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In the ​Grundrisse, Marx writes; “It is easy to understand how labor can increase use-value; the difficulty is, how it can create exchange-values greater than those with which it began.”
 This judgment has been verified, for most economists since Marx—including many “Marxist” economists—have denied that labor produces value at all, or have not even bothered to deny it because they have considered it to be such an absurd proposition. It is a self-proclaimed Marxist who declared that “the errors in the labor theory of value are Ptolemaic.”
 Why should labor’s production of value be so difficult to grasp that many learned scholars would deny that there is anything there to grasp at all? Why has this aspect of Marx’s writings left a legacy of so much hand-wringing and head-scratching? 

Much of the trouble has been caused, I believe, by a general dearth of attention to the fundamental difference between concrete and abstract labor, a distinction that Marx thought to be “crucial to an understanding of political economy,”
 and one of “the best points” of Capital.
 Concrete labor is the purposeful production of useful things, which Marx describes at the beginning of Chapter Seven of Capital. It makes given material over into something useful for human life by forming it according to a preconceived idea of functionality. The Greeks called this sort of making tekhnē, and I will have cause to mention it off and on throughout what follows. But it is abstract labor that presents itself as exchange-value, and it is abstract labor that will be my focus today. There is, among students of Marx, a growing attention to abstract labor as such, and I hope my comments might contribute to this welcome development.
 

An inquiry into abstract labor is, I believe, an inquiry into the productivity of capitalism. At bottom, the difficulties that beset attempts to understand how abstract labor produces exchange-value are identical with the difficulty of understanding how capital—which is not identical with any individual or group—can be the most formidable agent of modernity, with its own means and ends. This collective actor—this “animated monster”
—has displaced (and continues to displace) the Promethean technician from the stage of history’s production. 

In order to understand this productivity I want to trace Marx’s own discussion of the abstraction of labor, and of its subsumption under the capital-form. In Section One, I will draw a distinction between conceptual abstraction and social abstraction, arguing that abstract labor must be understood as the latter. I will then illustrate the social abstraction of labor by examining the abstraction implicit in commodity exchange. This will not suffice, however, for an understanding of capitalism, so, in Section Two, I will turn to the processes of abstraction proper to capitalist production, which are theorized by Marx as the formal and real subsumption of labor. In the final section, I will discuss the productivity of capital as a form of society, in contrast to the productivity of concrete labor. 

I. The social abstractions of the market

Geert Reuten has claimed that “interpreting the types of abstractions that Marx uses is crucial to the examination of his value theory.”
 Following his suggestion, I want to clarify Marx’s own use of the term “abstraction.” It seems that Marx generally uses “abstraction” to name either the specific property of concepts or the power whereby thinking produces such concepts. Thought, as compared to the world, is always abstract. The particularity that characterizes everything material is precisely what is disregarded by thought, in order that the latter may grasp something common. We are on classical footing here; within the broadly Aristotelian ontology that Marx shares, thought grasps forms without matter. Hence, as the Preface to Capital states, the study of social forms requires the “power of abstraction.”
 

However, the power of thought to abstract from the particular does not guarantee that thought will abstract properly. Rather than disregard the inessential and contingent, thought might disregard the essential and necessary. When it does so, it is just as much a power of abstraction. This circumstance gives rise to the ambiguity whereby Marx uses “abstraction” to name both the virtue and the abuse of the power of thought.
 Readers of Marx are probably most familiar with the latter, for he is highly critical of those who produce empty or sterile abstractions—e.g., empiricists.
 However, he is also critical of those who are insufficiently abstract—e.g., Ricardo.
 Therefore, we cannot avoid the question: Whence the measure of our power of abstraction?

The answer can only reside in the opening up of the real. A concept is properly abstract when it reveals that the world itself disregards precisely what the concept disregards. That our concepts actually make our world intelligible requires that our world itself, in its processes and internal relations, disregards or abstracts from certain aspects or elements of itself. Thus, I maintain that certain of Marx’s conceptual abstractions claim, as their warrant, processes of social abstraction, i.e., processes wherein certain social mechanisms or relations, in the course of their functioning, disregard or ignore some aspects of the concrete social totality, attending only to certain others.
 The abstractions are “of the social relations of production,” as Marx puts it in The Poverty of Philosophy.
 Abstraction belongs to the social relations, is proper to them.

This recognition that abstraction can take place in social life itself is crucial for any understanding of what Marx means by “abstract labor.” Unfortunately, the notion that conceptual abstractions might merely express effective social abstractions is foreign to the empiricist methodology dominant in the social sciences. For empiricists, the only question is whether our abstractions assist in predicting concrete outcomes. To claim that social processes themselves abstract from aspects of the concrete is, for empiricism, to unreasonably ontologize what can only be an epistemological question. Empiricist lenses, therefore, cannot but find confusion everywhere in Marx’s discussion of abstract labor.
 Because of this, Diane Elson’s claim, made in 1979, remains true today; “debate over Marx’s theory of value has been hampered by a mutual incomprehension on matters of method.”
 I hope to clear up some of this incomprehension by elaborating in some detail crucial mechanisms of social abstraction. I will begin with commodity exchange before turning, in Section Two, to the capitalist production process.

Marx begins Capital by analyzing the “cell-form”
 of bourgeois wealth into two aspects; every commodity is both a useful object, and an object of exchange. Marx makes clear that this latter aspect of commodities—exchangeability—is possible only by means of an “abstraction from their use-values.”
 This abstraction must take place in actual social intercourse, not just in the heads of economists. How, then, does exchange abstract from use-values?

Marx writes: 

A certain commodity, a quarter of wheat, e.g., is exchanged with x blacking, or with y silk, or with z gold, etc., in short with other commodities in various proportions. The wheat thus has many exchange-values instead of only one. But the x blacking, and y silk, and z gold, etc., are replaceable by one another or are equally great exchange-values. It therefore follows, firstly: The current exchange-values of these commodities express an equality.

This equality or commensurability is what Marx wants to explore. In order for there to be markets, diverse commodities with diverse use-values must be treated as commensurable. But qua use-values, they are incommensurable, for every use-value is defined by its specific function.
 Food is made for eating; books are made for reading. How is it possible, then, for eating and reading, which are not interchangeable, to be exchanged for one another in the commodity-forms of a meal and a book? It seems that two commodities can only appear as exchangeable insofar as their particular use-values are bracketed by the agents of exchange. Hence, wherever the concrete particularity of an object cannot be ignored (e.g., the ox that provides the sole means of plowing my field, or the locket that is the only physical reminder of my mother), neither can that object be fairly appraised and exchanged. Such irreplaceable objects are “invaluable,” or “priceless.” 

In other words, so long as the investigator of social life focuses on use-value, the commensuration that conditions actual practices of exchange remains invisible. Commentators confuse matters greatly when they think that Marx’s dismissal of use-value is a dismissal of “utility.”
 It is precisely the situation wherein incommensurable uses appear as quanta of utility in general that must be explained, and this situation cannot be explained by reference to itself. In his 1861 manuscripts Marx already complained about economists who “have no difficulty in overlooking the fact that no 2 use values are absolutely identical […] and even less difficulty in judging use values, which have no common measure whatever, as exchange values according to their degree of utility.”
 

Once one recognizes that the practice of exchange must abstract from use-value, it is only a short step to the realization that this abstraction is also, indirectly, an abstraction from the useful character of the labor that made the commodity. Wherever the market is dominant, the particularity of function that rules over concrete labor is suspended, and the most diverse labors mingle and change places, just as people of diverse social standing do at Carneval. 

At this stage in Marx’s presentation—though, as we will see, not in his fully developed phenomenology of capitalism—abstract labor underlies value in the same way that it does for Adam Smith. In Smith’s phrase, labor is the source of value because every thing is really worth “the toil and trouble of acquiring it.”
 The outcome of my value calculations depends upon the division of labor and over-all productivity of the society in which I live. I measure prices against the effective productivity of social labor. I treat my own effort as part of a social pool of effort, and ask of commodities whether they represent a portion of this pool equal to the portion represented by my money. Or, as Marx wrote in the 1861 manuscript, “the basis of value is the fact that human beings relate to one another’s labor as equal, as general, and in this form social, labor.”

Marx’s qualification of “social” in this sentence requires some attention. Many of the difficulties of the first parts of Capital are generated by the circumstance that capitalist society is a market society. Commerce can be widespread in non-capitalist societies, but capitalism cannot exist in non-market societies. In order for Marx to arrive at the specific mechanisms of capitalism, therefore, he must first deal with the mechanisms of commodity exchange. The trouble is that commodity exchange throws up a screen in front of capitalism, a screen of things. Because of this, the abstraction of labor is initially mediated through the abstraction of use-value. When we buy and sell things, we do not directly exchange our social labor. Instead, this labor—Smith’s “co-operation and assistance of great multitudes”
—must be represented in something else. Commodities are the containers in which we exchange our efforts and energy with the efforts and energy of everyone else.
 Therefore, while we do actually disregard the particularity of our labors, we do so by circumlocution, only insofar as they are already embodied in products.

Because capitalism presupposes commodity exchange, commerce mediates all the processes of capitalism (except—and this is a crucial exception—the division of labor within the firm). That’s why Marx has to deal with exchange right away, instead of starting with the labor process, as he had planned to do at the time he was working on the Grundrisse.
 In capitalism, labor-power is a commodity like any other, and the relations between employer and employee are mediated by money, the most developed form of the commodity’s exchange-value. The “thingly veil” remains in place.
 Nonetheless, there is a qualitative difference between the commodity-mediated abstraction of labor definitive of the market and the (money-)commodity-mediated abstraction of labor peculiar to capitalism. Moreover, there is also a further abstraction of labor that develops within this latter; and this final abstraction is not mediated by commodities, for it is connected to the division of labor within the firm.
 It is this third abstraction that has the greatest ontological “density,” since it directly alters the material-technological basis of capital relations. The next section of this paper will trace out these two intensifications of labor abstraction in turn. This will set the stage for a consideration, in the final section, of capital’s distinctive mode of productivity, which is built on this abstract labor.

II. The subsumption of labor 

In Johnny Cash’s version of “The Ballad of John Henry,” John’s father, before being hauled off to jail, admonishes his son to learn all the skills of a railroad worker, ending with this promise; “And take that hammer; it’ll do anything you tell it to.” Yet, when John goes to the foreman of the railroad crew and enumerates the skills he has dutifully learned, he responds to the foreman’s question, “Can you swing that hammer?” by saying, “I’ll do anything you hire me to.”

John’s father thought he was bequeathing to his son the means by which John could earn a living, provide for the family, and do what he wanted. The hammer, and John’s skill in using it, were supposed to be the vehicles of the worker’s desires. The hammer was supposed to obey him. Instead, John, with his hammer and his skill, ends up serving only the desires of his boss. John himself becomes a tool and, in the end, works himself to death to prove that he can be a more effective instrument than the steam-drill brought in to replace him. The promised instrumentality of the hammer is transmuted into the instrumentality of the worker.

The song provides us with a marvelous image of the transition from concrete labor to capital, of the way in which labor functions within capital. Employed by capital, labor has an end different from the one it has independently. Production for the sake of surplus-value is the simplest formula of capital. It immediately entails the use of labor for something other than labor’s own, self-posited purpose; it entails the exploitation of labor for the purpose of valorization. Therefore, we must first examine what follows directly from the fact that capital has control over labor and bends it to the end of valorization. Marx calls this immediate utilization of labor its formal subsumption. But we must also investigate what happens when capital begins to use labor more and more efficiently, to modify the labor process to suit its new purpose. This is the real subsumption of labor. 

In the drafts of his “Critique of Political Economy,” Marx has extended discussions of the distinction between formal and real subsumption.
 In its final form, however, Capital only mentions the distinction in passing.
 I believe this shift may be due to certain difficulties in the way Marx formulates the distinction, difficulties I will discuss below. Nonetheless, Marx aligns formal subsumption with the production of absolute surplus-value and real subsumption with the production of relative surplus-value, and this latter pair—what Marx calls the “material expression” of subsumption
—retains an absolute centrality in Capital, occupying all of Parts 3-5. Therefore, while the phrases are largely absent, the processes of subsumption are an integral feature of Marx’s discussion of capital’s production process.
 Marx’s categories of subsumption are especially important from the point of view of this study because, as Patrick Murray puts it, they are “categories for sorting the ways capital makes labor abstract.”

 Labor is formally subsumed under capital as soon as surplus labor is extracted from the worker through “a purely sale and purchase relationship or money relationship.”
 Production has to fit into the M—C—M’ formula in order to be capitalist, and this entails that everything required for production—including the workers’ ability to work—must enter into production through sale and purchase. The capitalist controls the production process, not because of any personal qualities he may have, not because he is favored by the gods, nor because he has conquered, but only because he has hired the workers for a wage. 

Marx calls this control of the labor process by a capitalist “formal subsumption” “because it is only formally distinct from earlier modes of production.”
 In other words, if you enter into a formally capitalist business, you won’t be able to tell by examining the labor taking place therein whether it is run by a capitalist or not. The work being done is in no way distinguishable from the work of independent artisans or apprentices, serfs or small peasants. “The labor process, technologically viewed, goes on as before.”
 

There are, however, other changes. When labor is subordinated to capital, it is subordinated to capital’s end of creating surplus-value. This subordination manifests itself in the lengthening of the working day and in the close supervision of the labor process by the capitalist.
 Both of these follow directly from the fact that labor-power is a commodity used by capital for capital’s purpose. What this means for labor is that its particular concreteness is further disregarded. Capital, as a form, is “indifferent to every particularity of its substance,” and thus “the labor which confronts it likewise subjectively has the same totality and abstraction in itself.”
 Capital moves around to where the rate of profit is high; it “can come into relation with every specific labor; it confronts the totality of all labors dunamei, and the particular one it confronts at a given time is an accidental matter.”
 Patrick Murray passes on a telling example: Explaining the decision of U.S. Steel to change its name to USX, then president of the company James Roderick stated; “The duty of management is to make money, not steel.”
 The labor that management hires to make money is not any labor in particular; the field of labor that makes money today may not make money next year.
 Capital that remains loyal to one sort of labor at the expense of profitability will cease to be capital; it will be driven from the field by competition. This abstraction from the particularity of labor is obviously not conceptual. 

These developments are not the end, however, but only the beginning of the changes wrought by capital. Formal subsumption does not yet change the technical process of labor, but it is only a matter of time before the controlling power of capital begins to modify its means in view of their new end. Marx calls this reconstruction of the labor process in order to align it more perfectly with the purposes of capital “real subsumption.”

Valorization demands a reconstruction of labor along two fronts. First, the goal of surplus-value imposes a regime of economy in the use of all commodities that enter into production. For the means and materials of labor, this means a reduction in waste,
 efforts to find cheaper equivalents,
 increases in the scale of production, etc. For the use of labor-power, it entails work speed-ups and the rearticulation of the labor process itself, first through an infinitesimal division of labor within the workshop, and then through the mechanization of production. These tendencies culminate in what Marx considers the direct introduction of science into production. 

Intimately bound up with this economization is a second transformation, the socialization of labor. Marx is categorical; “Capitalist production first begins in fact […] where each individual capital simultaneously employs a comparatively large number of workers,”
 a change which, all alone, “effects a revolution in the objective conditions of the labor process.”
 Quantitative growth progressively becomes qualitative transformation, for the co-operation of many workers is “the creation of a productive power, which must be in and for itself a power of the masses.”
 No one makes anything in a truly capitalist business, except insofar as they are part of a collectivity. Efficiency always demands cooperation, a division of labor, and, hence, a coordinated effort by many.

This complex of changes in the production process radically reconfigures what workers make and how they make it, and, in the process, renders their labor abstract in more immediately palpable ways. First, real subsumption deepens the sense in which labor is abstract from the standpoint of capital. Because of the increase in productivity that attends subsumption, the product of the specifically capitalist mode of production “is not individual goods, but a mass of commodities.” Therefore, “The labor expended on each commodity can no longer be calculated—except as an average, i.e., an ideal estimate.”
 In the collective worker, each individual figures only as an aliquot part of the whole. 

More importantly, the abstraction of labor now comes to have both a phenomenal reality for workers and an objective reality within the process itself. Because of the breaking down of the labor process into component movements, working really does become an abstract activity, an activity that is not subordinated to a concrete telos. The worker comes to disregard the specificity of her labor. From an identity attested in surnames, one’s field of labor becomes a matter of no personal import.
 What one makes doesn’t matter, only that one has a job and makes a wage.
 Furthermore, the labor process itself comes to be indifferent to the specificity of what is being made. This begins at the site of the individual worker as a point within that process. Because the final product is only the result of the entire system of movements, no individual worker needs to attend to the preconceived function of the product.
 As Marx writes; “labor loses all its characteristics of art; as its particular skill becomes something more and more abstract and irrelevant, and as it becomes more and more a purely abstract activity, a purely mechanical activity, hence indifferent to its particular form.”
 

The real subsumption of labor, therefore, is the creation of a form of labor that is not tekhnē. The work we do when we’re at work no longer produces useful things according to a mental preconception. Its products are only use-values in the context of the system within which it is embedded. Only social labor can create anything useful. The variety of purposes that defined the myriad branches of tekhnē has been melted down into an “all-purpose” abstract labor, a labor that disregards its own ends in favor of the end of capital.

Marx repeatedly describes the creation of this abstract labor as capital’s incorporation of labor. In the Grundrisse, he calls capital an “organic system,” and writes; “This organic system itself, as a totality, has its presuppositions, and its development to its totality consists precisely in subordinating all elements of society to itself, or in creating out of it the organs which it still lacks.”
 The processes of subsumption I have just outlined are the mechanisms whereby capital makes labor into its own organs. Since we have seen how this incorporation comes about, I now want to investigate the functioning of the social body created thereby. In other words, I will now turn to capital as a form of society, and ask how this society functions as a whole. 

III. The animated monster

The precise difference between formal and real subsumption seems to elude Marx at times; the reader of “Results of the Immediate Process of Production” can see him struggle with a tendency for formal subsumption to slide ineluctably into real subsumption. The difficulty is in trying to isolate capital’s direct control of the production process from any changes in the production process that follow from that control. For example, Marx allows that formal subsumption immediately includes economizing on the means and materials of production.
 Yet, any economy beyond what is called for by the technical requirements of the work—e.g., cutting leather to maximize the number of shoes one can make rather than with an eye to the material best suited to protecting the feet—is an alteration of the labor process itself, and ought, therefore, to belong only to real subsumption. As I suggested above, this difficulty in fixing the distinction may explain Marx’s decision to largely drop the terminology of subsumption from the published version of Capital. 

Nonetheless, I believe there is a very real distinction at work, which can come to light if we excavate below the mystification whereby “The value-preserving power of labor appears as a self-preserving power of capital, the value-creating power of labor as a self-valorizing power of capital.”
 In this “capital fetish,” capital is identified with the conditions of labor, thereby rendering capital both an eternal necessity and the condition of labor’s productivity.
 Marx claims that this mystification is already present in formal subsumption, but that it “is greatly intensified” by real subsumption.
 

I believe, however, that this relative difference in the intensity of mystification marks a fundamental difference between the status of formally subsumptive capital and that of really subsumptive capital. This difference can be brought out by looking first at those “antediluvian” forms of capital that existed before formal or real subsumption began: usurer’s capital and merchant’s capital.
 Both usury and commerce satisfy the general formula for capital; they use money to get more money. So long as these were the only forms of capital in existence in the West, they were generally condemned by the dominant philosophical and moral traditions. Plato, Herodotus, and Thucydides all viewed merchants—and the ports and ships that accompanied them—with suspicion.
 Aristotle considered commerce to be “expertise in exchange,” which “is justly blamed since it is not according to nature but involves taking from others.”
 Much more recently, Ben Franklin, usually a fount of capitalist common sense, declared as well that “commerce is cheating.”
 The condemnation of usury—one can look at Aristotle, Aquinas, Dante, Shakespeare, or Luther—is even more sustained and intense. 

I want to call attention to the dominant motif in these attacks. Capital that has not subsumed labor is condemned either for being unproductive or for being unnaturally productive, largely by unfavorable comparison to tekhnē. Merchants and usurers are not respectable because they do not subordinate their activity to a concrete function. They don’t make anything useful. As Aristotle puts it, “usury is most reasonably hated because one’s possessions derive from money itself and not from that for which it was supplied. For it came into being for the sake of exchange, but interest actually makes more of it […]interest is money born of money.”
 Dante makes the contrast with tekhnē even more explicit in Virgil’s words from Inferno; “art follows nature as much as it can, [and] from these two [art and nature] we must draw our life and advance our people; and because the usurer holds another way, he scorns nature in herself and in her follower.”
 Usury and commerce don’t produce anything useful for human life, but parasitically insert themselves between the works of others, drawing off life and wealth from the social body.

Contrast this ignominy with the position of capital once it has formally subsumed labor. Where the merchant and usurer were solitary parasites on the social body, the early capitalists are able to engage in a spirited polemic to show that they are productive organs of that body, together with the farmers and artisans, and as opposed to the real parasites, the aristocracy, the government, and their servants.
 Capital becomes respectable, and it does so by becoming productive; but it only becomes productive by subsuming labor. There is a marvelous passage from Benjamin Franklin, quoted by Bataille,
 that neatly measures the distance traveled from pre-subsumptive to subsumptive capital. Franklin writes:

Remember, that money is of the prolific, generating nature. Money can beget money, and its offspring can beget more, and so on. Five shillings turned is six, turned again it is seven and threepence, and so on, till it becomes a hundred pounds. The more there is of it, the more it produces every turning, so that the profits rise quicker and quicker. He that kills a breeding-sow, destroys all her offspring to the thousandth generation. He that murders a crown, destroys all that it might have produced, even scores of pounds.

By taking direct control of labor, capital incorporates labor, and “begins to ‘work’, as if its body were by love possessed.”
 Despite Franklin’s enthusiasm, this can only happen where capital can purchase labor-power on the market.
 With this purchase, the worker “surrenders [labor’s] creative power, like Esau his birthright for a mess of pottage.”
 Capital gets a complete makeover; it has purchased its passage out of the ghettos and ports and into polite society.

However, this newfound acceptability can be quite sharply differentiated from capital’s status once it has really subsumed labor. Real subsumption renders capital’s productivity overwhelming and hegemonic in whichever arena the subsumption takes place. Instead of sharing the field with tekhnē, capital becomes the only recognized productive power.
 Within any branch of industry really subsumed under capital, the stubborn intransigence of an independent artisan or small farmer appears as idiosyncratic and as unproductive as the usurer or merchant seemed in ancient Greece, as sadly comical as Don Quixote. Furthermore, this sentence of social irrelevance is quite ruthlessly enforced by the invisible hand, for an independent artisan cannot possibly compete on the basis of such a mode of life for any length of time, much less expect it to flourish and spread. Far from defining productivity in late modernity, non-subsumed labor has become an exercise in futility.
 

The formal subsumption of labor renders capital productive, but the real subsumption of labor negates the productivity of non-subsumed labor. Capital thereby gains a monopoly on productivity; “The only worker who is productive is the one who produces surplus-value for the capitalist, or in other words contributes to the self-valorization of capital.”
 This monopoly on productivity corresponds to capital becoming the whole of the social body. Capital is the “collective laborer,” whose “organs” are the multitude of its productive employees;
 it is the “organic whole”, which appropriates social material to its own functions.
 The socialized totality of production now “presents itself as the productive power of capital, not as the productive power of labor, or even as the productive power of labor so far as it is identical with capital, and in any case not as the productive power of the individual workers or of the workers combined in the production process.”
 Marx declares the end of the era of tekhnē; under the regime of real subsumption, “the question whether capital is productive or not is absurd. Labor itself is productive only if it is absorbed into capital”

Conclusion

But if the productivity of capital is ascendant, right across the face of the globe, this productivity is nonetheless a queer thing.
 Marx is very clear that “the production of the normal capitalist, of the industrial capitalist as he ought to be, is production for the sake of production.”
 This is not, however, the production of things for the sake of producing things; it is the production of surplus-value for the sake of producing surplus-value. The capitalist “becomes more or less unable to fulfill his function,” Marx writes, “as soon as he wants the accumulation of pleasures instead of the pleasure of accumulation.”
 Since capitalist accumulation as such has no object, it is most true to say that capital produces only itself.
 Capital is self-valorizing value, self-reproductive and ever-expansive.
 Value “thus appears as a self—the incarnation of this self is the capitalist—the selfhood of value.”
 So “personified,” value “has become a will in its own right, being-for-itself, a conscious end in itself.”

Analytically inclined Marxologists hate it when Marx starts talking like this. Capital sounds like Hegel’s Geist; it is a mysterious speculative construction that cannot be reduced to any set of lower-order mechanisms, a supra-individual intentional actor, a piece of providence in a godless universe—in short: nonsense.
 I hope that tracing the various mechanisms of abstraction has removed some of the sense of mystery from Marx’s presentation;
 it is clear, for example, that Marx himself wanted to trace the shape of capital as a social totality back to the interactions of its individual members. Thus, in “Theories of Surplus Value,” he approvingly cites Hodgskin; “‘The capitalist is the oppressive middleman’ between the different laborers. If he is put out of view, ‘it is plain that capital […] and co-existing labor are one; […] consequently capital and the laboring population are precisely synonymous.’”
 This is perfectly in line with his statement from the “Theses on Feuerbach,” that the human essence “is no abstraction inherent in the single individual. In its actuality, it is the ensemble of social relations.”

What cannot be reduced, however, is the logic of the capital-form itself, for this is what defines the specificity of this ensemble of relations. As Chris Arthur puts it, “the capitalist production process, as presented by Marx, cannot be understood as a technical process that is used in the interests of a class of private appropriators.”
 The logic of capitalist intentionality is different from the logic of concrete labor. Capital doesn’t aim at any good; it aims at the abstraction from any good. The pursuit of this aim by individual capitalists puts out of view the particularities of the human actors,
 of their needs, of their products. It cares for these things only so far as they can be reduced to something else (value), only so far as they can be represented by money. This is what it means to say that capital is based upon processes of social abstraction; the logic of action that is capital makes abstractions into social forces by treating the abstraction from function as the goal of social practices. Abstraction becomes both the substance and subject of modernity.

This movement whereby abstractions become embodied cannot simply be dismissed as ludicrous
 or irrational
 or metaphorical.
 Marx’s own insistence on the mysticism, obfuscation, and fetishism of the capital relation needs to be held together with his insistence that the mystery is real and very effective; “those who demonstrate that the productive force attributed to capital is a displacement, a transposition of the productive force of labor, forget precisely that capital itself is essentially this displacement, this transposition, […] this transubstantiation.”
 Marx more than once refers to capital’s processes of abstraction as transubstantiations,
 and, more broadly, illustrates his critique of economics by referring the workings of capitalism to the workings of religion. In this regard, the earliest such cross-reference by Marx is illuminating. In a footnote to his dissertation, Marx dismisses as irrelevant Kant’s critique of the ontological argument for the existence of God. Marx writes:

[T]he ontological argument means nothing but: ‘what I really imagine is an actual idea for me,’ that works on me, and in this sense all gods, heathen as well as Christian, have possessed a real existence. […] Here, also, Kant’s critique means nothing. If someone imagines that they possess a hundred thalers, if this idea is no arbitrary, subjective idea to him, if he believes in it, then the hundred imagined thalers have as much value as a hundred actual thalers. He will, e.g., make debts on his imagination, they will work, as the whole of humanity has made debts on its gods. Actual thalers have the same existence as imagined gods. Has the thaler another existence than in the imagination, if the general, or rather, social imagination of humanity?

In another footnote, written twenty-six years later, Marx seems to continue this thought; “It is, in fact, much easier to find by analysis the earthly kernel of religious fog-formations than to do the opposite, to develop from the always actual relations of life their deified forms. The latter is the only materialist, and, thus, the only scientific method.”
 Marx attempts, in Capital, to do just this, to develop from the structure of our active interrelations—buying and selling goods, hiring labor, looking to make a profit, etc.—the coming into being of an abstract subject, which we embody as its moments, but the logic of which we do not control.
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� See: V. Afanasyev, A. Galchinski, and V. Lantsov, Karl Marx’s Great Discovery: The Dual-Nature-of-Labour Doctrine: Its Methodological Role, tr. Yuri Sdobnikov, (Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1986); Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1993); I. I. Rubin, Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value,  (Detroit: Black and Red, 1972); Alfred Sohn-Rethel, Geistige und körperliche Arbeit: Zur Theorie des gesellschaftlichen Synthesis, (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1970); and the various works of Christopher Arthur, Patrick Murray and Geert Reuten.


� C1 302


� “The Difficult Labor of a Theory of Social Value: Metaphors and Systematic Dialectics at the Beginning of Marx’s Capital”, in Marx’s Method in Capital: A Reexamination, ed. Fred Moseley, (New Jersey: Humanities Press, 1993), p. 90.


� C1 90, translation modified.


� What follows is in direct disagreement with Althusser’s claim that, in response to the questions: “Is every abstraction as such the scientific concept of its object? Surely there are ideological abstractions and scientific abstractions, ‘good’ and ‘bad’ abstractions?” Marx’s texts only give us: “Silence” (Reading Capital, tr. Ben Brewster, (London & New York: Verso, 1970), pp. 88f).


� See, e.g., EPM, where political economy “grasps the material process of private property […] in general, abstract formulae” (EW 322), and “regards labor abstractly as a thing” (EW 293).


� For further discussion of the virtues and vices of thought abstraction, see Murray, Marx’s Theory of Scientific Knowledge, (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press International, 1988), Ch. 10, pp. 121-9. Murray’s language differs from mine, but his discussion is helpful.


� Murray calls this “practical abstraction;” Reuten uses “abstraction in practice” or “actual abstraction” (see “The Interconnection of Systematic Dialectics and Historical Materialism,” Historical Materialism: Research in Critical Marxist Theory, 7, Winter 2000, pp.137-66). Aboo Aumeeruddy and Ramon Tortajada differentiate “real abstraction” from “thought or reasoned abstraction,” though they are not as careful with the distinction as either Reuten or Murray (see “Reading Marx on Value: A Note on the Basic Texts,” in Value: The Representation of Labour in Capitalism, ed. Diane Elson, (London & Atlantic Highlands, NJ: CSE Books & Humanities Press, 1979), pp. 5ff). Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri also use “real abstraction” in their latest book (Multitude: War and Democracy in the Age of Empire, (New York: Penguin, 2004)). My own reasons for preferring “social abstraction” ought to become clear in the course of what follows.


� PP 119; my emphasis.


� Humanity itself might provide an example of this sort of social abstraction. In the “Theses on Feuerbach”, Marx had argued that “the human essence is no abstraction inherent in the single individual. In its actuality, it is the ensemble of social relations” (MECW 5, p. 7; translation modified). This statement preserves his early, entirely pejorative use of “abstraction”, but it expresses the same notion as the passage from the Grundrisse, wherein Marx argues that the fact of production for exchange demonstrates that each individual involved “reaches beyond their own particular need, etc., as a human being, and that they relate to one another as human beings; that their common species-being is recognized by all” (G 243; translation modified). Humanity comes into being through the relations established by technical production; humanity is actually nothing other than those relations. The idea of humanity, of a human nature or essence, is epistemically and ontologically posterior to and dependent upon the ensemble of social relations. Where I do not produce for you, and you do not produce for me, or where our needs have not otherwise been brought into communication, the notion that we are nonetheless united by our common humanity is nothing more than an “abstraction,” a fiction, an idea that reveals nothing and obscures much. On the other hand, when our needs and functions are completely intertwined in the material products of our labor, the idea of our common humanity, though it is still abstract insofar as it is an idea, is nonetheless an abstraction proper to the effective abstractness of the social relations. It discloses the effective relations among us. 


� See James Farr, “Marx’s Laws”, Political Studies, 34, 1986, pp. 202-22, for Marx’s rejection of the empiricist notion of causality.


� Introduction, Value: The Representation of Labour in Capitalism, (London & Atlantic Highlands, NJ: CSE Books & Humanities Press, 1979), p. ii.


� C1 90


� C1 127f


� C1 127; translation modified.


� Compare Aumeeruddy and Tortajada, op. cit., p. 6: “From the point of view of their use-values—the physical characteristics of the products—commodities are of course different, hence non-equivalent, and it is precisely this difference which is the motive force of exchange. But in the course of exchange, the use-value of the commodities is abstracted from, and only the social capacity of the commodities to be exchanged is recognized.” My reservation with this otherwise admirable statement is that it conflates incommensurability with mere difference of physical characteristics. What is lacking is a clear conception of concrete function.


� This criticism also stretches all the way back to Böhm-Bawerk. 


� MECW 30, p. 232. Murray makes an illuminating comparison between Marx’s argument here and Descartes’ discussion of the piece of wax; the deduction of value is precisely parallel to the deduction of extension. See Murray, “Enlightenment Roots of Habermas’ Critique of Marx”, The Modern Schoolman, 57, 1979, p. 14; and Marx’s Theory of Scientific Knowledge, op. cit., p. 149. The difference is that Descartes’ abstraction is a purely intellectual one, whereas Marx’s is an abstraction carried out in our social practices.


� “The real price of everything, what everything really costs to the man who wants to acquire it, is the toil and trouble of acquiring it. What everything is really worth to the man who has acquired it, and who wants to dispose of it or exchange it for something else, is the toil and trouble which it can save to himself, and which it can impose upon other people.” Wealth of Nations, ed. Edwin Cannan, (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1976), 1.1.5, p. 26.


� MECW 30, p. 232; my emphasis. The necessity of this abstraction can be illustrated by imagining that the seller denied it. Imagine that the shoe store clerk responded to my fistful of dollars by saying, “The artisan who made these shoes has thirty years experience, and her skills are so refined and specialized that no one can replicate her work. Furthermore, there is no way that you could possibly compensate for the lack of these shoes in your life. So what makes you think that your money, which you have earned doing something any trained monkey could do, is good enough to buy these shoes?” Of course the example is absurd; no store clerk would ever say such a thing. Another capitalist cliché: “My money is as good as the next person’s.” Compare Murray: “‘Practically abstract’ labor is socially validated in a way that shows society’s actual indifference toward labor’s specific character, that is, toward labor’s specific ways of transforming nature and toward the specific use-value characteristics of its end product” (op. cit., p. 43).


� Wealth of Nations, op. cit., 1.1.2, pp. 18.


� I believe this answers Terrell Carver’s concerns about Marx’s “objective view of value,” for it seems to me to meet the condition Carver lays out for the acceptability of Marx’s thesis that labor is objectified in value: “the thesis is only acceptable if there are good reasons for believing that the participants in a capitalist economy generally avowed that value is itself a substance, or that it represents something substantial, or if they could be shown in general to have presupposed such views in their social action (The Postmaodern Marx, (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1998), p. 80). I am claiming precisely that all participants in commercial exchange must presuppose the actual equivalence of the exchanged commodities, and that this amounts to a presupposition that the efforts of everyone in a society constitute a qualitatively identical totality of social labor, parceled out amongst the goods for sale. Carver refuses to follow Smith, Marx, and Ricardo in their reduction of all skilled labor to simple labor, and even questions the identity of “labor” as such (81). But at this point in the argument, Marx has no need to say that all our various activities have some real essential commonality, and that this commonality is the simple exertion of bodily energy. All that is required to get on board with Marx is the recognition that the social practice of exchange disregards every dissimilarity among our various activities, and that we exchange our goods and services as if there were a substantial value measured by an identical abstract labor exerted by all of us. 


� In addition to the fact that the 1857 “Introduction” begins with production, Marx writes that “the relation of labor to its objectivity […] is to be analyzed already in the first chapter, which has to precede exchange value and treat of production in general” (G 298; compare also G 320).


� CPE 34; translation modified.


� As Patrick Murray rightly points out, “The ‘free market’ is not an independent phenomenon […]. Consequently, any thought that the market alone makes labor ‘practically abstract’ misconceives the status of generalized commodity circulation in relation to the production process as a whole” (“Marx’s ‘Truly Social’ Labour Theory of Value: Part I, Abstract Labour in Marxian Value Theory”, Historical Materialism: Research in Critical Marxist Theory, 6, Summer 2000, p. 41).


� Johnny Cash, “The Ballad of John Henry,” At Folsom Prison, 1968.


� RIPP, C1 1019-38; MECW 30, pp. 92f and 233-306. 


� C1 645f


� RIPP, C1 1025


� Hence, I disagree with James D. White (“Marx: From ‘The Critique of Political Economy’ to Capital”, Studies in Marxism, 1, 1994, pp 89-105), who maintains that the lesser prominence of formal and real subsumption in Capital signifies Marx’s growing doubts in the original scope of his critique of political economy, and that the philosophical weight of the discussion of subsumption was out of place in the modified, much more locally historical Capital. I think this conclusion is overly broad, given the clear “philosophical” bent of the Postface to the second edition, penned in 1873, as well as the “Critique of the Gotha Program” and “Notes on Adolf Wagner”, from 1875 and 1879, respectively. The interpretation I am constructing in this chapter constitutes my full argument against White’s claims.


� “Marx’s ‘Truly Social’ Labour Theory of Value: Part I,” op. cit., p. 30.


� RIPP, C1 1027; translation modified.


� RIPP, C1 1025; translation modified.


� RIPP, C1 1026; translation modified. Compare MECW 30, p. 92: Capital initially subsumes the labor process “without making any changes in its specific technological character.” Compare also C1 425: “At first capital subordinates labor with the technical conditions within which it encounters it historically. It does not therefore immediately change the mode of production” (translation modified).


� Thus, Part Three of Capital, “The production of Absolute Surplus Value”, corresponds exactly, contra White, to the draft discussions of formal subsumption. This is not to say that there are no problems here. Marx calls absolute surplus value the “material expression” of formal subsumption (RIPP, C1 1024), but also says formal subsumption is “based on” absolute surplus value (ibid., 1025). This vacillation signals a difficulty here, to be sure. I think it casts doubt on Chris Arthur’s claim that subsumption “is perfectly suited to conceptualizing a relation between ideal forms and the content regulated by them that is not ‘identical’ with this ideality” (“Debate: Chris Arthur and James White on History, Logic, and Expanded Reproduction in Capital”, Studies in Marxism, 8, 2001, p. 131); instead, subsumption only seems to reproduce the difficulty of conceptualizing such a relation. Here is an idea that is supposed to conceptualize the relationship between ideas and their content, yet in discussing the relation between the idea of subsumption and its own content (processes of extracting surplus value), Marx reverts to two contradictory figures: 1) the extraction of surplus value is a material expression of subsumption, and 2) the extraction of surplus value forms the basis for subsumption. This indeterminacy of priority (is the extraction of surplus value or the process of subsumption the controlling moment?) is precisely a symptom of the indeterminacy of the ideal-material relation in capital itself. 


� G 296


� G 296f. This is another element of Marx’s critique that spans the gamut of his writings. In 1844 he put it this way; “In the case of labor, all the natural, spiritual and social variations in individual activity step forth, and are variously waged, whereas dead capital always takes the same steps and is indifferent to actual individual activity” (EPM, EW 284, translation modified).


� Quoted in Murray, “Marx’s ‘Truly Social’ Labour Theory of Value: Part II, How Is Labor that Is Under the Sway of Capital Actually Abstract?”, Historical Materialism: Research in Critical Marxist Theory, 7, Winter 2000, p. 113n46. Roderick only says explicitly what Marx had already read into statements by E.F. Sanderson, owner of “steel-rolling mills and forges,” who protested restrictions on night-work by children by saying; “As far as the work itself is concerned, this would suit as well, but…”—and here Marx finishes his thought—“But Messrs Sanderson have something else to make besides steel. Steel-making is simply a pretext for profit-making” (C1 372f).


� “Capital remains the same whether we put cotton in the place of wool, rice in the place of wheat, steamships in the place of railroads, provided only that the cotton, the rice, the steamships—the body of capital—have the same exchange value, the same price, as the wool, the wheat, the railroads, in which it was previously embodied. The bodily form of capital may transform itself continually, while capital does not suffer the least alteration” (“Wage Labor and Capital,” MECW 9, p. 212).


� “[A]ll wasteful consumption of raw materials or instruments of labor is strictly forbidden, because what is wasted in this way represents a superfluous expenditure” (C1 303).


� “Englishmen, with their good command of the Bible, knew well enough that man, unless by elective grace a capitalist, or a landlord, or the holder of a sinecure, is destined to eat his bread in the sweat of his brow, but they did not know that he had to eat daily in his bread a certain quantity of human perspiration mixed with the discharge of abscesses, cobwebs, dead cockroaches and putrid German yeast, not to mention alum, sand and other agreeable mineral ingredients” (C1 359).


� C1 439; translation modified.


� C1 441; translation modified.


� C1 443; translation modified.


� “[I]t is only socialized labor that is capable of applying the general products of human development, such as mathematics, to the immediate process of production” (RIPP, C1 1024).


� RIPP, C1 954


� See, e.g., G 297.


� “But the putting of labour-power into action—i.e., the work—is the active expression of the laborer's own life. And this life activity he sells to another person in order to secure the necessary means of life. His life-activity, therefore, is but a means of securing his own existence. He works that he may keep alive. He does not count the labor itself as a part of his life; it is rather a sacrifice of his life. It is a commodity that he has auctioned off to another. The product of his activity, therefore, is not the aim of his activity. What he produces for himself is not the silk that he weaves, not the gold that he draws up the mining shaft, not the palace that he builds. What he produces for himself is wages; and the silk, the gold, and the palace are resolved for him into a certain quantity of necessaries of life, perhaps into a cotton jacket, into copper coins, and into a basement dwelling” (“Wage Labor and Capital,” MECW 9, pp. 197-228).


� “The knowledge, judgment and will which, even though to a small extent, are exercised by the independent peasant or handicraftsman […] are faculties now required only of the workshop as a whole” (C1 482). Compare also C1 475n34 and G 693.


� G 297; compare EPM, where Marx already complains that, in manufacture, the worker is “forced down spiritually and bodily to a machine, and from a human being becomes an abstract activity and a stomach” (EW 285, translation modified). Compare also Arthur: “Considered abstractly and on a total social level, the effect of increased productivity on direct human labor, within the framework characterized by the structural retention of such labor in production, is to render labor more uniform and simple and to intensify its expenditure. It imparts to human labor a concrete form that begins to resemble the initial determination of its fetishized social form (abstract labor)–the expenditure of muscles, nerves, and so on” (Dialectics of Labor: Marx and His Relation to Hegel, (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1986), p. 347).


� For Althusser, Marx is giving in to unfortunate historicist tendencies when he “says that the reality of labor in general, of abstract labor, is produced as a phenomenal reality by capitalist production. In some sense history has reached the point and produced the exceptional, specific present in which scientific abstractions exist in the state of empirical realities, in which science and scientific concepts exist in the form of the visible part of experience as so many directly accessible truths” (Reading Capital, op. cit., p. 124). I don’t think Althusser’s understanding of Marx’s science is serving him well in this regard. The next two chapters ought to make clear the extent of my disagreement with Althusser on this point.


� G 278


� RIPP, C1 1026


� RIPP, C1 1020f; translation modified. See also, e.g., G 591-4.


� In the 1861-3 draft, Marx calls explicit attention to the parallel; “Just as the general, abstractly social character of labor […] presents itself as money, […] in the same way does the concrete social character of labor present itself as the character and quality of capital” (MECW 30, p. 261).


� RIPP, C1 1020, 1024


� C1 266


� The cities of both the Republic and the Laws are purposefully placed inland, away from any harbors. Herodotus’ History can be read as an extended allegory of the corruption that attends ship-building, and the consequent imminent downfall of the Athenian empire. Thucydides provides further grist for this mill.


� Politics, 1258b1-2.


� Cited by Marx, C1 267.


� Politics, 1258b2-6.


� 11.103-110


� See C1 267, where Marx says that the merchant “parasitically inserts himself between” “the buying and the selling producers.”


� See, e.g., Smith’s Wealth of Nations (op. cit., 1.2.3, pp. 351-371) or Locke’s Some Thoughts Concerning Education (Which is concerned throughout to raise a gentleman who will be productive rather than consumptive); compare also Georges Bataille’s discussion of the Reformation and industrial society (The Accursed Share: An Essay on General Economy, vol. 1, “Consumption”, tr. Robert Hurley, (New York: Zone Books, 1991), Part 3, pp. 115-42). In his manuscript for Capital, Marx comments as follows on the controversy surrounding Smith’s division between productive and unproductive classes; “The great mass of so-called ‘higher grade’ workers—such as state officials, military people, artists, doctors, priests, judges, lawyers, etc.—some of whom are not only not productive but in essence destructive, […] found it not at all pleasant to be relegated economically to the same class as buffoons and menial servants and to appear merely as people partaking in consumption, parasites on the actual producers (or rather agents of production)” (MECW 31, p. 30).


� Op. cit., p. 126.


� The closing phrase [als hätt’ es Lieb im Leibe] is from Faust, I, “Auerbach’s Cellar in Leipzig”, line 2141. Marx has an almost identical passage in his 1861-3 draft of CPE (see also G 704), but he leaves the scare quotes off from around “work,” putting it in English instead (see MEGA² II.3.1, p. 99). Marx’s vacillation on how much reality to allow the work of capital is symptomatic of the “neither here nor there” aspect of capital itself. With capital, even more than with the simple objectivity of value, “a man [even Marx—a “man’s man” in this respect] knows not where to have it” (see C1 138).


� “What the capitalist buys […] is the use value of labor capacity, i.e., labor itself, the which creates and enhances value. This value creating and value enhancing power therefore belongs not to the worker but to capital” (MECW 30, p. 112).


� G 307


� This new hegemony manifests itself, according to Marx, in a sovereign magnanimity among capitalism’s ideologists. “As the dominion of capital extended […]—especially when the positive sciences (natural sciences) were subordinated to it as serving material production—the sycophantic underlings of political economy felt it was there duty to glorify and justify every sphere of activity by demonstrating that it was ‘linked’ with the production of material wealth, […] and they honored everyone by making him a ‘productive laborer’ in the ‘primary’ sense, namely, a laborer who labors in the service of capital, is useful in one way or another to the enrichment of the capitalist, etc.” (MECW 31, p. 31).


� The real role the independent artisan plays in such times is a negative one, that of a provocation to the hegemonic capitalist production process. Insofar as the microbrewery or artisan bakery effects any broad change in what we drink or eat, it is through the action of capital viewing the niche market as a threat or as an arena for expansion. Like Socrates, the artisan is the gadfly that prods complacent capital to renewed activity, only to be promptly killed by the enlivened beast. This is an indication that tekhnē cannot provide any fundamental challenge to capital, but can only furnish it with an internal mechanism of disturbance, whereby it maintains its dynamic stability.


� C1 644


� See, e.g., C1 643f. Also C1 457, where capital is “a productive mechanism whose organs are human beings.”


� G 278


� RIPP, C1 1024; translation modified. To flirt with historicism for a moment, it is perhaps for this reason that the labor theory of value arose in the economic literature earlier on in the development of capitalism, when the traditional labor process was still clearly the basis of capital’s production, and has fallen into disfavor primarily since the rise of large industry.


� G 308


� According to Chris Arthur, “capital is a very peculiar object” because it is “grounded in a process of real abstraction in exchange” (“The Infinity of Capital”, Studies in Marxism, 5, 1998, p. 17). While the abstraction in exchange is a presupposition of capital, it does not, I think ground capital, nor does it account for the height of capital’s peculiarity.  


� TSV, MECW 31, p. 179.


� TSV, MECW 31, p. 180.


� For an intelligent discussion of the role of the “more” in Marx’s picture of capital, see Chris Arthur’s “The Infinity of Capital”, op. cit., pp.17-36.


� “What was a good reason for the original investment of £100 is a good reason for reinvesting the valorized capital of £110. It is reminiscent of compulsive neurotic behavior, for example of repeated washing of hands” (ibid., pp. 22f).


� MECW 30, p. 96.


� MECW 30, p. 39.


� Jon Elster’s Making Sense of Marx, (Cambridge, UK & Paris: Cambridge University Press & Editiones de la Maison des Sciences de’l Homme, 1985), contains the most sustained and explicit critique of Marx along these lines. Others however have (appreciably) noted the similarity between capital and Geist; see especially: Moishe Postone, Time, Labor, and Social Domination: A Reinterpretation of Marx’s Critical Theory, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1993), p. 75. Much Western Marxism, following Lukács, has looked instead to the proletariat as the (not-yet fully self-conscious) Marxian equivalent to Geist. See Lukács’ own self-critical characterization in the “Preface to the New Edition (1967)” of History and Class Consciousness: Studies in Marxist Dialectics, tr. Rodney Livingstone, (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 1971).


� Marxologists who are loyal to Marx’s own method don’t help matters when they do not trace these connections and dependencies, but remain at the level of the abstraction. To arbitrarily pick on someone, Richard Marsden, a commentator with many intelligent things to say about Marx’s method, explains Marx’s understanding of value as follows; “The law of value refers to the power of a real, but non-empirical, social substance which undergoes metamorphoses through various material forms” (The Nature of Capital: Marx after Foucault, (London & New York: Routledge, 1999), p. 99). This is true, but hardly the sort of statement that reassures people like Elster that there is any sense to Marx’s theory of value.


� MECW 32, p. 446.


� MECW 5, p. 7; translation modified.


� Dialectics of Labor, op. cit., p. 326.


� Thus, Marx writes, e.g., that, for the capitalist, the worker “has in this process no other existence than that of labor capacity in action. It is therefore not a person, but active labor capacity personified in the worker, that is working” (MECW 30, pp. 54f).


� As substance: C1 128, 129, etc.; as subject: C1 255, and passim, wherever Marx speaks of capital acting in any way. Compare Murray: “value deserves the name ‘social substance’ because self-expanding value is the social form of capitalist production, and that social form is capable of reproducing itself—it is substantial” (“Marx’s ‘Truly Social” Labour Theory of Value: Part I,” op. cit., p. 61).


� Even a sensitive reader of Marx’s discussion of abstract labor, like Patrick Murray, can writes; “I believe that Marx expects us to be shocked by the ludicrousness of the very proposition that abstract labor is ‘embodied’ in commodities: how can abstract labor be embodied? Is not the bodily the antithesis of the abstract?” (“Marx’s ‘Truly Social’ Labour Theory of Value: Part I,” op. cit., p. 58)


� “Thus, what Marx ends up articulating is […] an insane discourse whose irony alone can express the truth of an irrational reality” (Robert Paul Wolff, Moneybags Must Be So Lucky: On the Literary Structure of Capital, (Amherst, MA: University of Massachusetts Press, 1988), p. 52). I’ll return to the theme of Marx’s irony in Chapter Five.


� Another sensitive reader of Marx, Geert Reuten, thinks that, when Marx speaks of “substance” and “embodiment,” “the metaphors have somewhat taken over the presentation” (“Abstract Labor and the Metaphor of Embodiment and Substance: Reconstructing a Theory of Social Value,” in Marx’s Method in Capital: A Reexamination, ed. Fred Moseley, (Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Humanities Press, 1993), p. 12). As opposed to economists (like Reuten), its literature professors who seem willing to take the metaphor seriously as such. Thus, Elaine Scarry writes; “If metaphor is perceived to reside here, […] the artifact itself rather than Marx’s description of the artifact is metaphorical; the description merely records the presence of the metaphor. Thus his allusions cannot be dismissed on the grounds that they are ‘metaphorical’, for that argument only recapitulates the very point made by the allusions themselves” (The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World, (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1985), p. 246).


� G 308


� Hence, “the process which makes exchange-value of use-value” is “this act of transubstantiation” (PP 34; translation modified). Geert Reuten notes that the connotation of “transformed in our hands [in der Hand verwandelt]” (C1 128) is the transubstantiation of the Eucharist, which takes place in the priest’s hands. “Abstract Labor and the Metaphor of Embodiment and Substance: Reconstructing a Theory of Social Value,” op. cit., pp. 9f.


� MECW 1, p. 140; translation modified.


� C1 494n; translation modified.
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