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The Uniqueness of Capitalism and the Normative Content of a Socialist Political Philosophy

Rough draft

                                  G. M. Tamás

   In the dominant political tradition of the workers’ movement, capitalism is regarded as a régime, the destruction of which is the aim and the historical duty or calling of class-conscious proletarians.

   A régime, hence, is a state of affairs in society that can be destroyed by political action and replaced by another.

   If we consider those régimes in history which had been overturned by political action (and therefore will qualify), we could find some of their common characteristics. These common traits are likely, among others,  to be (a) a dominant method of extracting surplus value, (b) the mode of redistribution and a given hierarchical order of social groups, (c) a number of coherent coercive practices ensuring cohesion and inner tranquillity within a polity, (d) a dominant system of moral justification, political legitimacy and law, (e) a certain mode of cultural hegemony. 

   Beyond doubt, events such as the October Revolution have led to changing all this. If the indubitable change of régime was tantamount to destroying ‘capitalism’ as such, how was it possible to change it ‘back’ as it were with such ease and speed? After all, in post-Leninist ‘real socialism’ extraction of surplus value on the market has largely disappeared, so have the previously ruling classes with a marked evolution towards income equality, social and political coercion rested on a number of hitherto unknown innovations (mainly the central rôle of the parti unique and the paramountcy of planning), legitimacy was served by a belief in the imminent end to exploitation and alienation, law was greatly relativised by a rule of decree exercised by the Party leadership inspired by ‘positive’ science rather than constitutional principles affirmed but voided by ‘necessity’ and ‘needs’. 

   Socialist critics of ‘real socialism’ have found – on various theoretical grounds from Shliapnikov and Miasnikov to Tony Cliff to Resnick & Wolff – that although versions of the ‘old régime’ had been annihilated, especially the centrality of the market vanished and state redistribution disposed of a larger share of revenue than in ‘market régimes’, essential elements of capitalism persisted, outside the framework of régimes in general, elements such as commodity production, wage labour and the general mediation of money. (Liberal criticism targeted top-down coercive structures, mass punishment of innocents, a culture of command, submission and deference, in other words, tyranny, by no means exclusive to ‘real socialism’.) 

   It appears that the ‘market régime’ was successfully overturned in quite a few cases (and political variants of the same from absolute monarchy to bourgeois democracy to fascist dictatorship) while capitalism as such essentially survived. This might mean that capitalism is not identical with the ‘market régime’ and what’s more, probably it is not a régime at all.

   Here, the problem is not that, in contradistinction to the bourgeoisie, the proletariat is not a possessor class which could develop its economic power within bourgeois society like the bourgeoisie was able to do within the aristocratic, mercantilist and dynastic ‘old régime’, capitalism unfolding within the latter until the substance of the production relations clashed with the rest. Second International socialists from Bebel to Lenin thought that the new, ‘trans-capitalist’ or ’post-capitalist’ moment within capitalism was the ‘state monopolist’ régime which, socialising the concentration and centralisation of capital, created something akin to merchant and landed capital within the late aristocratic absolutism of the eighteenth century – a kernel of the future. True, Bolshevik revolutions freed state monopoly capital(ism) from the ‘shackles’ of the unregulated market and laissez-faire politics, but the dynamics of the emerging new, allegedly socialist system, while executing a sharp régime change, remained subservient to the logic of state monopoly capitalism, its warlike principles of organisation and its chronic lack of equilibrium.

   What, then, is capitalism, if not a régime? 

   The first tentative for a pointed description should be to look at the remainder of the elements of capitalism left over from an intended anti- or post-capitalist régime change which, in spite of addressing essential features of capitalism and satisfying to a large extent the political yearnings of socialist proletarians, the systemic opposition of the day, left untouched other, equally essential features – so much so that we do not feel able to declare that capitalism has ever been superseded. 

   The method of extracting surplus value (on the market vs through the agency of the state), the social control over assets (inheritable ‘private’ property which I shall rather call ‘individual’ property for reasons to be briefly elucidated vs state property), the main ways of legitimate coercion (rights vs the common good established by theoretical and scientific inquiry), a cultural hegemony made to work by the creation of a competitive and agonistic Öffentlichkeit vs the forging of a ‘bloc’ of committed high culture intellectuals and working-class movement militants assisted by the dissemination of knowledge and art in the shape of a ‘teleological heritage’ geared towards a presentation of history as a narrative of dis-alienation – all these contrasts (and it would not be difficult to dream up more) between the ‘market régime’ and ‘real socialism’ were substantial enough. 

   Asking why socialists (not a few contemporaries, but certainly most socialists of its posterity) did and do not feel that ‘real socialism’ was truly socialism, pushes our reflexion in the direction of trying to think of the normative content of socialism and of the ‘non-régime’ characteristics of capitalism as one problem. 

   This attempt is made onerous by several historical reasons.

   First, reasonable political action for change (including radical revolution) is invariably made against a régime, for it is only régimes which can be changed through political action because, as it must be clear from points (a)-(e), all these régime characteristics are properties of power.

   Second, socialism is an historical phenomenon at the centre of which is the creation of counter-power and its deployment for major political change meant to put an end to exploitation.

   How can thus, thirdly, the normative content of such a phenomenon to be sought in ‘non-régime’ aspects which will inevitably escape all political action of any type that has ever been successful or influential. (Since the one original political idea of socialism, the idea of workers’ councils was always defeated because, I would argue, it alone addressed ‘non-régime’ features of capitalism, unlike the parti unique in office.)

   One could add a fourth, not historical, reason which is (or should be) of particular interest to Marxists. Namely that, if those ‘non-régime’, maybe deeper aspects of capitalism which were not touched by political régime change, are transcending what we customarily call ‘the political’ and which point us, à rebours, towards the normative content of socialism, are we not re-introducing utopia as the main criterion differentiating socialism from what is not socialism? Accepting as I do that Marxian political philosophy ought not to be utopian, we are faced here with a sizable conundrum that merits an excursus.

   (On utopia as stumbling block) The third and fourth reasons for extraordinary difficulty are related. The direction in which our inquiry of a normative content of socialism seems to be leading us may define that content in a way in which political action for transcending capitalism would be impossible (at least, impossible to conceptualise). In that case, of course, a socialist political philosophy would be devoid of purpose. (I don’t deny, although I do not believe myself, that this may be the case given these and other similar difficulties.) If everything that can be typically achieved by political action, does not touch the deeper determinations of capitalism, the Marxian ‘critical theory’ remains just that, critical, and the normativity of all other varieties of modern political philosophy, especially that of the liberal ones, will be sadly lacking.

   Advocacy of change referring to capitalism is extra-moral in Marxism, especially if compared to the main idea of a liberal critique, to wit, justice. This kind of critique was traditionally called by Marxists ‘utopian’ since it contrasted timeless moral abstractions tested within theories with contexts, discourses, practices that were historical. Utopianism in the workers’ movement has, on the one hand, made it moralistic (injustice, after all, is a feature of all exploitative class societies, not only capitalism, therefore this moral criticism overshoots its political mark by not being sufficiently specific) and on the other, it mobilises people for struggles that are not peculiarly proletarian or socialistic and it vests authority in institutions which are carrying the promise of reforming societies from outside history such as re-establishing ‘a natural order’ and similar notions from times immemorial.

   Interestingly (or maddeningly), this is in the main how socialism is ‘remembered’ and what is worse, appreciated as a thing of the past and as a noble albeit hopeless venture to make the world a better place and the like. (This is what utopia looks like, seen retrospectively.)

   But what is much more ominous, politically, it is the unmistakable ‘capitalism-immanent’ pedigree of the idea of justice purporting to tame the bourgeois in the name of the citoyen. The Jacobin (later, ‘left liberal’ or social democratic, even Bolshevik) contrast between the immoral anarchy of civil society and the virtuous orderliness (archē) of political agency (the state) is, after all, one of the targets of Marx’s political-philosophical criticism in the 1840s. 

   But back to capitalism as more than a régime.

   In his analyses of a ‘social a priori’, Alfred Sohn-Rethel – alas, unknown, but to my mind in the hidden centre of critical theory – asks the question concerning the groundedness of the exploitative relationship as existential connexion (Daseinszusammenhang). It is ‘grounded in the unity of being which is first constituted in the expolitative relation. The act which constitutes it is the action of appropriation by which the exploiter takes away the product from the producers as a product he has not produced but which is product for him, thus a product but somebody else’s! The decisive in this act is the relation within which this takes place and thereby its relationship with the product. For it relates to it not so much as it is produced, but as far as it is a product and as an act which has itself reality and it is One, and it by its relation to the same offers unity to the being of the product. […] This constitutive act of the existential identity [Daseinsidentität] of its object passes through the act of appropriation only because this is not an act of the praxis in the creation [Herstellung] of the product, neither is it happaening in a relation to nature, but it relates to the praxis of another in his relations to nature. […] Hence, one could define existential identity in general [die Daseinsidentität überhaupt] as the affirmative form of sublation [Aufhebungsform] of praxis through exploitation. The unity of being of things is, far from shaping an “ontologic” or “transcendental” fundamental character of the reality of being, an appropriation mode of things in the exploitative relation [der Aneignungsmodus der Dinge in der Relation der Ausbeutung].’

   Sohn-Rethel’s exceptionally radical view – parallels can be found, if at all, in Lukács’s ‘Reification’ essay, in Bloch’s Thomas Münzer and in some passages in Benjamin – theorises a capitalist order which is primordial vis-à-vis knowledge and being, an order that cannot be shown as a subject-matter, topic, theme or problem of philosophy because it is philosophy itself. The Realabstraktion Sohn-Rethel’s presents capitalism less than an embodiment of modern (read, Kantian) philosophy but rather as one side of a mutual reflection of capitalism and of philosophy on one another; a priori knowledge as the quintessence of the separation of the intellect from physical labour is part of a ‘capital’ construction always mediated by money therefore forever split into real reflection of itself as a reflection of intellect and into, vice versa, into a reflected intellect which is part of the quintessential praxis of value/capital.

   The separation of the producers from the means of production means that whatever is produced, is produced by exploitation. Philosophy is not simply a product of exploitation, but the most characteristic way in which separation is practiced, thus both a precondition of and an active feature of exploitation by its constant re-production of separation and mediation. Capitalism is nothing if not philosophical.

   As long as separation exists – and separation and the resulting reification is embedded in the basic principles of science and technology as being thought through and made intelligible by a criticised pure reason, based as it is on the separatedness (‘autonomy’) of subjects which is both a precondition for and an outcome of mediated exchange of products spiritualised (and made comparable) by the general medium, money – philosophy and capitalism exist; in other words, abstract intellection exists which is both mediating and separating (the chasm between) individuals who are not able to exchange (or ‘communicate’) in the absence of a general equivalent. Mediated exchange defines and presents (‘darstellt’) ‘things’ that are inintelligible outside of the context of a general equivalent made necessary by (and being coeval as well as coterminous with) separation originated by and resulting in exploitation.

   An historical understanding of capitalism is illusory in so far as historical knowledge, too, is predicated on epistemological principles indistinguishable from the subject-matter of this understanding; especially its defining medium, time, is a construct in theoretical physics framed and legitimised by postulates of a priori knowledge, basis and perfect expression of this subject-matter, basis in the sense of the ‘real’. Apriorismus is a trait of bourgeois society not in the sense of sociological reductionism of the ‘suprastructure’ type, on the contrary, it is a feature that excludes any simple view of causal determination of this kind, since the idea, eg, of  ‘the primacy of the economy’ is meaningless if we do not really believe in the economy as an independent ‘being’ that bears comparison with ‘society’ or ‘the state’ as different and independent ‘kinds’. Closed systems of this sort replicate the moralistic criticism of inacceptable states of affairs among persons as familiar from the bourgeois/citoyen duality, ‘the state’ vs ‘civil society’ contrast etc and do not seem to serve any other useful purpose than to turn critique into stone. ‘The economy’ as a closed system of numeric parameters modelled on double bookkeeping is an absurdity anyway (with sinister status quo overtones).

   Capitalism may be seen as self-explanatory since explanation (ie, envisaging a serviceable epistemological theory of what passes for ‘intellectual foundations’ of the system) is a way of ‘doing’ capitalism or, rather, the better we elucidate a priori knowledge the better we practice separation – and this is no ideological delusion. Capitalism, and this is one the great novelties of Marxian theory, does not appear on the surface, it has to be discovered (unlike older societies in which not or less mediated forms of exploitation could and frequently did endoss directly political garb) but this discovery yields ‘truth’ in the sense of an explanation of surface which means contradiction to surface. The discovery of political-philosophical ‘truth’ ‘on’ capitalism is tantamount to discovering the structures of our very own thought, not because capitalism falsifies our thought but because it verifies it. Geist is, of course, a principle of mediated separation.

   The spiritual nature of capitalism does not mean that we are somehow more deeply involved in its workings than our ancestors were in their respective social systems. We might be fooled by capitalism (eg when we apply to it moralistic points of view such as the selfishness or individualism of the bourgeois – which is also passéiste because it tacitly presupposes a prior fusion of this type with the type of the citizen) but we do not become identical with it through mere legitimising ideology. Capitalism underpins valid theoretical knowledge of the hypothetico-deductive or axiomatic variety which is unthinkable without at least a sub-system of mediation through the general equivalent. According to Sohn-Rethel, philosophy follows money (not in the sense of philosophers’ remuneration). 

   This should be developed further, but for our present task, it suffices to say that capitalism, while separating matters, areas, spheres, practices, fuses them all in the ‘Aneignungsmodus der Dinge in der Relation der Ausbeutung’. 

   This is how ‘things’ present themselves to us, in a mode of appropriation in the exploitative relation. Since exploitation, that is, appropriation of surplus value (‘things’), in the context of commodity production, from the producer (from ‘another’ or ‘another one’ as Sohn-Rethel puts it) proceeds without coercion or – as a rule – without invoking legal obligation, the change in the nature of legitimate coercion, ie, régime change does not touch it. The character mask of the exploiter (individual, shareholding company, state agency, prebendary institution) is of secondary importance. Put differently, the work of separation (of the producer from the means of production and of the producer from other producers and the technological-professional separation caused by the social divison of labour) are not primarily political. 

   The strategic problem for Marxist political philosophy was always to find the point of transition from what could have been known about the nature of capitalism (this was called, rather narrowly, ‘economical’) to the principles of political action where, it was suspected even by the most positivist militants of the Second International, there was something wrong in trying to ‘smash’, as the argot had it, something non-political with political means, political weapons (trade unions, workers’ councils, the revolutionary party). One way of remaining within the capitalist constellation was the political fetish of social democrats and Bolsheviks wedded to régime change, another was the rejection of politics by anarcho-syndicalists wedded to essentially aimless action
 (the unsolved problem, although transmogrified, remains). 

   If the nature of capitalism is indeed, oddly, epistemological, and not ‘economic’ or ‘political’, it would be apparently necessary to imagine a knowledge beyond knowledge. But wher is the Archimedic point from which it could be contemplated?

    Regarded historically: the Archimedic point, if it ever existed, has vanished as the workers’ movement had become an indispensable component of capitalism. The workers’ movement introduced a non-market régime in Russia, China and elsewhere (ruled by planning, central redistribution, prebendary property forms, bureaucratic organisation combined with mass mobilisation and militancy in the shape of the parti unique – all this based on commodity production and industrialisation) which has indeed annihilated the former ruling classes in their corporate and traditional embodiments, and attempted a form of mixed economy, egalitarian redistribution (where state monopoly capitalism has allowed a modicum of participation for the trade unions and their political agents, the labour parties) and a promise to increase consumption indefinitely, upholding a political technique of competitive representation within certain limits. The first political reply of liberal capitalism to the Komintern was not the propagation of democratic ideals, but fascism. A régime whose confessed aim was pre-emptive counter-revolution and which has learned enormously from the communist parties and which has shifted the debate and the political battleground to the state order from production and property relations. Through the second world war and the cold war the fundamental Marxian idea concerning commodity production, value and separation gradually disappeared even ideologically as an inspiration for revolutionary action (with a few flashes in the pan).

   The Soviet-type systems have contributed to the expansion of accumulation and helped to obliterate pre-capitalist remnants from the globe. Antonio Gramsci had not even begun to suspect how right he was when he called the October Revolution a revolution against Capital (the book). Capitalism was indeed transformed. Henceforth it encompassed political socialism, too. Socialism persisted, but not any longer (if ever) external to capitalism in spite of the grandeur and heroism of the workers’ movement and the enormous (although vulnerable) advances for the proletariat as a corporate body and a professional and income group. By the introduction of this external factor, capitalism had started its periodic swings from the market to the state and back. The movement of this pendulum influenced crises, mitigating or sharpening them. No business cycle was to be ever innocent of politics. The revolutionary anti-capitalist energy has helped along the system in its ‘progress’ through periodic self-destruction through purges of overproduction and/or overaccumulation. This was not due to any demonic deception or tragic treason (there was no shortage of these, either). It was due to the political character the class struggle has taken, leading the proletariat through many régime changes until its demiurgic forces were exhausted. We have reached a point at which Marxist theory exists, it has been even strengthened of late, but its peculiarity – its link to actual practices of the workers’ movement (and its dominant rôle in a counter-hegemonic ‘adversary culture’), once thought indissoluble – disappeared.  

   Critical theory was the first to draw the inferences from this when it has severed these links it has found illusory. The political isolation of Adorno, Benjamin, Sohn-Rethel etc is a good illustration of this point.

   The normative content of socialism that survives in an exclusively negative way by a philosophical supercession of commodity, value and separation in an ascetic continuity (its political counterpart is to be found in the ‘invariance’ upheld by left communist and Bordigist groups still) is inseparable from an unmistakable accent of pessimism. No matter.

   Still, the survival of Marxist theory in the absence of a revolutionary movement is not only a crazy accident of intellectual history. It reflects the intellectual nature of capitalism itself. The political forms tied to market régimes and redistributive régimes may have lost their point. We do not know whether capitalism has a limit in historical time, but its limits are visible in the theory that, by cognitively transcending it, is itself a constituted and constituting limit. This limit is not moral in the sense of revulsion for injustice and decay. But it is moral in the sense of tireless questioning of the intellectual foundations of a society that is unable to know itself. Guarding the Archimedic point is theory’s actual task – and the reaffirmation and repetition of a gesture of refusal to become a part of an intellectual order indistinguishable from exploitation. This gesture is intellectual and abstract. But so is capitalism.

� Alfred Sohn-Rethel, Soziologische Theorie der Erkenntnis, Frankfurt/M: Suhrkamp, 1985, pp 117-119.


� Aimless in the sense of a lack of coherent views concerning ends, beyond heroic resitance – for the creation of counter-power is not exclusive to syndicalists who understood, though, that the struggle should address ‘the economical’, hence direct action. 





