Gr und r is s e , tha t Fe uerbach ia n in f I uence had been 

completely eradicated. 

Feuerbach in his initial 

Any theoretical dependency upon 

encounter had been outgrown in 

Marx's "second appropriation of Hegel." Similarly, if the 

base-superstructure me taphor 

methodological position, at 
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appropriate to a formative stage, since the critique of 

political economy is grounded, not a prioristically in 

materialist metaphysics, but hermeneutically in an intense 

dialogue with contemporary nineteenth century economic 

theory. Marx's sociology emerges in the course of a 

d em 0 n s t rat ion 0 f wh at, log i call y, is r e qui red toe 1 i min ate 

the anomalies and contradictions of political economy. 

Sociologically, the critique of 

nothing to an imbicilic two-tier 

political 

model of 

economy owes 

society. In 

short, if there is an unremitting economic determinism in 

Marx's early social criticism, the same cannot be said of 

his 1 ate r wo r k • To account for the distinctiveness of the 

critique of political economy, without 

"epis temological break" thesis, it 

differentiate economic determinism 

subscribing to the 

is expedient to 

and economic 

reductionism. 

regarded as 

all social 

Accordingly, economic determinism is 

implying mechanistic sociology that explains 

phenomena as effects of economic causes. 

Something resembling a base-superstructure model is 

indicated. Economic reductionism, on the other hand, 

designates not a methodological foible but an historical 

movement. Economic reductionism figures in the critique of 

political economy not as a methodological formula but as a 

substantive theme. It is the central theme of Marx's 

phenomenology of capitalist production. 

Marx's researches represent a tour 

Methodologically, 

de force because 

ultimately they proved capable of comprehending the 

reductive logic of capital in its phenomenological aspect. 
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The socio-historical narrative of Capital recounts the 

reductive effect of the law of value imposed by capitalist 

production. In the fir s t p lac e , Ma r x reI ate s how the 

structure of modern production recognizes individuals 

solely as personifications of economic categories. He 

stresses 

relation 

that the system of wage 

of capital and labour. 

labour pos its the social 

Se cond 1 y, Ma rks ponde rs 

logic of capitalist 

the aggrandisement of 

the social repercussions of the 

production. He emphasizes that 

capital entails the attenuation of the value of labour. He 

observes how the logic and structure of capitalist 

production increasingly marginalize the working population 

in relation to those processes and powers that generate 

soc i a 1 we a 1 t h • 

tendency 

relation. 

to 

In structural terms, Marx registers the 

reduce social relations to an economic 

In historical te rms t Marx envisages a 

centrifugal effect that progressively propels the mass of 

the population beyond the sphere of social production, and 

which deposits them without proprietory rights, as surplus 

population. 

Structurally, the critique of political economy explains 

that the reproduction of capitalism depends upon the 

wages-system. It bee 0 m esc lea r in Ma r x ' sex po sit ion t hat 

by means of the wages-system, capital incorporates 

labour-power without admitting the worker in person, as 

beneficiary, into the production process. The system of 

wage-labour operates to maximize the extraction of 
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unremunerated labour-power. Ideally, it delivers to the 

capitalist all labour-power over and above that required to 

maintain and reproduce the worker as mere wage labour. 

Production is so organized that the worker simultaneously 

realizes and relinquishes the surplus value that engenders 

soc ial weal th. The systematic marginalization accomplished 

through the wages system is described in the Grundrisse 

like this: "all the progress of civilization," Marx writes, 

"or in other words every increase in the powers of social 

production, if you like, in the productive powers of labour 

itself - such as results of science, inventions, division 

and combination of labour, improved means of communication, 

creation of the world market, machinery etc. - enriches not 

the worke r bu t ra the r ca pi ta 1, hence it only magni f ies 
111 

again the power dominating over labour." Making the same 

point in Volume I of Capital, Marx complains that 

production is so organized: "that within the capitalist 

system all methods for raising the social productivity of 

labour are put into effect at the cost of the individual 

worker; that all means for the development of production 

undergo a dialectical inversion so that they become means 

of domination and exploitation of the producers; they 

distort the worker into a fragment of a man, they degrade 

him to the level of an appendage of a machine; they destroy 

the actual content of his labour by turning it into a 

torment; they alienate from him the intellectual 

potentialities of the labour process in the same proportion 

as science is incorporated into it 8S an independent 
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power ••• " 

Succinctly, Marx's analysis announces that the connection 

between capital and labour posited in the wages system 

establishes a property relation. In particular, it reduces 

the worker to mere wage labour; it defines him as possessor 

only of wage-labour. Labour is available to the worker 

only abstractly, as the exchange-value of his labour 

capacity. In short, the worker is "compelled by social 

con d i t ion s to sell the wh ole 0 f his act i vel i fe, his ve r y 

capacity for labour, in return for the price of his 
113 

customary means of subsistence ••• " By implication, so 

Marx proceeds, in view of the structure of contemporary 

produc tion organized under the rule of the law of value, 

the historical genesis of current property relations can 

involve nothing besides the systematic separation of the 

worker from the objective conditions and pre-requisites of 

production. "What does the primitive accumulation of 

capital i.e. its historical genesis, resolve itself into 1" 

Marx answers immediately that: "In so far as it is not the 

direct transformation of slaves and serfs into wage 

labourers, and therefore a mere change of form, it only 

means the expropriation of the immediate producers i.e. the 

dissolution of private property based on the labour of its 
114 

o wne r ." More bluntly, Marx observes that a necessary 

presupposition of wage-labour is "the separation of free 

labour from the objective conditions of its realization -
115 

from the means of labour and the material of labour." 
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Deduction of the historic presupposition of current 

property relations; extrapolation from the present 

structure of the relations of production, is subsequently 

followed through minutely. Separation of the labour force 

from its objective conditions of realization, Marx 

maintains, means: "above all, release of the worker from 
116 

the soil as his natural workshop." At the same time, the 

condition of free labour testifies to the dissolution of 

anything resembling a natural community. The society based 

on communal property must have been superseded. The system 

of wage labour is antithetical to and therefore implies the 

prior "dissolution of small, free landed property as well 

as of communal land ownership resting on the oriental 
117 

commune." The reason is that: "In both forms the worker 

relates to the objective conditions of his labour as to 
118 

his property." Capitalism, in contrast, posits the worker 

without proprietory rights to land or raw material, and it 

propels the collective life of society towards the point 

where it becomes: "The abstraction of a community in which 

the membe r s have no th ing in common but language etc., and 
119 

barely that much ••• " 

Next, Marx explains that wage labour implies for the 

worker: "Dissolution of the relation in whiCh he appears as 
120 

proprietor of the instrument."~ The "essential character of 

the guild-corporation system, ••••• can be resolved into the 

relation to the instrument of production - the instrument 

of labour as property - as distinct from the relation to 
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the earth, to land and soil (to the raw material as such) 
121 

as one's own." For Marx, the skill nurtured by the 

pre-capitalist guild system of production, is strangled by 

capitalism. " Wit h c r aft pro d u c t ion." he wr i t e s .. the m a i n 

concern is the quality of the product and the particular 

skill of the individual worker •••••• With the production 

of capital and from the very outset, the point is not this 

half artistic relation to labour which corresponds 

generally with the development of the use value of labour, 

the development of particular abilities of direct manual 

work, the formation of the human hand etc. The point from 

the outset is mass, because the point is exchange-value and 

surplus value. The principle of developed capital is 
122 

precisely to make special skill superfluous." 

The chain of historic presuppositions of capitalist 

production also includes that of the emergence and 

disintegration of handicraft production, the elementary 

form of factory production. At that stage, the main 

benefit to capital derived from the collective power of the 

workers: brought under the immediate supervision of capital 

and whose productivity was enhanced by the division and 

combination of labour described by Adam Smith. At that 

stage of manufacture, Marx pointed out: "the mode of 

production is not yet determined by capital, but rather 
123 

found on hand by it." Nevertheless, another phase of the 

inexorable estrangement of the workforce from its condition 

of produc t ion is irrever sib ly accom pI ished at tha t stage. 
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As Marx says: liThe association of the workers, as it 

appears in the factory, is (therefore) not posited by them 

but by capital. Vis-a-vis the individual worker, the 

combination appears accidental. He relates to his own 

combination and cooperation with other workers as alien, as 
124 

modes of capital's effectiveness." Personally, the worker 

loses his control of the instrument of labour; collectively 

the workforce is required to surrender control of the 

purpose and direction of the productive apparatus. Factory 

conditions realize the negation of a productive community. 

In time, however, capital's insatiable appetite for surplus 

value effects a truly epochal transformation. It res u1 ts 

in the mechanization which causes a vast diminution in the 

value of wage-labour. "The s trugg 1e be tween the cap i ta lis t 

and the wage-labourer," Marx writes, "starts with the 

existence of the capital relation itself. It rages 

throughout the period of manufacture. But only since the 

introduction of machinery has the worker fought against the 
125 

instrument of labour itself ••• " Capital installs machinery 

as the successor to wage labour. "The instrument of 

labour, when it takes the form of a machine immediately 
126 

becomes a competitor of the wo r ke r hi mB elf. " More 

accurately, automation inaugurates a competition with 

regard to which the worker is not so much ill-equipped as 

ineligible. Mechanization proves irresistible. as the 
127 

"gradual extinction of the English hand-100m weavers" made 

clear. Says Marx: "The wo rking po pula tion ( th ere fo re) 
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produces both the accumulation of capital and the means by 
128 

which it is itself made relatively superfluous ••• " Even 

m 0 res tar k 1 y, h e say s: " Th e de g r e e to wh i c h the mea n s 0 f 

production are means of employment for the workers lessens 

progressively as those means become more extensive, more 
129 

concentrated and technically more efficient." 

With mechanization, the process of expropriation reaches 

its climax. Firstly, the working population is more 

thoroughly de-skilled. "Along with the tool" Marx writes 

"the skill of the worker in handling it passes over to the 

machine. The capabilities of the tool are emancipated from 

the restrictions inseparable from human labour power. This 

destroys the technical foundation on which the division of 

labour in manufac ture was based. Hence, in place of the 

hierarchy of specialized workers that characterizes 

manufacture, there appears, in the automatic factory, a 

tendency to equalize and reduce to an identical level, even 

the kind of work that has to be done by the minders of 
130 

machines." There is a kind of impoverishment accompanying 

this loss of skill whose signature is written across a 

society in which: "in place of the artificially produced 

distinctions between specialized workers it is natural 
131 

differences of age and sex that predominate." Moreover, 

because he is deskilled he is devalued: "The worker becomes 

uns a leab1e , like paper money th rown out of currency by 

legal enac tmen t. The section of the working class thus 

rendered superfluous by machinery, i.e. converted into a 
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part of the population no longer directly necessary for the 

self-realization of capital, either goes under in the 

unequal contest between the old handicraft and 

manufacturing production and the new machine production or 

else floods all the more easily accessible branches of 

industry, swamps the labour market, and makes the price of 

132 
labour fall below its value." 

Obviously, Marx does not condemn mechanization, per see In 

fact, he is inclined to regard its tendency to render wage 

labour obsolete as a propitious portent of the collapse of 
133 

capitalism. Marx's complaint is that under the rule of 

capital, machinery, instead of promoting the general good, 

acts like a centrifuge discharging human labour from the 

active life of society. Not only does mechanized 

production confirm and consolidate capital as alienation of 

raw material, instrument of labour, skill and collective 

purpose; not only does mechanization ensure that the 
134 

relative contribution of the worker becomes infinitesimal. 

Additionally, capital in the form of machinery, 

deliberately applies scientific knowledge to production as 

an esoteric knowledge, even as private property. That is, 

the process of production as it becomes a scientific 

process, neither makes itself intelligible to the worker, 

nor places itself at his disposal. In the one case, Marx 

says: "The science which compels the inanimate limbs of the 

machinery, by their construction, to act purposefully, as 

an au toma ton t does no t ex is t in the worker's cons c iousness 
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but rather acts upon him through the machine as an alien 
135 

power, as the power of the machine itself." In the other 

case, he says: "It is a result of the division of labour in 

manufacture that the worker is brought face to face with 

the intellectual potentialities of the material process of 

production as the property of another and as a power that 

rules over him. This process of separation starts in 

simple cooperation •••• It is complete in large scale 

industry which makes science a potentiality for production 

which is distinct from labour and presses it into the 
136 

service of capital." 

Economically, in its relevance for capital, mechanization 

represents competitive capital's victory over wage-costs 

through magnification of the productivity of labour-time. 

Sociologically, in its relevance for labour, it signals the 

complete alienation of the conditions of production. As a 

result, machine production posits the individual worker as 

helpless and dependent, while it pos i ts the working 

population in its entirety (the ratio of population to 

surplus population) as a function of capital. In other 

words (and this is the last and most general conclusion of 

Marx's phenomenology), automation normalizes and perpet-

uates the formation of surplus population in accordance 

with the imperatives of capitalist production. In explan-

ation: Marx begins by stating, contra Malthus, that there 
137 

are no natural laws of population. Different modes of 
138 

production impose different demographic limits. Wha t is 
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peculiar, in demographic terms to the capitalist mode of 

production, he adds, is that it rlefines surplus population 

by means of two criteria. Firstly, surplus population is 

that population which has been totally expropriated and 

marginalized in the course of the pageant of primitive 

accumulation. Secondly, surplus population is that whose 

labour capacity can find no avenue to its realization. It 

is incorrect, Marx continues, to regard a consumer class or 

leisure class as surplus to requirement; and he notes that 

the political economists properly regard the consumer class 
139 

as a necessary sector. The point is not that surplus 

population does not directly produce its own means of 

subs is tence. Surplus population means surplus labour, 

exclusively; it means labour not required by capital. 

Surplus population denotes labour, the labour of a 

population, which cannot, due to the interdict of capital 

(to the structure of the relations of production that 

represent that prohibition objectively), transform the 

labour necessary to its reproduction into use-value. 

Demographically, the surplus quotum has been evacuated and 

evicted from the sphere of social production and left out 

of account in those processes productive of social wealth. 

This assault on Malthusian population theory and this 

analysis of the demographic effect of capitalist 

production, constitutes Marx's final and most generalized 

criticism of the practical philosophy of the bourgeoisie. 

Under capitalism, he declares, social reproduction is 
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fraught with contradiction: the relations of production 

pretend to be and are misrepresented as being deployed at 

an optimal level of efficiency; meanwhile there is every-

where evidence of the barbaric segregation of th e 

population into necessary and surplus sectors. Marx 

explodes the implicit claim of the capitalist mode of 

production to the status of concrete universality. He 

depicts capitalist society as one which maintains a ratio 

of necessary to unnecessary people as a prerequisite of its 

o wn con tin u e d ex i s ten c e • The conditions of the excess 

population may be ameliorated from the revenues of all 

classes but that population remains marginalized. Its 

labour capacities are never exercised, sponsored or 

developed as the necessary condi tion of its own. exis tence. 

In the nineteenth century, when Marx wrote, the production 

of 'supernumeraries' at home prompted emigration, which 

contained the possibility of rehabilitation in the sphere 
140 

of production. In the pos t-co1onia1 era, in the age of 

Immigration Law, the emigration option has been written out 

of the redundant workers' eviction order. Now tech ni c ians 

and the professional classes, the intellectual elite, 

emigrate and circulate in the international labour market. 

However, in the colonial era (and since), Marx observed, 

the workers "are merely following capital, which has itself 
141 

em i g rat e d • " Wh i c h mea n s t hat wh i 1 e colon i z a t ion e f fee ted a 

displacement of overproduction crises, the basic contra-

dictions of capital remained unresolved. The law of 

value, the logic of capital and its concrete structural 
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representative, the capitalist mode of production, 

notwithstanding its ability to displace the effects of 

crises, to insure itself a~ainst every contingency, 

reproduces society as the negation of a community. 

Economic reductionism is a socio-historical power that 

subordinates every consideration to the maximization of 

surplus value. 
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