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Abstraction, Universality, And Money
Introduction
The aim of this paper is to exhibit the logic of money in its relation to its analytical preconditions in commodity exchange. The key constitutive moment is that of practical abstraction which is made actual in money. This is why money is the King of commodities. At the end I contrast the logical analysis of money with a standard account I call ‘mythodology’.
 I also defend my position, against a critic who accuses me of a petitio principii, by elucidating the figure of ‘positing the presupposition’.

The Exchange Abstraction
Insofar as traditional accounts of Marx’s Capital are concerned, the only significant use of the term abstraction has been that associated with the distinction Marx draws between concrete and abstract labour, together with his identification of the latter as substance of value. However, what has generally been over-looked is that the form of abstraction here arises prior to any discussion of the substance of value, being implicit in the value-form itself. Alfred Sohn-Rethel was the first to draw attention to the crucial importance of the process, and result, of ‘real abstraction’ in the critique of political economy. Sohn-Rethel (in his Intellectual and Manual Labour
) insists on separating off the issue of abstract labour so as to focus on the study of abstraction in the value-form itself.
 

(As an aside I think it is necessary to replace Sohn-Rethel’s term “real abstraction” with that of “practical abstraction”. This is because purely mental abstractions may yet have real effects if people act on them, and do so only because they are really present in their heads so to speak.) 

What is extraordinary about Sohn-Rethel is that he shows that social abstraction occurs as a result of the practical action of exchangers and obtains with objective validity regardless of whether they are aware of it. It is not what people think that matters. It is how they act that is of primary importance in sustaining the relationships that constitute a particular mode of ‘social synthesis’ (p.5). Abstraction is ‘out there’.

The presence of money is crucial here. He says: 

‘In societies based on commodity production the social synthesis is centered on the functions of money as the “universal equivalent”. In this capacity money must be vested with an abstractness of the highest level to enable it to serve as the equivalent to every kind of commodity that may appear on the market. The abstractness of money does not appear [as such], and cannot be expected to “appear,” as it consists of nothing but form – pure abstract form arising from the disregard of the use-value of the commodities operated by the act of exchange equating the commodities as values.’ (p. 6)

Commodities are brought to market because they are believed to be use-values required by others, and if and when they are eventually consumed this actualises their original positing as use-values. However, in the main the commodities exchanged are incommensurable as use-values because their particular qualities are adapted to different uses. What happens in the formation of exchange value is an abstraction from such specificity, and the negation of this difference of use-value. It is not necessary for the parties to the exchange to know what they are doing in this respect, or the logical form posited in their practical activity. As a consequence of this practical abstraction from the specificity of the use-values concerned, which is ‘suspended’ for the period of exchange, the commodities acquire as a new determination the universal form of value, and the particulars concerned play the role of bearers of this determination imposed on them while passing through this phase of their life-cycle. 

Moreover Sohn-Rethel analysed the form of value as such which springs from exchange as such, bracketing any labour content. Theoretical priority must be accorded to ‘form analysis’, he argued, even though ‘the abstractness of value always transfers itself to labour and finds its real meaning there’ (p. 32), because it is the practice of exchange that establishes the necessary social synthesis in the first place before labours expended may be commensurated in it. In line with my agreement with Sohn-Rethel on this, I say nothing here about Abstract Labour.
 Because of its importance in shaping the character and direction of social material production, the value-form should be analysed first, ‘bracketing’ entirely at the start the origin of the objects of exchange.

The value form constitutes a form of social unity; in it the commodity is determined as a value, a value as such, not merely something valuable to you or to me. The value-form of the commodity rests on a split between value as the identity of commodities, premised on an abstract universal posited through equivalent exchange, and their enduring difference from each other as use-values; moreover this doubling is a relation in which the form, the abstract universal, comes to dominate the matter, the various use-values.

What is at issue in the value-form abstraction is by no means the same sort of abstraction as natural science employs when it studies mass, for example, and treats bodies under this description regardless of their other properties. For mass is indeed a given property of the bodies concerned, inhering in each. But, as Marx says, value has ‘a purely social reality’, not ‘an atom of matter’ enters into it. Whereas in the mass case ‘the principle of abstraction’ may quite properly be used to say that two bodies, balancing each other on a scale, share the same mass, in the case of value this principle operates in reverse so to speak: because we equate the commodities as values we in practice impute to them the same value as if value were a property inherent in them. The fetishism so posited is an objective phenomenon, not a confusion of social consciousness.

Kant and Hegel

Sohn-Rethel linked this insight into the nature of a monetary economy to the development of Greek philosophical notions, and to Kantian dualism. I believe it is possible to build on these insights further, by drawing attention to Hegel’s self-moving abstractions and their putative social basis in a capitalist economy.

Sohn-Rethel does recognise that in one important respect Hegel is a relevant point of reference. He says: ‘The chief difference distinguishing the Marxian treatment of economics from the bourgeois one lies in the importance accorded to the formal aspects of economic reality. The understanding of form as attached to being and not only to thinking was the main principle of dialectics which Marx drew from Hegel.’ (p.30) 

Certainly this makes Marx closer to Hegel than to Kant because for the latter even the forms of intuition do not qualify the things themselves. Nonetheless Sohn-Rethel is at pains to play down the relevance of Hegel and connects directly Marx to Kant. (pp. 15-16) His most telling point is that Kantian dualism fits the split between value and use-value. The role of money in social synthesis is the source of Kant’s transcendental unity of apperception. However once we go beyond money to the study of capital we see that capital brings the value abstraction into motion in the circuits arising from money in motion. Moreover this system of self-moving abstraction takes into its possession the material worlds of production and consumption. This is perhaps the secret of Hegel’s absolute idealism which likewise attempts to unify thought and being – within thought of course. That Hegel’s project ultimately fails does not disqualify it from pertinence, because capital too ultimately fails to produce its others, labour and nature, from within its own movement, no matter how far it really subsumes them. In sum if Sohn-Rethel is right to connect Kant to the monetary synthesis of the commodity manifold, Hegel is the philosopher par excellence of capital. Indeed it is because there is an ontological reality to the process of self-moving abstraction that a Hegelian method of theoretical appropriation of it works splendidly.

Method of Systematic Dialectic

This present discussion of money is part of a broader project of mine to provide a systematic dialectical reconstruction of the categories of Marx’s Capital.
 Systematic dialectic is a method of exhibiting the inner articulation of a given whole. Science in treating such a totality must take the shape of a system comprising a set of categories capturing the forms and relations constitutive of the totality. Hence the presentation of the totality in thought is a systematic dialectic of categories. In my view a significant homology obtains between the movement of exchange, generating a practical abstraction from the natural specificity of commodities, and the movement of thought, generating a system of logical categories.

Although our analytical starting point, namely ‘the commodity produced by capital’, appears as a concrete one, the practical abstraction, imposed in exchange, from every given feature of it leads to a dialectic of ‘pure form’ homologous with the ‘pure thoughts’ of Hegel’s logic. Whereas Hegel abstracts from everything through the power of thought, exchange abstracts only from what is presented to it, a delimited sphere of use values. So we have in the dialectic of capital one that is less general than Hegel’s in its scope, but within its own terms equally absolute in so far as it is founded on all-round abstraction to leave quasi-logical forms.
It is the thesis of this paper that a necessary condition of the actuality of value is the emergence of money; without it commodities are constituted as heterogeneous goods only, even if exchanged. There must be money for the ratios in which commodities are exchanged to have some ‘necessity’; without it those ratios are contingent and accidental.
Value abstracted from exchange relations is not an axiom or an empirical given upon which all else depends; rather the originating form gains actuality and truth only when grounded in the totality to which it gives rise through a dialectical logic. This approach raises the question of the logic of transition in the exposition. The exposition employs a non-deductive logic. Each move deploys minimum sufficient conditions for a further stage of development of value. There is a problem, requiring an innovative solution generated through a ‘leap’ to a new form, but with the minimum of new notional material. Each successive determination in the presentation has a problem whose resolution requires the formulation of a new determination, but resolving that problem gives rise to a new one, and so on. The necessity that an overly abstract category give rise to a more concrete one motivates transition; but justification of the whole movement is retrospective when the sequence of categories is shown to hang together, designating the forms of its self-reproduction. 

It should also be possible to indicate the degree of dependence of the system on empirically given contingencies. Thus that money is a necessity for capitalist development may be demonstrated; and this necessity is initially resolved by excluding gold to serve as money in relation to other commodities; but the role historically played by gold in this connection clearly presupposes the contingencies of its existence and suitability. Moreover this does not mean that commodity money is necessary to capital; it is merely that it would be ‘out of order’ to jump straight from the commodity to credit money or inconvertible state paper. But later on the inadequacy of gold is itself to be demonstrated and redressed. 

In a short paper I cannot demonstrate that the categories of Logic and of the value-form have the same order. I shall here simply draw upon two of Hegel’s figures: his dialectic of force and expression, and his method of positing the presupposition. Let us turn first to the latter.

If we presuppose the commodity has something essential to it, then it has value in itself distinct from the relativity of exchange-value. The relation between the two is illuminated by Hegel’s category of Reflection: important in the development of Reflection is the dialectic of presupposition and posit. The commodity exists as exchange-value only on the basis of positing value-in-itself as its presupposition, as given. Of course such pure positing reflection lacks any ground outside itself. But if we – from the outside – suppose that there is such a value then it is unproblematic to say that it exists only if it reflects itself through exchange value. The unity of positing and external Reflection is determining Reflection in which something gives itself reality through its own activity of positing its presupposition as immediacy, thus ensuring it is mediated within itself. We shall see that this requires money as the moment at which value exists for itself. 

The Forms of value
In the movement of reflection upon itself the commodity must achieve identity with itself as value. Yet value is other than its immediate being. Thus value is not after all immediately identical with the commodity but is different from it. So this requires explicitly the mediating moment of being-different-from-itself when value is made manifest only in the equivalent. There results therefore the contradiction that value is, and is not, found in the commodity. The value form in which A expresses its value in B gives the contradiction a ground. In itself the original remains a natural body supporting its use-value character. As we have stressed all along value is opposed to use-value. But in this value form we find value is not-use-value of A but is borne by use-value B. Analytically the value of the commodity and its use-value are abstract opposites which fall apart. But within the value-form, which exists in the relation of commodity to commodity, instead of falling apart, the opposing determinations of the commodity are reflected against one another. To posit the presupposition that commodities are values requires the development of the value-form to money, as we shall now show.

Let us turn to the Forms of Expression of Value (presented by Marx in Capital Ch 1 sec. 3). In the ordinary way there is nothing wrong with thinking of a unitary essence manifesting itself in different shapes. So why does Marx speak of ‘defects’ or ‘deficiencies’ in the expressions of value? The problem here is that as yet we have no unitary essence, merely the presupposition that there needs to be one if value is to be present in the manifold commodity relations.

At first sight it seems the simple form of value implicit in commodity relations exhibits value adequately. This form is: 

Form I: The Simple Form of Value:

z of commodity A expresses its value in y of the use-value B; 

or more concisely: The value of zA is yB.

In this elementary form of value, if value appears in accordance with its law of appearance then both related commodities take specific forms of value, such that the commodity in ‘relative form’ (A) expresses its value in its ‘equivalent’ (B). I follow Marx in seeing the commodity in relative form as the ‘active’ pole of the expression, because that is the commodity whose value is to manifest itself, and the commodity in equivalent form as the ‘passive’ pole, because it serves merely as the material shape of the value of A.
 Ideally value is determined in opposition to the heterogeneity of use value. But value must appear if it is to have any actuality. Immediately a commodity appears as a use value, but, because the value of a commodity is defined in opposition to its own use value, it cannot appear there. Paradoxically the claim that A is a value requires A to exclude this value from itself and posits it as B. Even if B is itself a value (as at this stage it is potentially) its value-expression is as it were stifled at birth so that the body of commodity B figures as the actualization of A’s value. Because the first commodity plays an active role, and the second a passive one, it is impossible for the same commodity to play both roles at the same time, since value needs a simple unitary way of expressing itself throughout the whole value space.

It is not that the commodity A has a given essence simply expressed in the equivalent but that value as essence comes to be in this expression, and is figured rather at the equivalent pole as what appears in the shape of the use-value B. The ‘peculiarity’ (Marx) of the commodity in equivalent form is that its sensuous body counts as the phenomenal shape of a supersensuous world of value. So here there are two worlds, which predicate themselves on use-value in inverted fashion. In essence value is not-use-value (of A), but as appearance value is use-value (of B).
The deficiency of the simple form is that in it a commodity is related only to one other, which means that value has not achieved the universality of its expression implied by the presumption that, underlying the web of exchange relations, there is some force that regulates them, that the many exchange-values, which a commodity may have, yet exist in a unity. This ‘accidental’ expression of the value of A in B is defective because it is not all-encompassing. Moreover there is nothing special about the commodity B which would grant it a role as a privileged interlocutor with A. One could just as well have taken A’s relation to C, or to D, under review.
Taking these other alternatives into account gives rise to the more comprehensive ‘expanded form of value’. 
Form II The Expanded Form of Value







y of commodity B 

z of commodity A expresses its value in :
or x of commodity C 








or w of commodity D 








or so on & so forth.

At first sight it seems this expanded form presupposes that the value of A remains unaltered in magnitude, whether expressed in B, C, or D, or in innumerable other commodities. But this is not at all plain since all these commodity-equivalents are incommensurable. 

Notice also that the connector here, significantly, is ‘or’, not ‘and’ (when reversed in the General Form it will be ‘and’). Why in the expansion of the simple form is it the connector ‘or’ which links the various equivalents? When expanded the simple form cannot result in a heterogeneous bundle of use-values because the parameters of the problem under consideration demand that the form of essence be unitary. Hence B, C, D, etc. are alternative ‘units’ of value logically implicit in commodity relations. These are alternative ways to express A as a value. This expression is therefore deficient because of the lack of a unitary essence. Hence the defect of it is the inability of any one commodity to exclude the others from being value as essence. Such a requirement would not make sense if value as essence were already given, then the deficiency could be interpreted only as a lack of common measure. But such a common essence is not yet constituted.

If the expanded form of value is reversed we therewith reach the general form of value, to wit ‘The value of B, and of C, and of D, etc. expresses itself in A’. Notice that B, C, D, etc., are here linked with an ‘and’ not an ‘or’ (as in the expanded form), because B expressing its value in A does not exclude C from so doing.

It is instructive to consider the meaning of this reversal more closely. To begin with let us distinguish two things that might be meant by reversal. 

‘Reversal’ may mean that we move from the perspective of commodity A expressing its value in B to that of commodity B taking A as its equivalent, the two expressions being considered side by side, so to speak, as having the same content but different formally in that the ‘sense’ of the expression runs in a different direction. Nothing significant is changed if a whole set of commodity A’s equivalents is reversed such that A is the common point of reference. 

Another meaning of ‘reversal’ is that what is reversed is the original expression of commodity A’s value in its equivalents such that this origin is preserved in the reversed expression, along with the positing ‘activity’ of commodity A. The two expressions are not side by side but dialectically determined as related through opposition, through developing the meaning of A’s determination as value. I adopt this second point of view. 

The significance of this dialectic of reversal is rooted in the asymmetry of the poles of the value expression. In order to explicate this I draw on Hegel’s dialectic of Force and Expression (Phenomenology of Spirit, ch. 3). This is powered by the contradiction that the Force is supposed to belong to the thing just as it is, yet an unexpressed force is no force at all; but to be expressed it requires its solicitation by other things. These others must themselves therefore be forces. While a force proves itself only in its expression, in its effect on something, the nature of the latter is the necessary complement of the force. Gravity attracts apples but not rainbows. The force requires ‘solicitation’ by that which suffers its effect. The first force and the soliciting force are therefore merely two moments of a whole relation and share a common content. 

Just so, if commodity A expresses its value in a definite amount of commodity B, at the same time it is enabled by B to reflect on its nature as value. B solicits A to recognise it as the means whereby value may be realised. It follows that commodity A, just in so far as it posits commodity B as its own equivalent, conversely posits itself as the relevant referent of B’s proper expression of itself; it presupposes it is the value equivalent of B. If all the commodities in equivalent form solicit a value expression of A in this way, this allows A to posit itself as their unitary equivalent. 

The dialectic moves from commodity A determining use value B as the expression of value, because it can’t be use value A, to commodity A determining itself as containing the essence of value, when it reflects all the original alternate equivalents into itself. Abstracting out this reverse movement gives the general form of value. To remind ourselves, this is:

Form III The General Form of Value
y commodity B :

and x commodity C :

all express their value in z of commodity A

and w commodity D :

and so on and so forth:

In this form the commodity A solicits all the other commodities to solicit it as their unitary form of value. Thus A, while now the universal equivalent, does not simply assume the role of passive equivalent, as it would do if we considered an original one-sided relation of B, C, & D, to A. It preserves its active role because it attracts the other commodities to express their value in it as a unitary form. It determines itself thus as essentially value, becomes value-for-itself, rather than having merely implicit value as in its original position. So value not only must appear if it is to be actual, it must appear as what it is, exchangeableness as such, and that is what is made manifest in the universal equivalent. 
We might call this ‘a’ general form of value, because it is not yet determined which commodity is the universal equivalent. For commodity B could follow the same route as A did, such that it ends up as the focus of a ‘general form. Hence the universal equivalent posited in the intermediation of commodities has not yet established its own ground to stand upon. A commodity functions as universal equivalent only if it alone successfully solicits the other commodities to recognise it as the only appropriate expression of their value. The universal equivalent must be a unique universal equivalent. 

Let us now consider the transition to money. Marx identifies the defect of the General Form in two sentences: ‘The universal equivalent form is a form of value in general. It can therefore be assumed by any commodity.’
 Yet there cannot be more than one universal equivalent; therefore some principle of selection must exclude all but one possibility. Logically there is nothing to distinguish them. But the problem is solved when ‘social custom’ excludes all but one commodity, says Marx. Historically gold was chosen although something else could have been. The singularity of gold brings value relations to a focus and creates a homogeneous value space. The Money Form links back to the simple form, having been developed from it by a series of metamorphoses which it must run through in order to win its finished shape. However, it is important we shall argue, that the selection of gold retroactively denies any other commodity the opportunity to ‘run through’ the dialectic of form to become money. 

The transition to money is thus not at all an easy one. The steps in the argument are as follows: 1) formally any commodity could serve as universal equivalent; 2) really only one commodity can serve as universal equivalent (at least at the same time); 3) necessarily, to ground value one must be selected. This is logically required but must be practically undertaken. Unless one, and only one, is socially selected the universal equivalent form is not actual. Money makes it so. 

Form IV The Money Form of Value
20 yards of linen:

1 coat :
40 lb. of coffee:


all express their value in 2 ounces of gold

10 lb. of tea :
half a ton of iron :
and so on:

Of course the existence of money depends on the existence of other commodities as its correlates, but if it acts as exchangeableness-in-immediacy then this mediation vanishes. While these commodities are its analytical presuppositions, as value-for-itself money posits itself as not posited. It is to be taken at ‘face value’. Gold as value-for-itself presupposes that there are commodities to be valued by it; but only with money are commodities posited as values in themselves. 

The upshot is that it is not commodities that are immediately values, and hence posit money as their mediated reflection; rather it is money that is determined as value in immediate shape, and thus reflects value into such commodities as prove themselves saleable.

The conclusion to this section, then, is that the presupposition that underlying commodity relations is a unitary essence, namely value, is posited once money constitutes this unity of form in practice. Only with money does this practical abstraction – value – gain actuality. Moreover only if the form of value is practically constituted does any material content become socially recognised, and commensurated, in it. Marx rightly says the key thing about money is that without it products ‘do not confront each other as commodities, but as use-values only’ not values.
 This means that money presents the moment of their unity as values to them when acting as their unique universal equivalent. 

However, for value to be actual requires that there is not merely the logical possibility that a money commodity be the unique value-equivalent but that this uniqueness is effectively grounded. Only with money is value a reality. But is not the presence of money itself presupposed here? More especially, how does gold achieve its unique position as the universal equivalent? By means of the becoming necessary of gold, as always already the attractor of commodities because it has actual immediate exchangeability. This point needs more discussion.

The Necessity of Money

At the present stage of our exposition money is gold.
 It is of no moment to enter into a historical treatment of the contingencies of gold’s emergence as the money commodity. Clearly gold, originally unremarkable, has now become necessary to the positing of value as a reality. The key issue for a systematic dialectical presentation of this ‘fact’ is not that of the chronological process of its becoming (now vanished in the past and prone to myths of origin – see below), but that of why it is necessary now, not how it became necessary in the past. The question is not what was special about gold (e.g. its attractiveness for ornamentation) but what makes gold significantly different from other commodities now.

This brings us to the logic of exclusion. Again the question here is not how gold came to be excluded in the past, but how is this exclusion maintained. Not only is the historical origin of money not relevant to a systematic presentation of its logical necessity, even the mediations logically presupposed in its development have vanished. Money just is value, in practice. Marx says: ‘What appears to happen is not that a particular commodity becomes money because all other commodities express their values in it, but, on the contrary, that all other commodities universally express their values in a particular commodity because it is money. The movement through which this process has been mediated vanishes in its own result, leaving no trace behind.’
 

According to Marx, and even according to our own exposition, it seems that commodities must exclude one of their number to serve as the unique universal equivalent. Therefore if the money commodity is excluded by the others the ‘fact’ that it is money only obtains through their activity. Thus we do not yet have gold existing as money necessarily, i.e. on its own account; it remains, in effect, contingent on that condition of its existence. But if we bear in mind that the dialectic of force and expression ends with the universal equivalent actively asserting itself as value-for-itself, then it seems better to ask how the money commodity excludes itself from the other commodities, even if expositionally it appears otherwise. 

The answer is that Money maintains itself as value in autonomous form against the other commodities; as their centre of attraction it prevents any other commodity taking its position just because it already acts as value in immediate form, accordingly attracting other commodities to find a value equivalent in it. It seems as if the other commodities excluded gold ‘in the first place’ but the boot is on the other foot once it becomes active on its own account. The alleged ‘effect’, namely the exclusion of the money commodity by the other commodities, becomes the cause of itself when money retroactively excludes the rise to power of any other candidate for its position. Money always already is money in virtue of fulfilling the money functions. Money itself posits the presupposition that it alone ‘was’ excluded virtually, by excluding any other claimant to its position as exchangeableness-in-immediacy. 

It is pertinent to this discussion to consider Marx’s own example. This is the analogy of Kingship. Money is the King of commodities (e.g. Grundrisse p. 230). I take this up, but draw different conclusions. Among political theorists Hobbes has the merit of diagnosing the true logic of the relation of sovereignty. Divine right, conquest, blood, patriarchy, are (contestable) external conditions for the claim of sovereignty. As Hobbes saw, the true ground of the legitimate exercise of sovereignty is simply its effective exercise, therewith preventing social disorder from breaking out, and thus deserving of popular support. He has a ‘contract’ theory whereby people are supposed to have agreed amongst themselves who is to represent their aspiration for order; however, this point of reference for political judgement is not a (contestable) historical event, but a thought experiment designed to validate sovereignty in general and thus the exercise of power by the existent sovereign, regardless of their original path to power. Nothing depends on whether the people ‘chose’ Cromwell; he is, therefore we are ‘contractually’ obliged to subject ourselves to him. Hobbes clearly does not suppose this social contract ever really happened; it is simply a device designed to show why we should obey the existent sovereign.

Marx points (proleptically) to the role of money as ‘king’ of commodities. He makes reference to Hegel’s dialectic of reflection (as we just did above), and then he writes: ‘One man is king only because other men stand in the relation of subjects to him. They, on the other hand, imagine they are subjects because he is king.’
 Clearly Marx implies this imagining is a mistake; but it is not. Here Marx fails to grasp the objective validity of the virtual movement of reversal when the equivalent gains the status of immediate value. Just as the activity of sovereign power provides its holder with its own justification according to Hobbes, so the virtual movement by which gold is excluded from commodities to present their value to them is irrelevant to the recognition of gold as effectively money on its own account. Marx’s attempt to demystify money is understandable but somewhat misplaced when we see that money really has sovereignty over commodities. The principal moment of the antithesis is ‘now’ money. 

The reflection of commodities and money into each other is not merely a ‘positing reflection’ of value (as in a mere correlation of relative and equivalent poles of value); for this lacks sufficient determinacy in that the position of the commodities could be reversed. Nor is it adequate to its existence that some commodity is given a privileged role through an external stipulation (e.g. a State issue of a ‘legal tender’
); neither is it adequate to conceptualise it as a practical makeshift determined by social convention. Likewise, the requirement of uniqueness cannot adequately be met if it is merely the theoretical idea of the scientist selecting one to systematise his data. The positing of value has to be objectively actual. What is required to give value its self-subsistence is a ‘determining reflection’ in the required sense, in truth its self-determination; once in actuality gold is exchangeableness in immediate shape, it posits itself as its own presupposition, instead of posited by its presupposition, namely the commodity manifold. The condition of existence of money is hence simply the fact of the exclusion of money from other commodities as it is maintained by the activity of money itself in attracting commodities to offer themselves for sale. 

The point is not to show how a process of exclusion occurred, but to show that the logic of money is itself exclusionary. So, although it could be silver, not gold, in the imagination, in practice the money commodity is what it is, i.e. gold is actually money simply because it acts as money. This seems a mouse of an argument; but this is a point where dialectic must acknowledge its limits: that money is gold, and how gold became so, is not a logical point. But the demonstration of what money is, in relation to commodities, is a logical investigation. 

Dialectic cannot retrospect its systemic logic into an historical force, wherewith the necessity of money to the present system makes itself into a speculative requirement that people originally act so as to fix a commodity as money. The systematic presentation shows the simple form of value is the germ of what will have become money. But there is no causal necessity for barter to transcend itself.

Marx notes that, since gold is money itself, it has no price. This is because it would be idiotic to say commodities A, B, C, D etc. form prices of the money-commodity. The illusion that money has a price is based on the fallacy that all value equivalents can function as prices of each other. But the whole point of price is that it is conceptually unitary, enabling value to emerge as a homogeneous universal dimension of commodities; hence the singleness of money and its office. 

Money has no price because it is price. But has it value? Here Marx’s answer is defective. He says: ‘The expanded relative expression of value, the endless series of equations, has now become the specific relative form of value of the money commodity.... We have only to read the quotations of a price-list backwards, to find the magnitude of value of money expressed in all sorts of commodities.’
 In effect he goes back behind money to the bare commodity status of gold, losing the peculiar status of immediate exchangeability it has as money.

But this overlooks two very interesting circumstances.
 

First of all, the whole point of the simple form, and the expanded form, was to allow a commodity to express its value in another use-value because it could not express its value in its own natural body. But money does express value in its own body because money fixes the peculiarity of the equivalent form which we discussed earlier, namely that its use-value counts as value. It has no need to express its value in some other commodity because as value-for-itself it does not need an expression of value-in-itself as do the other commodities. Money shows it is value-for-itself in being immediately exchangeable with any commodity on the market in some definite amount. As already value, what money expresses in its relations with other commodities is its purchasing power. 

Secondly, if we examine the converse of the money-form, it does not return to the expanded form, just because gold now has the special property of immediately exchangeability. We get a new expression of value: 

Form V: The Laying-Out of Money










z of A










and y of B

an ounce of gold is immediately exchangeable for :
and x of C










and w of D










and so on

There are two important points about this form that make it very different from Form II, the expanded form. In the latter, as we had occasion to stress, the commodities on the right were alternatives to each other (signified by Marx’s use of the connector ‘or’). As a result the commodity on the left could not express its value adequately because it got lost in this endlessness. Here, however, money comprehends this infinity under its own form-determination as the value universal that may be laid out on all commodities (thus we have the connector ‘and’). Since gold is already socially validated as the incarnation of value, it has no need whatsoever to express its value through its equivalents. Rather it demonstrates that it is value incarnate through granting other commodities social recognition as values. 

The upshot of this section is that the presupposition of money, and the singleness of its office in validating the value of commodities, is posited by money itself when it acts as immediately value-for-itself. Havng sublated its virtual origin in the dialectic of the forms of value, it is not a passive measure of commodity-value, but has the sovereign power of immedate exchangeability with other commodities.

The Myth of Origin

This method of understanding the logical necessity of money may be contrasted with ‘mythodology’, which traces the development of money from an imaginary primitive shape of exchange in accordance with a quasi-causal narrative wherewith each stage produces its successor. For me, is important to distinguish a logical derivation of money (such as that presented by Marx) from a myth of origin (such as those presented by K. Menger and by K. Uno). The myth of origin is characterised by a thought experiment purporting to show how people in an economic ‘state of nature’ would, in the absence of money, be led over time by the nature of their situation to evolve it. The method takes as its starting point owners of commodities making offers for ‘sale’, and seeks to demonstrate that there would be a tendency for such traders to accept as an intermediate asset the more exchangeable commodities, one of which eventually becomes generally accepted as the sole bearer of purchasing power. This function of money (namely, means of purchase) having been established, the other functions follow. A difficulty with these fables is that a wrenching of gears has to take place from the obvious reading of ‘more exchangeable’ as ‘more generally required’ to the nomination of gold, which originally was merely a luxury. This slippage papers over a radical traverse, namely that a money economy is not continuous with barter economy, but is characterised by a radical opposition between commodities sold for consumption and money which is never sold but only buys.

Conclusion

I reject the criticism of my method that claims I beg the question of the reality of value and money. The critic of my work I have in mind is Tom Sekine.
 To get one point out of the way first: I do agree with Sekine that Marx introduced the labour theory of value too early in Capital and that the value-form should be developed to the general formula for capital before addressing production and therewith the capital relation. The significance of this in the present context is that we disavow the solution to the problem of the form of value adopted by many Marxists, who speak of labour value as a determinate quantity prior to its appearance in exchange, a fortiori therefore before the development of money. I agree with Sekine that this is not so; and in my development of money I do not rely upon such a given content from which the forms, including money, flow unproblematically when the products of labour are exchanged.

In fact there are two issues I have discussed: the presupposition and positing of value, and the presupposition and positing of money. 

The presupposition of value is taken by me as problematic. This means I do not presuppose value is present so as to derive such consequences as a monetary measure of it. The method of advance rather searches for its conditions of existence, and results in the positing of the presupposition once money is understood as making value relations possible. Value is not seen to be of the essence of the system of commodity relations until money makes it so by presenting to commodities in separate form their value essence.

Sekine argues against me that, if value does not exist without money, to presuppose value at the outset is a petitio principii, i.e. begging the question. But it is precisely my argument that money must exist in order to posit the presupposition, the presentation starts from value only in the sense that it is as such ungrounded and requires further development in order to reach its conditions of existence in the money form. Value becomes posited when the presupposition commodities are values in essence is explicitly actualised in money and then reflected into the commodities.

Another related issue is the function of money as measure. Sekine emphatically asserts that value, as an intrinsically quantitative phenomenon, cannot exist prior to its measure, i.e., its dimension given in money. He is right that value exists only as a quantitative magnitude, and this requires a measure to constitute it, and has merely a virtual existence without it. However, I agree again; the logical argument I deploy reaches money for precisely this reason, as I concretise the original indeterminate notion of value with which I begin. Even without a common measure it is possible to characterise commodities as exchangeables; then to abstract from the fact that all such commodities are exchangeable (directly or indirectly) with one, the notion that in this respect they are equivalents of each other; but of course, at this abstract level, without any determinate dimension in which they may be equated. When we say ‘x of A is worth y of B, and z of C, and so on’ this is a purely parametric ratio set which, to be considered as a set of value relations, require commensuration in some dimension, but here is too indeterminate an expression of value to allow it. All the other commodities count as what the single commodity is ‘worth’, they are all exchange values of the same magnitude of exchangeability in the abstract. But only money is able to present this identity to them concretely, therewith in actuality constituting it.

The method of presupposition and posit is especially relevant to my argument here because the presupposition of value is not given in experience, nor even as a hypothesis whose truth is to be tested in experience; it is as such an unreal abstraction to be made actual only when objectively hypostatised in money. The circle of positing the presupposition is here constitutive.

With regard to Marx’s reversal of the expanded form into the general form, and Sekine’s claim that he here smuggles in gold money, I have improved this transition by showing it follows dialectically from the search for Commodity A to make actual its implicit value. Through the dialectic of force and expression A ends by positing itself as value in actuality by determining itself as such against the other commodities, rather than produced through iterating all possible simple forms in which it is the passive equivalent. As the universal equivalent, money is active in that it passes judgment on the claims to value of the run of commodities; and as immediately exchangeable can lay itself out on them. It is the King of Commodities.

A final point about the bearing of what I have done here with regard to larger debates. I have stressed the activity of money against those Marxist economists who see it as a passive register of value. In my view this is an important step on the way to understanding the active role capital plays in our economy.




� I borrow this term from Ronald Meek who was happy to employ this method!





� Alfred Sohn-Rethel Intellectual and Manual Labour, trans. Martin Sohn-Rethel, Macmillan 1978.





� This distinction is made in Alberto Toscano ‘The Open Secret of Real Abstraction’ in Rethinking Marxism 20:2, 2008 (p. 286) where he oppose Roberto Finelli to Sohn-Rethel on this basis. 





� For my account of Abstract Labour see C. J. Arthur ‘The Practical Truth of Abstract Labour’ in In Marx's Laboratory: Critical Interpretations of the Grundrisse, Historical Materialism Book Series, R. Bellofiore, G. Starosta and P. Thomas eds, Brill Academic


Press, 2010.





� In any case the historical specificity of capitalism lies in its form. Starting from labour is unfeasible, in spite of, or rather just because of, the fact that in all societies people must work, mostly, indeed, for others. (Nor is a division of labour sufficient to define capitalism; Marx points to the counter-example of the Incas.) There are no general laws of production which simply play themselves out in different ways in different modes of production. Rather the historically determinate form of production for exchange, with the aim of profit, has to be presupposed to any discussion of labour, including so-called ‘abstract labour’.





� Just as Hegel's logic follows the self-movement of thought (‘thinking itself, devoid of personality, [is] the productive subject’ (G. W. F. Hegel, Introduction to the Lectures on the Philosophy of History Clarendon Press, Oxford, p. 9) as it reconstructs the categorial universe, so we can follow the self movement of capital as a ‘productive subject devoid of personality’. (If a capitalist, because of personal quirks, acts contrary to the spirit of capitalism he soon ceases to be a capitalist.)





� C. J. Arthur The New Dialectic and Marx’s ‘Capital’, Brill, Leiden 2002.





� This problem does not arise if one holds that labour has already been given as this unitary essence; then quite naturally one reads the development of forms of value as realisations of this given identity in commodities, and there are no defects because all forms are adequate expressions of value, and all that is required is to show how the money commodity emerges as a numeraire. 





� K. Marx Capital I, Penguin, 1976, p. 139.





� Capital 162.
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� The systematic dialectic develops a commodity money first, because the need for a unitary equivalent is met by it with the minimum of available resources. However, a commodity money is itself defective because it means one commodity, namely gold, doe not enter the system of exchange by sale; a paper currency finesses that impurity.





� Capital 187





� Capital 149 n. 22.





� Of course an authoritative coinage is useful to establish a standard of price but this is a more concrete issue.





� Capital 189.





� I already made this argument in my chapter in The Constitution of Capital, eds R. Bellofiore and N. Taylor, Palgrave 2004.





� That is its peculiar ‘use’; moreover to retain this use requires that in being used it is not ‘used up’; it must be imperishable. Because of this last point, if I were to indulge in a myth of origin I would derive money from its function as store of value. A family would not trade away their means of subsistence but only their luxury items, one of which, namely gold ornaments, is by nature imperishable. It is thus a perfect asset for ‘saving for a rainy day’ to then facilitate the acquisition of badly needed means of subsistence. Those in the fortunate position of having surplus means of subsistence could trade such perishables for such permanent ‘wealth’ as gold. It is a small step from permanent wealth to the money function of store of value. However I do not press this fable because I have argued here that a systematic derivation of the necessity of money requires analysis of its present position. For the real history of the emergence of money see Richard Seaford Money and the Early Greek Mind, Cambridge 2004.
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