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A Note on Translations and References

Whenever possible, I have used official English translations of Marx’s
writings. When deemed necessary, I have modified these and added
a footnote in case of substantial modification. All translations from

German texts which are not available in English are mine.

References to Marx and Engels’s Collected Works (MECW) look like
this: (32: 421), which means volume 32, page 421. References to the Marx-
Engels-Gesamtausgabe (MEGA?2) look like this: (I.3.4: 1453); this refers to
section (Abteilung) 2, volume 3.4, page 1453. Other references to Marx’s

writings follow this system of abbreviations:

Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 1, trans. Ben
Fowkes (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978).

Capital: A Critique of Political Economy, vol. 2, trans. Ben
Fowkes (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1978).

Marx’s Economic Manuscript of 1864-1865, ed. Fred Mosely
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2017).

Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy
(Rought Draft), trans. Martin Nicolaus (Harmondsworth:
Penguin, 1993).

“The Commodity’ (chap. 1 of Capital, vol. 1, 1st ed.), in Value:
Studies by Karl Marx, ed. Albert Dragstedt (London: New
Park Publications, 1976).
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viii Mute Compulsion

“The Value-Form’ (appendix of Capital, vol. 1, 1st ed.), trans. A
Mike Roth and Wal Suchting, Capital and Class 4 (Spring
1978): 130-50.

‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production, appendix of R
Cl.

The Ethnological Notebooks of Karl Marx, ed. Lawrence Krader E
(Assen: Van Gorcum & Comp., 1974).

For more information on the volumes cited of MECW, see the appendix.
Different references within the same note are separated by a semicolon:
‘G: 234, 536; 33: 324; IV.1: 43, 56; M: 788’ thus means Grundrisse, pages
234 and 536; MECW, volume 33, page 324; MEGA2, section 4, volume 1,
pages 43 and 56; and Marx’s Economic Manuscript of 1864-1865, page 788.
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Foreword

by Michael Heinrich

I first met Seren Mau in November 2017, at the annual conference in
London of the journal Historical Materialism. When we talked after his
paper presentation, he asked me if I knew of any literature that dealt
more specifically with the Marxian concept of the ‘mute compulsion of
economic relations’ I couldn’t think of a single title. Seren then told me
that he wanted to write a dissertation on this concept. At first I was a bit
perplexed. I had often myself quoted the ‘mute compulsion’ that Marx
talks about in the chapter on ‘so-called primitive accumulation;, and had
also used it in many discussions. The idea behind it - that under certain
circumstances it is not persons but economic conditions that exert com-
pulsion on formally free workers — seemed almost self-explanatory to me.
It took only two or three sentences to make clear what was meant. Until
now, it had never occurred to me that this concept might need a separate
analysis. My surprise was similar to that in a game of chess when, in an
opening that has been analysed in most variations up to the fifteenth
or twentieth move, one is confronted with an innovation on the fourth.
Either such a move is terribly stupid or it is insanely good. As I realised
fairly quickly, Seren’s idea was not stupid at all. This ‘mute compulsion’ was
of central importance in the contrast between personal relations of domi-
nation such as slavery or serfdom in pre-capitalist modes of production,
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X Mute Compulsion

and the impersonal domination of legally free wage labourers by which
Marx characterises the capitalist mode of production. That alone should
be reason enough to look at it in more detail. The only astonishing thing
was that no one had done so before.

My second big surprise came about a year and a half later. I had stayed
in touch with Seren, we had discussed different issues now and then, and
I had agreed to participate in the defence of his thesis at the University
of Southern Denmark. In the spring of 2019, I got to see his entire dis-
sertation, written in English, for the first time. Far from being a narrow,
philological discussion of the term ‘mute compulsion, Seren’s analysis
was much broader. He presented mute compulsion as a key component
of the specifically economic ‘power of capital, a power based on altering
the material conditions of social reproduction. For his examination of the
question, already much discussed, of how capitalist relations repeatedly
reproduce themselves despite all crises and contradictions, Seren had
named a third type of power relations alongside those based on violence
and those based on ideology. While the first two have a direct effect
on people, this third type asserts itself indirectly by reshaping people’s
economic and social environment.

Seren’s work is now available in revised form as a book. It is dedicated
to a detailed investigation of this specific ‘power of capital’ The various
elements of a theory of this power are reconstructed from Marx’s critique
of political economy in his manuscripts written after 1857. The results of
this reconstruction do not refer to a concrete capitalist society; they are
located on the level of representation of the ‘ideal cross-section’ of the cap-
italist mode of production, namely the level of abstraction on which Marx
locates his own analysis, at the end of the manuscript for the third book
of Capital. On this level, everything is analysed that necessarily belongs
to the capitalist mode of production, regardless of its respective historical
manifestation — and here this ‘mute compulsion’ is inherent in every case.

However, Seren’s investigation is not only about contributing to the
elucidation of Marx’s critique of political economy or completing it. This
already becomes clear in the second part of his three-part work. Starting
from Marx’s conception of proletarians who can dispose of their life but
are cut off from the necessary conditions of this life, Seren shows how
biopolitical questions raised by Michel Foucault and Giorgio Agamben
are inherent in Marxian analysis from the beginning, even if they are not
called that. Also in the second part, the ‘power of capital’ based on ‘mute
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Foreword Xi

compulsion’ is examined with regard to the production of social differences
on the basis of gender and racist attributions — which brings us directly
to important current debates.

The third part of the work, which deals with the dynamics in which
the power of capital is expressed, also shows the contemporary analytical
relevance of Seren’s study. The real subsumption of labour under capital
is the central category here. Seren’s use of this concept, however, differs
considerably from the usual discussion: he deals with the real subsumption
of agriculture, which highlights consequences for capital’s relationship to
nature; the logistics revolution of the 1970s, which was central to globali-
sation tendencies in the last third of the twentieth century; and capital’s
tendency towards crisis and production of a surplus population - all
of which are issues at the heart of any fundamental confrontation with
capitalism.

Reading this work is certainly not easy going. However, it soon becomes
clear that the effort required does not get bogged down in the purely
conceptual. It unfolds precisely the critical potential that is the necessary
prerequisite for a social practice that aims to overcome domination and
exploitation.
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Introduction

‘When the ancient slave, crucified by his master, writhed in ineffable
agony, when the serf collapsed under the rod of the corvée overseer
or under the burden of labor and misery, at least the crime of man
against man, of society against the individual, lay open, exposed, atro-
cious in its nakedness, blatant in its brutality. The crucified slave, the
martyred serf, died with a curse on the lips, and his dying gaze met
his tormentors with hatred and a promise of revenge. Only bourgeois
society draws a veil of invisibility over its crimes.’

- Rosa Luxemburg

Despite more than a decade of acute crisis, a global pandemic, and res-
olute resistance, capitalism lingers on. In 2008, it was hit by one of the
deepest crises in its history. As governments rushed to the rescue, a new
cycle of struggle against the accelerating commercialisation of social life
emerged. Today, our situation is still profoundly shaped by the crisis and
its repercussions. The great recession of the late 2000s is only the prelim-
inary culmination of a much larger and protracted crisis, which erupted
when the post-war boom came to an end in the 1970s.? Since then, global
capitalism has been treading water. For almost five decades, it has kept its

1 Rosa Luxemburg, ‘Nur ein Menschenleben!, in Gesammelte Werke, vol. 1 (Berlin:
Dietz Verlag, 1972), 468f.

2 Robert Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced Capitalist
Economies from the Long Boom to Long Downturn, 1945-2005 (London: Verso, 2006);
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2 Mute Compulsion

head above water by means of debt, outsourcing, austerity, privatisation,
and wage depression, but even this comprehensive symptom treatment
has not managed to stop the ongoing global stagnation.’ A small group of
hyperprofitable companies such as Apple, Alphabet, Amazon, and Meta,
has ran away from a global sea of so-called zombie firms struggling with
low levels of productivity and profitability and kept alive by cheap credit
provided by governments desperate to avoid the political consequences
of the only thing that could generate the basis for an economic recov-
ery, namely a large-scale destruction of capital.* Political institutions
everywhere are struggling with deep mistrust; everyone is fed up with
politicians and parties, and no one any longer believes that the state could
ever be something like an instrument of the will of the people. The fragile
optimism of the 1990s and early 2000s has given way to a gloomy feeling
of approaching disaster, not least because of the climate crisis, the exist-
ence of which everyone acknowledges, but which is nevertheless allowed
to continue, since in this world, profit is more important than life.

And yet, here we are: capitalism is still with us. Or perhaps it is the other
way around: we are still with it. In certain respects, capital’s stranglehold on
social life seems stronger than ever before; never have so many aspects of
our existence and such large parts of the world been dependent upon the
global circuits of self-valorising value. Although it is still too early to draw
up a conclusive balance sheet of the post-2008 era, it is at least remarkable
that, so far, the forces of capital have largely succeeded in pushing through
their aims. Banks have been bailed out, taxes have been cut, austerity has
been imposed, and profits have been made. Inequality keeps rising, the
commodity form continues its creeping infiltration into new spheres of
life, the biosphere is still heading towards the abyss, and 780 million people
still live in chronic hunger. In the 1930s, after the long depression of the
late nineteenth century, World War I, the Russian and German revolutions,
and the Great Depression of the early 1930s, Walter Benjamin concluded:
“The experience of our generation: that capitalism will not die a natural
death.” Today we know that capitalism has not only survived, but has

Robert Brenner, ‘What Is Good for Goldman Sachs Is Good for America: The Origins of
the Current Crisis’ (working paper, Institute for Social Science Research, UCLA, 2009).

3 Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work (London: Verso, 2020).

4 Jason E. Smith, Smart Machines and Service Work: Automation in an Age of Stag-
nation (London: Reaktion Books, 2020).

5 Walter Benjamin, The Arcades Project, trans. Howard Eiland and Kevin McLaughlin,
(Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1999), 667.
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Introduction 3

actually been strengthened, in and through crises, revolutions, uprisings,
wars, and pandemics. Capitalist expansion and entrenchment amid crisis
and unrest: that is our conjuncture, and it invites us to ask some impor-
tant questions: How does capital manage to sustain its grip on social life?
How is it even possible that a social order so volatile and hostile to life can
persist for centuries? Why hasn't capitalism collapsed yet?

Coercive, Ideological, and Economic Power

In the final sections of the first volume of Capital, Karl Marx narrated
the story of how the rule of capital was historically established: ‘In actual
history, it is a notorious fact that conquest, enslavement, robbery, murder,
in short, violence, play the greatest part’® The capitalist mode of produc-
tion came into the world ‘dripping from head to toe, from every pore,
with blood and dirt)” Marx also notes, however, that we cannot assume
the forms of power required in order to bring about a certain state of
affairs to be identical with the forms of power required for its reproduc-
tion. On the contrary: when violence has done its job, another form of
power can take over. In a passage from which the present study derives
its title, Marx describes how, once capitalist relations of production have
been installed,

the mute compulsion of economic relations seals the domination of
the capitalist over the worker. Extra-economic, immediate violence is
still of course used, but only in exceptional cases. In the ordinary run
of things, the worker can be left to the ‘natural laws of production, i.e.,
it is possible to rely on his dependence on capital, which springs from
the conditions of production themselves, and is guaranteed in perpe-
tuity by them.®

Violence is thus replaced with another form of power: one not imme-
diately visible or audible as such, but just as brutal, unremitting, and
ruthless as violence; an impersonal, abstract, and anonymous form of

6 Cl1:874.

7 Cl1:926.

8 C1:899. In English translations of Capital, the German stumme Zwang is usually —
though incorrectly - rendered as ‘silent’” or ‘dull’ compulsion.
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4 Mute Compulsion

power immediately embedded in the economic processes themselves
rather than tacked onto them in an external manner - mute compulsion,
or, as [ will also call it, economic power.

Although the emphasis on the importance of ‘the mute compulsion of
economic relations’ for the reproduction of capitalism is found frequently
throughout the chaotic collection of (mostly unfinished) writings which
make up Marx’s critique of political economy, Marx never articulated
a coherent, systematic analysis of this historically novel form of social
domination. Neither did his followers, although important headway has
been made in the last couple of decades (studies to which I will return
later). Most attempts to account for the reproduction of capitalism rely
on an assumption about the nature of power which tends to obscure the
workings of economic power, namely that power comes in two fundamen-
tal and irreducible forms: violence and ideology. Borrowing and slightly
altering a term from Nicos Poulantzas, I will refer to this as the violence/
ideology couplet.” Alternative versions of this duality include coercion and
consent, hard and soft power, dominance and hegemony, and repression
and discourse. The basic — and often implicit - claim at work here is that
we can explain the reproduction of capitalist social relations with refer-
ence to either the ability of rulers to employ violence or their ability to
shape the way in which we (consciously or unconsciously) perceive and
understand ourselves and our social world. Louis Althusser’s theory of
ideology is a good example of this way of thinking: according to Althusser,
the reproduction of capitalist relations of production ‘is ensured by the
superstructure, by the legal-political superstructure and the ideological
superstructure. In this familiar scheme, the relations of production are
reproduced by the ideological and the repressive state apparatuses, which
rely on ideology and violence, respectively.'’

There is no doubt that capitalism would be impossible without the
constant presence of ideological and coercive power. But there is more
to the power of capital than that. Violence, as well as ideology, are forms
of power that directly address the subject, either by immediately forcing
bodies to do certain things or by shaping the way in which these bodies
think. Economic power, on the other hand, addresses the subject only

9 See also Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans.
Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin, 1991), 28.
10 Louis Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism: Ideology and Ideological State
Apparatuses, trans. G. M. Goshgarian (London: Verso, 2014), 140, 244.
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Introduction 5

indirectly, by acting on its environment. Whereas violence, as a form of
power, is rooted in the ability to inflict pain and death, and ideology in the
ability to shape how people think, economic power is rooted in the ability
to reconfigure the material conditions of social reproduction. The concept
of ‘social reproduction’ should here be taken in the broad sense of all the
processes and activities needed in order to secure the continuous existence
of social life. Economic power is thus a concept designed to capture the
ways in which forms of social domination reproduce themselves through
inscription in the environment of those who are subjected to it.

In this book, I will offer a theory of the economic power of capital. On
the basis of a close reading and critical reconstruction of Marx’s unfinished
critique of political economy, I will attempt to explain why the power of
capital takes the form of a ‘mute compulsion of economic relations’; I
will thus attempt to locate its sources, identify its mechanisms, explain its
forms, distinguish between its different levels, and specify the relationship
between them. What I will not do is to offer an analysis of a historically or
geographically particular variant of the capitalist mode of production; I
will, rather, be concerned with what Marx referred to as the ‘core structure’
or the ‘ideal average’ of the capitalist mode of production - that is, the
logics, structures, and dynamics that constitute the essence of capitalism,
across its historical and geographical variations."!

The Economy: A System of Domination

One of the reasons why Marx’s critique of political economy is an indis-
pensable starting point for developing a theory of the economic power of
capital is that it firmly rejects economistic conceptions of the economy -
that is, the idea that the economy is an ontologically separate sphere of
society governed by its own distinctive ‘economic’ logic or rationality. For
Marx, ‘the economy’ is social through and through; he ‘treats the economy
itself not as a network of disembodied forces but, like the political sphere,
as a set of social relations, as Ellen Meiksins Wood puts it."* This anti-
economism sets Marx radically apart from bourgeois economics and is

11 M: 376, 898. In the English edition of Marx’s Economic Manuscript of 1864-1865,
the German Kernstruktur is translated as ‘basic inner structuré’

12 Ellen Meiksins Wood, Democracy against Capitalism: Renewing Historical Mate-
rialism (London: Verso, 2016), 211f.
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6 Mute Compulsion

an essential precondition of a theory of the economic power of capital.
Marx’s critique of political economy is not an alternative or a critical
political economy, but rather a critique of the entire theoretical (or ide-
ological) field of political economy."” Whereas economists are engaged
in the business of transforming social relations into abstract, quantifia-
ble units which can then be inserted as variables into idealised models,
Marx’s critical theory does the opposite: it unravels the social relations
hidden in economic categories." Those social relations are relations of
domination. Power relations are not something which is somehow super-
imposed on ‘the economy, as in Althusser’s theory of ideology, where the
reproduction of property relations in the economic base occurs outside of
this base. The characteristic thing about the power of capital is precisely
that it has an ability to exercise itself through economic processes; or,
put differently, that the organisation of social reproduction on the basis
of capital itself gives rise to a set of powerful mechanisms which tend to
reproduce the relations of production. From this anti-economistic per-
spective, it thus becomes possible to view the capitalist economy as a
system of power."” This is why it is so terribly misguided to accuse Marx
of economism; it was precisely the resolute rejection of the notion of a
transhistorical ‘economic’ logic that allowed Marx to see and criticise the
mute compulsion of capital.

As an academic discipline, economics is premised on ‘the failure to
recognize power relationships in society, as Robert Chernomas and Ian
Hudson put it.'® Its exponents depict the capitalist economy as the result
of a set of voluntary agreements between free and equal individuals, that
is, as a sphere in which domination is excluded a priori. The economy is,
in other words, defined by the absence of power from the very outset. For
economists, the expression ‘the free market’ is a pleonasm, whereas for

13 Michael Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert: Die Marxsche Kritik der politischen
Okonomie zwischen wissenschaftlicher Revolution und klassischer Tradition (Miinster:
Westfilisches Dampfboot, 1999), pts. 1, 2; Michael Heinrich, An Introduction to the Three
Volumes of Karl Marx’s Capital, trans. Alex Locascio (New York: Monthly Review Press,
2012), 32T

14 Werner Bonefeld, Critical Theory and the Critique of Political Economy (London:
Bloomsbury, 2014).

15 Giulio Palermo, “The Ontology of Economic Power in Capitalism: Mainstream
Economics and Marx, Cambridge Journal of Economics 31, no. 4 (2007).

16 Robert Chernomas and Ian Hudson, The Profit Doctrine: Economists of the Neo-
liberal Era (London: Pluto Press, 2017), 7.
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Introduction 7

Mary, it is a contradiction in terms. This disappearance of power is the
outcome of a twofold intellectual operation.

First, the market is presented as the determining moment of the eco-
nomic totality; what is actually a part of the economy is abstracted from
the totality and made to represent the whole. This primacy of exchange
was already discernible in classical political economy, but it only really
came to the fore with the so-called marginal revolution in the 1870s."”
In neoclassical economics, market exchange is presented as ‘the central
organizing principle of capitalist society, as Anwar Shaikh puts it.”® In
some variants of modern economics, most notably in the work of Gary
Becker, the voluntary exchange of goods between rational and utility-
maximising agents on the market is elevated into a prism through which
all social phenomena can be understood."

The second intellectual operation underpinning the disappearance of
power relationships in economics is the introduction of a set of assump-
tions and abstractions resulting in a conception of the market which
excludes the very possibility of domination. The agents who engage in
transactions on the market are assumed to be isolated, hyper-rational,
utility-maximising individuals with infinite and infallible information.
This rational individual is the Archimedean point of the social ontol-
ogy of economics; a kind of sui generis substance which accounts for
everything else. Assuming this transhistorical economic rationality, the
need to explain the existence of capitalism conveniently disappears: the
capitalist economy appears simply as what happens if human nature is
allowed to unfold without impediments. This is why, as Wood notes, in
‘most accounts of capitalism and its origin, there really is no origin’?
Economists (mis)understand the market as the place where these rational
individuals meet and enter into contractual relations with each other. In a

17 Michael Perelman, The Invisible Handcuffs of Capitalism: How Market Tyranny
Stifles the Economy by Stunting Workers (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2011), 11;
Simon Clarke, Marx, Marginalism, and Modern Sociology: From Adam Smith to Max
Weber, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), chaps. 6, 7.

18  Anwar Shaikh, Capitalism: Competition, Conflict, Crises (New York: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 2016), 120; see also Christoph Henning, Philosophy after Marx: 100 Years
of Misreadings and the Normative Turn in Political Philosophy, trans. Max Henninger
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2015), 123.

19 Chernomas and Hudson, Profit Doctrine, 78ft.

20 Ellen Meiksins Wood, The Origin of Capitalism: A Longer View (London: Verso,
2002), 4.
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8 Mute Compulsion

competitive market, there are no barriers to entry, and hence no monop-
olies, apart from the (regretfully necessary) so-called natural monopolies.
The general absence of monopolies means that a market agent is never
forced to do business with a particular agent, and this is why every act of
exchange can be regarded as voluntary. The individuals who show up on
the market do so as owners of commodities, and as such they are com-
pletely equal. These individuals’ identities and roles outside of the market
relation are regarded as irrelevant for economic theory, and the question
of why they participate in the market to begin with is equally absent;
generally, economic theory assumes that people show up on the market
to sell their commodities after having carefully weighed the possibilities
open to them and concluded that this would be the most rational thing
to do, that is, the most efficient way to satisfy their needs. This is the kind
of reasoning that makes it possible for someone like Milton Friedman to
present ‘the technique of the market place’ as a way of ‘co-ordinating the
economic activities of millions’ by means of ‘voluntary co-operation of
individuals’ - or, as he puts it:

Since the household always has the alternative of producing directly
for itself, it need not enter into any exchange unless it benefits from it.
Hence, no exchange will take place unless both parties do benefit from
it. Co-operation is thereby achieved without coercion.*!

This passage is noteworthy because it explicates what is usually hidden
as an implicit assumption in economics, namely that people have the
possibility of reproducing themselves outside of the market. This is the
assumption which makes the market appear as a sphere of freedom: not
only are agents free to choose with whom they want to exchange their
goods, but they are also free to choose whether they want to engage in
exchange at all. This is why the market is usually understood as an insti-
tution providing individuals with opportunities, a concept which Wood
notes is ‘absolutely critical to the conventional understanding of the
capitalist system.*

These assumptions and abstractions form the basis of the highly ideal-
ised mathematical models so characteristic of contemporary economics.

21 Milton Friedman, Capitalism and Freedom (Chicago: University of Chicago Press,
2002), 13.
22 Wood, The Origin of Capitalism, 6.
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Introduction 9

The transformation of economics into a discipline fixated on the develop-
ment of formalised mathematical models has allowed it to present itself
as what Chernomas and Hudson call ‘a non-ideological discipline, aimed
at providing positive, scientific answers to the policy questions.*® Most
economists acknowledge that reality does not always fit their models; they
admit that so-called market failures exist, that we have to introduce the
possibility of imperfections in order to analyse the real economy, and that
some goods or services can be difficult or even impossible to distribute
through competitive markets. Market failures disturb the otherwise-
perfect equality of market agents, thereby making it possible for some to
dominate others — and it is only in this way, through the idea of market
failure, that power is allowed into economic theory. On this view, power
signals a deviation from the norm, a failure or imperfection of a system
otherwise free from such disturbances: ‘Power relations emerge only when
contracts are not correctly executed, as Giulio Palermo sums up in his
critique of economics.*

The Economy in Social Theory

While the effort to make relations of domination in the economy disap-
pear achieves its most glaring expression in mainstream economics, it is
also widespread elsewhere in the social sciences. Mainstream political
science is dominated by a state-centric notion of power and generally
leaves the study of the economy to economics, thereby implicitly accepting
its depoliticisation of the economy. Michel Foucault’s famous diagnosis,
that in the field of ‘political thought and analysis, we still have not cut
off the head of the king, thus remains as relevant as ever.”® Foucault is
himself, however, a representative of another way of avoiding the ques-
tion of economic power which has been popular among social theorists
since the 1980s: the use of a sloppy critique of Marxism as an excuse for
not dealing properly with the economy. Like so many before as well as

23 Chernomas and Hudson, The Profit Doctrine, 19; see also Luc Boltanski and Eve
Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism, trans. Gregory Elliott (London: Verso, 2018), 12ff.

24  Giulio Palermo, ‘The Economic Debate on Power: A Marxist Critique), Journal of
Economic Methodology 21, no. 2 (2014), 188.

25 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, The Will to Knowledge, trans.
Robert Hurley (London: Penguin, 1998), 88f.

Mute Compulsion 28-10-22.indd 9 28/10/2022 15:14:34



10 Mute Compulsion

after him, Foucault often draws a very dubious distinction between ‘the
economic’ and ‘the social, claiming - against what he perceives as Marxist
economism - that ‘while the human subject is placed in relations of pro-
duction and of signification, he is equally placed in power relations’; as if
relations of production are not power relations.*

Foucault shares this view of Marxism with other influential thinkers
such as Pierre Bourdieu, Anthony Giddens, Bruno Latour, Jiirgen Haber-
mas, Ulrich Beck, Niklas Luhmann, Axel Honneth, Ernesto Laclau, and
Chantal Mouffe.”” One could even claim that the dominant trends in
social theory over the past four decades can be seen as a reaction to what
was perceived as Marxist economism. The assumption shared by these
scholars and traditions is that Marxism takes ‘the economy’, understood
as a distinct social sphere with a distinct technical or economic rationality,
to be the determining moment of the social totality, thereby reducing the
multifaceted nature of the social to this one factor. Bourdieu reacted to
this by developing his theory of forms of capital, according to which cul-
tural and social capital cannot be reduced to economic capital.”® Habermas
abandoned Marx’s critique of political economy in favour of a Kantian-
pragmatist theory of communication.” Laclau and Mouffe’s post-Marxist
theory of discourse broke with the economism of ‘classical Marxism’ by
rejecting ‘the distinction between discursive and non-discursive practices’
and insisting ‘that every object is constituted as an object of discourse; a
claim that led straight into idealist constructionism.* Broadly speaking,

26 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power’, in Power: The Essential Works of Michel
Foucault 1954-1984, vol. 3, ed. James D. Faubion (London: Penguin, 2002), 327; see Nicos
Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, trans. Patrick Camille (London: Verso, 2014), 36, 68f.

27 For Marxist criticisms of Bourdieu, Giddens, Latour, Habermas, Luhmann,
Honneth, and Laclau and Mouffe, see Alex Callinicos, Making History: Agency, Struc-
ture, and Change in Social Theory, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2004); Mathieu Hikaru Desan,
‘Bourdieu, Marx, and Capital: A Critique of the Extension Model, Sociological Theory
31, no. 4 (2013): 318-42; Henning, Philosophy after Marx; Andreas Malm, The Progress
of This Storm: Nature and Society in a Warming World (London: Verso, 2018); Moishe
Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003); Helmut Reichelt, Neue Marx-Lektiire:
Zur Kritik sozialwissenschaftlicher Logik (Freiburg: ¢a ira, 2013); Ellen Meiksins Wood,
The Retreat from Class: The New ‘True’ Socialism (London: Verso, 1999).

28 Desan, ‘Bourdieu, Marx, and Capital.

29 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, chap. 6.

30 Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a
Radical Democratic Politics, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2014), 107.
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what has been called the cultural turn of social theory following the crisis
of Marxism in the 1970s resulted in a tendency to exclude the economy
from discussions about power, or to approach the economy through a
post-structuralist lens, in which the materiality of social reproduction is
dissolved in an economy of signifiers.

This familiar critique of Marxist economism was, of course, not com-
pletely unfounded; large parts of the classical Marxist tradition did indeed
rely on a deeply economistic notion of the economy as the determining
factor of the social totality, governed by a transhistorical tendency for the
productive forces to develop. And many of those Marxists who did reject
the orthodox position generally devoted their attention to other things
than developing a non-economistic theory of the economy as a set of social
relations of domination. The problem with most of these post-, non-, and
anti-Marxist critics of Marxist economism, however, is that they fail to
distinguish between Marx and Marxism, and that they treat the latter as
a homogeneous intellectual tradition. As I will show in this book, Marx’s
critique of political economy continues to be the best resource for a critical
demolition of bourgeois as well as Marxist economism.

Marx’s Unfinished Critique

The aim of this study is to understand how capitalism works, or, more
precisely, how capital manages to hold on to its status as the social logic
everyone has to obey in order to live. In order to do so, I have turned to
Marx’s writings — primarily those concerned with the critique of political
economy, such as the Grundrisse (1857-58), A Contribution to the Cri-
tique of Political Economy (1859), the 1861-63 Manuscripts (1861-63),
the first volume of Capital (1867-72), and the manuscripts for the second
(1868-77) and third books (1864-65) of Capital.** As the following
chapters will show, Marx’s analysis of the capitalist mode of production
provides an indispensable basis for developing a theory of the economic
power of capital. At this point, however, a couple of clarifications are in
order regarding my use of Marx’s writings.

31 Marx intended books two and three of Capital — what Engels published as the
second and third volume - to be published together in one volume, which would make up
volume two. The third volume was supposed to consist of book four, which would contain
a history of economic theory.
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12 Mute Compulsion

Marx’s writings contain all of the basic elements for a theory of the
economic power of capital, but they do not contain such a theory in
anything like a finished form. This is partly because Marx had a different
aim: the critique of political economy was intended as an analysis of ‘the
economic law of motion of modern society, and not the more specific
project of developing a theory of the mute compulsion of economic rela-
tions.” But there is also another reason why we do not find such a theory
in Marx’s writings, which is that he left the critique of political economy
unfinished - in more than one sense. First, he only managed to publish
one of the four books which were supposed to make up Capital (not to
mention his plan to add studies of the state, the world market, etc.). He
left behind thousands and thousands of manuscript pages, some of which
remain unpublished to this day. Second, his enormous research project is
also unfinished in the sense that it contains unresolved theoretical prob-
lems.” Until the very end of his life, Marx’s thinking developed constantly,
but this development was not always consistent.

The unfinished character of most of Marx’s writings and his frequently
changing views on various matters means that the insights relevant for the
construction of a theory of the economic power of capital are scattered
over a large number of manuscripts, entwined not only with discussions
and treatments of other theoretical issues or concrete, empirical analyses,
but also with patterns of thought belonging to different and sometimes
incompatible stages of the development of Marx’s theories. In order to
extract and make use of Marx’s insights, it is therefore necessary to locate
them, excavate them, reconstruct their logical interrelations, and critically
examine and systematise them. That project — the condition of which has
been considerably improved by the ongoing publication of a scholarly
edition of Marx’s writings in the Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA?2) -
constitutes a large part of this book.

This book is not a Marxological treatise; its ultimate aim is to under-
stand capitalism, not Marx. Sometimes, however, the former presupposes
the latter. For this reason, I do occasionally engage in discussions of
Marx’s intellectual development and other topics that might seem to be
merely Marxological intricacies — but only where they ultimately help us
understand capitalism.

32 Cl:92.
33 See Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert.
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The Essence of Capitalism

As I have already mentioned, my aim in this book is not to produce an
analysis of a particular historical or geographical variant of the capitalist
mode of production. Rather, I am concerned with the essence of the capi-
talist mode of production. So, what does it mean to construct a theory of
the economic power of capital on this level of abstraction? The easiest way
to explain this is to briefly consider what takes place in the first volume
of Capital. Here, Marx proceeds from a historical fact: namely that in
capitalist societies, the products of labour generally take on the form of
commodities. This is a simple empirical finding which singles out a char-
acteristic trait of the capitalist mode of production that immediately sets
it apart from non-capitalist modes of production, where only a marginal
share of the products of labour is produced for exchange. Marx then goes
on to ask: What must be the case if the commodity is the general social
form of the products of labour? What kind of social relations must be in
place in order for this to be possible? From this starting point — an essen-
tial determination of capitalist society — he then derives the fundamental
concepts and structure of his analysis, such as the distinctions between
exchange value and use value, exchange value and value, concrete and
abstract labour, as well as the necessity of money and its functions, the
concept of capital, the theory of surplus value and exploitation, the class
relation underlying all of this, and so on. This series of dialectical der-
ivations is what Marx calls ‘the method of rising from the abstract to
concrete’** Contrary to popular belief, this ‘rising’ is not simply a matter
of gradually approaching the empirically observable reality.”” It refers,
rather, to a gradual increase in conceptual complexity as a result of the
introduction of more and more concepts and the specification of their
interrelations; by being situated within a more and more elaborate the-
oretical structure, the methodological abstraction of the earlier stages of
the theoretical progression is gradually sublated.

Marx essentially derives all of the basic concepts of his critique of
political economy from the assumption of generalised commodity
exchange. What many commentators fail to notice is that Marx also

34 G:101.

35 Jacques Bidet, Exploring Marx’s Capital: Philosophical, Economic, and Political
Dimensions, trans. David Fernbach (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 174; Alex Callinicos, Deciphering
Capital: Marx’s Capital and Its Destiny (London: Bookmarks, 2014), 132.
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14 Mute Compulsion

relies on certain socio-ontological presuppositions when dialectically
constructing his system. Consider, for example, the role of the ‘natural’
length of the working day (i.e., the fact that humans need to sleep) or
the ‘natural’ basis of surplus value (i.e., the human ability to produce
more than what is necessary for the reproduction of the individual).
These are two quite significant facts, and both play an important role in
the conceptual progression of Capital. However, neither of them can be
derived from the historically specific structures of capitalist society. They
are, rather, characteristics of human societies as such, independently of
their historical variations; they form a part of the ontology of the social
(which also includes facts of nature, as Marx’s examples make clear). This
demonstrates that there are two independent theoretical presuppositions
of Marx’s analysis of the core structure of capitalism: on the one hand,
socio-ontological presuppositions concerning what must be the case in
any form of society, and, on the other hand, a historical fact, namely the
generalisation of the commodity form. The dialectical reconstruction of
the essential structures and dynamics of the capitalist mode of production
proceeds, then, from certain assumptions about the transhistorical features
of human societies, on the one hand, and a historically specific fact about
an essential feature of the capitalist mode of production, on the other.
From these two kinds of presuppositions, Marx builds the fundamental
concepts of his theory.

This does not mean, however, that Marx’s critique of political economy
can be reduced to a pure analysis of economic form-determinations, as
some scholars tend to think.* The critique of political economy is an
analysis of the core structure of capitalism by means of a dialectical anal-
ysis of social forms, but it is also an analysis of the history of capitalism
as well as, more specifically, nineteenth-century British capitalism. The
empirical and historical parts of Capital and related manuscripts are not
simply illustrations of concepts. Not only do they often contain substantial
historical and empirical analyses in their own right, but at certain points,
they also enter into conceptual development, as Marx’s example of the
natural length of the working day demonstrates.” The ‘dialectical form of

36 See, for instance, Christopher Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital
(Leiden: Brill, 2004); Projektgruppe zur Kritik der Politischen Okonomie, Zur Logik des
Kapitals (Hamburg: VSA, 1973); Helmut Reichelt, Zur logischen Struktur des Kapitalbe-
griffs bei Karl Marx (Frankfurt am Main: Européische Verlagsanstalt, 1973).

37 One of the indicators of Marx’s commitment to the collection, analysis, and pre-
sentation of empirical material is the fact that he updated the data used in the first volume
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presentation is right, Marx notes, ‘only when it knows its limits’*® What
prevents the empirical and historical parts of Marx’s critique from col-
lapsing into a chaotic collection of data, however, is precisely that they are
presented within a systematic theoretical structure constructed by means
of a dialectical development of concepts; it is this method which ‘indicates
the points where historical considerations must enter’*

In my analysis of the economic power of capital, I will attempt to follow
Marx’s procedure. Rather than beginning with the commodity form,
however, I will build on Marx’s analysis and proceed from what I take to be
the simplest definition of capitalism: a society in which social reproduction
is governed by the logic of capital to a significant degree. This is a rather
vague definition; what exactly is ‘a significant degree’? However, if we wish
to study historical social formations, it is neither possible nor desirable
to avoid such vagueness. There are no absolute historical boundaries
between pre-capitalist societies and capitalism; the question of whether
a society is capitalist or not is always a question of more or less. Yet, this
does not pose a problem for my analysis, because I am not concerned
with the historical emergence of capitalism. In other words, my analysis
presupposes that social reproduction is governed by the logic of capital to
a significant degree. I will thus attempt to construct a theory which dis-
closes the forms of power implied by the essential determinations of the
capitalist mode of production. In contrast to Marx’s procedure in Capital,
I make no attempts to provide substantial empirical or historical studies.
Although I will occasionally integrate empirical and historical data and
studies into my presentation, these will have the status of examples and
illustrations rather than exhaustive analyses.

Abstractions

The claim that it is possible to analytically isolate and identify the core
structures that make capitalist societies capitalist does not imply the
claim that there exists such a thing as a logic of capital which operates
independently of its particular social context. Capitalism in its ideal

of Capital for the second edition. For a good account of Marx’s method, see Heinrich, Die
Wissenschaft vom Wert, chap. 5.

38 29:505.

39  G:460.
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16 Mute Compulsion

average is a theoretical abstraction. There is nothing mysterious about
this; on the contrary, the construction of such abstractions is a completely
normal analytical procedure. In ‘the analysis of economic forms neither
microscopes nor chemical reagents are of assistance, as Marx explains
in the preface to Capital: ‘the power of abstraction must replace both’*
Curiously, a number of critics of this kind of analysis seem to miss this
simple point. For example, when Timothy Mitchell rejects ‘the view that,
regardless of local variations, at some level capitalism always does the
same thing, or has the same effect, we should ask him a simple question:
what makes it possible to categorise different societies as ‘variants’ of
capitalism?* This obviously presupposes an abstract notion of ‘capitalism.
And of course, capitalism always does the same thing: it valorises value
by exploiting labour - which is why we call it capitalism.

Since my aim is to say something about the economic power of capital,
I will largely ignore the role played by ideology as well as violence in
the reproduction of capitalist relations of production. To prevent any
misunderstanding here, I want to emphasise that this does not mean
that I consider these forms of power to be secondary or unimportant.
On the contrary: I regard both of them as necessary for the existence of
capitalism. Marxism has a long tradition of theories of ideology - from
Wilhelm Reich through Antonio Gramsci and Louis Althusser to Slavoj
Zizek - which has convincingly demonstrated that capitalism would never
be able to exist without shaping the way in which we think. The same is
true of violence. Indeed, capitalism not only came into the world in a sea
of violence; at all stages of its historical development, physical coercion
has been necessary in order to enforce capital’s diktat.* The organised
violence of the state was not only necessary for the historical creation of
capitalism but also continues to play a crucial role in its reproduction.

40 C1:90.

41 Timothy Mitchell, Carbon Democracy: Political Power in the Age of Oil (London:
Verso, 2013), 213.

42 See Sven Beckert, Empire of Cotton: A New History of Global Capitalism (London:
Penguin, 2015); Heide Gerstenberger, “The Political Economy of Capitalist Labor’, View-
point Magazine, 2014, viewpointmag.com; Heide Gerstenberger, Markt und Gewalt: Die
Funktionsweise des historischen Kapitalismus (Minster: Westfélisches Dampfboot, 2018);
Heide Gerstenberger, ‘Uber direkte Gewalt in kapitalistischen Arbeitverhiltnissen — und
tiber Geschichtsphilosophie: Zur analytischen Konzeption von Gewalt im Kapitalismus)
PROKLA: Zeitschrift fiir kritische Sozialwissenschaft 48, no. 192 (2018), 489-500; David
McNally, Blood and Money: War, Slavery, Finance, and Empire (Chicago: Haymarket,
2020).
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Without a social institution endowed with ‘the privilege and will to force
the totality] as Marx puts it, it is not possible to organise social reproduc-
tion on a capitalist basis.*’ This insight received a particularly acute and
theoretically sophisticated articulation in the so-called state derivation
debate of the 1970s, which generated a lot of important studies into the
nature of the capitalist state and the ways in which the immanent contra-
dictions of capitalist production make certain state functions necessary.**
But violence also helps to reproduce capitalism in other ways and on other
levels of the social totality. For example, feminist scholars have pointed
out that sexual violence is one of the mechanisms whereby women are
relegated to the sphere of reproductive labour.*

While it is certainly true that a capitalist system requires a state with a
capacity to employ violence in order to enforce property rights, manage
class relations, build infrastructure, and so on, it is also true that the state
is not the primary agent in the organisation of social reproduction in capi-
talism. The characteristic thing about the separation between ‘the political’
and ‘the economic’ in capitalism is — as Wood eloquently puts it — that it
implies ‘a complete separation of private appropriation from public duties’
and hence ‘the development of a new sphere of power devoted completely
to private rather than social purposes.*® In this new sphere of power, social
life is subjected to the logic of valorisation primarily through mute com-
pulsion. The choice to focus on the economic power of capital means that
the present study will aim only at a partial understanding of the power of
capital. Indeed, in order to construct a full theory of the power of capital,
it would be necessary to integrate the theory of the economic power of
capital with theories of ideology and violence.”

43 G:531.

44  See Ingo Elbe, Marx im Westen: Die neue Marx-lektiire in der Bundesrepublik seit
1965 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008), pt. 2; John Holloway and Sol Picciotto, eds., State
and Capital: A Marxist Debate (London: Edward Arnold, 1978).

45 Maria Mies, Patriarchy and Accumulation on a World Scale: Women in the
International Division of Labour (London: Zed Books, 1984); P. Valentine, “The Gender
Distinction in Communization Theory, Lies: A Journal of Materialist Feminism 1 (2012):
141-208.

46  Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 31.

47  Althusserians might insist here that ideology is a material practice, and that my
distinction between ideological and economic power is false, since both belong in the
category of ideology. See Althusser, On the Reproduction of Capitalism, 258fF. For con-
vincing criticisms of such an overblown and analytically useless extension of the concept
of ideology among certain Althusserians, see Michele Barrett, Women’s Oppression Today:
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My claim is not, then, that capitalism only relies on the mute compul-
sion of capital, or that there is a historically necessary tendency for other
forms of power to gradually disappear. The theory developed in this book
is rather intended to enable us to see how the power of capital is operative
even when ideological and coercive domination is absent.

Overview

This book is divided into three parts, the first of which is about conditions
in a twofold sense: on the one hand, the conceptual conditions of the
theory presented in the rest of the book; and on the other, the real con-
ditions of the economic power of capital. In the first chapter, I examine
Marx’s use of concepts such as power and domination and discuss the
concepts of power and capital in order to specify what ‘the power of
capital’ means. In chapter two, I provide a critical survey of the ways in
which Marxist thinkers have grappled with the question of power. In the
rest of part one (chapters three to five), I move on to outline the social
ontology of economic power, that is, a theory of why such a thing as eco-
nomic power is even possible in the first place. This involves a discussion
of the role played by the notion of human nature in Marx’s theories as
well as an examination of Marx’s frequently ignored yet highly original
thoughts on the human body and the specifically human metabolism
with the rest of nature.

Part two examines one of the two main sources of the economic power
of capital: the relations of production. Following Robert Brenner, I dis-
tinguish between two fundamental sets of social relations, the unity of
which constitutes the capitalist relations of production: on the one hand,
a particular set of horizontal relations among units of production as well
as among immediate producers; and, on the other hand, a particular set
of vertical (class) relations between the immediate producers and those
who control the conditions of social reproduction. Chapter six examines
the vertical relations — that is, the form of class domination - presupposed
by capitalist production, concluding with a discussion of the concept of
biopolitics. This discussion of class occasions an engagement with the

The Marxist/Feminist Encounter (London: Verso, 2014), 89f; Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An
Introduction (London: Verso, 1996), 149.
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relationship between the logic of capital and the production of social dif-
ferences and hierarchies based on gender and racialisation, which is the
subject of chapter seven. In chapters eight and nine, I go on to examine
the forms of power springing from the horizontal relations of production,
including the very important yet frequently ignored question of the precise
relationship between these and the vertical class relations examined in
chapter six. The central concepts here are value and competition, which
I argue should be understood as mechanisms of domination that subjects
everyone, regardless of their class position, to the logic of capital.

The social relations examined in part two give rise to certain dynamics
which are simultaneously a result and a source of the economic power
of capital. Put differently: the economic power of capital turns out to be
partly the result of its own exercise. These dynamics — the second main
source of the economic power of capital — are the subject of part three.

In chapter ten, I examine capital’s remoulding of the production process
within the workplace. Setting off from a discussion of the metamorphosis
of the abstract compulsion of the market into the despotic authority of
the capitalist, I discuss the ways in which the real subsumption of labour
enhances the power of capital by means of deskilling, technologies, divi-
sions of labour, and so on. In chapter eleven, I then proceed to examine
how the same dynamic is visible in capital’s relation to nature. The greater
part of this chapter is devoted to an analysis of a concrete example of the
mute compulsion of capital, namely the real subsumption of agriculture
in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries. In chapter twelve, I argue
that the concept of real subsumption can also be used to understand
the so-called logistics revolution in the period from the 1970s onwards,
which is the latest incarnation of capital’s inherent drive to ‘annihilate
space through time, as Marx puts it. Finally, chapter thirteen takes up the
question of surplus populations and crises, arguing that capital’s tendency
to eject people from its circuits and regularly undermine itself should be
regarded as mechanisms by means of which the logic of valorisation is
imposed on social life.

These chapters provide a conceptual apparatus that allows us to under-
stand the mute compulsion of capital: to locate its sources, identify its
mechanisms, explain its forms, distinguish between its different levels,
and determine the exact relation between them.
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Conceptualising Power and Capital

The two most fundamental concepts of the theory presented in these
pages are power and capital. I thus begin with an examination and clar-
ification of each. As a preliminary step, let us consider the terminology
employed by Marx in his analyses of power and domination.

The most important concepts here are Macht (power) and Herrschaft
(domination or rule). In addition to this, we also find a cluster of related
terms such as Subsumtion (subsumption), Disziplin (discipline), Kommando
(command), Gewalt (violence or power), Despotismus (despotism), Zwang
(compulsion), Autokratie (autocracy), Unterjochung (subjugation), Direk-
tion (directing or conducting), Leitung (management), Aufsicht (supervision
or surveillance), Autoritdit (authority), Kontrolle (control), Oberbefehl (lead-
ership), Abhdingigkeit (dependency), and Beaufsichtigung (surveillance).

Macht, Herrschaft, Gewalt

Although it is possible to discern a pattern in Marx’s use of these terms,
his terminology is neither systematic nor unequivocal. Macht, or power,
has several meanings in Marx’s writings. He talks about ‘the power of’
things such as capital, money, the relation of exchange, the general equiv-
alent, the state, machinery, and dead labour, to name a few examples.
He frequently uses the expression ‘alien power’ to refer to social rela-
tions which confront human beings as something external. Generally
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speaking, Marx employs the concept of power in a rather broad sense,
referring to the influence of social forms on the life of society, classes,
and individuals. For example, he argues that with ‘the extension of com-
modity circulation, the power of money [die Macht des Geldes] increases’
When he uses the expression ‘the power of capital, the concept of power
similarly has a broad meaning, something like the degree to which the
logic of capital shapes social life.

The closest we come to a definition of the power of capital in Marx’s
writings is found in the 1861-63 Manuscripts: “The power of capital vis-
a-vis labour grows, or, and this is the same thing, the worker’s chance of
appropriating the conditions of labour is lessened’? This definition, if we
can call it that, has several advantages. First, it highlights the fact that the
power of capital is always a form of domination, since it relies — as I will
explain in detail in chapter six — on keeping apart the capacity to work and
the conditions of the actualisation of this capacity. Second, it also high-
lights the basic thrust of Marx’s critique of capitalism: it deprives people
of control over their lives. A third advantage of this definition is that it
poses the question of the power of capital in terms of degrees rather than
an either-or. In part three, we will see how important this is for avoiding
the tendency in Marxist theory to reduce the power of capital to a question
of property, that is, a question only of whether or not capitalists own and
control the means of production.

In the end, however, the definition of the power of capital as the less-
ening of the worker’s chance of appropriating the conditions of labour is
inadequate - for three reasons. First, it fails to reflect the fact that it is not
only workers, in the narrow sense of wage labourers, that are subjected
to the power of capital (more on this in chapter six). Second, it also fails
to reflect that the power of capital includes a set of mechanisms to which
everyone, including the capitalists, are subjected — something I will discuss
in detail in chapters eight and nine. Finally, this definition is not repre-
sentative of Marx’s use of the expression ‘the power of capital; as he often
uses it in a sense which cannot be reduced to a question of who owns or
controls the conditions of labour. In short: there is more to the power of
capital than its ability to prevent workers from appropriating the condi-
tions of social reproduction.

1 CI1:229.
2 33:151.

Mute Compulsion 28-10-22.indd 24 28/10/2022 15:14:35



Conceptualising Power and Capital 25

One of the significant things to notice about Marx’s use of the concept
of power is that he attributes the exercise of it not only to classes and indi-
viduals but also to things and social forms such as value, money;, capital,
and machinery. To be sure, he does sometimes use the concept to refer
to the ability of individuals to control the actions of other individuals, as
when he explains that ‘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’® As this quote makes clear, however, Marx
always considers the power of individuals as something bestowed upon
them by their social context. Indeed, one of the important features of a
monetised economy is precisely that ‘social power becomes the private
power of private persons, as Marx aptly puts it in Capital.*

Two other meanings of the concept of power should be mentioned
here. In a few places, Marx employs the concept in the broad sense of an
ability or a potential, as when he speaks of ‘the social powers of labour
[der gesellschaftlichen Michte der Arbeit], or the power of money to act
as exchange value.” Finally, he also uses the concept to refer to powerful
actors or institutions, such as ‘the great powers of Europe’® This is also the
meaning at play when he refers to capital as ‘the all-dominating economic
power of bourgeois society’’

Herrschaft — usually translated as ‘domination’ or ‘rule’ but sometimes
also as ‘predominance’ or ‘dominion’ - is, together with power, the concept
used most frequently by Marx to refer to the way in which capital shapes
social life. Accordingly, he often employs the expression ‘the rule of capital’
(der Herrschaft des Kapitals) in the general sense of the influence of capital
on society.® He describes the genesis of capitalism as the establishment
of the ‘general domination of capital over the countryside; and he often
describes capital as ‘domination of objectified labour over living labour’’
Marx also speaks of the domination of nature by humans, of the country-
side by towns; the dominion of the bourgeoisie; the rule of dead labour,
free competition, things, and products; and conditions of labour; the
twelve-hour bill; and the British rule in East India. ‘Domination’ or ‘rule’

3 G:157.

4 Cl1:230; see also G: 157.
5 G:832,30:18.

6 12:21.

7  G:107.

8 G:651.

9 G:279, 346.
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is often used synonymously with ‘power, as when Marx describes how
people rebel against ‘the power which a physical matter, a thing, acquires
with respect to men, against the domination of the accursed metal’- or
when he refers to capital first as power over labour and then, on the very
same page, as domination of labour." Domination is also the concept on
which Marx primarily relies to describe social relations of production
in pre-capitalist societies, usually in combination with the adjectives
‘immediate; ‘personal, and ‘direct, and in connection with the expression
‘relations of dominance and servitude’ (Herrschafts- und Knechtschaftsver-
hdltnissen)." The capitalist class is often described as ‘the ruling class’ (die
herrschende Klasse), and Marx also uses the concept of Herrschaft when
referring not only to the general class structure of capitalist society, but
also to the more specific relation between the worker and the capitalist
within the workplace, as well as the relation between colonial powers and
colonised peoples.

When he wants to refer to the general subsumption of social life under
capital, Marx tends to speak of ‘power” or ‘domination, but occasionally
he also resorts to terms such as ‘dependency’ (Abhdngigkeit) upon, ‘sub-
jugation’ (Unterjochung) to, or ‘compulsion’ (Zwang) of capital.

Gewalt means ‘violence’ or ‘power, depending on the context. In Marx’s
writings as well as in everyday language, it is often related to the state.
Marx thus speaks of ‘legislative power’ (gesetzgebende Gewalt) the ‘various
powers’ of the state, the ‘division of powers’ (Teilung der Gewalten), and in
Capital he describes the state (die Staatsmacht) as ‘the concentrated and
organized Gewalt of society’'” The concept of Gewalt is often employed
in order to distinguish the economic power of capital from the forms of
power upon which pre-capitalist relations of production rested. This is
the case, for example, in the passage from Capital quoted in the intro-
duction to this book, where the ‘mute compulsion’ of capital is contrasted
to ‘extra-economic, immediate violence [Gewalt]’"* Another example
is from the Grundrisse, where Marx emphasises that in the sphere of
circulation, people appropriate the products of other people ‘not by vio-
lence’ (nicht mit Gewalt) but rather through mutual recognition of each

10 29:487; 32: 494.

11 Cl1:173.

12 1:241; 3: 73; C1: 551, 915. Teilung der Gewalten is often mistakenly translated as
‘the division of responsibility” in the Penguin edition of Capital.

13 C1:899.
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other as proprietors.* In the Grundrisse, we also read that ‘under capital,
the association of workers is not compelled [erzwungen] through direct
physical violence [Gewalt], forced labour, statute labour, slave labour; it
is compelled [erzwungen] by the fact that the conditions of production
are alien property and are themselves present as objective association’"

When dealing with the power of the capitalist within the workplace,
Marx resorts to an array of concepts, many of which bear strong conno-
tations with the military or the pre-capitalist forms of rule: autocracy,
subsumption, direction, management, command, discipline, authority, sur-
veillance, supervision, and despotism. I will discuss the meaning of this
vocabulary in chapter ten, where I take a closer look at the power of capital
as it appears in the workplace.

The Concept of Power

Marx’s use of the concepts of power and capital — and particularly the
expression ‘the power of capital’ - seems to contradict a premise shared
by most theories of power, namely that power, as Steven Lukes puts it,
‘presupposes human agency’'® Some Marxists argue that capital does in
fact possess agency, but since their notion of agency (or subjectivity) is
rather different from that of mainstream sociology and political theory, I
will set this idea aside until later in this chapter. Mainstream theories of
power rely on a social ontology in which the wills, wishes, thoughts, and
intentions of individual human beings constitute the ultimate foundation
of any social phenomenon. While they often acknowledge the existence of
collective agency, such theories tend to understand the collective as a mere
aggregate of individuals. Almost all definitions of power in sociology and
political theory are phrased in terms of ‘persons’ or human ‘individuals’
or ‘actors’ and their wills, desires, and intentions."” A famous example is

14  G:243.

15  G:590; see also 769.

16 Steven Lukes, Essays in Social Theory (London: Macmillan, 1977), 6.

17  See, for example, Peter Bachrach and Morton S. Baratz, “Two Faces of Power,
American Political Science Review 56, no. 4 (1962): 947-52; Peter Bachrach and Morton
S. Baratz, ‘Decisions and Nondecisions: An Analytical Framework, American Political
Science Review 57, no. 3 (1963): 632-42; Peter M. Blau, Exchange and Power in Social
Life (Piscataway, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 1964), 15; Robert A. Dahl, “The Concept
of Power,, Behavioral Science 2, no. 3 (1957): 201-15; Robert A. Dahl, Who Governs?
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Max Weber’s influential definition of power as ‘the chance of a man or a
number of men to realize their own will in a social action even against the
resistance of others who are participating in the action’'® Most of these
theories commit the idealist mistake of assuming that the subject’s active,
transformative relation to its environment - its ‘agency’ - resides in or
springs from its intellectual capacities. By abstracting from the material,
corporeal, and social embeddedness of these capacities, they end up with
a conception of the human being similar to the kind of idealist humanism
that Marx subjected to a scathing critique in 1845 (to which I shall return
in chapter three).

The mainstream literature on the concept of power is plagued by at least
five common problems. The first is the individualistic social ontology just
mentioned. The second is a tendency to assume that power has a dyadic
form, as Thomas E. Wartenberg puts it in his clear-sighted critique of
mainstream theories of power. On such a ‘dyadic’ view, power ‘is ‘located’
within a dual structure consisting of a dominant agent and a subordinate
agent over whom they wield power."” The problem with this concep-
tion — epitomised in the definition of power as a relationship between an
A and a B - is that it ignores how ‘the power dyad is itself situated in the
context of other social relations through which it is actually constituted
as a power relationship.® If there is such a thing as a form of power the
source of which is the capacity to control the material conditions of social
reproduction, we can immediately see how a dyadic conception of power
would make it invisible.*!

Democracy and Power in an American City (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1961);
Jeffrey C. Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory: A Realist View (Ithaca, NY: Cornell Univer-
sity Press, 1987), 9; Steven Lukes, Power: A Radical View, 2nd ed. (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), 72, 76; Bertrand Russell, Power: A New Social Analysis (London: Allen
and Unwin, 1975), 25; John Scott, Power (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2001), 1ff; Thomas
E. Wartenberg, The Forms of Power: From Domination to Transformation (Philadelphia:
Temple University Press, 1990), 65, 76; Max Weber, Economy and Society: An Outline of
Interpretive Sociology, trans. Ephraim Fischoff et al. (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1978), 53, 926, 942; Dennis Hume Wrong, Power: Its Forms, Bases, and Uses (New
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers, 2009), 2. See Poulantzas’s critique of the ‘inter-
individual’ conception of power: Nicos Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes,
trans. Timothy O’'Hagan (London: Verso, 1978), 106.

18 Weber, Economy and Society, 926.

19 Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 141.

20 Ibid., 142; see also Richard Newbold Adams, Energy and Structure: A Theory of
Social Power (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1975), 9ff.

21  See also the discussions about the concept of ‘structural’ power (in distinction to

Mute Compulsion 28-10-22.indd 28 28/10/2022 15:14:35



Conceptualising Power and Capital 29

The third problem in mainstream theories of power is the widespread
assumption that power is ‘something that is exercised in discrete interac-
tions between social agents’* This ‘interventional model, as Wartenberg
calls it, is usually the result of an empiricist methodology, according to
which power can only be an observable, causal event.» Such an empir-
icism remains trapped in the dyadic model, failing to acknowledge that
‘a particular type of social context can constitute a power relationship
between two social agents’**

The fourth problem is that most theories of power assume that the
identities of the As and Bs involved in a power relationship are entirely
unrelated to this relationship. Again, it is Wartenberg who puts his finger
on it: ‘Power is conceptualized as something that exists only within specific
events that take place between two independently constituted agents’® The
possibility that the very A-ness of A might be, at least partly, the result
of a power relationship is precluded from the beginning; as will become
clear in chapter six, this is a deeply inadequate assumption.

The fifth problem has to do with the locus of power. Mainstream theories
of power tend to accept the familiar division of society into the state, the
economy, and the social, and this leaves a clear mark on their conceptions
of power. Political scientists generally take the state to be the paradigmatic
locus of power, while the more sociologically orientated scholars tend
to form their understanding of power on the model of intersubjective
relations or non-economic social action. In either case, the result is that
the economy as a sphere of power is occluded.

It is not uncommon to come across references to Marx in debates on
power in social sciences. Some scholars are rather dismissive; Talcott

‘relational’ power) in the fields of international political economy and international rela-
tions: Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics, International
Organization 59, no. 1 (2005), 39-75; Pepper D. Culpepper, ‘Structural Power and Political
Science in the Post-Crisis Era, Business and Politics 17, no. 3 (2015), 391-409; Pepper D. Cul-
pepper and Raphael Reinke, ‘Structural Power and Bank Bailouts in the United Kingdom
and the United States), Politics and Society 42, no. 4 (2014), 427-54; Jerome Roos, Why Not
Default? The Political Economy of Sovereign Debt (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2019), 58; Susan Strange, States and Markets, 2nd ed. (London: Continuum, 2004), 24£.

22 Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 65.

23 Ibid., 66; Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory, chap. 1.

24 Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 49; see also Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory,
33-40; Derek Layder, ‘Power, Structure, and Agency, Journal for the Theory of Social
Behaviour 15, no. 2 (1985), 131-49.

25 Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 69. Emphasis added.
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Parsons, for example, regards Marx’s critique of capitalism as outdated,
empiricist political economy.* Others are more sympathetic. Most of them
share two misunderstandings about Marx’s conception of power. First, they
project an economistic conception of the economy onto Marx. The most
well-known example is Weber’s rejection of Marx’s allegedly economic
reductionism.”” Another example is Richard W. Miller’s self-professed
Marxist analysis of power, which begins from the assumption that ‘power’
has to do with ‘politics’ — an assumption which then leads Miller to look
for Marx’s understanding of power in the so-called political writings,
while completely ignoring the critique of political economy.?® The second
misunderstanding in this literature is the reduction of Marx’s analysis of
relations of power and domination in capitalism to a question of class
domination. Lukes claims that for Marxists, power is ‘at root, class power’.?
Wartenberg likewise reduces ‘Marx’s view of domination’ to a question
of class domination, as do Miller and Dennis Wrong.** Although Jeffrey
C. Isaac’s attempt to construct a Marxist theory of power contains many
valuable insights, he ultimately commits the same mistake. According to
him, ‘the primary object of explanation’ for a Marxist theory of power is
‘class relations under capitalisim’; in accordance with this, he argues that the
most important concepts of such a theory are ‘class, class domination, class
struggle, capitalist state’’' The same is true of the work of Nicos Poulantzas,
Bob Jessop, and other Marxist attempts to intervene in the debates about
the concept of power.*> These authors reduce Marx’s analysis of power in

26 Talcott Parsons, ‘Power and the Social System, in Lukes, Power, 108f, 489.

27  See also Wrong, Power, 90. Weber’s straw man critique is repeated in Michael
Mann, The Sources of Social Power, vol. 1, A History of Power from the Beginning to A.D.
1760 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 12, 24; see also Alex Callinicos,
Making History: Agency, Structure, and Change in Social Theory, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill,
2004), xxxix. For critiques of Weber, see Simon Clarke, Marx, Marginalism and Modern
Sociology: From Adam Smith to Max Weber, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), chap.
8; Ellen Meiksins Wood, Democracy against Capitalism: Renewing Historical Materialism
(London: Verso, 2016), chap. 5.

28 Richard W. Miller, Analyzing Marx: Morality, Power, and History (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1984), chaps. 3, 4.

29  Parsons, Power and the Social System, 144.

30 Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 120; Miller, Analyzing Marx; Wrong, Power,
90, 254.

31 Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory, 109f.

32 Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes, 99; Bob Jessop, ‘Marxist Approaches
to Power’, in The Wiley-Blackwell Companion to Political Sociology, ed. Edwin Amenta,
Kate Nash, and Alan Scott (Oxford: Blackwell, 2012).
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capitalism to a question of the existence of a social elite with the ability to
dominate workers in the workplace and influence the actions of the state,
making no attempts to engage with Marx’s analysis of how class structure is
connected with the underlying logic of capital. What is worse, however, is
that they ignore one of the most crucial aspects of Marx’s analysis, namely
that the power of capital includes mechanisms of domination which tran-
scend class. These I will examine in chapters eight and nine.

Foucault

The concepts of power offered by mainstream sociology and political
theory are thus rather useless if we want to understand the mute com-
pulsion of capital. What about Michel Foucault’s influential concept
of power, then? After all, Foucault did develop his theory of power in
explicit opposition to mainstream approaches.

Let me begin this discussion by saying that I consider the widespread
reduction of Foucault’s theory of power to a theory of discourse to be an
unproductive simplification. Foucault does not belong in the same cat-
egory as Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe, Norman Fairclough, (the
early) Judith Butler, and other constructivist idealists. Discursive power
is certainly a theme that pervades Foucault’s writings, but they have much
more to offer than that.* Foucault’s preoccupation with discursive power
is strongest in his writings from the 1960s, such as The Order of Things,
The Archaeology of Knowledge, and The Discourse of Language. In his later
writings, he is more interested in non-discursive forms of power, even if
he continues to insist that ‘power cannot be exercised unless a certain
economy of discourses of truth functions in, on the basis of, and thanks
to, that power’** I will not go into a discussion of his views on discur-
sive power here, as they are not immediately relevant for my purposes;
they should rather be regarded as belonging to the field of theories of
ideology.” Foucault would undoubtedly object to this and insist that he

33 It should thus come as no surprise that Laclau and Mouffe criticised Foucault for
maintaining a distinction ‘between discursive and non-discursive practices. See Ernesto
Laclau and Chantal Moufte, Hegemony and Socialist Strategy: Towards a Radical Demo-
cratic Politics, 2nd ed. (London: Verso, 2014), 107.

34 Michel Foucault, Society Must Be Defended’: Lectures as the Collége de France,
1975-1976, trans. David Macey (London: Penguin, 2004), 24.

35 The same is true of other kinds of discourse analysis, such as those of Laclau and
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explicitly rejected the concept of ideology. It does not require more than a
quick glance, however, to see that this rejection is not so much a critique
as a superficial dismissal and an attempt to position himself in relation
to Marxist orthodoxy in general and Althusser(ianism) in particular. If
Foucault is right that the concept of ideology inevitably presupposes ‘a
human subject on the lines of the model provided by classical philosophy,
endowed with a consciousness which power is then thought to seize on] or
if the concept really is inextricably caught up in an opposition to ‘truth’ or
science, it would indeed make sense to abandon this concept; but this is
obviously not the case.* Foucault’s hostility towards the notion of ideology
is nothing more than a rejection of vulgar Althusserianism and a crude
Enlightenment notion of ideology, and neither of those can be identified
with the concept of ideology tout court.

His dismissal of the notion of ideology is only one example of Fou-
cault’s well-known animosity towards Marxism - an attitude that has led
many Marxists to reject his work as just another example of postmodern
anti-Marxism. Foucault is notoriously unclear about who precisely he
is criticising when he attacks ‘Marxism’; the reader is always left with
vague references to ‘a certain contemporary conception that passes for the
Marxist conception’ or ‘a particular version of academic Marxism’*” Given
the intellectual and political context of his writings, the most likely targets
of his critique are the Althusserians, French Maoism, and the orthodox
Marxism of the French Communist Party (PCF).* Foucault was mostly
preoccupied with the ‘dispersed and discontinuous offensives’ proliferating
in the wake of 1968, including what he referred to as ‘the insurrection of
subjugated knowledges’ in prisons and psychiatric institutions.” Many

Mouffe, Norman Fairclough, and Edward Said. For an account of the trajectory which
led from Althusser’s theory of ideology over Foucault to so-called postmodern discourse
theory, see Jan Rehmann, Theories of Ideology: The Powers of Alienation and Subjection
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2013), chap. 7.

36 Michel Foucault, ‘Body/Power, in Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and
Other Writings 1972-1977, ed. Colin Gordon (New York: Vintage, 1980), 58; Michel Fou-
cault, “Truth and Power’, in Power: The Essential Works of Michel Foucault 1954-1984, vol.
3, ed. James D. Faubion, (London: Penguin, 2002), 119.

37 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended’, 13; Michel Foucault, “The Mesh of Power’,
trans. Christopher Chitty, Viewpoint Magazine, no. 2 (2012), viewpointmag.com; Michel
Foucault, ‘“Truth and Juridical Forms, in Faubion, Power, 15.

38 Nicos Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, trans. Patrick Camille (London: Verso,
2014), 146.

39 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended’, 51F.
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of the parties and groups who identified as Marxists — the Stalinist PCF
and the Maoists — were unable or unwilling to acknowledge and engage
in these struggles, which they could not control, and which did not fit
with their idea of what a proper proletarian class struggle should look like.
This was, of course, especially true of the PCE, which was a downright
reactionary force.*

Seen in this light, Foucault’s attitude towards Marxism is not com-
pletely incomprehensible. This is the perspective from which we must
read Foucault’s statement that ‘what has happened since 1968 ... is some-
thing profoundly anti-Marxist.*! In addition to this, Foucault’s critique of
Marxism is, as we will see in the next chapter, quite to the point if we read
it not as a critique of Marxism as such, but rather as a critique of traditional
and orthodox Marxism: the latter were indeed state centric and economis-
tic in their understanding of power, and they did indeed tend to reduce
every concrete instance of domination to an example of the universal and
homogeneous domination of the working class by the bourgeoisie.*

What about Marx, then? Foucault is — perhaps intentionally — ambigu-
ous. On the one hand, he dismisses Marx as an outdated political economist
who belongs in the nineteenth century. In The Archaeology of Knowledge,
for example, he claims that Marx’s theory was governed by the same ‘rules
of formation’ as the political economy of David Ricardo, something he
repeated on several occasions.” This says more about Foucault’s lack of
understanding of Marx’s project than it says about the relation between
Marx and Ricardo. On the other hand, he is often careful to exempt Marx

40  Geoft Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left in Europe, 1850-2000 (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), chaps. 21-23.

41 Foucault, ‘Body/Power’, 57.

42  See ibid., 58f; Foucault, ‘Truth and Juridical Forms, 1ff; Foucault, ‘Truth and
Power’, 117; Foucault, ‘Society Must Be Defended’, 13f, 29ff; and Foucault, “The Mesh of
Power’. In 1960, Sartre aired similar opinions in Critique of Dialectical Reason: he accused
‘contemporary Marxism’ of ‘neglecting the particular content of a cultural system and
reducing it immediately to the universality of a class ideology’. His own Marxist exis-
tentialism ‘reacts by affirming the specificity of the historical event, which it refuses to
conceive of as the absurd juxtaposition of a contingent residue and an a priori significa-
tion See Jean-Paul Sartre, Search for a Method, trans. Hazel E. Barnes (New York: Vintage,
1968), 115, 126.

43 Michel Foucault, ‘Questions on Geography), in Gordon, Power/Knowledge, 76;
Michel Foucault, ‘Interview with Michel Foucault, in Faubion, Power, 269f; Michel Fou-
cault, The Order of Things: An Archaeology of the Human Sciences (London: Routledge,
2007 [1966]), 194.
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from the accusations he levels against Marxism.* Occasionally he also
refers to Marx in a very positive manner, especially in the context of his
analyses of disciplinary power, which has rather obvious points of inter-
section with Marx’s analysis of factory work.*

Let us set aside Foucault’s polemical references to Marx(ism) and take
alook at the more substantial issues. One of the great merits of Foucault’s
theory of power is that it avoids the five problems in mainstream theo-
ries of power outlined earlier. Foucault does not rely on an individualist
social ontology; rather than treating the individual ‘as a sort of elementary
nucleus [or] a primitive atom; he regards it as a ‘power-effect’ and a ‘relay’
through which power passes.* For this reason, he also avoids presupposing
that the subjects involved in a relationship of power are constituted inde-
pendently of that relationship. His theory likewise implies a rejection of
the dyadic conception of power; rather than a relation between an A and
a B, Foucault holds that power is a ‘conduct of conducts, which means that
it should be understood ‘as a way in which certain actions may structure
the field of other possible actions’*” Furthermore, his emphasis on insti-
tutional structures and the myriad of practices through which relations
of domination are produced on the micro-level of everyday life is clearly
opposed to the ‘interventional model, which assumes the exercise of power
to take the form of discrete events. Finally, Foucault’s resolute break with
state-centric conceptions of power — summed up in his famous injunction
to ‘cut off the head of the king’ in political thought — allowed him to avoid
assuming the state to be the paradigmatic locus of power; ‘power relations
are rooted in the whole network of the social, as he puts it.*

44 See, for instance, Foucault, ‘Questions on Geography, 72; Michel Foucault, “The
Confession of the Flesh; in Gordon, Power/Knowledge, 208; Foucault, “The Mesh of Power’

45  See Foucault, ‘Body/Power, 58; Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth
of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (London: Penguin, 1991), 163, 175, 221; Foucault,
“The Mesh of Power’; see also David Harvey, A Companion to Marx’s Capital (London:
Verso, 2010), 148; Pierre Macherey, “The Productive Subject], trans. Tijana Oki¢, Patrick
King, and Cory Knudson, Viewpoint Magazine, no. 5 (2015), viewpointmag.com. For a
good discussion of the Marx-Foucault (dis)connection (in Danish), see Mikkel Bolt, ‘Pa
rabeafstand af marxismen: Et bidrag til kritik af kritikken af kritikken (Latour, Foucault,
Marx), K&+K: Kultur og Klasse 44, no. 122 (2016): 143-80. See also Jacques Bidet, Foucault
with Marx, trans. Steven Corcoran (London: Zed Books, 2016); and Rehmann, Theories
of Ideology, chap. 7.4, 11.

46 Foucault, Society Must Be Defended’, 29f.

47  Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power, in Faubion, Power, 341, 343.

48 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, vol. 1, The Will to Knowledge, trans.
Robert Hurley (London: Penguin, 1998), 89; Foucault, “The Subject and Power), 345.
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Another strength of Foucault’s conception of power is his critique of
economism. In one of his jabs against Marxism (presumably Althusser),
he insists that ‘there are not first of all relations of production, and then,
in addition, alongside or on top of these relations, mechanisms of power
that modify or disturb them, or make them more consistent, coherent,
or stable’* This remark not only touches upon a central weakness of
Althusser’s theory but also articulates a fundamental premise for a theory
of the economic power of capital, namely that relations of power do not
somehow exist outside of economic relations — rather, economic relations
are relations of power. Foucault does not treat the economy as an onto-
logically separate sphere, and he clearly saw that the historical emergence
of capitalism required ‘a set of political techniques, techniques of power,
by which man was tied to something like labor’*

In one of his attempts to distance himself from Marxism, Foucault defends
a ‘nominalistic’ theory of power.”! He presents this as a matter of method-
ology; when studying power, we should avoid the kind of analysis which
proceeds from social structures on the level of the totality, such as classes and
property relations, and aim instead for ‘an ascending analysis of power, or in
other words begin with its infinitesimal mechanisms’* Instead of deducing
every concrete instance of domination from the rule of the bourgeoisie, we
should direct our attention to the ‘micro-physics of power’, or the multiplicity
of concrete techniques and mechanisms of power. This idea is perhaps the
hallmark of Foucault’s approach to power, and, as we will see in chapter
ten, it is indeed impossible to understand the economic power of capital
without paying very close attention to the way in which capital moulds the
labour process on its most minute levels (which is what Marx refers to as
‘real subsumption’). Without understanding the ‘meticulous control of the
operations of the body, which takes place in capitalist production, we will
not be able to understand the economic power of capital as a whole.*

49  Michel Foucault, Security, Territory, Population: Lectures at the College De France,
1977-78, trans. Graham Burchell (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 2.

50 Michel Foucault, ‘Truth and Juridical Forms, 86. Foucault was not always con-
sistent on this point, however. Occasionally he apparently forgets his important insight
about power relations being embedded in economic relations, which leads him to re-
erect the opposition between ‘relations of production’ and ‘power relations. See Foucault,
“Truth and Juridical Forms, 17; Foucault, “The Subject and Power’, 327; Poulantzas, State,
Power, Socialism, 36.

51 Foucault, The History of Sexuality, 93.

52 Foucault, ‘Society Must Be Defended’, 30.

53  Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 137.
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However, this nominalism comes at a price, and so does the refusal to
take questions of class and property into consideration. Foucault tends
to simply ignore property relations, perhaps because they do not fit very
well the notion of power as a process or as something that only exists in
the concrete mechanisms and techniques employed in the subjection of
bodies to rules and regulations. The power derived from property is not
a process, and it cannot be grasped by examining concrete social prac-
tices. While it is certainly true to say that a ‘web of microscopic, capillary
political power had to be established at level of man’s very existence’ in
order to transform people ‘into agents of production, into workers, it is
also true that certain property relations - and thus a certain class struc-
ture — was also required.”* As Andreas Malm has noted, the ‘systematic
division’ of human beings into ‘direct producers and exploiters that must
relate to each other’ is ‘a property at the level of the whole, but there
is no room for such a level in Foucauldian nominalism.*® Foucault is
therefore incapable of identifying the underlying social logic of precisely
those ‘infinitesimal mechanisms’ of power which he is so eager to place
under the microscope. His preoccupation with the concrete turns out to
be incredibly abstract because it isolates the micro level from its wider
social context. In his analysis of factory discipline, Foucault is therefore
unable to answer the question of why workers show up at the factory
gates in the first place. In order to answer that question, it is necessary
to examine property relations and class structures - in other words, to
take into account social relations of domination which are not a ‘web of
microscopic, capillary political power’, but rather a set of totalising social
structures permeating the entire social field. Foucault’s insistence that
power ‘can never be appropriated in the way that wealth or a commodity
can be appropriated’ might have allowed him to escape the dead ends
of orthodox Marxism and mainstream political science, but it also led
to an abstract nominalism which is ultimately unable to account for the
phenomena it wants to explain.*

54 Foucault, ‘Truth and Juridical Forms, 86.

55 Andreas Malm, The Progress of This Storm: Nature and Society in a Warming
World (London: Verso, 2018), 162.

56 Foucault, ‘Society Must Be Defended’, 29. See also Foucault, The History of Sexu-
ality, 94; and Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 26.
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Capital: A Social Logic

What is power, then? The discussion in the previous pages has provided
some clues, but before we can come up with a meaningful answer, we
first have to examine what capital is. In mainstream economics, capital
is a transhistorical and rather vague concept which refers to a so-called
factor of production, alongside labour and land. This ‘trinity formula’ of
capital, labour, and land as the three necessary elements in any process
of production has its origin in classical political economy and was sub-
jected to a devastating critique by Marx in the manuscripts for the third
book of Capital. Here, Marx demonstrates how the juxtaposition of land,
labour, and capital naturalises what is in fact ‘a definite social relation of
production pertaining to a particular historical formation of society’” In
opposition to this apologetic (and analytically useless) concept of capital,
Marx understands capital as a historically specific social logic - a logic in
the sense that it refers not to a specific category of things, but rather to a
certain way of using things. Capital is a concept which refers to the social
form of wealth, not its content, analogously to the discipline of philosoph-
ical logic, which (at least in its non-Hegelian sense) is concerned with
forms of thought rather than their content. This social form is captured in
Marx’s simple and brilliant ‘general formula of capital’: M-C-M’, where
M stands for money and C for commodity, and the prime symbol () next
to the second M indicates that the second sum of money is larger than the
first. This formula represents a ‘process’ or a ‘movement’ in which value,
in its incarnations as money and commodities, is augmented.”® Marx
often speaks of the ‘valorisation of value’ (Verwertung des Werts), which
means not only that something is given value in a broad sense, but refers
more specifically to the process whereby value is augmented. Capital is a
valorisation of value, and can thus ‘only be grasped as a movement, and
not as a static thing’®® Everything capable of assuming the commodity
form - be it coats, fantasies, humans, promises, land, or abilities — can be
integrated into this movement and thereby be transformed into the ‘body’
of the ‘processing value’®

57 M: 888.

58 30:11,12,17; 32, 490.
59 (C2:185.

60 II.11:57.
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Capital, in the simple sense of a process of exchange undertaken with
the aim of pocketing a profit, has existed for thousands of years prior to
the advent of capitalism. Aristotle called it ‘chrematistics’ and condemned
it as unnatural, Saint Paul warned that the ‘love of money is the root of
all evil’ (1 Timothy 6:10), and throughout the middle ages, the church
consistently looked upon profit-seeking activities with suspicion. What
distinguishes capitalism from pre-capitalist systems is not the mere exist-
ence of capital, but rather its social function. In pre-capitalist societies, the
processes governed by the logic of capital were always marginal to social
reproduction. From the sixteenth century onwards, however, a fundamen-
tal transformation took place: the logic of capital began to weave itself into
the very fabric of social life, eventually reaching the point where people
had become dependent upon it for their survival. Capital became ‘the all-
dominating economic power’, or, put differently: society became capitalist.*'

If capital is a social logic, to what extent does it then make sense to
speak of ‘the power of capital’? Do ‘social logics’ belong to the category
of entities capable of having or exercising power? If we want stick to this
notion of ‘the power of capital’ - as I think we should - two options are
available: either we accept that capital is not a social actor and give up the
idea that power presupposes agency, or we hold on to the idea that power
presupposes agency and affirm that it does make sense to regard capital as
a social actor. Let us begin by examining the second option. One way to
construct such an argument would be to draw on Latourian actor-network
theory, Graham Harman’s object-oriented ontology, or other strands of
so-called new materialism and their insistence that ‘non-human objects are
crucial political actors’®* Despite Harman's and Latour’s not very original
animosity towards Marxism, a concept of agency as broad as theirs could
easily accommodate capital. In that way, our problem would be solved:
power presupposes agency, and capital is a social actor. The problem is,
however, that this deflation of the concept of agency also obscures the
difference between the natural and the social - a distinction which is, as
Malm has convincingly demonstrated in his critique of new materialisms,
absolutely crucial to hold on to.®® The Latourian definition of agency as
‘making a difference’ is, in other words, too broad.**

61 G:107.

62 Graham Harman, Object-Oriented Ontology: A New Theory of Everything
(London: Penguin, 2018), 146.

63 Malm, The Progress of This Storm.

64 Latour quoted in ibid., 89.
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Is Capital a Subject?

What about the idea that capital is a subject in a Hegelian sense, then?
What if we rephrase the question of ‘agency’ in terms closer to the
German philosophical tradition out of which Marxism grew? Is this what
we need in order to forge a conceptual link between ‘power’ and ‘capital’?
One thing is for sure: Marx very often refers to value circulating in the
form of capital as a ‘subject’® His description of capital as an ‘automatic
subject’ is often accepted at face value, for example by Werner Bonefeld,
Michael Heinrich, Helmut Reichelt, Anselm Jappe, Robert Kurz, Jacques
Cammatte, Moishe Postone, and Chris Arthur.®® We should be cautious
here, however: as several commentators have pointed out, Marx’s use
of the phrase ‘automatic subject’ is intended to highlight the fetishistic
appearance of capital on the surface of the capitalist economy, not its
inner nature.” When Marx employs this expression, he is always referring
either to capital ‘as it immediately appears in the sphere of circulation’
or to interest-bearing capital, that is, the ‘most estranged and peculiar
form’ of capital.®® What is characteristic about both of these forms is that

65 See, for example, G: 266, 311, 470, 585, 620, 745f; 30: 12f, 17; 33: 91; M: 494; I1.6:
53; and C1: 255.

66 Werner Bonefeld, Critical Theory and the Critique of Political Economy (London:
Bloomsbury, 2014), 43; Michael Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert: Die Marxsche Kritik
der politischen Okonomie zwischen wissenschaftlicher Revolution und klassischer Tradition
(Miinster: Westfalisches Dampfboot, 1999), 252; Michael Heinrich, An Introduction to the
Three Volumes of Karl Marx’s Capital, trans. Alex Locascio (New York: Monthly Review
Press, 2012), 89; Helmut Reichelt, Zur logischen Struktur des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx
(Frankfurt am Main: Europdische Verlagsanstalt, 1973), 76; Anselm Jappe, Die Aben-
teuer der Ware: Fiir eine neue Wertkritik (Miinster: Unrast Verlag, 2005), 83; Robert Kurz,
Geld ohne Wert: Grundrisse zu einer Transformation der Kritik der politischen Okonomie
(Berlin: Horlemann, 2012), 33; Jacques Cammatte, Capital and Community, trans. David
Brown (New York: Prism Key Press, 2011), 379ff; Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social
Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge Univer-
sity Press, 2003), 75; Christopher Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital (Leiden:
Brill, 2004), 117.

67 See Helmut Brentel, Soziale Form und Okonomisches Objekt: Studien zum Gegen-
stands- und Methodenverstindnis der Kritik der politischen Okonomie (Wiesbaden:
Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 1989), 267f; Ingo Elbe, Marx im Westen: Die neue
Marx-lektiire in der Bundesrepublik seit 1965 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008); Harvey,
A Companion to Marx’s Capital, 90; Nadja Rakowitz and Jiirgen Behre, ‘Automatisches
Subjekt? Zur Bedeutung des Kapitalbegriffs bei Marx, 2001, rote-ruhr-uni.com/cms/
texte/ Automatisches-Subjekt; Karl Reitter, “Vorwort, in Karl Marx: Philosoph der Befrei-
ung oder Theoretiker des Kapitals? Zur Kritik der ‘Neuen Marx-Lektiire’, ed. Karl Reitter
(Wien: Mandelbaum Verlag, 2015), 15.

68 Cl1:257, M: 896.
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they obscure the origin of surplus value, which is why the valorisation of
value ‘appears to derive from occult qualities that are inherent in capital
itself’® When Marx refers to capital as an ‘automatic subject; ‘self-moving
substance’, or ‘self-valorising value; he is describing a fetishistic inversion,
not the actual functioning of capital.”

One might still argue, however, that even if capital is not an automatic
(i.e., self-moving) subject, it can nevertheless still be said to be a subject
in another and less radical sense. In addition to this, one could of course
argue that Marx was simply wrong when he rejected the idea that capital
is a subject. There is indeed, as several commentators have noted, a strong
similarity between the logic of capital and Hegel's concept of subjectivity —
a similarity which goes beyond the fetishistic appearances.” For Hegel,
subjectivity is self-relating negativity, or ‘the “I’’s pure reflection into
itself’, which is tantamount to the ability ‘to abstract from everything ...
to extinguish all particularity, all determinacy’.’? The subject posits itself
by externalising itself, only in order to sublate this difference - it is ‘the
doubling which sets up opposition, and then again the negation of this
indifferent diversity and of its anti-thesis [Gegensatzes]’” Acquisition of

69 M: 98. See also 33: 71, 74; M: 492, 500, 896; and C1: 256. It is interesting to note
that Marx deleted the word ‘subject’ from chapter four of Capital in the French edition
(IL7: 123f).

70 C1:256; M: 492; emphasis added. This touches upon the question of the meaning
of ‘appearance’ in Marx’s writings. As has been pointed out many times, Marx often
employs this concept in the Hegelian sense of a real and necessary — though potentially
obscuring - reflection of essence. This is the case, for example, when he refers to profit
as ‘the form of appearance of surplus value’ (M: 98). In other cases, however, it simply
signals an ideological mystification, as when he writes that social relations ‘appear as
eternal natural relations’ (33: 71). I have written about the meaning of ‘appearance’ in
Marx’s writings elsewhere: Seren Mau, ‘Den dobbelte fordrejning: Fetichismebegrebet
i kritikken af den politiske ekonomi, Slagmark: Tidsskrift for Idéhistorie, no. 77 (2018):
106f. In the descriptions of capital quoted in this paragraph, Marx uses ‘appearance’ in
the sense of ideological mystification.

71  See Patrick Murray, Marx’s Theory of Scientific Knowledge (New York: Human-
ity Books, 1990), 216f; Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, 75; Reichelt, Zur
logischen Struktur des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx, 76; Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object
of Ideology (London: Verso, 2009), 28f. For a discussion of this analogy, see Frank Engster,
Das Geld als Mass, Mittel und Methode: Das Rechnen mit der Identitit der Zeit (Berlin:
Neofelis Verlag, 2014), 95ft.

72 G.W.E Hegel, Elements of the Philosophy of Right, trans. H. B. Nisbet (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 38f; Dieter Henrich, Between Kant and Hegel: Lectures
on German Idealism (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2008), 290.

73 G. W. E. Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, trans. A. V. Miller (Oxford: Oxford Uni-
versity Press, 1977), 10.
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status as a subject in this sense is precisely what is at stake in the struggle
of life and death in the transition from consciousness to self-consciousness
in the Phenomenology of Spirit; each consciousness must demonstrate that
it is ‘the pure negation of its objective mode’”

It is evident that Marx was deeply influenced by this concept of subjec-
tivity. In the 1844 Manuscripts, he praised Hegel’s ‘dialectic of negativity,
which ‘conceives the self-creation of the human being as a process, con-
ceives objectification as de-objectification, as externalisation and sublation
of this externalisation’”” At the same time, Marx is deeply critical of
Hegel’s idealist misunderstanding of this dialectic, which equates labour
with intellectual labour.”® In the theses on Feuerbach, Marx radicalises
the critique of idealism, but he holds on to the idealist emphasis on ‘the
active side’ of human existence which had been neglected by ‘all previous
materialism’”” To cut a long story short: rather than reject Hegel’s notion
of subjectivity in toto, Marx extracts its essential core and excavates it
from its idealist shell by reconceptualising it as a social, material, and
productive practice.

The resemblance between capital and the subject in this Hegelian sense
comes out very clearly in Marx’s analysis of capital. For him, capital is
fundamentally a movement, or ‘value-in-process.” The beginning and
the end of this movement are qualitatively identical: with capital, value
‘enters into a private relationship with itself’, thereby elevating its being-
for-others - that is, being-for-consumption in the case of simple circulation
(C-M-C) - to ‘being-for-itself’” In distinction to the ‘concept-less form’
(begriffslose Form)® of interest-bearing capital (M-M’), capital proper
(M-C-M’) establishes its ‘identity with itself” by relating itself to an other
in the form of the mediating C in the middle.*" Insofar as the doubling
of the commodity into commodity and money is an externalisation
of the dual nature of the commodity, we can say that capital posits a

74 1Ibid., 113.

75 3:332f. The translation of this passage in the MECW is rather unfortunate.

76  3:333.

77 5: 3; Etienne Balibar, The Philosophy of Marx, trans. Gregory Elliot and Chris
Turner (London: Verso, 2014), 25fT.

78 30:12.

79  Cl1:256, G: 452.

80 Mistakenly translated as ‘irrational’ in the English translation of Marx’s Economic
Manuscript of 1864-1865. For Marx’s explanation of what ‘concept-less’ means, see I1.11:
582.

81 M:493; C1: 255.
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difference - the difference between commodity and money - as well as
sublates it: the universalisation of the commodity form necessarily leads
to the ‘autonomisation’ of value in money, and it is precisely this doubling
which makes it possible for commodities and money to circulate in the
form of capital.*> When they do that - that is to say, when they circulate
in the form M-C-M" - their difference and the change of forms (Form-
wechsel) are, however, reduced to subordinate moments of the process
through which value affirms itself as ‘the essence which remains equal to
itselt” (das sich gleichbleibende Wesen).*

Capital sustains itself by means of its constant change of form and its
continuous movement through the spheres of circulation and production.
With capital, the entry of money into the sphere of circulation - that is,
the act of buying, or giving up the money for a commodity - is merely ‘a
moment of its staying-with-itself” (Beisichbleiben);** it stays with itself by
renouncing itself. By performing this deeply tautological movement, capital
constantly re-establishes the conditions of its own repetition: it contains
what Marx calls ‘the principle of self-renewal, or, in Hegelian terms, it
‘posits’ its own presuppositions.®> By transforming the circulation of
commodities and money into this spiral-like form, capital transforms the
‘bad infinite process’ of simple circulation (C-M-C) into a self-referential
infinity.*® As a social form, capital is completely indifferent to its content;
the only thing that counts is whether or not value can be valorised.*” For
this reason, the self-relating movement of capital is truly a self-relating
negativity: it negates any particular content by transforming it into real
abstractions in order to absorb it into the vortex of value.

On the basis of this structural similarity, Postone proclaims capital to be
a ‘historical Subject in the Hegelian sense’® In contrast to Hegel’s subject,
however, capital is ‘historically determinate and blind. While it is ‘self-
reflexive) it ‘does not possess self-consciousness’® Chris Arthur argues
that the crux of the matter is capital’s ability to transform heterogeneous
commodities into bearers of surplus value; it is this ‘capacity to range

82 Cl1:153.

83 G:312.

84 G:234.

85 29:480; G: 542.

86 G:197;Cl1:253.

87 G:452.

88 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, 75.
89 1Ibid., 77.
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things under their universal concept’ which, according to him, justifies
the categorisation of capital as a subject.”” Contra Postone, Arthur also
attributes consciousness to capital in the form of its personifications — that
is, the capitalists.” Stavros Tombazos goes even further, claiming that
‘capital must be understood as a living organism endowed with a body
(use-value) and a soul (value), its own will and logic (profit, expanded
reproduction, and so on)’* Similar interpretations of capital as an absolute
and omnipotent subject are defended by Robert Kurz, Anselm Jappe, and
Jacques Camatte.”

Capital as an Emergent Property

I do not find these attempts to conceptualise capital as a subject convinc-
ing - for several reasons. First, capital is bound to do certain things in a
way that a subject — at least in the Hegelian sense - is not. For Hegel, sub-
jectivity involves the potential suspension of all determinacy. This is why
‘natural consciousness’ — the protagonist of the Phenomenology — must
engage in a struggle of life and death; it has to prove ‘that it is not attached
to any determinate being-there [Dasein]’, not even to life.”* Capital is not
like that; even though it exhibits a dynamic very similar to the self-relating
negativity of the subject, it is always bound to pursue the same action: fo
valorise value. Capital does not possess the kind of irreducible freedom
implied by Hegel’s notion of subjectivity — if it ceases to do what it does, it
ceases to be. It cannot veer off course, even when it partially negates itself
in order to preserve itself as a totality, which is what happens in crises
(more on this in chapter thirteen). Another reason why I think we should
reject the notion of capital as a subject is the inextricable tie between

90 Christopher Arthur, ‘Subject and Counter-Subject, Historical Materialism 12, no.
3 (2004): 95f; Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital, chap. 8; see also Riccardo
Bellofiore, A Ghost Turning into a Vampire: The Concept of Capital and Living Labour),
in Re-Reading Marx: New Perspectives after the Critical Edition, ed. Riccardo Bellofiore
and Roberto Fineschi (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009), 180ft.

91 Arthur, ‘Subject and Counter-Subject, 96.

92 Stavros Tombazos, Time in Marx: The Categories of Time in Marx’s Capital
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2014), 80.

93 Kurz, Geld ohne Wert; Jappe, Die Abenteuer der Ware; Cammatte, Capital and
Community.

94  Hegel, Phenomenology of Spirit, 113.
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capital and its underlying social relations and practices. Capital is value
in motion, and value is a social relation which gains an autonomous form
in money, thereby making it possible for value to circulate in the form
of capital. Capital is, as Marx and Engels eloquently put it, a ‘fixation
of social activity” or a ‘consolidation of what we ourselves produce into
a material power above us.”> What the ‘power of money’ reveals, they
explain in The German Ideology, is ‘the autonomisation of relations of
production’® Capital is a process consisting of a purchase and a sale, and,
as Marx observes, ‘commodities cannot themselves go to the market and
perform exchanges, which is why ‘their guardians’ must be mobilised if
value is to be valorised.” In other words, capital can never free itself from
the subjective praxis that undergirds it.

My disagreement with Postone and Arthur is partly a matter of emphasis
and terminological preferences. Arthur acknowledges that capital ‘pre-
supposes both labour and nature as conditions of its existence.”® Postone
also admits that capital ‘consists of objectified relations, which leads Call-
inicos to conclude that Postone simply reinterprets ‘subject’ as structure.”
Similar considerations have led others to describe capital as a ‘quasi-’
or a ‘pseudo-subject’'® Another way to conceptualise this ‘autonomisa-
tion’ of social relations is offered by the concept of emergence. As Malm
explains, an emergent property is ‘a property of the system resulting from
the organisation of its parts.'”* Emergent properties are irreducible to their
parts and ‘exert causal powers in their own right’'*> This seems to me to
capture Marx’s apt description of capital as ‘the existence of social labour
... as itself existing independently opposite its real moments — hence itself
a particular existence apart from them.'®® Conceptualisation of capital
as an emergent property of social relations thus allows us to avoid the

95 5:47;1.5:37.

96 5:396; 1.5: 453; see also G: 471; 34: 128.

97 Cl1:178.

98 Postone, ‘Subject and Counter-Subject, 99.

99 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, 76; Alex Callinicos, Deciphering
Capital: Marx’s Capital and Its Destiny (London: Bookmarks, 2014), 219.

100 Brentel, Soziale Form und Okonomisches Objekt, 268; Tony Smith, “The Chapters
on Machinery in the 1861-63 Manuscripts, in Bellofiore and Fineschi, Re-Reading Marx,
124.

101  Malm, The Progress of This Storm, 67.

102 Ibid., 163; see also Roy Bhaskar, Dialectic: The Pulse of Freedom (London: Rout-
ledge, 2008), 373.

103  G:471.
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hyperbolic and ultimately unconvincing depiction of capital as a living
subject endowed with consciousness, will, and intentionality, while still
holding on to the crucial insight that it does indeed exert causal power
in its own right.

So: capital is neither a social actor in the sense in which mainstream
theories of power would require it to be, nor is it a subject in a materialist-
Hegelian sense. Does that mean that we are forced to relinquish the notion
of ‘the power of capital’? No. Rather, it invites us to question the assump-
tion that power is always a relation between ‘subjects’ or ‘actors’ or ‘agents.
What we need to do, in other words, is to broaden the concept of power.
But how much, exactly?

In its broadest sense, to have power is simply ‘to be able to make a
difference to the world’'** As a synonym for ‘capacity’ or ‘ability’, ‘power’
can refer to human as well as non-human processes and potentials which
have nothing to do with social domination, such as the power of gravity,
electrical power, horse power, labour power, and so on.'”” Scholars writing
about power usually mention this broad sense of the term in order to
specify that they are exclusively concerned with social power, which they
then proceed to define in terms of relations between social actors. This
is where we should intervene, not in order to obliterate the difference
between natural and social power — which is indeed, contrary to the claims
of new materialists, crucial to insist on — but rather in order to question
the arbitrary constriction of the concept of power to refer exclusively to
relations between social actors. If we define social power as something
which can only be possessed or exercised by social actors or subjects, we
introduce an artificial conceptual cleavage between social relations and
their emergent properties, with the result that the ways in which those
emergent properties shape the field of possible actions of social actors
become theoretically invisible. Power is not only a relation between social
actors; it can also be a relation between actors on the one hand and an
emergent property of social relations on the other. The concept of power
should thus be extended to refer to relations among social actors as well
as the emergent properties of these relations. These emergent properties

104 Steven Lukes, ‘Introduction’, in Power, 5.

105 Thomas Hobbes, Leviathan (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 58; Lukes,
Power, 61f; Andreas Malm, Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steam Power and the Roots of Global
Warming (London: Verso, 2016), 17ff; Mann, The Sources of Social Power, 6; Scott, Power,
1; Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 3; Wrong, Power, Xix.
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are purely social, but they cannot be grasped as relations among social
actors, even though the latter are necessary conditions of their existence. The
power of capital can thus be defined as capital’s capacity to impose its logic
on social life; a capacity which includes and ultimately relies upon, yet is
not reducible to, relations among social actors in a traditional sense, such
as the relationship between capitalists and proletarians or the relationship
between an employer and an employee.

This definition of the power of capital has at least two implications
for how we should think about social power in general. First, we should
avoid defining power as a dyadic relation between an A and a B.' This
eliminates all of the mainstream theories examined earlier in this chapter.
Second, we should also avoid defining power as something which can only
be possessed or exercised by ‘actors, ‘agents, ‘humans, ‘persons, ‘groups,
‘classes, and/or ‘subjects’'” At the same time, however, we also want to
avoid a concept of power so broad that it makes it impossible to distinguish
social domination from natural processes or simple capacities; in other
words, a definition of power as something along the lines of ‘the ability to
make a difference’ will not suffice. Among the definitions which meet these
criteria is Foucault’s: “The exercise of power is a “conduct of conducts” and
a management of possibilities.'”® Another definition which would fit here
is the one provided by Michael Barnett and Raymond Duvall: ‘Power is
the production, in and through social relations, of effects on actors that
shape their capacity to control their fate'” In order to settle on a particular
definition of power, however, we would have to take into consideration a
number of factors and issues which are not immediately relevant for our
purposes, such as the question of whether power is a capacity or the actual
exercise of a capacity. (If power were a capacity, the two definitions just
mentioned would have to be modified.)!'* This is not the place to delve

106 Among the definitions which meet this requirement are Adams, Energy and
Structure, 12; Barnett and Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics’, 45; Foucault, ‘The
Subject and Power’, 341f; Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory, 80; Poulantzas, Political Power
and Social Classes, 104; Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 85.

107 This eliminates the definitions proposed by Adams, Energy and Structure, 12;
Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory, 80; Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes, 104;
Wartenberg, The Forms of Power, 85.

108 Michel Foucault, “The Subject and Power), in Faubion, Power (London: Penguin,
2002), 341.

109 Barnett and Duvall, ‘Power in International Politics, 45.

110  See Isaac, Power and Marxist Theory, chap. 3; Lukes, Power, 109; Peter Morriss,
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into these debates. At this point in our discussion, we have what we need
as far as the clarification of the concepts of power and capital goes.

Before we move on to a consideration of how the Marxist tradition has
grappled with the issue of power, a terminological clarification is in order.
In the literature on power, one often comes across a distinction between
power and domination. Power is then understood either in the broad
sense as the capacity of an actor to influence its environment (regardless
of whether or not this involves the subjection of other actors) or in a
narrower sense that also encompasses forms of power acknowledged
as legitimate (sometimes referred to as ‘authority’). Domination, on the
other hand, is taken to be a more specific form of power which involves
some kind of conflict between the principal and the subaltern, to use John
Scott’s terms.'"! This distinction sometimes overlaps with the popular dis-
tinction between power to (the capacity to do something) and power over
(the capacity to subjugate someone). These distinctions might be useful
in other contexts, but they are irrelevant for our purposes for the simple
reason that the power of capital always involves and relies on domination.
Or, put differently: the ‘power to’ of capital is always a ‘power over.

Power: A Philosophical Analysis, 2nd ed. (Manchester: Manchester University Press,
2002); Scott, Power, 5; Wrong, Power, 6ft.
111  Scott, Power, 2.
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In the last chapter, we saw that mainstream social science has little to
offer if we want to understand how the logic of capital imposes itself on
our lives. What about the Marxist tradition, then? It is safe to say that
no intellectual tradition has posed the question of the power of capital
as persistently as Marxism. If there is one thing that unites this other-
wise extremely heterogeneous tradition, it is the insight that capitalism
is an oppressive system based on the exploitation and domination of
the working class. Despite this promising point of departure, however,
Marxist attempts to explain how capital holds on to its power have gener-
ally left much to be desired - at least prior to the 1960s, when the renewal
and proliferation of Marxist theory resulted in new tendencies and per-
spectives which overcame some of the crucial weaknesses of traditional
Marxism. I will return to these more recent trends in Marxist scholarship
later in this chapter. To begin with, however, let us take a brief look at
the dominant conception of power in Marxist theory in the period from
Marx’s death until the rediscovery of the critique of political economy in
the 1960s.

Historical Materialism

A survey of the prevalent understandings of power in the Marxist tra-
dition has to begin with the complex of ideas known as ‘the materialist
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conception of history’ or ‘historical materialism. Developed by Engels
and other important Marxists — especially Karl Kautsky - in the decades
following Marx’s death, this doctrine offered a philosophy of history
solidly grounded in a technicist conception of the economy. Its founding
document was Marx’s 1859 preface to A Contribution to the Critique of
Political Economy, lauded by leading Marxist intellectuals as a ‘brilliant
and monumental’ (Bukharin) exposition of ‘the fundamental principles
of materialism as applied to human society and its history’ (Lenin)." In
this brief preface, Marx explains how ‘the economic structure of society’
forms the basis of ‘a legal and political superstructure’ as well as corre-
sponding ‘forms of social consciousness. At some point in the history
of any mode of production, he writes, ‘the material productive forces
of society come into conflict with the existing relations of production;,
thereby inaugurating ‘an era of social revolution’* Another locus classi-
cus routinely cited by traditional Marxists is a remark from The Poverty
of Philosophy according to which the ‘hand-mill gives you society with
the feudal lord; the steam-mill, society with the industrial capitalist’?
In influential writings such as Socialism: Utopian and Scientific (1880),
Engels codified this as ‘the materialist conception of history, according
to which ‘the final causes of all social changes and political revolutions
are to be sought, not in men’s brains, not in man’s better insight into
eternal truth and justice, but in changes in the modes of production and
exchange’*

1 Nikolai Bukharin, ‘Marx’s Teaching and Its Historical Importance’ (1933), in
Bukharin et al., Marxism and Modern Thought (London: Routledge, 1935); Vladimir Ilyich
Lenin, ‘Karl Marx: A Brief Biographical Sketch with an Exposition of Marxism’ (1914),
in Lenin’s Collected Works, vol. 21, ed. Stewart Smith, trans. Clemence Dutt (Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1974), 43-91. See also Antonio Labriola, Essays on the Materialistic
Conception of History, trans. Charles H. Kerr (New York: Cosimo Classics, 2005); Eduard
Bernstein, Evolutionary Socialism, trans. Edith C. Harvey (New York: Schocken, 1961), 3;
Franz Mehring, On Historical Materialism, trans. Bob Archer (London: New Park, 1975);
Joseph Stalin, ‘Dialectical and Historical Materialismy’ (1938), available at marxists.org.

2 29:263.

3 6:166.

4 24: 306. Recall that many of Marx’s writings were unavailable to the first gen-
eration of Marxists — not only because many of them had not been published at all, but
also because many of those published in Marx’s own lifetime were not reprinted until well
into the twentieth century. In addition to this, Marx ‘was read mainly by movement intel-
lectuals, as Geoff Eley puts it. See Geoff Eley, Forging Democracy: The History of the Left
in Europe, 1850-2000 (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 43. Among the most
widely read works in the era of the Second International were Engels’s Socialism: Scientific
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The doctrine of historical materialism was further developed by influ-
ential Marxists such as Kautsky, Franz Mehring, and Georgi Plekhanov.
The economy, conceived as a distinct social sphere, was proclaimed to be
the basis or infrastructure and thus primary in relation to the ideological,
political, and legal ‘superstructures. This basis was a ‘mode of production,
a totality made up of the (unstable) unity of two moments: the productive
forces and the relations of production. Historical development was, then,
conceived as a succession of modes of production driven forward by a dia-
lectic of productive forces and relations of production. The contradiction
between these arises because of the immanent and necessary progress of
technology, understood as a transhistorical force necessarily colliding with
the historically specific social relations attempting to hold it back. Historical
materialism was, in other words, a determinist philosophy of history in
which specific social formations were, in the last instance, reduced to a stage
in the unfolding of a transhistorical technological rationality. “The productive
forces at man’s disposal determine all his social relations;, as Plekhanov put
it.> Kautsky likewise held the ‘development of technology’ to be ‘the motor
of social development,, providing a scientific basis for proletarian struggle:

With the progress of technology not only the material means are born
that make socialism possible but also the driving forces that bring it
about. This driving force is the proletarian class struggle ... It must
finally be victorious due to the continuous progress of technology.®

The determinism of historical materialism was exacerbated by scientistic
positivism. In the preface to A Contribution, Marx had claimed that eco-
nomic analysis could be conducted with ‘the precision of natural science’
Likewise, in the preface to Capital, he had written about the ‘iron necessity’
of ‘the natural laws of capitalist production’” Marx’s understanding of nature
was shaped in a context influenced by German idealism which saw no
opposition between speculative philosophy and natural science. However, by

and Utopian, August Bebel's Woman under Socialism, and Kautsky’s The Economic Doc-
trines of Karl Marx. See Eley, chap. 2; and Lise Vogel, Marxism and the Oppression of
Women: Toward a Unitary Theory (Chicago: Haymarket, 2014), 100.

5 G. V. Plekhanov, Fundamental Problems of Marxism, trans. Julius Katzer (New
York: International Publishers, 1971), 115.

6 Karl Kautsky, ‘Nature and Society’ (1929), trans. John H. Kautsky, International
Journal of Comparative Sociology 30, nos. 1-2 (1989).

7 Cl:91.
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the time these remarks were taken up by the early Marxists, the intellectual
milieu had changed. Speculative Naturphilosophie had been replaced with
empirical science, and ‘nature’ had come to mean an ‘objective’ world outside
of human thought, ruled by transhistorical laws. At Marx’s funeral, Engels
famously compared Marx to Darwin. While the latter had ‘discovered the
law of development of organic nature on our planet, Marx was cast as ‘the
discoverer of the fundamental law according to which history moves’® This
similitude was picked up by Kautsky, who pushed historical materialism
further in the direction of an evolutionist philosophy of history. In this
context, Marx’s remarks about the ‘natural laws’ of capitalism were taken as
justification for the introduction of a positivist paradigm of social science.

The productive force determinism of orthodox historical materialism
precluded the development of an understanding of the economic power
of capital for the simple reason that economic relations were seen as the
result of a transhistorical technological drive rather than as struggles about
power and domination.’

Theories of the State

Even if productive force determinism led these early Marxists to view
the rule of the bourgeoisie as the outcome of a necessary historical devel-
opment, they nevertheless still considered the relationship between the

8 24:463.

9  For critical discussions of the shortcomings of traditional historical materialism,
see Daniel Bensaid, Marx for Our Times: Adventures and Misadventures of a Critique,
trans. Gregory Elliot (London: Verso, 2009), chaps. 1-2; Alex Callinicos, Making History:
Agency, Structure, and Change in Social Theory, 2nd ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2004); Lucio
Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin: Studies in Ideology and Society, trans. John Merrington
and Judith White (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1973), pt. 1; Ingo Elbe, ‘Between
Marx, Marxism, and Marxisms — Ways of Reading Marx’s Theory, trans. Alex Locascio,
Viewpoint Magazine, 21 October 2013, viewpointmag.com; John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s
Ecology: Materialism and Nature (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), 226ff;
Richard Gunn, ‘Against Historical Materialism: Marxism as a First-Order Discourse,
in Open Marxism, vol. 2, Theory and Practice (London: Pluto Press, 1992); Andreas
Malm, Fossil Capital: The Rise of Steamn Power and the Roots of Global Warming (London:
Verso, 2016); S. H. Rigby, Marxism and History: A Critical Introduction (Manchester:
Manchester University Press, 1998); Alfred Schmidt, History and Structure: Essays on
Hegelian-Marxist and Structuralist Theories of History, trans. Jeffrey Herf (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 1983); Ellen Meiksins Wood, Democracy against Capitalism: Renewing
Historical Materialism (London: Verso, 2016), pt. 1.
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bourgeoisie and the proletariat to be a relation of domination. In their
attempts to understand this, they tended to view the state and its means
of violent oppression as the ultimate locus of capitalist power. Even those
who rejected orthodox productive force determinism accepted the reified
opposition between politics and economy, in which the latter was emptied
of social content.'” Power was thus taken to be something that had to do
with the state, understood as an instrument of the bourgeoisie - a cri-
tique of the capitalist state which tended to ignore the form of the state in
favour of a focus on the content of policy and state action.!

The tendency to ignore mechanisms of power embedded in the
economy and regard the control over the state as the primary means of
capitalist class domination was also a result of the idea — almost univer-
sally accepted among classical Marxists — that capitalism had entered a
‘monopoly stage’ distinct from the ‘competitive’ capitalism of the nine-
teenth century. According to Rudolf Hilferding and Lenin, the capitalist
economies of the early twentieth century had become dominated by
large monopolies engaged in imperialist exploitation through a fusion
of finance capital and the state.’” The rule of the bourgeoisie was now
ensured by a ‘capitalist oligarchy’ in control of the state."” Lenin spoke of a
‘personal union’ within the upper echolons of the banks, the monopolies,
and the state, resulting in a ‘sort of division of labour amongst several
hundred kings of finance who reign over modern capitalist society’'* The
concentration and centralisation of capital, and the pressure to expand,
had - Hilferding and Lenin argued - led to an amalgamation of finance-
controlled monopolies and of the state in order to secure new outlets for
capital through imperialism. In other words: state monopoly capitalism
had become the order of the day. The ‘blatant seizure of the state by the

10 Simon Clarke, Marx, Marginalism, and Modern Sociology: From Adam Smith to
Max Weber, 2nd ed. (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991), 309; Christoph Henning, Philosophy
after Marx: 100 Years of Misreadings and the Normative Turn in Political Philosophy, trans.
Max Henninger (Chicago: Haymarket, 2015), 42ft.

11  Elbe, ‘Between Marx, Marxism, and Marxisms’; John Holloway and Sol Picciotto,
‘Introduction: Towards a Materialist Theory of the State] in State and Capital: A Marxist
Debate, ed. John Holloway and Sol Picciotto (London: Edward Arnold, 1978), 1.

12 Rudolf Hilferding, Finance Capital: A Study of the Latest Phase of Capitalist
Development, trans. Morris Watnick and Sam Gordon (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1981); Vladimir Illich Lenin, Imperialism: The Highest Stage of Capitalism (London:
Penguin, 2010).

13 Henning, Philosophy after Marx, 109f%.

14 Lenin, Imperialism, 47.
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capitalist class’ had led to a replacement of the anarchy of competition
with the planned production of the monopolies.”> Marx’s analysis of cap-
italism - or at least parts of it, and especially the theory of value — was
consequently considered obsolete, as it concerned itself with a supposedly
bygone form of capitalism.

This kind of analysis had tremendous consequences for how the power
of capital was understood. First, capital’s ability to reproduce its dominant
position was now seen as a result of the absence of competition. Second, its
dominance was primarily guaranteed by the ability of the state to employ
violence in order to subjugate subaltern nations and secure profitable
outlets for the export of capital. Additionally, the power of capital was
assumed to be equivalent to the personal power of financial oligarchs.
Here is Lenin in State and Revolution:

Imperialism in particular - the era of banking capital, the era of gigan-
tic capitalist monopolies, the era of the transformation of monopoly
capitalism into state monopoly-capitalism - shows an unprecedented
strengthening of the ‘state machinery’ and an unprecedented growth of
its bureaucratic and military apparatuses, side by side with the increase
of repressive measures against the proletariat, alike in the monarchical
and the freest republican countries.'

In short, the picture of capitalist power painted by Lenin and Hilferding
is dominated by militarism, violence, and corruption. This is certainly a
reflection of their historical context, but this does not change the fact that
it made them incapable of grasping the mute compulsion of economic
relations, which reproduce the power of capital even in the absence of
corruption and violence.

In 1966, Paul A. Baran and Paul Sweezy published their immensely
influential Monopoly Capital. Although they differ from Lenin and Hilfer-
ding in many respects, their analysis was nevertheless an updated version
of the same basic idea: capitalism had undergone a transformation from
a competitive to a monopolistic form. Thus, because Marx had based his
analysis of capitalism on a competitive model, that analysis was regarded
as obsolete. The theory of monopoly capital has - in its older as well as

15 Hilferding, Finance Capital, 368.
16 Vladimir Illich Lenin, State and Revolution (New York: International Publishers,
2012), 29.
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its more recent versions — been subjected to criticism from various points
of view, on conceptual as well as empirical grounds. Many commentators
have pointed out that the analysis relies on a conflation of Marx’s concept
of competition with that of neoclassical economics and a projection of
the latter onto the capitalist economy of the nineteenth century."” This led
to an all-too-abstract opposition between competition and monopoly,
ignoring the fact that capitalism is characterised by what Steve Zeluck
calls the ‘dynamic interaction’ between the ‘constant struggle for mono-
poly position and the constant loss of that monopoly position through
competition’'® In addition to this, it should also be kept in mind that
the elimination of intra-branch competition does not mean that inter-
branch competition thereby also disappears. David Harvey has criticised
the monopoly capital analysis on the basis of an important observation
regarding changes in structures of management in large, monopolistic
corporations. As he explains with reference to Alfred Chandler’s classic
study of the history of American firms, ‘what appears on the outside as a
steady and seemingly irreversible movement towards centralisation has
been accompanied by a progressive, controlled decentralization in the
structure of management.'” This means that the formation of monopo-
lies is actually compatible with a kind of ‘internalization of competition’
through decentralisation of management.” For this reason, monopoly is
not equivalent to a lessening of competition; it can also signal a change in
the form of competition. In addition to these theoretical problems, critics
have also demonstrated that the theory of monopoly capitalism stood on
shaky empirical grounds. Christoph Henning and Michael Heinrich point
out that Lenin and Hilferding built their analyses on insufficient data, and
Robert Brenner argues that Baran and Sweezy generalised from a number
of tendencies which turned out to be ‘quite temporary and specific aspects
of the economy of the US in the 1950s’*'

17 David Harvey, The Limits to Capital (London: Verso, 2006), 142ff; Christel
Neustiss, Imperialismus und Weltmarketbewegung des Kapitals (Erlangen: Politladen,
1972); Anwar Shaikh, Capitalism: Competition, Conflict, Crises (New York: Oxford Univer-
sity Press, 2016), 355; Steve Zeluck, ‘On the Theory of the Monopoly Stage of Capitalism,
Against the Current 1, no. 1 (1980); Jonas Zoninsein, Monopoly Capital Theory: Hilferding
and Twentieth-Century Capitalism (New York: Praeger, 1990), 20.

18  Zeluck, ‘On the Theory of the Monopoly Stage of Capitalism, 45.

19 Harvey, The Limits to Capital, 148; Alfred Dupont Chandler, The Visible Hand:
The Managerial Revolution in American Business (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2002).

20 Harvey, The Limits to Capital, 148.

21 Henning, Philosophy after Marx, 109; Michael Heinrich, An Introduction to the
Three Volumes of Karl Marx’s Capital, trans. Alex Locascio (New York: Monthly Review
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Monopoly Capital was written in the 1950s and published in 1966, just
as the intensification of competition on a global scale began to undermine
the post-war boom and usher in the neoliberal era. The loss of popularity
that the concept of monopoly capitalism has experienced in the last four
decades may be related to the advent of neoliberalism, with its general
intensification of competitive pressures. The deregulation of international
trade and finance, the development of new communication technologies,
and the revolution in logistics have all contributed to the globalisation
and intensification of competition. The collapse of the Eastern bloc, the
integration of China into the capitalist world market, and the wave of
structural adjustments in the global South have opened up vast new fields
into which capital can enmesh itself. The transition from the vertically
integrated corporations, characteristic of the Fordist era, to the horizon-
tally integrated networks of lean production has also contributed to the
intensification of competition, as have the consistent waves of privatisation
and outsourcing of state functions in what were once called welfare states.

In short, there are many good reasons why the idea of monopoly
capitalism seems so unconvincing in the current conjuncture. But for
our purposes, one is most salient: namely that this theory inhibited the
acknowledgement of the economic power of capital because it led to a
one-sided focus on the state and a simplistic model of class domination.
In this way, the theory replaced the mute compulsion of capital with the
violent regime of a ‘personal union’ in control of the state.

Productive force determinism and the base/superstructure model con-
tinued to haunt Marxist debates about the state until the 1970s, when
scholars such as Nicos Poulantzas, Ellen Meiksins Wood, members of the
Conference on Socialist Economics, and the participants in the German
state-derivation debate parted ways with orthodox Marxism, opening
up new theoretical perspectives.” They all attempted to carve out a path
between the crude instrumentalism of classical Marxism and the social

Press, 2012), 215f; Robert Brenner, The Economics of Global Turbulence: The Advanced
Capitalist Economies from Long Boom to Long Downturn, 1945-2005 (London: Verso,
2006), 54.

22 Nicos Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes, trans. Timothy O’Hagan
(London: Verso, 1978); Nicos Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, trans. Patrick Camille
(London: Verso, 2014); Wood, Democracy against Capitalism; Simon Clarke, ed., The State
Debate (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1991); John Holloway and Sol Picciotto, eds., State and
Capital: A Marxist Debate (London: Edward Arnold, 1978); Ingo Elbe, Marx im Westen:
Die neue Marx-lektiire in der Bundesrepublik seit 1965 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008),
chap. 2.
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democratic view of the state as a neutral arena, and many of them did so by
moving beyond the exclusive occupation with the content of state policy -
that is, the question of who benefits from this policy. Instead, they posed
the more fundamental question of the very form of the state, a question
which was aptly formulated by Evgeny B. Pashukanis as early as 1924:

Why does class rule not remain what it is, the factual subjugation of
one section of the population by the other? Why does it assume the
form of official state rule, or — which is the same thing — why does
the machinery of state coercion not come into being as the private
machinery of the ruling class; why does it detach itself from the ruling
class and take on the form of an impersonal apparatus of public power,
separate from society?*

The great advantage of such an approach is that it allows us to circum-
vent the conceptual gulf between the economic and the political taken for
granted in both classical Marxism and Poulantzas’s Althusserian social
ontology, in which the base/superstructure model and the distinction
between an economic and a political ‘level” or ‘instance’ were taken to be a
feature of all modes of production.?* In an important contribution to these
debates, Wood demonstrated the inadequacy of the base/superstructure
model and proposed to conceptualise the separation of the political and
the economic in capitalism as ‘the differentiation of political functions
themselves and their separate allocation to the private economic sphere
and the public sphere of the state’* Bernhard Blanke, Ulrich Jiirgens,
and Hans Kastendiek likewise rejected ‘the commonplace (scientific)
notion of the relation between politics and economics [that] contains the
assumption that only politics has to do with domination, that economics
on the other hand has to do with “material laws™.?® In general, the partic-
ipants in the state-derivation debate proceeded from ‘an interpretation
of Marx’s Capital not as a theory of the “economic” but as a theory of the

23 Evgeny B. Pashukanis, Law and Marxism: A General Theory, trans. Barbara
Einhorn (London: Pluto Press, 1983), 139.

24  Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes, 13.

25 Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 31.

26 Bernhard Blanke, Ulrich Jiirgens, and Hans Kastendiek, ‘On the Current Marxist
Discussion on the Analysis of Form and Function of the Bourgeois State, in Holloway and
Picciotto, State and Capital, 121f.
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social relations of capitalist society, in the words of Simon Clarke.” This
acknowledgement of the social nature of the political and the economic
is a fundamental prerequisite not only of a theory of economic power but
also of a theory of the state.

The most sophisticated attempts to come up with an answer to Pashuka-
nis’s question were developed in German state-derivation debates of the
1970s, where a number of scholars carefully demonstrated how capitalist
relations of production presuppose the existence of an institution not
directly involved in the organisation of social reproduction and endowed
with the ability to force the totality], as Marx put it in the Grundrisse.?®
For example, it can be shown that the universalisation of the ‘cell form’ of
capitalism - the commodity — presupposes an institution with the ability
to guarantee property rights.” Furthermore, the separation of the units of
production into competing capitals makes it impossible for these capitals
individually to secure the general conditions of production as a totality;
it is for this reason that capitalist production presupposes an institution
with the ability to secure these conditions (such as infrastructure, cur-
rency, education, research, etc.) by imposing certain rules on all capitals.*
Joachim Hirsch puts it well:

The bourgeois state is in its specific historical shape a social form
which capital must necessarily create for its own reproduction, and,
just as necessarily, the state apparatus must assume an existence for-
mally separated from the ruling class, the bourgeoisie.*

For our purposes, the decisive lesson from these debates is that the
organisation of social reproduction on the basis of the valorisation of

27  Simon Clarke, “The State Debate), in The State Debate (Basingstoke: Macmillan,
1991), 9.

28 G:531.

29 C1:90.

30 See Claudia von Braunmihl et al., Probleme einer materialistischen Staatstheorie
(Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1973); Clarke, “The State Debate’; Elbe, Marx im Westen,
chap. 2; Heinrich, An Introduction, 203ff; Holloway and Picciotto, State and Capital;
Dieter Lapple, Staat und Allgemeine Produktionsbedingungen, Grundlagen zur Kritik der
Infrastrukturtheorien (Berlin: VSA, 1973); Gert Schifer, ‘Nogle problemer vedrerende
forholdet mellem “ekonomisk” og “politiske” herredemme;, in Til rekonstruktionen af den
marxistiske statsteori, ed. Eike Hennig et al. (Kebenhavn: Rhodos, 1974).

31 Joachim Hirsch, ‘The State Apparatus and Social Reproduction: Elements of a
Theory of the Bourgeois State, in Holloway and Picciotto, State and Capital, 97f.
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value presupposes an institution formally separated from the immediate
processes of social production endowed with the capacity to enforce rules
upon everyone by means of coercive force. I agree with Max Weber, along
with Poulantzas, Hirsch, and many others, that violence is the distinctive
form of power pertaining to the state.*? This identification is important
for the theory of the economic power of capital since it reveals how the
mute compulsion of capital presupposes the coercive force of the state. The
state is, in Marx’s words, ‘the political engine for forcibly perpetuating the
social enslavement of the producers of wealth by its appropriators, of the
economic rule of capital over labour’* State violence is not only one of
the means by which the conditions of capital accumulation were originally
established; it also continues to be a necessary moment of the reproduction
of the capitalist relations of production. Despite this necessity, it remains
the case that social production under capitalism is organised by means
of the mute compulsion of capital. As Blanke, Jiirgens, and Kastendiek
put it, “The movement of value as material-economic nexus represents
a type of societization free from personal, physical force** At the same
time, in capitalism, the social regulation of economic activity is, to use
Wood’s term, ‘privatized’ This privatisation results in the emergence of
‘the development of a new sphere of power’, and in order to theorise this
sphere of power, we need a theory of economic power alongside the theory
of the state.”

Theories of Ideology

Apart from theories of the state, the most persistent preoccupation
with the question of power in the Marxist tradition is found in theo-
ries of ideology.” The Marxists of the Second International era used the
term ‘ideology’ in the broad sense of ‘any kind of socially determined

32 Hirsch, ‘State Apparatus, 62, 65; Poulantzas, Political Power and Social Classes,
2251t; Poulantzas, State, Power, Socialism, 80; Blanke et al., ‘On the Current Marxist Dis-
cussion, 124; Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 32.

33 22:535.

34 Blanke et al., ‘On the Current Marxist Discussion, 122.

35 Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 29, 31.

36 For an overview of Marxist theories of ideology, see Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An
Introduction (London: Verso, 1996); Jan Rehmann, Theories of Ideology: The Powers of
Alienation and Subjection (Chicago: Haymarket, 2013).
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thought’* Here, however, I am only interested in ideology insofar as it
has to do with power. Theories of ideology in this sense began to appear
in the 1920s, as a response to at least two problems. On a theoretical
level, classical Marxism had, as we have just seen, focussed excessively
on the coercive force of the state, thereby neglecting the role of ideology.
On a conjunctural level, the enthusiasm for World War I among Euro-
pean working classes and the subsequent advent of fascism called for
the development of theories capable of understanding what was referred
to as the ‘subjective factor’ - that is, the question of how it was possible
to for reactionary forces to mobilise proletarians against their ‘objective’
interests. ‘Anyone who underestimates the material power of ideology
will never achieve anything, warned Wilhelm Reich in 1934. ‘In our
historical period, it has shown itself to be stronger than the power of
material distress: otherwise, the workers and the peasants, and not Hitler
and Thyssen, would be in power*® In contrast to those who emphasised
the importance of the coercive power of the state in the reproduction of
class society, Reich insisted that it is only seldom that the owners of the
social means of production resort to the means of brute violence in the
domination of the oppressed classes; its main weapon is its ideological
power’.”

Western Marxists such as Georg Lukacs, Antonio Gramsci, Theodor
Adorno, and Louis Althusser responded to this practical and theoretical
need for a theory of ideology. Although this is a diverse group of thinkers,
they share one basic idea, which underpins all theories of ideology: namely
that one of the means by which capitalism reproduces itself is through
affecting the concepts, imageries, myths, and narratives through which
we (consciously or unconsciously) represent, interpret, and understand
social reality. Broadly speaking, ideology addresses how we think, and this
is why Reich, Gramsci, Althusser, and others distinguish it from violence
or coercion, which directly addresses the body.

Perry Anderson’s category of “Western Marxism’ is often criticised for
lumping together a number of very diverse thinkers under a somewhat
vague heading. Although I partly agree with this criticism, I nevertheless

37 Eagleton, Ideology, 89; Rehmann, Theories of Ideology, chaps. 2, 3.

38 Wilhelm Reich, Was ist Klassenbewusstsein? Ein Beitrag zur Neuformierung der
Arbeiterbewegung von Ernst Parell (Copenhagen: Verlag fiir Sexualpolitik, 1934), 28.

39  Wilhelm Reich, The Mass Psychology of Fascism, trans. Vincent R. Carfagno (New
York: Farrar, Straus & Giroux, 1970), 25.
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find the categorisation useful for one specific reason: the general lack of
attention to economic power in the works of thinkers such as Lukacs,
Gramsci, Adorno, and Althusser, as well as Karl Korsch, Max Horkheimer,
Herbert Marcuse, Henri Lefebvre, Jean-Paul Sartre, and Guy Debord. It is
certainly possible to find exceptions, but on the whole, Western Marxism
has generally been occupied with other forms of power - especially ideo-
logical power. Anderson presents the emergence of Western Marxism as a
turn to philosophy at the expense of economics, and though this descrip-
tion certainly captures something significant, it implies a problematic
subdivision of Marxist theory: Anderson seems to regard Marx’s critique
of political economy as an economic theory rather than a critical theory
of capitalist social relations (and thus a critique of economic theory), a
misunderstanding which leads him to reproduce the familiar division
of Marx’s writings into the early ‘philosophical’ works and the later ‘eco-
nomic’ works.* As I hope will become clear in the course of this book,
this is an impoverished reading of the critique of political economy, which
cannot be opposed to something like ‘Marx’s philosophy’. What is true in
Anderson’s account, however, is that Western Marxism failed to engage
seriously with the critique of political economy - a failure that was to a
large degree a result of their (often implicit) acceptance of the idea that
Marx’s later writings are concerned with ‘economics’ and thus only relevant
to engage with systematically if one was interested in ‘economic theory’
or wanted to undertake an ‘economic analysis’ of a concrete situation.*!
The claim that Western Marxists failed to properly appreciate Marx’s
critique of political economy requires some qualifications. One of the
strengths of Lukacs’s Marxism is its rejection of the interpretation of
Marx’s later works as a turn away from philosophy.** His appreciation
of the philosophical richness of Capital allowed him to develop a highly
original reading of Marx’s analysis of the commodity and to reach the
astonishing conclusion that the section on fetishism in the first chapter
of Capital - which had been virtually ignored until the publication of
History and Class Consciousness in 1923 - ‘contains within itself the whole

40 Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1987), 491f,
99, 115f.

41 Elbe, ‘Between Marx, Marxism, and Marxisms’; Heinrich, An Introduction, 26;
Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 6.

42 Georg Lukécs, The Ontology of Social Being: 2. Marx, trans. David Fernbach
(London: Merlin Press, 1978), 11.
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of historical materialism’** Lukdcs was, unfortunately, not particularly
interested in power; insofar as he discusses it, he is primarily interested
in ‘reified consciousness, that is, ideology.* In addition to his preoccu-
pation with aesthetics and methodology, he was chiefly occupied with a
Weber-inspired and deeply romantic critique of the ‘capitalist process of
rationalisation, which ‘disrupts every organically unified process of work
and life’*® Weber’s influence is also visible in the connection Lukécs
draws between the critique of fetishism and Weber’s ‘rationalisation’
thesis, according to which modern society is increasingly dominated by
instrumental rationality.* This led Lukdcs, paradoxically, to invert the
critical insight of Marx’s analysis of fetishism, namely that bourgeois
society — which conceives of itself as enlightened and free from super-
stition — treats the products of labour as supernatural entities endowed
with their own will. In other words: capitalism is not a disenchanted, but
rather an enchanted world.

Karl Korsch is probably the sole thinker among the Western Marxists
to have undertaken the most serious engagement with Marx’s critique of
political economy. In Karl Marx — written in 1935-36, but first published
in an English translation in 1938 - he recognised that Marx’s theory of
value is not a quantitative theory of prices but is rather intended to reveal
‘the real social nature of the fundamental human relations underlying
the so-called “value” of the classicists.*” Korsch’s critique of traditional
Marxist orthodoxy in Marxism and Philosophy and his interpretation of
the critique of political economy in Karl Marx definitely cleared some
ground for a theory of the economic power of capital, even if he did not
himself venture down that road.*®

Antonio Gramsci is rightfully considered one of the great thinkers of
power in the Marxist canon. His fundamental insight was that the power
of the bourgeoisie relied not only on coercion, but also — perhaps even
primarily so in Western Europe - on the creation of consent on the part
of the working classes; a consent produced in and through institutions of

43 Georg Lukacs, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics,
trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Merlin Press, 2010), 171.

44 For a good discussion of Lukdcs on ideology, see Eagleton, Ideology, 94-106.

45  Lukdcs, History and Class Consciousness, 102f.

46 Clarke, Marx, Marginalism and Modern Sociology, 315; See also Elbe, ‘Between
Marx, Marxism, and Marxisms.

47  Karl Korsch, Karl Marx (Chicago: Haymarket, 2017), 19.

48 Karl Korsch, Marxism and Philosophy, trans. Fred Halliday (London: Verso, 2013).
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‘civil society’ such as churches, schools, and the media. This insight was
a decisive advance compared to the state-centric conceptions of power
in classical Marxism. In the most common reading, Gramsci’s theory
of hegemony is intended as a theory of how the ruling classes maintain
their position by means of culture and ideology. Gramsci is often charged
with neglecting the economy, for example by Anderson, who claims that
‘Gramsci’s silence on economic problems was complete’® In recent years,
several scholars have pointed out that Gramsci was more complex than
that. Alex Callinicos, Michael R. Kritke, and Peter D. Thomas have all
demonstrated that Gramsci was quite attentive to ‘economic’ questions,
and that Gramsci’s ‘integral concept of civil society’ does not, in Thomas’s
words, exclude ‘the economic’ but rather insists that it must be ‘theorised in
political terms’ — a crucial precondition for a theory of economic power.*
As Kratke’s discussion of the engagement with political economy in the
Prison Notebooks makes clear, however, Gramsci’s knowledge of political
economy as well as Marx’s critique of it had very clear limits. The same
is true of his attempts to analyse the economic structure and dynamics
of capitalism. Although he clearly grasps the difference between David
Ricardo’s ahistorical mode of thought and Marx’s consistent historicisa-
tion of Ricardo’s concepts, he is, as Kratke puts it, ‘not clear about what
constitutes the specific difference between Marx’s “critical” economics
and “classical” economics’® Gramsci seems to think that the theories of
Ricardo and Marx are basically variants of the same type of theory, and
there is nothing to suggest an awareness on the part of Gramsci of the
fundamental difference between their concepts of value.

Similar points can be made with regards to Adorno. Contrary to the
widespread perception of Adorno’s critical theory as ‘a totalizing one-
dimensional cultural theory, there is in fact a ‘Marxian core of Adorno’s
late work, as Chris O’Kane puts it.>> This core consists of a consistent

49  Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1987), 75.

50 Peter D. Thomas, The Gramscian Moment: Philosophy, Hegemony, and Marxism
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2010), 175; Alex Callinicos, ‘Continuing “Capital” in the Face of the
Present’ (paper presented at Capital.150: Marx’s Capital Today, King’s College, London,
2017); Michael R. Kritke, ‘Antonio Gramsci’s Contribution to a Critical Economics,
Historical Materialism 19, no. 3 (2011): 63-105.

51 Michael R. Kritke, ‘Antonio Gramsci’s Contribution to a Critical Economics,
Historical Materialism 19, no. 3 (2011): 80; Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks: vol. 3,
trans. Joseph A. Buttigieg (New York: Columbia University Press, 2011), 308f.

52 Chris O’Kane, ““The Process of Domination Spews Out Tatters of Subjugated
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emphasis on the universal domination of the logic of exchange in bourgeois
society, an insight which became an important point of departure for what
eventually became the Neue Marx-Lektiire.” It is also worth recalling,
however, that it was precisely the inadequacy of Adorno’s (and Horkheim-
er’s) engagement with the critique of political economy that spurred his
students to go back to the Grundrisse and Capital to reconstruct Marx’s
critical theory.> Adorno’s analysis of exchange value as a form of domi-
nation was an important step towards a theory of the economic power of
capital, but his one-sided emphasis on the implementation of the logic of
identity in the sphere of circulation (inherited from Alfred Sohn-Rethel)
led him to ignore that the exchange of equivalences is only one side of
the coin, the other being the appropriation of surplus labour without an
exchange of equivalents.” For this reason, Adorno and Horkheimer’s
claim that ‘bourgeois society is ruled by equivalence’ is actually quite
misleading.’* We could just as well say the opposite: bourgeois society is
ruled by non-equivalence. Given the intimate connection between the
exchange of equivalents in the sphere of circulation and the exploitation
of labour in the sphere of production, however, what we need is rather a
Hegelian sublation of these two abstract moments: bourgeois society is
ruled by the unity of equivalence and non-equivalence.

My discussion of Lukacs, Korsch, Gramsci, and Adorno demonstrates

Nature”: Critical Theory, Negative Totality, and the State of Extraction in Black Box: A
Record of the Catastrophe, vol. 1, ed. Black Box Collective (Oakland: PM Press, 2015), 191.

53 O’Kane, ‘Critical Theory’ 191.

54 See Hans-Georg Backhaus, Dialektik der Wertform: Untersuchungen zur marx-
schen Okonomiekritik (Freiburg: ca ira, 1997), 76; Endnotes, ‘Communisation and
Value-Form Theory), in Endnotes 2: Misery and the Value Form (London: Endnotes,
2010), 83ft; Jan Hoft, Marx Worldwide: On the Development of the International Discourse
on Marx since 1965, trans. Nicholas Gray (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 27ff; O’Kane, ‘Critical
Theory, 196f; Helmut Reichelt, ‘From the Frankfurt School to Value-Form Analysis,
trans. Michael Eldred, Thesis Eleven 4, no. 1 (1982), 166-69; Helmut Reichelt, ‘Marx’s
Critique of Economic Categories: Reflections on the Problem of Validity in the Dialectical
Method of Presentation in Capital, trans. Werner Strauss, Historical Materialism 15, no. 4
(2007).

55 See Gerhard Hanloser and Karl Reitter, Der bewegte Marx: Eine einfiihrende
Kritik des Zirkulationsmarxismus (Miinster: Unrast Verlag, 2008), 14f; Georg Klauda,
‘Von der Arbeiterbewegung zur Kritischen Theorie: Zur Urgeschichte des Marxismus
ohne Klassen, in Karl Marx: Philosoph der Befreiung oder Theoretiker des Kapitals? Zur
Kritik der ‘Neuen Marx-Lektiire’, ed. Karl Reitter (Wien: Mandelbaum Verlag, 2015); Chris
O’Kane, ‘Critical Theory’; Reichelt, ‘Marx’s Critique of Economic Categories’

56 Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of Enlightenment: Philosoph-
ical Fragments, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2002), 4.
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that Western Marxism as a tradition is not completely devoid of attempts
to draw on insights from Marx’s critique of political economy. Yet, it also
makes it clear that these attempts leave much to be desired. The primary
contribution of Western Marxists, as far as advancing our understanding
of the power of capital goes, is to be found in their theories and analyses
of ideology. To be sure, this is a decisive step forward compared to the
state-centric conceptions of power in classical Marxism. Theories of ide-
ology have convincingly shown that ideological power is necessary for the
reproduction of capitalist relations of production. But they do not tell us
much about the mute compulsion of economic relations.

Theories of Economic Power

We have now seen how classical Marxists as well as Western Marxists
generally remained within the confines of the violence/ideology couplet -
or, put differently, that neither of them managed to bring the economic
power of capital to the fore. With the renaissance of Marxist theory in the
1960s, however, a number of theoretical currents emerged which suc-
ceeded in breaking with this couplet, even if they did not articulate it in
those terms. I will discuss in detail the advantages of this scholarship,
as well as its shortcomings, in the following chapters; therefore, I will
limit myself here to a brief overview of what I take to be the most signit-
icant contributions to the project in which this book aims to partake: the
uncovering of the workings of capital’s mute compulsion.

One of the most important and original currents in the contemporary
Marxist landscape is what sometimes goes by the name of value-form
theory.”” As already mentioned, Hans-Georg Backhaus and Helmut

57 This somewhat broad term refers to the early representatives of the Neue
Marx-Lektiire: Backhaus, Dialektik der Wertform; Hans-Jiirgen Krahl, Konstitution und
Klassenkampf: Zur historischen Dialektik von biirgerlicher Emanzipation und proletarischer
Revolution (Frankfurt: Verlag Neue Kritik, 1971); Helmut Reichelt, Zur logischen Struktur
des Kapitalbegriffs bei Karl Marx (Frankfurt am Main: Europdische Verlagsanstalt, 1973);
Alfred Schmidt, The Concept of Nature in Marx, trans. Ben Fowkes (London: Verso, 2013).
Later works within that strand include Helmut Brentel, Soziale Form und Okonomisches
Objekt: Studien zum Gegenstands- und Methodenverstindnis der Kritik der politischen
Okonomie (Wiesbaden: Springer Fachmedien Wiesbaden, 1989); Elbe, Marx im Westen;
Sven Ellmers, Die formanalytische Klassentheorie von Karl Marx: Ein Beitrag zur ‘neuen
Marx-Lektiire’, 2nd ed. (Duisburg: Universititverlag Rhein-Ruhr, 2009); Frank Engster,
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Reichelt originally developed what eventually became the Neue Marx-
Lektiire as a reaction to the lack of engagement with Marx’s critique of
political economy in the work of Adorno and Horkheimer.*® Perhaps the
most fundamental contribution of value-form theory is the reinterpre-
tation of Marx’s critique of political economy as precisely that — not an
alternative political economy but a critique of political economy; not an
economic theory intended to produce quantifiable concepts which can be
operationalised in empirical economic analysis but a qualitative theory
of social forms aimed at uncovering and criticising the social relations

Das Geld als Mass, Mittel und Methode: Das Rechnen mit der Identitit der Zeit (Berlin:
Neofelis Verlag, 2014); Michael Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert: Die Marxsche Kritik
der politischen Okonomie zwischen wissenschaftlicher Revolution und klassischer Tradition
(Minster: Westfalisches Damptboot, 1999); and Nadja Rakowitz, Einfache Warenproduk-
tion: Ideal und Ideologie (Freiburg: ca ira, 2000). On the ‘critique of value, see Anselm
Jappe, Die Abenteuer der Ware: Fiir eine neue Wertkritik (Minster: Unrast Verlag, 2005);
Robert Kurz, Geld ohne Wert: Grundrisse zu einer Transformation der Kritik der politischen
Okonomie (Berlin: Horlemann, 2012); Neil Larsen et al., eds., Marxism and the Critique
of Value (Chicago: MCM’ Publishing, 2014); and Ernst Lohoff and Norbert Trenkle, Die
GrofSe Entwertung (Miinster: Unrast Verlag, 2013). On ‘new’ or ‘systematic’ dialectics, see
Christopher Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital (Leiden: Brill, 2004); Patrick
Murray, Marx’s Theory of Scientific Knowledge (New York: Humanity Books, 1990); Geert
Reuten and Mike Williams, Value Form and the State: The Tendencies of Accumulation
and the Determination of Economic Policy in Capitalist Society (London: Routledge, 1989);
and Tony Smith, The Logic of Marx’s Capital: Replies to Hegelian Criticisms (New York:
SUNY Press, 1990). Predecessors include Pashukanis, Law and Marxism; Roman Ros-
dolsky, The Making of Marx’s ‘Capital’, trans. Pete Burgess (London: Pluto Press, 1977);
L. I. Rubin, Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value, trans. Milo§ Samardzija and Fredy Perlman
(Delhi: Aakar Books, 2008). Associated scholarship includes Riccardo Bellofiore, ‘A
Ghost Turning into a Vampire: The Concept of Capital and Living Labour, in Re-Reading
Marx: New Perspectives after the Critical Edition, ed. Riccardo Bellofiore and Roberto
Fineschi (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009); Werner Bonefeld, Critical Theory and
the Critique of Political Economy (London: Bloomsbury, 2014); Moishe Postone, Time,
Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003); Projektgruppe Entwicklung des Marxschen Systems,
Das Kapitel vom Geld: Interpretation der verschiedenen Entwiirfe (Hamburg: VSA, 1973);
Projektgruppe zur Kritik der Politischen Okonomie, Zur Logik des Kapitals (Hamburg:
VSA, 1973); Guido Starosta, Marx’s Capital: Method and Revolutionary Subjectivity
(Chicago: Haymarket, 2016); and Dieter Wolf, Der dialektische Widerspruch im Kapital:
Ein Beitrag zur Marxschen Werttheorie (Hamburg: VSA, 2002). For overviews, see Elbe,
Marx im Westen; Hoff, Marx Worldwide; Anselm Jappe, ‘“Towards a History of the Cri-
tique of Value, Capitalism Nature Socialism 25, no. 2 (2014): 25-37; and Neil Larsen et
al,, ‘Introduction, in Marxism and the Critique of Value, ed. Neil Larsen et al. (Chicago:
MCM’ Publishing, 2014).
58 Reichelt, ‘From the Frankfurt School to Value-Form Analysis, 166-9.
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underlying the capitalist mode of production. This opened up the possibil-
ity of re-reading Marx’s theory of value as a theory of the transformation
of capitalist social relations into real abstractions imposing themselves
on social life through an impersonal form of power — an interpretation
that has been taken up with particular acuteness in the work of Michael
Heinrich, who will be a central interlocutor in the following chapters.
Another important work in this tradition is Moishe Postone’s reinter-
pretation of the critique of political economy as a theory of a historically
unique ‘abstract form of social domination’*

Another important strand of contemporary Marxist thought is the polit-
ical Marxism of Robert Brenner and Ellen Meiksins Wood. In a seminal
essay from 1981, Wood forcefully argues that ‘economic categories express
certain social relations’® Her firm rejection of the economism so often
imputed to Marx allows her to conceptualise the specificity of capitalism
in terms of the forms of power employed by ruling classes in their effort
to extract surplus labour from producers; whereas pre-capitalist rulers
had to rely on personal relations of dependence upheld by extra-economic
coercion, capitalists can, under normal circumstances, rely on a purely
economic form of power. As in the case of value-form theory, the crucial
advance made by Brenner and Wood had to do with the resolute break
with the idea of the economy as an ontologically separate sphere governed
by sui generis, transhistorical laws.

The effort to break with economism in order to reveal the social
constitution of the economy is a project which also sits at the core of
Marxist-feminist attempts to grasp the relation between the formal
economy and the life-making activities which take place outside of the
immediate circuits of capital. In recent years, the insights gained during
the domestic-labour debates of the 1970s have been taken up, expanded,
and clarified by scholars working within social reproduction theory.*!
This important branch of Marxist theory takes up a crucial question
almost completely ignored by Marx: “‘What kinds of processes enable the
worker to arrive at the doors of her place of work every day so that she can

59 Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination, 3.

60 Wood, Democracy against Capitalism, 23.

61 Tithi Bhattacharya, ed., Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Recentering
Oppression (London: Pluto Press, 2017); Cinzia Arruzza, ‘Remarks on Gender, Viewpoint
Magazine, no. 4 (2014), viewpointmag.com; Susan Ferguson, Women and Work: Femi-
nism, Labour, and Social Reproduction (London: Pluto Press, 2019).
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produce the wealth of society?’* As Tithi Bhattacharya emphasises, such a
perspective requires us to accept Marx’s invitation ‘to see the “economic”
as a social relation: one that involves domination and coercion, even if
juridical forms and political institutions seek to obscure that’®®

The once-widespread caricature of Marx’s work as a promethean pan-
egyric to the subjugation of nature has been effectively refuted by the
Marxist ecologists Paul Burkett and John Bellamy Foster.** One of the
great merits of Marxist ecology is to have emphasised the materiality of
the capitalist economy, that is, the fact that capitalist social relations are
part of a natural world which is not a product of capitalism and which
does not always obey its commands. The critique of political economy is
not merely an analysis of economic form-determinations but also a theory
which ‘deals with the interrelation between economic forms and the concrete
material world, as Kohei Saito has recently formulated it.° Likewise,
Andreas Malm has convincingly demonstrated that it is impossible to
fully understand the power of capital without understanding its relations
to nature, and that in order to understand those relations, it is necessary to
reject economistic and technicist obfuscations of what the economy is.®

The tradition of labour process theory inaugurated by Harry Braver-
man’s Labor and Monopoly Capital is another important source of insights
for the development of a theory of the economic power of capital. It
involves a crucial shift from a view of technological development as the
outcome of a transhistorical march forward of the productive forces -
and hence as a potentially liberating force (recall Lenin’s embrace of
Taylorism) - to an acknowledgement of the ways in which it works as a
means of domination used by employers in order to break the power of
the workers. Such a perspective on technology, which aligns well with

62 Tithi Bhattacharya, ‘Introduction: Mapping Social Reproduction Theory’, in
Social Reproduction Theory, 1.

63  Tithi Bhattacharya, ‘How Not to Skip Class: Social Reproduction of Labour and
the Global Working Class, in Social Reproduction Theory, 71.

64 Paul Burkett, Marx and Nature: A Red and Green Perspective (Chicago: Haymar-
ket, 2014); Foster, Marx’s Ecology.

65 Kohei Saito, Karl Marx’s Ecosocialism: Capital, Nature, and the Unfinished Critique
of Political Economy (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2017), 16.

66 Malm, Fossil Capital; Andreas Malm, The Progress of This Storm: Nature and
Society in a Warming World (London: Verso, 2018); Andreas Malm, ‘Marx on Steam:
From the Optimism of Progress to the Pessimism of Power’, Rethinking Marxism 30, no.
2 (2018), 166-85.
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the emphasis on materiality in Marxist ecology, is a condicio sine qua
non for understanding the power of capital as it manifests itself within
the workplace.

Finally, I should also mention a number of important studies which do
not fit neatly into any of the above-mentioned traditions. Lucio Colletti’s
trenchant critique of traditional Marxism was one of the earliest successful
attempts to reject Marxist economism on the basis of a methodologically
careful interpretation of the critique of political economy, including the
theory of value.”” David Harvey’s oeuvre has provided many key insights
to the present work about the spatiality of capitalist power, in addition to
clarifying a number of issues related to Marx’s methodology and his theory
of accumulation and crisis. William Clare Roberts’s interpretation of the
first volume of Capital as a political theory provides several clear-sighted
interventions into contemporary debates and underlines the ‘novel form
of domination’ characteristic of capitalism.®® Jasper Bernes’s writings on
logistics and agriculture are both essential points of reference for under-
standing the contemporary bases of capital’s power, as is Aaron Benanav’s
study of the global surplus population since 1950 and his work with other
members of the Endnotes collective.*

67 Lucio Colletti, From Rousseau to Lenin: Studies in Ideology and Society, trans.
John Merrington and Judith White (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1973); Raya
Dunayevskaya also made important headway with her interpretation of Capital as ‘a cri-
tique of the very foundations of political economy’. More than two decades before Diane
Elson, she suggested that we should speak of the ‘value theory of labour’ rather than the
‘labour theory of value’ Raya Dunayevskaya, Marxism and Freedom: From 1776 until
Today, 3rd ed. (London: Pluto Press, 1971), 106, 138; Diane Elson, ‘The Value Theory of
Labour), in Value: The Representation of Labour in Capitalism, ed. Diane Elson (London:
Verso, 2015).

68 William Clare Roberts, Marx’s Inferno: The Political Theory of Capital (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2017), 17.

69 Jasper Bernes, ‘Logistics, Counterlogistics, and the Communist Prospect, in End-
notes 3: Gender, Class and Other Misfortunes (London: Endnotes, 2013); Jasper Bernes,
“The Belly of the Revolution, in Materialism and the Critique of Energy, ed. Brent Ryan
Bellamy and Jeff Diamanti (Chicago: MCM’ Publishing, 2018); Aaron Benanav, ‘A Global
History of Unemployment: Surplus Populations in the World Economy, 1949-2010’ (PhD
diss., UCLA, 2015); Aaron Benanav and John Clegg, ‘Crisis and Immiseration: Critical
Theory Today), in The SAGE Handbook of Frankfurt School Critical Theory, ed. Beverly
Best, Werner Bonefeld, and Chris O’Kane (London: SAGE, 2018), 1629-48; Endnotes
and Aaron Benanav, ‘Misery and Debt: On the Logic and History of Surplus Populations
and Surplus Capital} in Endnotes 2: Misery and the Value Form (London: Endnotes, 2010);
Aaron Benanav, Automation and the Future of Work (New York: Verso, 2020).
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All of these scholars have contributed to the uncovering of the mute
compulsion of capital in important ways. Some of them zoom in on
specific aspects of this power; others have a more general scope. Some of
them proceed from empirical analyses, others from a dialectical analysis
of concepts. However, none of them provide a comprehensive account
of the economic power of capital, and many of them reveal theoretical
shortcomings of various kinds. In the course of the following chapters, I
will do my best to single out and integrate the most relevant parts of this
scholarship into a systematic theory of the economic power of capital
based on a close reading of Marx’s critique of political economy.
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The Social Ontology of Economic Power

What is it about human beings that makes it possible for them to organ-
ise their reproduction through hierarchies and logics which impose
themselves on social life by means of mute compulsion? Why is it that
these peculiar beings are capable of getting caught up in something like
economic power? In order to answer these questions, it is necessary to
outline what I will call the social ontology of economic power. If ontol-
ogy is the study of being qua being, as the Aristotelean definition goes,
social ontology is the study of a particular kind of being, namely that of
the social or of society. Its first question is thus: what is society? Social
ontology is the examination of ‘the nature of social reality’, as Carol C.
Gould puts it, and is therefore concerned with determinations common
to all societies, regardless of their historical and geographical context.’
To provide a social ontology of economic power thus means to trace the
possibility of economic power back to the nature of social reality — which
is what I will do in this and the following two chapters.

1 Carol C. Gould, Marx’s Social Ontology: Individuality and Community in Marx’s
Theory of Social Reality (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1980), xv; see also Daniel Krier
and Mark P. Worrell, “The Social Ontology of Capitalism: An Introduction, in The Social
Ontology of Capitalism, ed. Daniel Krier and Mark P. Worrell (New York: Palgrave Mac-
millan, 2017); Michael J. Thompson, ‘Social Ontology and Social Critique: Toward a New
Paradigm for Critical Theory, in Krier and Worrell, The Social Ontology of Capitalism.
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The Necessity of Social Ontology

In classical Marxism, social ontology went by the name of ‘the materialist
conception of history’ In the subdivisions of Marxist doctrine, this was
understood as the application of the philosophy of dialectical materialism
‘to the social life of mankind;, as Lenin put it.> As I explained in the last
chapter, this was a social ontology in which the economy was taken to be
a distinct sphere within a social totality governed by a transhistorical ten-
dency for the productive forces to develop. Although it might be possible
to explain or perhaps even justify orthodox historical materialism as ‘a
force of moral resistance, of cohesion, of patient perseverance’ for ‘those
who do not have the initiative in the struggle, as Gramsci once claimed,
it is clearly philosophically flawed.’ This much was clear to early Western
Marxists such as Korsch, Lukacs, Gramsci, Marcuse, and Adorno, all of
whom rejected the determinism and positivism of orthodox historical
materialism.* Since the 1960s, there has been a broad consensus among
Marxist scholars to reject productive force determinism in favour of an
emphasis on the primacy of the relations of production.

Perhaps the most resolute rejection of orthodox historical materialism in
the contemporary Marxist landscape is found among scholars belonging to
the value-form theoretical tradition. As mentioned in the previous chapter,
they have rightly pointed out that Marx was first of all engaged in a critical
study of a historically specific mode of production, not in the construction
of a philosophy of history. In accordance with this reading, most of them
have endeavoured to ‘expel from Marx’s work everything that smells of an
“unscientific” philosophy of history’? Chris Arthur, for example, opposes
historical dialectics - the classical idea of historical development as a dialec-
tical process - to systematic dialectics, which he understands as a method
‘concerned with the articulation of categories designed to conceptualise

2 Vladimir Illich Lenin, ‘Karl Marx: A Brief Biographical Sketch with an Exposition
of Marxism’ (1914), in Lenin’s Collected Works, vol. 21, ed. Stewart Smith, trans. Clemence
Dutt (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1974), 43-91.

3 Antonio Gramsci, Prison Notebooks, vol. 3, trans. Joseph A. Buttigieg (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2011), 353.

4 Perry Anderson, Considerations on Western Marxism (London: Verso, 1987),
60; Ingo Elbe, Marx im Westen: Die neue Marx-lektiire in der Bundesrepublik seit 1965
(Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2008), 25f; John Bellamy Foster, Marx’s Ecology: Materialism
and Nature (New York: Monthly Review Press, 2000), 244f.

5 Endnotes, Endnotes 2: Misery and the Value Form (London: Endnotes, 2010), 100.
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an existent concrete whole’® From this perspective, dialectics is neither a
universal ontological structure (as in dialectical materialism) nor a logic
of history (as in historical materialism), but a mode of presentation, that
is, a method for constructing a coherent conceptual apparatus.” Some
scholars, such as Robert Kurz and Moishe Postone, accept the idea that
there is in fact a real dialectic of productive forces and relations of pro-
duction, but rather than understanding this as a transhistorical dynamic,
they reinterpret it as a specifically capitalist phenomenon.®

The resolute break with orthodox historical materialism was necessary
and important. However, it is also inadequate to simply insist that all the
categories of the critique of political economy are only valid in relation
to the capitalist mode of production.’ In their eagerness to emphasise
the historicity of Marx’s concepts, value-form theorists tend to neglect
social ontology, but there is no way out; the very idea of something being
historically specific presupposes a concept of that which is not historically
specific, and, for this reason, concepts which refer to historically specific
social forms always carry certain assumptions about the ontology of
the social. An absolute historicism, according to which the concepts by
means of which we perceive social reality are completely immanent to
a specific historical situation, would, paradoxically, end up represent-
ing this historical situation as something eternal, since it would make it
impossible to conceptualise other situations and compare them with the
current one. The philosophical lesson here is that difference and identity
presuppose each other, or, as Hegel put it, ‘Comparing has meaning only

6 Christopher Arthur, The New Dialectic and Marx’s Capital (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 4.

7 See, for example, Werner Bonefeld, Critical Theory and the Critique of Politi-
cal Economy (London: Bloomsbury, 2014), 5f, 68; Michael Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft
vom Wert: Die Marxsche Kritik der politischen Okonomie zwischen wissenschaftlicher
Revolution und klassischer Tradition (Miinster: Westfilisches Dampfboot, 1999), 1711f;
Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical
Theory (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 142; Tony Smith, Globalisation:
A Systematic Marxian Account (Chicago: Haymarket, 2009), 6ft.

8 Robert Kurz, Geld ohne Wert: Grundrisse zu einer Transformation der Kritik der
politischen Okonomie (Berlin: Horlemann, 2012), 284; Postone, Time, Labor, and Social
Domination, 18.

9 Some scholars, like Moishe Postone, Anselm Jappe, and Robert Kurz, reject a
transhistorical notion of labour. For an analysis of Marx’s concepts of labour and a non-
essentialist defence of a transhistorical concept of labour, see Seren Mau, ‘Fra vaesen til
stofskifte: Marx’ arbejdsbegreber, Slagmark: Tidsskrift for Idéhistorie, no. 76 (2017). Kurz
is even critical of using such concepts as ‘economy’ and ‘relations of production’ outside
of a capitalist context; see Geld ohne Wert, 37, 58, 86f.
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on the assumption that there is a distinction, and conversely, likewise ...
distinguishing has a meaning only on the assumption that there is some
equality.’® In other words, the emphasis on the specificity of capitalism
implies the identification of the difference between capitalist and non-
capitalist societies, and this, in turn, implies the identification of elements
common to capitalist and non-capitalist societies."" If we insist on absolute
difference, we inevitably lose sight of the specificity of capitalism, and
hence also its historicity.'*

Relations and Relata

In the Grundrisse, Marx provides the following answer to the basic
question of social ontology: ‘Society does not consist of individuals,
but expresses the sum of interrelations, the relations within which these
individuals stand.”> While this statement clearly sets Marx apart from
the atomism of bourgeois thought, it does not really identify the precise
relation between ‘individuals’ and their ‘relations’ At first sight, it seems
obvious that relations always presuppose certain relata. This is essentially
the idea that leads Gould to conclude that Marx regards individuals as
ontologically primary.'* But is not the opposite also true? If humans are

10 G. W. E Hegel, The Encyclopedia of Logic. Part I of the Encyclopedia of Philo-
sophical Sciences with the Zusitze, trans. T. F. Geraets, W. A. Suchting, and H. S. Harris
(Indianapolis: Hackett, 1991), 184; see also The Science of Logic, trans. George di Giovanni
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 368.

11  See also the critique of Postone in Joseph Fracchia, ‘On Transhistorical Abstrac-
tions and the Intersection of Historical Theory and Social Critique, Historical Materialism
12, no. 3 (2004): 125-46.

12 When Marx began to write the Grundrisse in August 1857, he planned to begin
with ‘the general, abstract determinants which obtain in more or less all forms of society’
(G: 108), but he dropped this plan shortly thereafter, in October 1857 (see G: 227). In
the preface to Contribution, he explains that he omitted the introduction of 1857 because
it ‘seems confusing to anticipate results which still have to be substantiated” (29: 261).
The preface nevertheless proceeds to outline some of ‘the general, abstract determinants
which obtain in more or less all forms of society’. In the 1861-63 Manuscript, Marx holds
that ‘it is entirely certain that human production possesses definite laws or relations which
remain the same in all forms of production’ (34: 236). Marx sketches out some of the basic
elements of a social ontology in chapter seven of Capital, where he examines ‘the labour
process independently of any specific social formation’ (C1: 283).

13 G:265.

14  Another attempt to construct a kind of Marxism on the basis of the ontological
primacy of the individual can be found in Jean-Paul Sartre’s Critique of Dialectical Reason,
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inherently social, as Marxists have always agreed, do individuals not also
presuppose their social relations? Given its antagonistic relationship
with bourgeois atomism, it is not surprising that the dominant trend in
Marxism has been to insist on what Callinicos describes as ‘the ontolog-
ical primacy of relations’ over subjects.”” Bertell Ollman, for example,
argues that Marx developed a ‘philosophy of internal relations, accord-
ing to which ‘relations are internal to each factor (they are ontological
relations), so that when an important one alters, the factor itself alters;
it becomes something else'® Put differently: relations are constitutive of
the relata. A similar perspective has been formulated by David McNally
in his attempt to conceptualise the relations between different forms of
oppression through the lens of Hegel’s ‘dialectical organicism. In his view,
the ‘distinct parts of a social whole ... mediate each other and in so doing
constitute each other’”” As McNally’s phrasing makes clear, this way of
attributing primacy to relations is strongly associated with the idea of the
primacy of the whole or of the totality, concepts which are both crucial in
Hegelian readings of Marx, such as those of Lukacs and, more recently,
Arthur.'® According to the latter, the object of Marx’s theory is ‘a totality
where every part has to be complemented by others to be what it is; hence
internal relations typify the whole. A thing is internally related to another
if this other is a necessary condition of its nature."

While such philosophies of internal relations obviously capture an
essential aspect of Marx’s social ontology, the mere declaration that things
are internally related does not get us very far and can even be misleading if
not further developed. The claim that everything is what it is by virtue of

vol. 1, Theory of Practical Ensembles, trans. Alan Sheridan-Smith (London: Verso, 2004).
See also Perry Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism (London: Verso, 1980), 50ff;
and Alex Callinicos, Making History: Agency, Structure, and Change in Social Theory, 2nd
ed. (Leiden: Brill, 2004), 70. Callinicos reads Sartre as a precursor for another form of
individualist Marxism: Jon Elster’s analytical Marxism.

15 Alex Callinicos, Deciphering Capital: Marx’s Capital and Its Destiny (London:
Bookmarks, 2014), 317.

16 Bertell Ollman, Alienation: Marx’s Conception of Man in Capitalist Society, 2nd
ed. (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1976), 15.

17 David McNally, ‘Intersections and Dialectics: Critical Reconstructions in Social
Reproduction Theory, in Social Reproduction Theory: Remapping Class, Recentering
Oppression, ed. Tithi Bhattacharya (London: Pluto, 2017), 104.

18 Georg Lukdcs, History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics,
trans. Rodney Livingstone (London: Merlin Press, 2010), 9.

19  Arthur, The New Dialectic, 24f.
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its relation to everything else leads to absurd consequences; if I move the
book in front of me two centimetres, its (spatial) relation to everything else
has changed, with the consequence that everything has literally become
something new because of that change. This essentially leaves us with
two equally untenable options: either we assume that change occurs,
which would force us to accept some kind of Heraclitean ontology where
everything is in constant flux and identity does not exist, since we would
have to conclude that everything changes all of the time. Or we begin with
the assumption that identity exists, which would then force us to accept
the opposite: a Parmenidean ontology where change is impossible.

The way to avoid both of these positions is not to give up on the idea
that relations are (or at least can be) constitutive of relata, but rather to
allow for the existence of different kinds of relations with different degrees
of significance for their relata. So, while we should stick to the idea that
moments of a totality cannot be understood in complete abstraction from
this totality, we also have to insist that not all aspects of that totality are
equally constitutive of any given part. This is also — at least implicitly -
acknowledged by Ollman in the passage quoted above, where the word
‘important’ seems to imply that relations can be more or less constitutive
of a given ‘factor’. Similarly, McNally acknowledges the existence of what
he calls ‘partial totalities, and Lukacs emphasises that ‘the category of
totality does not reduce its various elements to an undifferentiated uni-
formity, to identity’*

The Essence of the Human Being

We cannot, then, remain content with a social ontology which takes
social relations to be ontologically primary on the basis of a vague refer-
ence to the immanent relationality of everything. In order to get a better
idea of the relation between individuals and their social relations, as well
as the relative importance of the different kinds of relations in which
those individuals find themselves, I propose to begin by examining a
controversial issue: the theoretical status of the concept of the human
being in Marx’s writings. This has been the subject of endless debates

20 McNally, ‘Intersections and Dialectics, 105; Lukacs, History and Class Conscious-
ness, 12; see also Slavoj Zizek, Less Than Nothing: Hegel and the Shadow of Dialectical
Materialism (London: Verso, 2012), 398.
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since the early 1930s, when the first publication of Marx’s 1844 Manu-
scripts led to a wave of humanist readings of his critique of capitalism.”!
When Siegfried Landshut first published the manuscripts in 1932, he
declared that they demonstrated how Marx’s real aim was the ‘realisation
of Man, not the abolition of private property.?? This interpretation was
followed up the same year by those of Herbert Marcuse and Henri de
Man, who discovered the ‘ethical-humanist motives’ of Marx’s socialism
in the 1844 Manuscripts.” The publication of an English translation of the
manuscripts in 1956 likewise led many to discover ‘in Marx a champion
of liberal values and of the dignity and freedom of the individual, as one
commentator puts it.* With its heavy use of concepts such as the human
essence, the individual, and alienation, and the absence of tedious eco-
nomic theory, the 1844 Manuscripts seemed to offer a convenient Marxist
escape route from orthodox Marxism. The French version of this Marxist
humanism bore a theological imprint, with commentators emphasising
the common ethical foundations of Marxism and Christianity — an inter-
pretation which was also intended to support the Communist Party’s
attempt to appeal to Catholic voters.”

21 For an overview of the publication and different editions of the manuscripts, as
well as the reception of them, see Marcello Musto, ‘The “Young Marx” Myth in Interpre-
tations of the Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, Critique 43, no. 2 (2015). In
MEGA? they are published in volumes 1.2 and IV.2, which, according to critics, reflect
an undue separation of what should actually belong together in the fourth section of the
MEGA2. See Jirgen Rojahn, ‘Die Marxschen Manuskripte aus dem Jahre 1844 in der
neuen Marx-Engels-Gesamtausgabe (MEGA)’, Archiv fiir Sozialgeschichte, no. 25 (1985),
647-63.

22 Siegfried Landshut, Karl Marx (Libenk: Charles Coleman, 1932); Marcello
Musto, “Young Marx” Myth,, Critique 43, no. 2 (2015): 241f.

23 Herbert Marcuse, Studies in Critical Philosophy, trans. Joris De Bres (Boston:
Beacon Press, 1972), 1-48; Henri de Man, ‘Der neu entdeckte Marx, Der Kampf XXV, no.
5-6 (1932); Marcello Musto, “The “Young Marx” Myth, Critique 43, no. 2 (2015), 242. See
also Jakob Hommes, Der technische Eros: Das Wesen der materialistischen Geschichtsauf-
fassung (Freiburg: Herder, 1955); Heinrich Popitz, Der entfremdete Mensch: Zeitkritik und
Geschichtsphilosophie des jungen Marx (Basle: Verlag fur Recht und Gesellschaft, 1953);
and Erich Thier, Das Menschenbild des Jungen Marx (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck, 1957).

24 Donald Clark Hodges, ‘Marx’s Contribution to Humanism, Science and Society
29, no. 2 (1965), 173. See Erich Fromm, ed., Socialist Humanism: An International Sym-
posium (New York: Doubleday, 1965); Erich Fromm, Marx’s Concept of Man (London:
Continuum, 2004); and Robert C. Tucker, Philosophy and Myth in Karl Marx (London:
Transaction, 2001).

25 G. M. Goshgarian, ‘Introduction; in Louis Althusser, The Humanist Controversy
and Other Writings, ed. Fran¢ois Matheron (London: Verso, 2003), xxivf; Pierre Bigo,
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This was the conjuncture in which Althusser intervened with his famous
essay ‘Marxism and Humanism’ in the early 1960s.% Althusser argued that
Marx’s early writings (1842-44) were permeated by a Feuerbachian human-
ism which he then broke with in 1845 (in the Theses on Feuerbach and The
German Ideology). With this ‘epistemological break, Marx opened up ‘the
continent of history’ by building ‘a theory of history and politics based on
radically new concepts: the concepts of social formation, productive forces,
relations of production, superstructure, ideologies, determination in the
last instance by the economy, specific determination of the other levels,
etc’? Althusser concluded that ‘in respect to theory, therefore, one can and
must speak openly of Marx’s theoretical anti-humanism’* The core of this
anti-humanism is ‘a refusal to root the explanation of social formations and
their history in a concept of man with theoretical pretensions - that is, a
concept of man as an originating subject’” Althusser also referred to this
position as ‘theoretical a-humanism’** I will not go into a comprehensive
discussion of the debates spurred by Althusser’s intervention here, but in
order to understand the social ontology of economic power, it is necessary
to briefly indicate why Althusser was right in his core claim: that Marx
broke with a certain form of humanist thought in 1845, and that this break
was an important step forward.

The critique of bourgeois society and the modern state developed by
Marx in 1843 and 1844 is firmly based on a concept of human nature.
By this, I mean that the concept of the essence of the human being is the
basis of Marx’s critique; it is the standard against which social reality is

Marxisme et humanisme (Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1953); Jean-Yves Calvez,
La Pensée de Karl Marx (Paris: Seuil, 1956); Roger Garaudy, From Anathema to Dia-
logue: The Challenge of Marxist-Christian Cooperation (London: Collins, 1967); Maurice
Merleau-Ponty, Sense and Non-Sense, trans. Hubert L. Dreyfus and Patricia Allen Dreyfus
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1964).

26 See Anderson, Arguments within English Marxism, 106ff; Gregory Elliott,
Althusser: The Detour of Theory (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 20ff; Kate Soper, Humanism and
Anti-Humanism (London: Hutchinson, 1986), chap. 4.

27  Louis Althusser, For Marx, trans. Ben Brewster (London: Verso, 2005), 227.

28 1Ibid., 228.

29 Louis Althusser, Is It Simple to Be a Marxist in Philosophy?; in Philosophy and
the Spontaneous Philosophy of the Scientists, trans. Ben Brewster (London: Verso, 2011),
239; Louis Althusser et al., Reading Capital: The Complete Edition, trans. Ben Brewster
and David Fernbach (London: Verso, 2015), 290.

30 Louis Althusser, “The Humanist Controversy, in The Humanist Controversy, 232;
Althusser et al., Reading Capital, 268.
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measured.’ The critical apparatus in these texts consists of a complex
theoretical constellation combining elements from Hegel, the young Hege-
lians, and classical political economists. From Feuerbach, Marx inherits
a humanist critique of religion and speculative philosophy, according to
which the latter represents the alienation of the human species-being.*
Although Marx praised Feuerbach in his writings from 1843 and 1844, he
was never uncritical; in a March 1843 letter to Arnold Ruge, he complained
that Feuerbach ‘refers too much to nature and too little to politics.** In
the Critique of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right, written the same year, Marx
borrowed heavily from Feuerbach in an effort to demystify Hegel’s
‘hypostasised abstractions.** However, when he turned his attention to
the critique of bourgeois society and its apologists (the economists) in
1844, the tables had turned; here, Marx replaces Feuerbach’s abstract
notions of love, reason, and will with Hegel’s notion of ‘labour as the
essence of man, a move which allows him to inject Hegel's emphasis on
historicity into the concept of the human essence.” This is not to deny that
the 1844 Manuscripts are deeply Feuerbachian; on the contrary, they are
likely the most Feuerbachian texts Marx ever wrote. But Feuerbach and
Hegel are not the only sources of inspiration; the manuscripts also bear
witness to the impact of Engels’s Outline of a Critique of Political Economy
and Moses Hess’s On the Essence of Money, both from 1843.% In the 1844
Manuscripts, Marx praises these texts as the ‘only original German works
of substance in this science [i.e., political economy]’?” In On the Essence

31 Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert, 103.

32 Bruno Bauer was another important source of inspiration for Marx’s analysis of
the inversion of the human essence. See Zvi Rosen, Bruno Bauer and Karl Marx: The Influ-
ence of Bruno Bauer on Marx’s Thought (The Hague: Martinus Nijhoff, 1977); Hans-Martin
Sass, ‘Bruno Bauer’s Critical Theory, Philosophical Forum 8, no. 2 (1976). Feuerbach’s
influence on Marx dates from 1843, when he read Feuerbach’s Preliminary Theses on the
Reform of Philosophy and Principles of Philosophy of the Future, not from the publication
of The Essence of Christianity in 1841, as Engels claimed many years later. See 26: 364;
Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert, 94; Stathis Kouvelakis, Philosophy and Revolution:
From Kant to Marx (London: Verso, 2003), 247, 260; David McLellan, The Young Hegelians
and Karl Marx (London: Macmillan, 1970), 93ft.

33 1:400.

34 3:15;seealso 11, 23, 29.

35 3:333. Heinrich, Die Wissenschaft vom Wert, 113; Soper, Humanism and Anti-
Humanism, 34.

36 Hess’s text was not published until 1845, but Marx read it as an editor in 1843.

37 3:232. See especially 3: 421, 427. In 1859, Marx still referred to Engels’s Outlines
as a ‘brilliant sketch of a critique of economic categories’ (29: 264).
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of Money, Hess unveiled money as ‘the product of mutually alienated
man’ and argued, in a truly Feuerbachian manner, that ‘what God is to
the theoretical life, money is to the practical life in this inverted world:
the externalised capacity of men’*® In a very similar fashion, Marx wrote
in On the Jewish Question (also from 1843) that

under the domination of egoistic need [man] can be active practically,
and produce objects in practice, only by putting his products, and his
activity, under the domination of an alien being, and bestowing the
significance of an alien entity - money - on them.”

As David McLellan notes, the similarity of these two texts is ‘more than
enough to justify the claim that Marx copied Hess’s ideas at this stage’*’

With his emphasis on labour as the essence of the human being, Hegel
had, so Marx argues, reached the ‘standpoint’ of modern political econo-
my.* The problem is, however, that ‘the only labour which Hegel knows
and recognises is abstractly mental labour’.*? In order to undermine this
idealist obfuscation, Marx reaches out for two antidotes: on the one hand,
Feuerbach’s ‘real, corporeal man’ and, on the other, the prosaic, down-to-
earth understanding of labour in political economy.*

This mixture of Hegel, political economy, Hess, and Feuerbach (under
the auspices of the latter) constitutes the basis of Marx’s critique of modern
society in 1843 and 1844. His simple and fundamental charge against this
society is that it alienates human beings from their essence. The essence of
the human being is labour, which Marx understands as the self-creation
of the human being through objectification.* Through ‘work upon the

38 Moses Hess, “The Essence of Money, 1845, available at marxists.org.

39 3:174.

40 McLellan, The Young Hegelians, 158; see also Kouvelakis, Philosophy and Revo-
lution, 180f.

41 3:333.

42 Ibid.

43 3:336. It should be noted that this reading of Hegel is not unproblematic. It is not
obvious why the Phenomenology of Spirit should be read as philosophical anthropology,
as Marx tends to do. In Hegel's own view, phenomenology is ‘the Science of the experi-
ence of consciousness. Hegel's theory of human nature is found in his anthropology in the
first section of the philosophy of spirit in the Encyclopaedia. In addition to this, it should
also be noted that Hegel never declares labour to be the essence of the human being (see
Althusser, “The Humanist Controversy;, 250).

44  3:332f
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objective world’, man also ‘proves himself to be a species-being’; he