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A Critical Theory of Economic 
Compulsion 

This book explores a variety of interconnected themes central to 
contemporary Marxist theory and its further development as a critical 
social theory. 

Championing the critique of political economy as a critical theory of 
society and rejecting Marxian economics as a contradiction in terms, it 
argues instead that economic categories are perverted social categories, 
before identifying the sheer unrest of life – the struggle to make ends meet – 
as the negative content of the reified system of economic objectivity. With 
class struggle recognised as the negative category of the cold society of 
capitalist wealth, which sees in humanity a living resource for economic 
progress, the author contends that the critique of class society finds its 
rational solution in the society of human purposes, that is, the classless 
society of communist individuals. 

A theoretically sophisticated engagement with Marxist thought, A 
Critical Theory of Economic Compulsion will appeal to scholars of social 
and political theory with interests in critical theory and post-capitalist 
imaginaries.  
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Simon Clarke 
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1 A Critical Theory of Economic 
Compulsion: Wealth, Suffering, 
Negation  

Introduction 

The concerns of the book can best be summarised by the following quota-
tion from Adorno’s Lectures on History and Freedom, which he delivered at 
Frankfurt University in 1964–65. 

Given the current state of technical development, the fact that there are 
still countless millions who suffer hunger and want must be attributed to 
the forms of social production, the relations of production, not to the 
intrinsic difficulty of meeting people’s material needs.1  

Immanuel Kant’s conception of Enlightenment as humanity’s exodus from 
self-imposed immaturity still possesses subversive cunning. Not only does he 
speak about self-imposed immaturity, that is Man-made immaturity. He 
also sees humanity as a subject that can free herself from the immaturity of 
her social conditions.2 

The notion of Man emerging from self-imposed immaturity presupposes 
opposition to the existing social relations. Kant’s determination of the role 
of the scholar acknowledged this. He argued that only that science is true 
which helps the common Man to her dignity.3 Kant therefore demanded 
from scholarly work that it reveals the true character of the political con-
stitution and that the failure to do so amounted to a deceitful publicity.4 

Marx echoed Kant’s idea of enlightenment when he argued that human 
history would begin once social relations existed in which humanity would 
no longer be held in bondage as a living means for the accumulation of 
capitalist wealth, but in which humanity would be a purpose, an end in itself. 
Against the bourgeois ideal of abstract equality, which recognises rich and 
poor as equals partners in wealth regardless of their inequality in property, 
Marx argued for an equality of human needs. In contrast to Kant, Marx did 
not conceive of the existing social relations as “immature” in relation to the 
promise of their further development. This idea of a promise of humanity is 
fundamental to the contemporary socialist notions of, for example, Nancy 
Fraser, David Harvey, and the late Leo Panitch. They advocate for the 
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transformation of the capitalist social relations to achieve social justice and 
equality through the establishment a perfected mode of labour economy. In 
contrast, for Marx, the norms of freedom, justice, and equality, express the 
values of the existing social relations to which they are conceptually bound.5 

Furthermore, he rejected the idea of socialism as a perfected system of la-
bour economy. He did so most vehemently in his Critique of the Gotha 
Programme of German social democracy.6 To his dismay, it declared for 
labour economy as the source of all wealth in every society. Instead of a 
freedom from labour, “time for enjoyment”,7 it demanded the freedom of 
labour from capital to achieve its full potential in socialism. The existing 
social relations do not contain the prospect of human emancipation in their 
conceptuality. Rather, they contain their own social necessities. As argued 
by Max Horkheimer and Walter Benjamin, by making labour the central 
category of its anti-capitalist programme, social democracy accommodates 
itself to those same social conditions that it denounces as “exploitative”, 
“discriminative”, “violent”, and “unfair”.8 

Marx’s critical theory sets out to show that capitalist society comprises 
definite forms of human social practice and that it is therefore the social 
relations themselves, not their labour economy, that require revolutionising 
for the sake of a society, he calls it communism, in which humanity is a 
purpose, not a means. According to Marx, the existing relations of freedom 
amount to a freedom of economic compulsion. He thus reformulated Kant’s 
categorial imperative according to which humanity, the subject of needs in 
her historically specific social relations, should not be treated as a means, 
mere exploitable human material, but as an end, by arguing for the abolition 
of the capitalist social relations. Their abolition is the premise for the 
emergence of a society that is founded on the satisfaction of individual 
human needs and therewith a society that is no longer ruled by (economic) 
abstractions but by the freely associated communist individuals themselves. 

What a human freedom it would be to live life without anxiety and worry 
about the satisfaction of needs, and with time to spare for enjoyment. In the 
meantime, despite an immense accumulation of material wealth, the poor 
and miserable continue to “chew words to fill their bellies”.9 

Towards a Critical Theory of Economic Compulsion: Wealth, 
Suffering, Negation 

Critical theory thinks against the flow of the world, at least that is its in-
tension. The opposite term to a critical theory of society is not uncritical 
theory. It is traditional theory, at least according to Max Horkheimer who 
invoked the notion of a critical theory of society in his seminal essay 
“Traditional and Critical Theory” of 1937.10 If one were to summarise the 
difference between them, at its best traditional theory analyses the world of 
real (economic) abstractions to comprehend their political, economic, cul-
tural, psychological, social, and historical truth from various points, 
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including the standpoint of labour. By arguing from the standpoint of la-
bour, it establishes what society lacks in terms of the justice and rationality 
of its labour organisation, and what therefore needs to be done to overcome 
what it finds to be deplorable in the capitalist labour economy. In contrast, 
critical theory scrutinises the untruth of the economic abstractions. It asks 
about the social constitution of the relations of economic compulsion. 
Instead, then, of “stating what society lacks” with respect to the rational 
organisation of its economy and instead of asking “what praxis must rea-
lize” to achieve a more perfect “version of industrial society”,11 Adorno’s 
and Marx’s critical theory highlights “what is deplorable about society and 
has to be abolished”.12 In their judgement, capitalist society does not pro-
mise a freedom from want. Rather, it promises that those without property, 
free traders in labour power, will have to work for the profit of the buyer of 
their labour power to make a living. Indeed, they understand that both the 
capitalist and the labourer are subject to the relations of economic com-
pulsion, which under the threat of bankruptcy compels the employer of 
labour power to make a profit from the living labour of its seller. What 
holds sway in capitalist society is the law of value, that is the law of the 
valorisation of living labour. The law of value posits the necessity of 
money to beget more money, on the pain of ruin. Marx thus conceived of 
the social character of capitalist society as an “abstraction in action”.13 It 
is, as Slavo Žižek put it in the context of the anti-austerity struggles in 
Greece during the Eurozone crisis, the “real of capital”, one which turns 
the counter-hegemonic struggles for progressive ends into alternative 
strategies of capitalist development.14 

Herbert Marcuse expressed the critical meaning of society as an “ab-
straction in action” well when he argued that in capitalist society the world 
manifests itself “behind the backs of the individuals; yet it is their work”.15 

On the one hand, the individuals owe their life to what society as a process 
of economic compulsion does to them. On the other, their endeavour to 
make a living furnishes society as a compelling abstraction with an in-
dependent consciousness and a will. The economic quantities move as if by 
their own volition beyond human control; yet their movement manifests the 
practices of the social individuals in the form of the economic object. With 
reference to the social classes, society as an abstraction in action entails, 
crudely put, that the free labourers depend for their social reproduction on 
how effective their living labour is exploited for profit by the buyers of their 
labour power. Profitable employers hire workers, unprofitable ones go 
under. They shed labour. For the free labourers, access to the means of 
subsistence depends on achieving sustained wage income, the premise of 
which is the exploitation of their labour power for profit. 

The book argues that money that yields more money is the real power of 
society as a process of economic compulsion. Following Simon Clarke, “the 
drive to force down wages, intensify labour … is not a matter merely of the 
subjective motivation of the capitalist, but bears down on the capitalist with 
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the objective force of competition … Competition forces every capitalist to 
seek out means of reducing costs or accelerating the turnover of capital, the 
better to withstand immediate or anticipated competitive pressure. Thus, 
the individual capitalist is no less subject to the power of money than is the 
worker”.16 That is to say, exploiting labour for profit is the means of 
avoiding competitive erosion, liquidation, and bankruptcy. The capitalist is 
“merely a cog” of society as a process of real economic abstraction. It 
“compels him to keep extending his capital, so as to preserve it, and he can 
only extend it by means of progressive accumulation”, that is by converting 
the extracted surplus value into capital to yield further surplus value.17 The 
risk of failing to exploit labour effectively is bankruptcy, which is particu-
larly painful for the workers who, left without employment, find themselves 
cut off from the means of subsistence. Profit is primary. The satisfaction of 
needs is a sideshow. For the sake of maintaining waged-based access to the 
means of life, the valorisation of capital is primary. It is a process of ex-
tracting surplus value from the living labour of a class of people who make a 
living as free traders in labour power. The labourer is “free in the double 
sense”. She “is free of all the objects needed” to make a living and she is free 
to trade her labour power to reproduce herself as a “needy individual” who 
“produces wealth for other people”.18 As argued by Amy De’Ath, the un-
derstanding of society as a process of economic compulsion, hinges on the 
relationship of the value abstraction, money as more money, to violent 
historical processes of dispossession that created the free labourer as ex-
ploitable human material.19 The divorce of the labourer from her means is 
the historical foundation of the relationship between capital and labour. It is 
the social premise of the capitalist form of wealth as an abstraction in action. 

Marx’s critique of political economy is both, a critique of the capitalist 
social relations and an argument for the classless society. His critique of 
political economy is therefore not a critique of the capitalist class that lives 
by exploitation, and it is not an argument for the working class as one that 
deserves a better deal through legal restraints on exploitation, employment 
guarantees, higher levels of wage income. Nor is it an argument for the 
rationalisation of the capitalist labour economy in a socialist political 
economy. As “werewolf”-like exploiter of living labour, the capitalist per-
sonifies a social logic that holds sway in the relations of economic com-
pulsion.20 Both, the labourer and the capitalist cannot extract themselves 
from a society that compels them as personifications of the economic ca-
tegories – the one buying labour power to avoid bankruptcy by profiting 
from its employment, enriching himself, the other selling labour power to 
make a living as society’s surplus value producer. 

Everybody lives by the process of valorisation be that as owners of money 
or as surplus value producers, or as public servants whose income depends 
on taxation. It really is the case that capitalist wealth appears in the form of 
a movement of ghostlike economic quantities that manifest themselves be-
hind the backs of the social individuals, compelling them into action – to 
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sustain their relationship to the world of wealth. This relationship is neither 
stable nor predictable. It is crisis-ridden. That is, “the labour of the private 
individuals manifests itself as an element of the total labour of society only 
through the relations which the act of exchange establishes between the 
products, and, through their mediation, between the producers”.21 Products 
that cannot be exchanged for money are worthless. They are failed com-
modities. What remains untouched by money is burnt, regardless of human 
needs. What counts is money (as more money). Therefore, what counts is the 
socially necessary expenditure of living labour. No money is made from the 
socially unnecessary expenditure of labour. Such expenditure of labour is a 
waste of time and effort. It devalues the advanced capital and threatens the 
worker with unemployment. The capitalist, who “vampire-like, only lives by 
sucking living labour … lives the more, the more labour it sucks” in a timely 
manner in competition with all other vampire like employers of living labour 
on a world market scale;22 and the worker lives by producing surplus value 
for the buyer of her labour power, and lives the more as society’s surplus 
value producer, the more she enriches the owner of money through the 
timely expenditure of her living labour. 

The ghostlike society of economic value is characterised by social cold-
ness. Its relationships are strictly for business. What counts is competitive-
ness to achieve profitable rewards on the advanced capital. There is no profit 
in things that cannot be traded for money. Such things have no value. The 
living labour expended upon them was socially speaking superfluous. 
“Proletarian language is dictated by hunger”.23 

The normative standpoint of the reason of labour in socialist political 
economy recognises that it is “a misfortune” to be a free labourer.24 It 
therefore proclaims a more perfect and equitable version of labour economy. 
The book argues that the normative critiques of capitalism, including the 
arguments for a socialist labour economy, express what Walter Benjamin 
called the “nightmare of historical consciousness”.25 It identifies truly de-
plorable situations and stands up for the interests of the needy surplus value 
producers, with redemptive intent. However, it is because of their freedom as 
sellers of labour power that they are prevented from “running away”.26 

Following Herbert Marcuse, they are bound to capitalist society because of 
the “lash of hunger”. It compels them to “sell their services” for the profit of 
another class of Man.27 Their bondage is not contingent upon unfavourable 
social situations, which contemporary socialist political economy analyses 
as neoliberal financialization. The established system of money making is 
not an unfavourable circumstance that can be overcome by a change in 
government. Rather it is systematic. In fact, the capitalist economy is a 
monetary economy. 

What is “cannot be true”.28 It is true that to reproduce herself, the worker 
“must produce surplus value. The only worker who is productive is one who 
produces surplus value for the capitalist, or in other words contributes to-
wards the self-valorisation of capital”.29 There is therefore a misfortune far 

A Critical Theory of Economic Compulsion 5 



worse than being a productive worker, and that is the misfortune of being a 
superfluous worker who, deprived of wage income, depends on the charity 
of others for her subsistence. The class struggle is not about abstract ideas 
like socialism. It is a struggle for access to “crude and material things”.30 

Class struggle is also not an event that takes place in capitalist society. 
Rather it belongs to its concept. It is the secret history of the capitalist social 
relations that assume the form of a movement of abstract economic quan-
tities that compels a whole class of free labourers to produce surplus value, 
which is the social precondition for averting destitution. 

If by socialism is understood the struggle to humanise society’s treatment 
of its workers, then hopefully it will succeed. Their humane treatment is 
preferable to the cold treatment of them as disposable. However, the effort 
of humanisation presupposes inhuman conditions as its premise. The 
chapters in Part II of this book argue that a counter-hegemonic politics 
of capitalist transformation ends up endorsing the rejected system of ex-
ploitation. The book does not argue against a politics of “practical hu-
manism”,31 which is the ethical foundation of the programme of socialist 
political economy. Rather, it aims at understanding its concept. 

Forms of Critique: Forces of Production and Social Critique 

The many variations in the Marxist tradition revolve around two contrasting 
readings of the critique of political economy as either a critique of capitalism 
from the standpoint of labour or as a critique of the capitalist labour 
economy. According to the former, capitalism amounts to a historically 
specific mode of labour economy. This reading argues for a socialist mode of 
labour economy as the progressive alternative to capitalism. Its conception of 
socialism is programmatic in that it proclaims for a perfected system of labour 
organisation by means of central planning. According to the latter, the cri-
tique of political economy does not argue from the standpoint of labour. On 
the contrary, it amounts to a negative critique of the capitalist labour 
economy. Its critique lacks in programmatic features. Instead, it holds that the 
conceptual content of communism, the “society of the free and equal”, might 
emerge from the negation of the capitalist relations.32 

According to the standpoint of labour critique of capitalism, labour 
economy is an ontological principle. It rejects capitalism as a crisis-prone 
system of labour exploitation for private gain and demands the emancipa-
tion of labour from capitalist domination in socialism. Its argument for 
socialism is founded on a theory of modes of production as historically 
specific organisational forms of labour economy.33 According to this point 
of view, since “in any form of society human beings productively expend 
their corporeal powers”, the critique of capitalist labour economy has to 
differentiate between the “generic materiality” of human life as the trans-
historical presupposition of the modes of production and the specific capi-
talist “historical form of wealth”.34 The analytical focus of this critique of 
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capitalism falls on “the contradictory unity between the materiality of 
human life and its historically-determined social forms”.35 That is, it views 
as historically active the relationship between the transhistorically conceived 
forces of production and the historically specific social relations of pro-
duction, as the decisive dynamic for the understanding of capitalism as a 
mode of production in “‘transition to communism’”.36 In short, the argument 
for a socialist labour economy recognises the capitalist mode of production as 
a historically overdetermined mode of labour economy, which through its 
development of the economic forces compels history forward by unleashing 
the forces of production, which come into conflict with the capitalist relations 
that become too small and narrow for them, thereby creating the objective 
conditions for transition to socialism.37 As a critique of capitalist political 
economy, the argument about a transhistorical materiality of labour economy 
is as fruitless as the conception of the productive forces as a historical subject. 
The conception of labour economy as the “transhistorical essence of social 
life”38 that will be perfected in socialism in the interests of the workers through 
the application of state socialist reason is illusionary in its grasp of capitalist 
political economy but no less real as dystopia. It replaces the semblance of 
freedom in market-mediated forms of social coercion by the freedom of state 
socialism as an unmediated form of coercion.39 

Following Adorno, the critique of political economy from the standpoint 
of labour perverts the critical intension of Marx’s historical materialism.40 

It ontologises the capitalist labour economy and naturalises the capitalist 
economic categories. The circumstance that Man needs to eat and has 
therefore to exchange with nature does not explain capitalism nor does 
capitalism derive from it. Man does not eat in the abstract.41 Nor does Man 
struggle for life in the abstract. The struggle for life, invoked by Marx (and 
Engels) as a history of class struggle, takes place in definite forms of society. 
Instead, then, of transposing “every given struggle into the phrase ‘struggle 
for life’”, Marx’s critical theory requires analyses of the “struggle for life as 
it manifests itself historically in various specific forms of society”.42 

Critically conceived historical materialism is critique of capitalist society 
understood dogmatically as a historically overdetermined form of natural 
economic laws of development. What appears in the appearance of society 
as a relationship between economic things is not some abstractly conceived 
economic nature. Rather, what appears in capitalist society as economic 
nature is Man in her historically specific social relations. The capitalist 
economic laws compel the social individuals as if they, the economic laws, 
were a person apart, and yet, their nature is a social nature. What compels 
them is their own social world. In the words of Marx, “it is, in reality, much 
easier to discover by analysis the earthly kernel of the misty creations of 
religion than to do the opposite, i.e., to develop from the actual, given re-
lations of life the forms in which these have been apotheosized. The latter 
method” he continuous, “is the only materialist one, and therefore the only 
scientific one”. For him, the former method belongs to the “abstract 
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materialism of the natural sciences, which excludes the historical process”.43 

There is only one reality and that is the reality of the historically definite 
forms of life. 

Marx’s point about the actual relations of life is key to social form ana-
lysis.44 It asks about the social constitution of the economic categories and 
expounds their “nature” as a social nature. For social form analysis, thus, 
the forces of production and the normative categories of socialist humanism, 
from Althusser to Fraser, are the forces and norms of the actual social re-
lations. In the words of Moishe Postone, “Marx’s critique transforms the 
categories of political economy from transhistorical categories of the con-
stitution of wealth into critical categories of the specificity of the forms of 
wealth and social relations in capitalism”.45 Form analysis is critique of the 
economic categories as the apotheosised forms of definite social relations. It 
conceives of historical materialism as critique of capitalist society, including 
its normative values and forms of thought. 

The social form approach to the critique of political economy emerged 
from the new left of 1968.46 It contains three overlapping methodological 
approaches. They are immanent critique, systematic dialectics, and ad ho-
minem critique of the economic categories, which is decipherment of the 
economic abstractions as the apotheosised forms of definite social relations. 

Immanent critique judges reality by the standard of its own claims. For 
example, it judges the reality of social equality by the standard of its normative 
claim to equality. By judging reality by its own criteria, it seeks to make the 
“petrified relations … dance by singing their own tune to them”.47 Instead of 
criticising reality as failing to live up to its normative standards, it both de-
mystifies the normative ideas of, say, freedom and equality as the pleasant 
norms of a dreadful social content, and retains a glimpse of what could be. 
Matthias Benzer makes this point about the double meaning of immanent 
critique well when he says with regards to Adorno’s critical theory, the “liberal 
category of freedom purports to yield the utopian image of a genuinely free 
individual” but “on closer inspection, it simultaneously depicts an individual 
released from feudal social structures who is granted the autonomy that the 
capitalist economy requires of ‘him’; a ‘mockery of true freedom … which 
compels the individual towards ruggedness’”. At the same time, it critiques 
“society for failing to fulfil conceptual standards” which it “cannot avoid 
advocating” and which therefore lead to demands for “their social realiza-
tion”.48 Immanent critique interrogates the social coldness of the normative 
standard. There is a crack in everything. That is how the light gets in. 

Systematic dialectics is associated with the work of Chris Arthur in the 
UK and the so-called New Reading of Marx of especially Backhaus and 
Reichelt in (the former West-) Germany.49 Systematic dialectics focuses on 
the categorial character of the capitalist political economy to understand the 
logic that holds sway in it. It recognises the social forms as real (economic) 
abstractions and argues that they establish a framework within which, as 
Reichelt put it, the individuals encounter each other, “make contracts in the 
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sphere of circulation, where they deal in mysterious economic forms with so- 
called ‘goods’, and who have always already perceived each other as equal 
and free subjects of law, and, who, prior to this thinly veiled perception of 
themselves as independent subjects, experienced class society as one of in-
equality, exploitation and rule by an autonomised system”.50 Systematic 
dialectics elaborates the systematicity of society as a process of real ab-
straction and expounds the categorial character of the relations of economic 
compulsion beyond the objective illusions of normative order thinking and 
the dogmatic materialism of a political left that deems itself capable of 
transforming the capitalist labour economy for the benefit of its surplus 
value producers. 

Charlotte Baumann’s characterisation of systematic dialectics, the New 
Reading of Marx in particular, as a logicians’ account of the capitalist social 
relations is apposite.51 Although systematic dialectics delivers on the logic of 
the capitalist social nature, its concept of the social is tenuous. It tends to take 
the identification of the logic of real abstraction as its analytical goal, which 
entails the risk of falling back onto the (traditional) differentiation of society 
into system and lifeworld.52 Rather than conceptualising the capital relations 
with reference to the historical elements implicit in them, systematic dialectic 
posits capital as a conceptual totality akin to a Hegelian idea imposed on 
reality. For systematic dialectics the category of the free labourer is unsettling. 
For Arthur “labour-power is not produced by capital; it is an external con-
dition of capitalist production”.53 In contrast Elena Louisa Lange argues that 
“labor power is … a capitalistically produced commodity”. She argues that 
capital produces the commodity “labour power” as “the direct source” of its 
“raison d’etre: profit”.54 Her identification of the capital relation as a system 
that produces its own social premise conceives of the social relations in terms 
of their incorporated functionality. Moishe Postone’s account expresses the 
dualist conception of society as system and as lifeworld. He argues that capital 
“subjects people to impersonal, increasingly rationalized structural im-
peratives and constraints”, which “cannot be grasped adequately in terms of 
class domination”.55 In his account, “capital” as system sets the objective 
framework within which the social conflicts unfold. 

The book takes issue with the identification of capital as an extra-social 
subject. On the one hand, following Adorno, “the reality in which men live is 
not unvarying and independent of them”. On the other, following Clarke, the 
capitalist relations of production presuppose the historical emergence of a 
class of free labourers.56 It is the case, a logic holds sway in capitalist po-
litical economy. It incorporates the individuals as its personifications. 
However, its shape remains human. That is to say, the individuals “live in 
social being, not in [economic] nature”, and their social being has not been 
given to them by the nature of the capitalist economy.57 It is rather the 
historical result of their own – objectively compelled - social practices. 

Deciphering the capitalist relations does not only entail discovery of the 
logic that holds sway in reified society. It also entails discovery of the simple 
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fact that the capitalist “social order cannot exist without distorting men”.58 

The social individuals are not just cogs in a system of economic compulsion. 
As such cogs, mere human “instruments of production”, they are “possessed 
with consciousness”.59 As Baumann puts it, they suffer “from the pressures” 
of their own reified existence as personifications of the economic cate-
gories.60 Society as a process of real abstraction does not suffer from the 
capitalist economic nature. It does not go on strike and does not struggle to 
make ends meet. The social individuals struggle to make ends meet, and they 
do so as personifications of their own social reality, the economic categories 
that compel them. 

The book holds that, on the one hand, the understanding of the mysterious 
character of the economic things, which “abound with metaphysical subtleties 
and theological niceties”, rests on the comprehension of the human social 
practice that furnishes them with a will and a dynamic. The social individuals 
“do this without being aware of it” in the pursuit of their self-preservation.61 

On the other hand, although society’s laws of motion abstract “from its in-
dividual subjects, degrading them to mere executors, mere partners in social 
wealth and social struggle, there would be nothing without individuals and 
their spontaneities”.62 Reification, society as system, “finds its limitation in 
reified Man”.63 That is, the critique of reification amounts to a conceptualised 
praxis of the capitalist social relations. The preponderance of society as reified 
object entails the sheer unrest of life as its hidden, non-conceptual secret. The 
need to make suffering speak, to “lend a voice to suffering is a condition of all 
truth”.64 In this context, suffering is not an existential term of pure subjective 
feeling. Rather it is an objectively mediated term. It “is the weight of objec-
tivity upon the subject, and because that which the subject experiences as its 
most subjective moment – the expression of suffering – is objectively medi-
ated”.65 A definite logic holds sway in the social forms. The critique of poli-
tical economy is decipherment of the social relations that constitute them. It is 
decipherment of the relations of economic compulsion as relations of the sheer 
unrest of life. 

“Woe speaks: Go”.66 Adorno’s “go” is not a lament that opposes human 
suffering with reference to, as I argue below, a contaminated standard of 
normativity. Adorno’s “go” is Marx’s “go”. They recognise the logic that 
holds sway in capitalist society and what it does to people. “Things should 
be different”.67 They can be different only in different social relations. “The 
abolition of hunger” requires therefore “a change in the relations of pro-
duction” (Adorno) so that the “muck of ages” comes to an end by “found 
[ing] society anew” (Marx and Engels).68 

Scope and Structure 

The book contributes to the development of the critique of political 
economy as a critical social theory – of immanent critique, systematic dia-
lectics, and decipherment. It interrogates the economic categories as the 
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objectified forms of definite social relations and argues that the sheer unrest 
of life, the class struggle to avoid and avert suffering, is the hidden secret of 
the relations of economic objectivity, which Marx conceives of akin to a 
ghostlike society “in which Monsieur le Capital and Madame la Terre do 
their ghost-walking as social characters and at the same time directly as mere 
things”.69 As argued by Simon Clarke, the reality of society as a process of 
economic compulsion “is that of the class relation between labour and ca-
pital, and its existence is the everyday experience of millions of dispossessed 
workers”.70 The book develops its account with reference to the elements of 
socialist political economy in contemporary arguments about financial ca-
pitalism, and its theories of history and labour economy, and in relation to 
its standpoint critique that deplores manifest social shortcomings with the 
promises to resolve them – without looking into the social conditions that 
make them so deplorable. 

Contemporary analysis holds that capitalism has become a neoliberal fi-
nancial system that is indifferent to the needs of workers. It argues for a 
state-socialist strategy to ensure the development of a productive economy 
that meets their needs. In contrast, the book argues that capitalism is both 
fundamentally a monetary economy and a world market society. Labour is 
the means of valorisation. It is the means of making money out of money. 
The book argues that the social mentality of the acting individuals and their 
forms of thought are incorporated in the spirit of money. However, contrary 
to perception, money does not talk. It is rather the social relations that speak 
in and through money as the independent power of their social relations. 
What prevails over society exists in and through society. Money does not 
care about inflation or deflation, whether it belongs to the few or is desired 
by the many, or whether it yields living offspring or crashes. The validity of 
money is a social validity, and its power to compel the individuals to the 
point of madness is socially constituted. As the universal of the capitalist 
relations of economic compulsion, it “compress[es] the particular until it 
splinters, like a torture instrument”.71 Yet, money does not care for the 
sacrifice of living labour on the altar of profit. The capitalist cares for profit 
as he must to avoid competitive erosion. The free labourers care for money, 
too. They struggle for money to make a living. In its entirety, the world of 
economic compulsion is a world of definite forms of human social practice, 
which endow society in the form of the “money subject” with a cold, cal-
culating consciousness.72 The defining character of bourgeois society is so-
cial coldness.73 

The book argues that the critique of social coldness has to be more than 
just a normative argument about justice, equality, and freedom. Theoretical 
concepts and normative values “cannot be perceived without reference to 
the historical elements implicit in [them]”.74 The violence with which the 
direct producers were separated from their means of subsistence lends a 
certain social content to the bourgeois concepts of freedom and equality. In 
bourgeois society, the law-making violence of its emergence appears in the 
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civilised form of an exchange relationship between supposedly equal legal 
subjects – one trading her labour power for a wage to “dodge the freedom 
to starve”, the other consuming the acquired labour power for profit to 
avoid competitive erosion.75 The concepts of justice, humanity, freedom, 
and equality do not comprise a normative standard that remains somehow 
separated from an altogether disagreeable social content. Rather they 
are afflicted with the injustice and inhumanity “under whose spell they 
were conceived”.76 Normative critiques of capitalism and the promises 
of redemption that they contain elevate “tainted” and “contaminated” 
concepts as yardsticks of moral criticism.77 By imbuing the existing rela-
tions with the promise of humanity the normative critiques unwittingly 
serve to conceal their character, imparting a conciliatory splendour to the 
corporeal experience of injustice, of pain and suffering.78 The truth of 
normative critique is the untruth of freedom as economic compulsion. It 
really is the case that the dynamic of the whole process of capital as self- 
valorising value is fed by the social practices of the class divided in-
dividuals who “owe their life to what is being done to them”.79 Clearly, the 
civilised regulation of social coldness is much preferable to its author-
itarian conduct. Yet, by standing up for the free labourers the normative 
critique of capitalism endorses the system that compels them through their 
acquired freedom. 

Finally, the book argues that the critique of class society does not find its 
positive resolution in a fairer class society. It finds its positive resolution in 
the classless society. Following Marx, “the modern state, the rule of the 
bourgeoisie, is based on freedom of labour … Freedom of labour is free 
competition of the workers among themselves … .[I]t is not a matter of 
freeing labour but of abolishing it”.80 The overarching theme of the book is 
the critique of political economy as both a critical social theory of the ex-
isting relations of economic compulsion and an argument for the classless 
society of communist individuals. In this context it expounds Benjamin’s 
concept of now time as the time of struggle against the further progress of 
the existing social relations. With reference to Hannah Arendt and Cornelius 
Castoriadis, it conceives of the direct democracy of the Commune as the 
form of government of an emancipated humanity. 

The book comprises six main chapters. They are arranged in two parts. 
Part I explores the conceptuality of the capitalist social relations. It 

comprises three chapters. The first chapter expounds economic compulsion 
with reference to Marx’s notion of value as “an abstraction in action”.81 It 
explains the value abstraction as the social practice of the historically 
specific relations of production and argues that the class relations are 
the hidden secret of society as a process of real economic abstraction. 
The concept of surplus value is the principal category of an equivalent ex-
change between unequal values, of money for more money. Its concept 
presupposes the class relationship between capital and labour. The second 
chapter discusses the capitalist labour economy as a monetary economy. 
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The social validity of the expended labour is affected in exchange for money. 
The chapter expounds capitalism as a monetary system with critical re-
ference to the economic theory of money and its Marxist variant that is of 
particular prominence in the contemporary critique of the so-called fi-
nancialization. It argues that the expenditure of social labour is not vali-
dated through the satisfaction of human needs. It is validated in exchange 
for money. Money is the form of social validation. What cannot be ex-
changed for money is left to rot. The third and final chapter to Part I ex-
amines the capitalist logic of wealth as a world market logic. The world 
market is the categorial imperative of the national state system. With re-
ference to the contemporary debates about the changing role of the state in 
conditions of financial globalisation, the chapter rejects the progressive 
nationalism of a political left that seeks to utilise the national state as a 
means of confronting financialization through the development of the na-
tional economy. The chapter argues that the national state is the political 
form of capitalist society, one that ensures the world market force of the law 
of value in the territorialised social relations. 

Part II draws out practical consequences of the arguments about real 
abstraction, money as capital, and the conceptualities of valorisation, 
world market, and political form. Its three chapters critically expound, 
first, the practical humanism of especially Althusserian political economy, 
which identifies the labour economy as a transhistorical necessity, and 
which proclaims for a politics of practical humanism. Chapter 5 argues 
that a counter-hegemonic politics for progressive, practical humanist 
ends entails a subjective critique of society. This critique identifies social 
shortcomings and proclaims that things should be different, and it does 
so without a concept of the society that it seeks to humanise. The fol-
lowing sixth chapter explores primitive accumulation, which is the se-
paration of the direct produces from their means of existence, as the 
historical premise of the capitalist relations of silent economic compul-
sion. The chapter establishes the relationship of the value abstraction, 
money as the form of capitalist wealth, to the emergence of the free la-
bourer and her struggle for access to crude, material things. The final 
chapter revisits Benjamin’s and Marcuse’s conception of revolution as 
negation of the existing relations of human bondage. Its focus is on 
Benjamin’s philosophy of history which it explores through the historical 
context of the destruction of the council communism in post- 
revolutionary Germany and Bolshevik Russia and the context of Nazism 
and war. The chapter argues that the corporeal experience of suffering 
determines the conceptual content of communism. 

“Thinking means venturing beyond”.82 The truth of Marx’s critique of 
political economy is not realised in its macro-economic interpretation 
and application in socialist political economy; rather, it is realised in its 
negation. The Postscript addresses the impossibility and necessity of 
communism. 
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50 Helmut Reichelt, “Social Reality as Appearance: Some Notes on Marx’s 
Conception of Reality”, in: Werner Bonefeld and Kosmas Psychopedis (eds), 
Human Dignity, London: Routledge, 2017, p. 65.  

51 Charlotte Baumann, “Adorno, the New Reading of Marx, and Methodologies of 
Critique”, in: Werner Bonefeld and Chris O’Kane (eds), Adorno and Marx: 
Negative Dialectics and the Critique of Political Economy, London: Bloomsbury, 
2022.  

52 Søren Mau, Stummer Zwang, Berlin: Dietz, 2021, argues that capitalism as 
system develops through class struggle. Arguments about structure and struggle 
either side with structure as the objective framework within which the struggles 
unfold or with struggle as an ontological basis of an abstract humanism that 
resists capitalist structures. Mau sides with neither and posits both.  

53 Chris Arthur, “The Inner Totality of Capitalism”, Historical Materialism, 2006a, 
14 (3), p. 92.  

54 Elena Louisa Lange, Value without Fetish, Leiden: Brill, 2021, p. 47.  
55 Moishe Postone, History and Heteronomy: Critical Essays, Tokyo: The 

University of Tokyo Center for Philosophy, 2009, p. 78.  
56 Theodor Adorno, Against Epistemology, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2013, p. 28. 

Clarke, Marx, Marginalism …, p. 118. See also Simon Clarke, “Class Struggle 
and the Working Class: The Problem of Commodity Fetishism”, in: Ana 
Dinerstein and Michael Neary (eds), The Labour Debate, Aldershot: Ashgate, 
2002a.  

57 Adorno, Against Epistemology, p. 28.  
58 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 194.  
59 Marx, Capital, p. 719.  
60 Baumann, “Adorno … ”, p. 66.  
61 Marx, Capital, pp. 163, 166–67.  
62 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 304.  
63 Theodor Adorno, Gesellschaftstheorie und Kulturkritik, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 

1975, p. 25.  
64 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 17–18.  
65 Ibid, p. 18, translation amended.  
66 Ibid, p. 203.  
67 Ibid.  
68 Theodor Adorno, “Introduction”, in: Theodor Adorno et al., The Positivist 

Dispute in German Sociology, London: Heinemann, 1976a, p. 62. Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, The German Ideology, in: MECW, vol. 5, London: Lawrence & 
Wishart, 1975a, p. 53.  

69 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3, Moscow: Progress Publishers, p. 830.  
70 Simon Clarke, “The Value of Value: Rereading Capital”, Capital & Class, 1979, 4 

(1), p. 9.  
71 Adorno, Negative Dialectics, p. 346.  
72 Marx, Grundrisse, p. 144. 

16 A Critical Theory of Economic Compulsion 



73 For an insightful account of Adorno’s concept of social coldness, see Simon 
Mussell, “‘Pervaded by a Chill’: The Dialectic of Coldness in Adorno’s Social 
Theory”, Thesis Eleven, 2013, 11 (1).  

74 Theodor Adorno, Introduction to Sociology, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2002, p. 145.  
75 Adorno, History and Freedom, 201. On law-making violence and law-preserving 

violence, see Walter Benjamin, “Critique of Violence”, in: Walter Benjamin, 
Reflections, New York, NY: Schocken; and Amy Swiffen, “Walter Benjamin’s 
Concept of Law”, in: Beverley Best, Werner Bonefeld and Chris O’Kane (eds), 
The Sage Handbook of Frankfurt School Critical Theory, London: Sage, 2018.  

76 Theodor Adorno, Prisms, Cambridge MA: MIT Press, 1983, p. 66. Humanism is 
not a positive concept. Rather, it is a negative concept. Negative humanism is 
critique of the existing relations of bondage. See, Dennis Johannßen, “Humanism 
and Anthropology from Walter Benjamin to Ulrich Sonnenmann”, in: Best, 
Bonefeld, O’Kane, The Sage Handbook.  

77 For an expanded account, see Tony Smith, Beyond Liberal Egalitarianism: Marx 
and Normative Social Theory in the Twenty-First Century, Chicago: Haymarket, 
2018. Contemporary normative order thinkers include Axel Honneth and Nancy 
Fraser. On Axel Honneth theory of recognition and the promise of freedom, see 
Richard Gunn and Adrian Wilding, Revolutionary Recognition, London: 
Bloomsbury, 2021). On Nancy Fraser’s critical theory of distributive justice, see 
Claudia Leeb, “Radical Political or Neo-Liberal Imaginary?”, in: Best, Bonefeld, 
O’Kane, The Sage Handbook; Russel Jacoby, The End of Utopia, Politics and 
Culture in an Age of Apathy, New York NY: Basic Books, 1999.  

78 This section paraphrases Benzer, “Social Critique … ” and Bauman, “Adorno 
and the New Reading of Marx”.  

79 Theodor Adorno, “Society”, in: Stephen Eric Bronner and Douglas MacKay 
Kellner (eds), Critical Theory and Society, London: Routledge, 1989, p. 275.  

80 Marx and Engels, The German Ideology, p. 205.  
81 Marx, Capital, vol. 2, p. 185.  
82 Ernst Bloch, Das Prinzip Hoffnung, Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1973, p. 2. On Bloch’s 

principle of hope as venturing beyond, see Ana Dinerstein, “A Critical Theory of 
Hope: Critical Affirmation Beyond Fear”, in: Ana Dinerstein, Alfonso Vela, 
Edith Gonzales and John Holloway (eds), Open Marxism 4: Against the Closing 
of World, London: Pluto, 2020. See also John Holloway, Hope in Hopeless Times, 
London, Pluto, 2022. For an appreciation of Bloch’s Marxism, see Cat Moir, 
“Ernst Bloch: The Principle of Hope”, in: Best, Bonefeld and O’Kane, The Sage 
Handbook.  

A Critical Theory of Economic Compulsion 17 





Part I 

Society as Process of 
Compulsion    





2 Real Abstraction: On Capital and 
Class  

Introduction 

The title of the chapter asserts that society as a process of real economic 
abstraction is founded on the class relation between capital and labour. It 
takes its inspiration from Adorno’s argument that “society stays alive, not 
despite its antagonism, but by means of it”.1 Although “society is essentially 
process [it] remains class struggle”.2 

Capitalism is founded on the existence of a class of free labourers who make 
a living by trading in labour power for a wage. It posits a system of ratio-
nalized imperatives and constraints, which manifest themselves behind the 
backs of the class-divided social relations, compelling the social practices of 
both the capitalist and the free labourer as personifications of the economic 
categories. “The whole business keeps creaking and groaning on, at un-
speakable human costs, only on account of the profit motive”.3 The profit 
motive expresses the compulsive character of capitalist society. Either the 
employment of free labourers is profitable for their employers, or it is not, in 
which case the risks of bankruptcy and unemployment increases. That is, the 
(original) violence that separated the direct producers from the means of life is 
hidden in plain sight, as the “silent compulsion of economic relations”.4 In the 
best case, it appears in the form of a law-governed exchange relationship 
between the owner of money and free labourers who make contracts with each 
other as equals before the law, each pursuing their own ends in liberty from 
each other. Violence is social. Workers are “compelled to sell their labour 
power in order to survive”. Capitalists are compelled to exploit workers and to 
accumulate the extracted surplus value to “prevent themselves from going 
broke”.5 They both act under the compulsion of society as a process of real 
economic abstraction, one to prevent bankruptcy by enriching himself, the 
other to reproduce herself as a surplus value producer by selling her labour 
power for a wage. Their social practices of self-preservation furnish society as 
a process of economic abstraction with an independent power. 

The chapter argues that society as a process of real economic abstraction is 
“the reified work of living human beings”.6 Capitalist society reproduces itself 
through the unity of functions that the individuals fulfil as personifications of 
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the economic requirements, by which they live. It does not have its own 
“logical” foundation in economic nature. In fact, even liberal doctrine pos-
tulates that it is not the invisible hand as such but rather the competitive 
behaviour of the dissociated producers that endows the invisible hand with its 
power and keeps the whole process of the economy moving forward. The 
whole point of the critique of the fetishism of commodities is not to identify 
capital as an economic abstraction that has become autonomous vis-à-vis the 
social relations and sets down the objective conditions within which the social 
relations unfold. Rather, the point of the critique of fetishism is to grasp the 
economic relations as inverted social relations. According to Marx, “capital is 
not a thing, but rather a definite social production relation, belonging to a 
definite historical formation of society, which is manifested in a thing and 
lends this thing a specific social character”.7 Therefore, the fetishism of 
commodities expresses the “real” social relations in the form of capital. The 
social individuals are governed by the price mechanism, belong to the price 
mechanism, and act through the price mechanism to make a living. They exist 
in and through the price mechanism as the economic form of their social 
reproduction. The human social “content [is] concealed within these [abstract 
economic] forms” of, say, price, profit, and rent.8 What manifests itself behind 
the backs of the price-taking individuals is their own social nature. 

The following section explores the critique of fetishism as a critique of 
society as a process of real economic abstractions. It examines the exchange 
abstraction as the principal category of the fetishism of commodities. The 
second section explores the peculiar character of capitalist labour as a real 
abstraction. It expounds Marx’s conception of an abstract labour that 
produces value, which is “realized only in exchange, i.e., in a social pro-
cess”.9 The final section discusses the paradox of profitable equivalent ex-
change relations. Exchange is either an exchange between equivalent values 
or it is profitable; in bourgeois society it is both – a contradiction in terms, 
which is “immanent to [its] reality”.10 Its resolution is founded on the 
concept of surplus value and therewith on the class relationship between 
capital and labour. The conclusion argues that class struggle is inherent to 
the concept of capitalist freedom as economic compulsion. 

Exchange Equivalence as Real Abstraction 

The properties of real abstraction are usually referred to as value abstraction, 
exchange abstraction, and as economic abstraction. Marx conceives of capital 
as a process of “self-valorising value” and argues that its independent 
movement, he refers to it as the “autonomization of value”, amounts to an 
“abstraction in action”.11 He says that the “individuals are now ruled by 
abstractions”.12 Indeed, and as laid out in the following section, he explains 
the (economic) value as an actual abstraction of the expended concrete labour. 

The contemporary use of the term real abstraction in the critique of political 
economy goes back to Alfred Sohn-Rethel. He conceived of the independent 

22 Society as Process of Compulsion 



movement of value as a socially constituted abstraction, which manifests itself 
as a social process above but also through peoples’ heads. Exploration of 
Sohn-Rethel’s concept of “real abstraction” has by and large been confined to 
Adorno inspired accounts of the critique of political economy as a critical 
social theory.13 Indeed, one could argue that Adorno’s Negative Dialectic is a 
far-reaching critique of society as a process of real abstraction. After Adorno, 
real abstraction figured in arguments about the dialectic of the value form, 
exchange validity, and conceptions of critique as form-genetic explanations, 
which is decipherment of the economic categories as inverted social forms.14 

In explanation, the economic relations assert themselves over the individuals 
as if by their own volition. They “have mastery over man”.15 According to 
Sohn-Rethel form-genetic explanation of society under the sway of economic 
compulsion amounts to an anamnesis of the social origin, or genesis, of real 
economic abstraction.16 

The natural character of capitalist society is both an actuality and an 
illusion. In this society, the economic laws assert themselves as objective 
processes. They govern society as if by their own independent logic. 
However, their independence is an objective illusion because their validity, 
their power and force, arises from definite social relations. Marx’s Capital is 
not an economic text. Economics is the formula of the false world of “silent 
compulsion” that places the satisfaction of human needs under economic 
duress. Marx does not criticise capitalism for falling short on its normative 
standards or for failing to meet its economic potential, and he does not 
propose ways and means to reconcile its contradictions. The foundation of 
his critique is not the subjective reason that identifies shortcomings and 
argues for a more perfect economic situation. The point of critique is neither 
to humanise the economic categories nor to moralise the conduct of the 
social relations. The point of critique is comprehension of society as a 
process of valorisation, of money that begets more money. What is “the real 
of capital”?17 According to Marx, the capitalist social relations assume “the 
fantastic form of a relation between things”, in which the subject of needs, 
Man in her social relations, makes a living as “human material” for “money, 
which is worth more money, value which is greater than itself”.18 The capi-
talist either begets a profit by mastering the social conditions of the in-
dependent movement of value, which acts “with the force of an elemental 
natural process” that “prevails over the foresight and calculation of the in-
dividual capitalists”, or he does not.19 In which case, the value of the capital at 
his disposal erodes and the risk of liquidation moves closer. That is, definite 
social relations assume the form of a relationship between economic things 
and vanish in them only to reappear as, say, relations of price competitiveness. 
The capitalist “exchange principle and [social] coldness” are one and the same 
phenomenon of real abstraction.20 Real abstraction is the society as the 
(value-)thing, which is reproduced by active humanity in its effort to sustain 
itself. Capitalist social practice is pursuit of self-preservation in conditions of 
social coldness and under economic duress. 
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Marx saw his work as a “critique of the entire system of economic cate-
gories”.21 For the critique of political economy the transformation of “every 
product into a social hieroglyphic” requires explanation from within the 
actual social relations. We need, says Marx, “to get behind the secret of 
[men’s] own social product: for the characteristic which objects of utility 
have of being values is as much men’s social product as is their language”.22 

The critique of political economy is to decipher the economic abstractions as 
perverted (verrückte) forms of definite social relations.23 By themselves, the 
economic categories are not intelligible. As Marx sees it, the economic ca-
tegories, and the forces that they unleash, are the “apotheosized” forms of 
“the actual, given relations of life”.24 Therefore, in his argument, the un-
fathomable power of economic forces finds its rational explanation in 
human social practice and in the comprehension of this practice. 

Marx’s work focuses on forms, at first on forms of consciousness (i.e., 
religion and law), then later on the forms of political economy. Following 
Helmut Reichel this focus “on forms was identical with the critique of the 
inverted forms of social existence, an existence constituted by the life- 
practice of human beings”.25 That is, every social form, “even the simplest, 
the commodity, is already an inversion and causes relations between people 
to appear as attributes of things” or, more emphatically, each form is a 
“perverted [verrückte] form” in which the social relations appear in the form 
of a movement of coins that compel the individuals as adjustable human 
derivatives of the economic forces of cash, profit, and rent.26 Capital as 
economic thing does nothing. It does not accumulate great wealth, exploit, 
dominate, and maim. Rather, it is Man in his actual social relations who 
accumulates, exploits, dominates, maims, and struggles to make ends meet, 
and he does so by “pursuing his aims” as a personification of his own ob-
jective, capitalist conditions.27 The social individuals act in this manner 
because the conceptuality of the capitalist relations of production that they 
have “enter[ed] into” historically imposes itself upon them like an elemen-
tary force of nature.28 

Marx grasps the rule of society by economic abstractions with the cate-
gory of capital. Capital is fundamentally just a name of a definite form of 
social relations. Capital is society as a process of economic things, which 
is fundamentally the value thing in a constant movement of “self- 
valorization”.29 Value is invisible, like a ghost.30 Value is neither this use- 
value nor that use-value. Nor is it embodied in this or that commodity. 
Value is the social property of a commodity. It expresses a relationship 
between one commodity and all other commodities on the market. The 
social value of a commodity is effected in exchange. The satisfaction of 
human needs does not validate the labour that was expended for the pro-
duction of concrete, material things. The expended labour is validated, and 
therefore has value only in exchange for money. Money is the form of social 
validation. It is the form of value. Therefore, the exchange value of a 
commodity is not an embodied property or substance that becomes visible in 
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exchange. Rather, the exchange value of a commodity is presented to it in its 
exchange for money. The exchange value of a commodity does not express a 
labour substance embodied in it. Rather, its exchange value is a reward 
expressed in the form of money, which accrues to it through its commen-
surability with all other commodities “in a social process” of exchange. A 
commodity that cannot be exchanged for money, and that thus has no ex-
change value, is a failed commodity, a mere product that, socially speaking, 
was produced unnecessarily not because it could not have satisfied a human 
want but because it was not exchangeable for money. The human energy 
expended on its production was wasted. Socially speaking it represents a 
redundant expenditure of human “brain, muscle, and nerve”.31 Rather than 
producing exchange value, its expenditure devalued the advanced capital. 

The capitalist exchange relations are equivalent exchange relations. 
Between two equal values there is no difference in utility or distinction in 
quality. Despite their differences in quality the commodities are equal to a 
third, which is neither this commodity nor that commodity. Exchange 
equivalence is entirely abstract in that it is indifferent to the concrete utility of 
the commodities that are exchanged. The exchange equivalence between two 
commodities establishes an abstraction from their specific use-values and it is 
an abstraction also from the concrete labour that produced them. The pro-
ducts of living labour transform into exchangeable commodities through a 
process of abstraction, in which they figure not as dissimilar use-values but as 
comparable quantities. Exchange society is ruled by the principle of equiva-
lence, which makes the dissimilar comparable, commensurable, and ex-
changeable, expressed in the form of a certain amount of money. Therefore, 
what is primary is not the usefulness of the things that are exchanged nor the 
human needs that their consumption might satisfy. What is primary is their 
exchangeability for a certain amount of money, which provides them with 
social validity as value-things. Their identity is their (realised) price. 

Real abstraction is a category of value-validity. Whether this or that 
product of labour is a commodity that “has a value“ depends on whether “it 
is a crystallization of social labour. The greatness of its value, or its relative 
value, depends upon the greater or lesser amount of that social substance 
contained in it; that is to say, on the relative mass of labour necessary for its 
production”.32 One hundred pounds of this is the same as one hundred 
pounds of that. In fact, this and that does not matter at all. What matters is 
the measurability of this and that in the form of (a certain quantity of) 
money; what matters are the one hundred pounds. “One hundred pounds 
worth of lead or iron is of as great a value as one hundred pounds worth of 
silver or gold”. The one is the “same as any other”.33 What matters is the 
commensurability of this commodity with all the other commodities as re-
lative value quantities. That is, capitalist wealth takes the form of a move-
ment of commensurable and exchangeable “abstract quantities”.34 

This section has argued that the act of an equivalent exchange “implies 
the reduction of the products to be exchanged to their equivalents, to 
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something abstract, but by no means – as traditional discussion would 
maintain – to something material”.35 The foundation of value equivalence 
cannot be found in “the geometrical, physical, chemical or other natural 
property of commodities. Such properties come into considerations only to 
the extent that they make the commodities useful, i.e., turn them into use 
values”.36 Value equivalence expresses therefore something invisible that is 
neither divine nor natural in character. Its abstract character expresses 
something “purely social”, which is unforgiving in its value judgements.37 

When the invisible hand strikes, its devastating force seems to come from 
nowhere. Social reproduction appears to be governed by fate, that is, eco-
nomic objectivity asserts the economic laws as forces “external to Man”, on 
which as Adorno put it, “the life of all men hangs by”.38 Economic fate re-
places the magic of religion within its own concept. In the form of economic 
fate, magic is disenchanted. Its appearance is spectral, that is, it appears in the 
form of an invisible hand that rewards this expended labour with value in 
exchange and voids that expended labour as unproductive of social wealth in 
the form of value. The invisible hand is the objective subject of reified society. 
It cows and feeds on the society from which it springs, demanding submission 
on the pain of ruin. Something invisible “holds sway in reality [Sache] itself” 
and, to the point of maddening despair, manifests itself with irrepressible force 
as the social property of the expended concrete labour.39 Exchange says Marx 
establishes the “labour of the private individuals … .as an element of the total 
labour of society”.40 Whether this or that expenditure of concrete labour is a 
value-valid expenditure of social labour, becomes clear only in exchange for 
money. What therefore is validated in exchange is the expenditure of concrete 
labour as an element of the valid social labour. Marx calls the value producing 
labour abstract labour. Abstract labour is the social labour. Abstract la-
bouring is a purely social form of labouring. 

Abstract Labour and Economic Compulsion 

For Marx the distinctive character of capitalist wealth, its social necessities 
and dynamics, is founded on the double character of capitalist labour as 
both concrete labour and abstract labour. Concrete labour produces use- 
values, things that satisfy human wants. Abstract labour produces the ex-
change value of a commodity. For concrete labour to achieve social validity, 
it has to assume the form of abstract labour. Abstract labour is the socially 
valid form of concrete labour. Marx holds that the “fetishism of the world of 
commodities arises from the peculiar social character of the labour that 
produces them” and that its double character is fundamental “to all un-
derstanding of the facts”.41 This section examines three “facts” – the 
meaning of productive labour, the social form of concrete labour, and the 
temporality of abstract labour. 

I argued earlier that not every expenditure of concrete labour produces 
use-values. Concrete labour produces them only on the condition that it 
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takes the form of its opposite, that is, abstract labour, which is the social 
labour that creates capitalist wealth, value in the form of money. Use-values 
are produced for exchange. They are social use-values. The concrete labour 
expended on their production is socially valid on the condition that it 
achieves value in exchange, in which the concrete utility of a use-value 
disappears by assuming the form of its precise opposite, a certain magnitude 
of value expressed in the form of a quantity of money. Following Marx, it is 
the expenditure of socially necessary labour time that produces value. He 
conceives of socially necessary labour time as “the labour-time required to 
produce any use-value under the conditions of production normal for a 
given society and with the average degree of skill and intensity of labour 
prevalent in that society”.42 Products of concrete labour that fail to achieve 
validation in exchange count for nothing. They are the product of a socially 
unnecessary expenditure of labour time, their use-values are socially 
speaking invalid, and they might as well be burnt or left to rot, as indeed 
they are, regardless of the certain fact that their consumption might have 
satisfied many, often basic needs. The concrete labours that went into them 
produced failed commodities. Not only was the labour expended on them 
not productive of social wealth in the form of value. It also represents a 
waste of resource, time, and effort. It devaluated the advanced capital. The 
coincidence of abject poverty and glutted markets of, say, basic food stuff 
that is left to rot, is not a purely market contingency nor a pathological 
situation. Capitalist labour is not expended to satisfy needs. It is expended to 
produce exchange value. Exchange value is primary. 

Value is a “perverse form of sociality based on the dissociation of private 
producers”.43 Their “social connection” is mediated through exchange and it 
“is expressed in exchange value”. The strength of their social connection 
depends on the value-validity of their “product”, on whether the expended 
concrete labour is exchangeable for a quantity of money.44 What counts is 
not the concrete labour that produced this or that commodity. What counts 
is the expenditure of concrete labour as a valid expenditure of abstract la-
bour, which is the socially necessary labour. Value is not embodied in in-
dividual commodities. Value is social value. It is through exchange that the 
expenditure of concrete labour is validated as a socially necessary ex-
penditure of the abstract, social labour. It might not be, with ruinous con-
sequence. In sum, value is an abstraction in action – whether this or that 
product has an exchange value of this or that magnitude and is thus an 
exchangeable commodity that at the very least recovers the cost of its pro-
duction through its realised price, never mind a profitable reward on the 
original investment, “is realised only in exchange”, after the concrete labour 
has been expended.45 

Abstract labour is the purely social form of concrete labour. The social 
validity of the latter depends on the expenditure of the former. If an ex-
penditure of concrete labour does not manifest itself in exchange as an ex-
penditure of abstract labour, it counts for nothing. In fact, it devalued the 
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advanced capital. Abstract labour produces value as the socially valid ex-
penditure of the concrete labour on the part of the dissociated producers. 
For them abstract labour manifests an uncontrollable and potentially 
overwhelming compulsion. Failure to live up to its requirements is exacting 
to point of ruin. In competition with all other dissociated producers, the 
compulsion to increase labour productivity is irresistible to the point of 
madness. The purpose of increasing labour productivity is to reduce the 
(socially necessary) labour time required for the production of the social use- 
values, to lead rather than be crushed by a “revolution in value”, as each 
capitalist seeks to at least maintain his market share through the use of more 
sophisticated methods of productions.46 The revolution in value is the means 
of staying abreast of the competition for the validation of the appropriated 
labour as a socially necessary labour, one that has value in exchange and is 
thus rewarded with a sum of money. A labour product transforms into a 
commodity by virtue of its exchange for money. What remains untouched 
by money is devalued and liquidated. 

Socially necessary labour time is not fixed and given. It increases or falls 
with the increase or fall in social labour productivity. The “labour time 
that yesterday was without doubt socially necessary for the production of 
a yard of linen, ceases to be so today”.47 Whether the expended labour will 
turn out to have been socially necessary can only be established post 
festum. The pressure to make the cut is relentless. For the labourer, the 
social purpose of her labour is to produce value in the form of money. Her 
sustained access to the means of subsistence depends on the exchange-
ability of her expended labour for money. Each labourer competes on the 
basis of a compelling dynamic of social necessary labour time with all 
other labourers across the globe for sustained wage-based employment. In 
explanation, the labour time that was effectively expended in a definite 
labour process might be inferior or superior to the existing conditions of 
socially necessary labour time. This dissociated commander of the labour 
time of another class of Man might struggle to make the cut while another 
might as well sell “at less than its social value”, putting his competitors on 
the edge.48 Instead of throwing away the key and declaring his capital 
defunct, unless he wishes to go under, the inferior employer of labour 
power will try to reassert himself as a valuable appropriator of social la-
bour by achieving greater labour productivity or by reducing the costs of 
labour, driving down conditions, etc. The struggle to maintain competi-
tiveness is constant and relentless. The dynamic of socially necessary la-
bour time, this invisible, abstract form of economic compulsion, appears 
in competition as a seemingly “external coercive [law]” whereas in fact it 
asserts “the immanent laws of capitalist production”.49 Capital is “the 
independence of value in relation to the value-forming power”, that is 
“labour power”.50 Staying abreast of the competitors entails a history of 
class struggle over the mastery of the labour process as a socially valid 
valorisation process of living labour. 
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I have argued that the expended concrete labour is either productive of 
exchange value or it is not. It either produced a commodity that is char-
acterised by having an exchange value or it produced a failed commodity, 
a mere product or good, that has neither an exchange value nor a (social) 
use-value. Concrete labour is either expended productively as a value pro-
ducing labour or unproductively as a labour that produced nothing at all. 
Expenditure of labour unproductive of capitalist wealth tightens the noose 
around the neck of its employer. Its unproductive expenditure, a failure to 
not even break even let alone profit from the employment of living labour, 
threatens its employer with devaluation and liquidation and the labourers, 
mere living personifications of the “value forming power”, with redundancy, 
which weakens the strength of their link to the means of life, on the pain of 
deprivation.51 The employer of living labour will do his utmost to ensure 
that his investment is not sunk and wasted. Labour time expended in excess 
to the socially necessary labour time is loss making and imperils the com-
petitiveness of its employer. It is a waste of time and therefore a waste of 
money, resource, and energy. For the sake of meeting the requirements of 
the independent movement of value, there is no time to waste. There is, then, 
the “nibbling and cribbling at mealtimes … petty pilfering of minutes” and 
“snatching a few minutes” to ensure, in competition with all other investors 
in living labour that the expenditure of the concrete labour in their em-
ployment achieves social validation in exchange.52 

The life of the sellers of labour power hangs by the value-validity of their 
expended labour, too. If, despite every conceivable effort, crippled and 
wasted by the effort to make their concrete labour count as its opposite, as 
an element of the abstract social labour, their product might still “contain 
superfluously expended labour time”, which the market “cannot stomach”, 
their employment as exploitable human material becomes precarious.53 

Labouring for the sake of exchange value, for value in the form of money, is 
innate to the concept of the wage-labourer. On the pain of being cut off from 
the means of subsistence, the living labour of the direct producers either 
produces exchange value or it does not, in which case, and regardless of their 
effort and the quality of their product, sweat, and tears, and regardless of 
the human needs that the product of their concrete labour could have sa-
tisfied, they are subjected to intense pressures to either turn things round or 
to become unemployed “and [dependent] for their existence on others”.54 

Adam Smith is not wrong to argue that the poor are regulated by death.55 

Although their struggle to civilise society’s treatment of them has been 
fearless and heroic at times, their integration into the capitalist world of 
social wealth, their self-preservation, depends on the value producing power 
of their living labour. Society in the form of real economic abstractions is 
merciless especially towards those who expend their labour unproductive of 
capitalist wealth. 

The sheer unrest of life, this daily struggle to avert human suffering by at 
least maintaining the existing strength of the link to the means of life, is 
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premised on the social validity of the expended labour in competition with 
all other expended labour on a global scale. In his expansive critique of 
abstract labour, John Holloway argues that the capitalists benefit from the 
abstract labour that the labourers are “forced to perform” and he says that 
“the worker can always refuse to obey”.56 Concerning the former labouring in 
the abstract is quite impossible. Abstract labour is not a concrete labour. It is 
the socially valid expenditure of the concrete labour. As the social labour, 
abstract labour forms the “purely social” substance of value.57 Regarding 
Holloway’s point about the refusal to obey, there is one condition that is even 
worse than being an exploited worker, and that is, to be an unexploitable 
worker. Workers have more to lose than their chains. They might also lose 
their livelihood, their electricity supply and their housing. For them, labour 
market competition is an experienced reality, and the consequences of the 
failure to succeed in trading labour power for a wage are all too clear. For the 
sake of sustained wage-based access to the means of subsistence, their labour 
has to produce commodities, which are characterised by their exchangeability 
for money. Only that concrete labour that occurs within the socially necessary 
labour time of value produces social wealth. There is no time to waste. What 
remains is burned and made redundant. 

The compelling dynamic of socially necessary labour time is not limited to 
the exchange validity of actual labour processes. Its irresistible force also 
affects the social value of already exchanged commodities. In relation to 
constant capital, that is the capital invested in the means of labour, machines 
etc., Marx speaks about the risk of moral depreciation, which reduces ret-
roactively the exchange value of, say, a machine that only yesterday es-
tablished a competitive advantage. According to Marx and drawing on 
Tomba, a machine depreciates in value either because machines of the same 
sort are being produced more cheaply than it was, or because better ma-
chines are entering into competition with it.58 In either case, and however 
full of life the machine may still be, its value is not determined by the socially 
necessary labour-time that it originally objectified, but by the social labour- 
time necessary to produce it either anew or the better machine. Confronted 
by the lower socially necessary labour time, it has been devalued to a greater 
or lesser extent. Every capitalist might therefore find that a new piece of 
equipment that seemed to secure a competitive advantage, making his 
production process superior to the existing conditions of socially necessary 
labour time, only to find that shortly thereafter its value is drastically re-
duced by some further innovation. Its moral depreciation threatens the in-
itially innovate capitalist with a loss and spurs him into action to preserve 
his capital by frantically seeking to keep the machinery running without 
interruption, absorbing living labour without break or pause, day and night, 
to secure the ready transfer of its value to new commodities before its value 
diminishes “prematurely”. 

For the labourer the political economy of moral depreciation includes 
pressures to extend the working day through shift work, intensification of 
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labour, greater density of work, cuts in down time, and other cost-cutting 
measures to capitalise on the value of the machine as quickly as possible and 
to compensate pre-emptively for its potential premature loss in value.59 

Marx therefore argues that in capitalism every social progress turns into a 
calamity because of the impact of enhanced labour productivity on the 
prevailing conditions of socially necessary labour time.60 The revolutions in 
value that Marx speaks about are revolutions in labour productivity, which 
reduce the labour time socially necessary for the production of a greater 
mass of social use-values. Capitalists who fail to meet the revolutionised 
conditions of the social labour face mounting competitive pressures. Their 
“werewolf’s hunger for surplus value” might become crushing in “its energy 
and its quality of unbounded and ruthless activity” that is being exerted on a 
class of formally free and equal labourers.61 Every increase in social labour 
productivity increases material wealth but in its capitalist form, it depresses 
the commodity values leading to intensified competition for what is called 
market shares. Furthermore, every increase in labour productivity shortens 
the hours of labour required for the production of an equivalent quantity of 
use-values, but in its capitalist form, it lengthens them to ensure the value- 
validity of the capital sunk into the new methods of production. The in-
troduction of sophisticated machinery lightens labour but in its capitalist 
form, it heightens the intensity of labour. Every increase in labour pro-
ductivity increases the material wealth of society but in its capitalist form it 
cheapens the labourers, whose commodity, that is labour power, falls in 
value as less socially necessary labour time is required for its reproduction. 
Most importantly of all, greater labour productivity makes living labour 
redundant at a given scale of economic activity. But rather than shortening 
the hours of work and thus absorbing available labour into production 
through a shorter working day, liberating social time from production for 
enjoyment without loss in material wealth, those in employment are worked 
more intensively, while those made redundant struggle to meet the most 
basic needs. However, nobody is ever unemployed since unemployment is an 
opportunity for employment. 

I have argued that the real abstraction in commodity exchange is the 
exchange of equivalent values, that abstract labour is the social labour that 
produces the exchange values, and that the production of exchange value 
entails a history of economic compulsion, social strife, and bitter struggle. 
One use-value is not exchanged for another use-value in order to satisfy 
needs directly. Nor are they produced for that purpose. They are produced 
for their exchange value. What is exchanged are equivalent units of abstract 
labour which is expenditure of the socially necessary labour. The value of a 
commodity is its social value. Abstract labour time is the category of socially 
necessary labour-time. Socially necessary labour time acts as a “regulative 
law of nature” in determining which expenditure of concrete labour makes 
the cut and it does so in the same way as the “law of gravity asserts itself 
when a person’s house collapses on him”.62 Exchange equivalence is 
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exchange between equivalent amounts of socially necessary labour time. 
“Time becomes the thing that is exchanged”.63 

Exchange Equivalence and Real Abstraction: On Class and 
Surplus Value 

I have argued that real abstraction amounts to an objective process of 
economic compulsion. It constitutes a movement of “inverted sociability”.64 

Man is “governed by the product of his own hands” and it is her own social 
product that manifests itself in the form of an autonomised movement of 
value.65 Man vanishes in her own social world only to reappear with a price 
tag, struggling to sustain the strength of her connection to the world of 
social wealth through the productive expenditure of her living labour. 
Labour productivity is a social category. Its conceptuality is temporal. It is 
expenditure of socially necessary labour time, which transforms a product of 
concrete labour into an exchangeable commodity. Living labour is either 
productive of social wealth in the form of value or it is not. Whichever way it 
goes, the commodity form of wealth objectifies itself in the persons as mere 
“agents of value”. They depend for their life on the value-validity of their 
expended labour. That is, the mythological idea of fate becomes no less 
mythical when it is demythologised “into a secular ‘logic of things’” that 
akin to an abstract system-logic structures the economic behaviours of the 
actual individuals by means of competing price signals and that, at the blink 
of an eye, condemns a whole class of propertyless surplus value producers to 
abject poverty and to conditions of “momentary barbarism”.66 “Illusion 
dominates reality” because “[e]xchange value, merely a mental configuration 
when compared with use value, dominates human needs and replaces 
them”.67 The mischief of the law of exchange equivalence is social coldness. 
Its forms of thought are impersonal. It is characterised by the necessity of 
economic calculation. It speaks in the language of algebra about the price 
taking human behaviours and the rational instrumentality of action. Society 
is coldness internalised for the sake of self-preservation. Therefore, the 
warmth expressed in the form of elevated normative standards amounts to a 
form of “cultural pacification”, an “adaptive [procedure]” that makes the 
coldness of society bearable for its distorted individuals.68 Social coldness is 
inherent in society as a process of silent economic compulsion, of the logic of 
“factor” competitiveness, of socially necessary labour time, labour profit-
ability and rate of accumulation. Only that labour counts as productive 
which produces exchange value. Everything else remains a private matter, 
unwaged and untouched by the money form of social reproduction.69 In its 
inverted form as a process of real abstraction society is not immediately 
perceptible, except “where it hurts”.70 What remains perceptible are the 
wounds inflicted by the movement of economic quantities. 

Profit is primary, the satisfaction of human needs a “mere sideshow”. 71 

The capitalist does not invest because, say, the poor need to be clothed and 
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fed. In fact, material wealth is aplenty, and the existing productive capacity 
is entirely sufficient to satisfy human wants. “The capitalist invests in order 
to reduce his costs of production and increase his rate of profit, and thereby 
to gain a greater share of the existing market at the expense of his compe-
titor” who will not lay idle to protect his connection to social wealth.72 But 
he can only protect it by exploiting labour for profit on an expanding scale 
in competition with all other capitalists on a world market level. Exploiting 
living labour for profit is not the end of capitalist production. Rather, it is 
the means of avoiding competitive erosion and bankruptcy. Thus each in-
dividual capitalist is spurred into action to maintain his connection to abstract 
wealth but they can do so only “by means of progressive accumulation”, 
converting realised profits into investment to yield further profits.73 They 
accumulate capital to stay afloat – accumulating wealth for the sake of ac-
cumulation on a global scale. 

The capitalists experience the freedom of competition as a constraint on 
profitability. The sellers of labour power experience the freedom of labour as 
a struggle to avert deprivation and secure conditions. They live by labour 
and therefore depend on the exchangeability of their labour power for 
wages. The buyers of labour power compete for profit. For profit or for 
wages, they are compelled to conform and adjust to the market constraints 
unless “[they] wish to be destroyed”.74 For the profitable exchangeability of 
the products of living labour, time is of the essence. Time is money. What 
remains appears as a metaphysical distraction to the business at hand. 

The capitalist exchange relations posit the exchange of money for more 
money as an equivalent exchange (M … M’). What appears in the ap-
pearance of an equivalent exchange of money for more money is the dif-
ference between the social value of labour power and the total social value 
that its consumption produces during the contracted hours of work. The 
value of labour power is the socially necessary labour time required for its 
social reproduction, which is the reproduction of the labourer as the human 
embodiment of labour power. Their living labour reproduces the value of 
labour power during a part of the working day, which Marx calls necessary 
labour time. The labour time spend at work beyond that necessary labour 
produces surplus value. Marx calls the labour time that produces surplus 
value surplus labour time. It is the time in surplus to the time necessary for 
the reproduction of the value of labour power. The mysterious character of 
an equivalent exchange of money for more money finds its rational ex-
planation in the consumption of the commodity labour power, transforming 
it into a surplus value producing labour activity (M … P … M’).75 For the 
sake of extracting surplus value, the value of labour power needs to be less 
than the total value that its living labour produces during the contracted 
hours of work. As the extension to the labour time necessary for the (simple) 
reproduction of society, surplus labour time is achieved either through the 
prolongation of the absolute length of the working day, or through a re-
duction of the labour time socially necessary for reproducing the value of 
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labour power, or through a combination of both through, say, the in-
tensification of labour or by cutting back on tea breaks. On the one hand is 
the struggle over the length and intensity of the working day. On the other is 
the control of living labour by the rhythm of a machine-based production 
process. Instead of the worker applying the machine, the machine subsumes 
the worker as its living means. The increase in labour productivity tends to 
reduce the labour-time spent by the worker to reproduce the value of her 
labour power because of its effect on the socially necessary labour time 
required for the reproduction of the commodity labour power. The cheap-
ening of the value of labour power results from the increase in labour 
productivity. Since labour is employed as the living means of profit, the 
necessary labour of social reproduction is a waste of time. It restricts the 
extraction of surplus value. The purpose of buying labour power is to posit 
surplus labour time, transforming labour time into profit time. 

I have argued that the understanding of the mysterious character of an 
equivalence exchange between un-equal values, of money for more money, 
“lies in the concept of surplus value”.76 Expanding on Sohn-Rethel’s con-
cept of real abstraction as arising in and belonging to exchange, Adorno 
argues that “the exchange relation is, in reality, preformed by the class re-
lations” and that class relations vanish in their economic appearance as an 
exchange between commensurable quantities of money.77 Society as a pro-
cess of real economic abstraction encompasses surplus value extraction as its 
secret foundation and posits the violence of the historical emergence of the 
free labourer through expropriation as its secret history.78 Capital, as self- 
valorising value, “depends on the existence of labour as wage-labour”.79 The 
concept of surplus value entails a history of struggle over the length, the 
organisation and the intensity of the social production process. This struggle 
takes place in and through the inverted sociability of capital as an im-
personal, exacting, and brutish process of valorisation that appears in the 
form of profitable exchange relations between equivalent values. Capitalist 
wealth is not limited by the needs of its ruling class – it is an abstract process 
of valorisation for the sake of valorisation. The means of valorisation is the 
living labour of a dependent class of propertyless surplus value producers. 

In Capital, Marx develops the capitalist class relations from the sale of the 
commodity labour power. In truth, however, “the sale of labour power 
presupposes coercion as the foundation of its sale”.80 The separation of the 
mass of the population from the means of production and subsistence is 
the foundation and premise of the capitalist social relations. The “secret of 
the self-valorisation of capital resolves into the fact that it has at its disposal 
a definite quantity of other people’s unpaid labour” that is the surplus la-
bour expended by a class of free labourers.81 Their separation from the 
means of life establishes their freedom to exchange their capacity to work for 
a wage and they are able to trade their labour power on the condition that 
its employment produces a total value that is greater than the value of their 
labour power. Capitalist and labourer buy and sell, acquire and relinquish, 
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labour power as equals before the law. The labourer relinquishes the use of 
her labour power to the capitalist in exchange for a wage and the capitalist 
acquires the right to consume her labour power during the contracted hours 
of work. The circumstance that her living labour enriches its buyer through 
the production of surplus value, is neither here nor there. She not only sold 
the use of her labour power to the capitalist, she also depends on the ca-
pitalist exploiting it for profit, which is the condition of sustaining herself 
through the future sales of her labour power. 

The bourgeois concept of social equality amounts to a real abstraction in 
that it recognises poor and rich, dispossessed labourer and the owner of 
money, as equals before the law and before the money. As traders in labour 
power, the contracting parties figure as abstract citizens who are endowed 
with standardised rights regardless of their inequality in property. They are 
at liberty to dispose of their private property in compliance with the rule of 
law and in accordance with the rules of the market that governs the social 
individuals by means of an “invisible hand” that takes “care of both the 
beggar and the king”.82 

In sum, the equivalent exchange relations between capital and labour 
harbour within themselves the freedom of exploitation. At best, the capitalist 
buys the labour power of the surplus value producers according to its value. 
The exchange of living labour for a wage entails the right on the part of its 
buyer to consume the living labour of the worker during the contracted hours 
of work. Its consumption produces a value that is greater than the value of 
labour power. The extraction of surplus value from the living labour of a class 
of dispossessed workers is the condition of social reproduction in capitalist 
society. Unprofitable buyers of labour power go under; profitable ones 
maintain demand for labour power. The profitable accumulation of yester-
day’s yield of surplus value is the condition of today’s wage-based access to 
the means of subsistence on the part of the free labourers. Capital, “self- 
valorising value”, does indeed “comprise class relations”.83 They are its his-
torical presupposition, logical premise, and experienced reality. The re-
production of the capital relations is perpetuation of the free labourer as 
exploitable human material. The class struggle is not something grand. It is a 
struggle for access to the means of subsistence and it is a struggle over the 
conditions of work. Class struggle is the hidden secret of society as a process of 
real economic abstractions, a process of valorisation, and thus a process of 
money that yields more money through the surplus labour of free labourers. 
Society as process is the experienced reality of the everyday life of a class of 
dispossessed surplus value producers who work for the profit of another class 
of Man so that they may feed themselves. 

Conclusion: Real Abstraction and Class Struggle 

The chapter expounded a form-genetic explanation of the processes of real 
economic abstraction. Its critical intent is the decipherment of the relations 
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of economic compulsion to establish their social origin. Crucial for the 
understanding of capital as self-valorising value is the concept of surplus 
value and therewith the class relation between capital and labour. Living 
labour is the means of valorisation and the success in valorising living labour 
is the avoidance of bankruptcy on the part of the capitalist. Society as a 
process of valorisation entails a social process of accumulation for the sake 
of accumulation. Further, the chapter argued that the class struggle is innate 
to the concept of freedom as economic compulsion. As a real abstraction of 
self-valorising value, capital feeds on the living labour of a dispossessed class 
of surplus value producers. Their social reproduction depends on the 
profitable exchangeability of their expended labour. Although as a class they 
emerge with nothing from the circuit of capital, they receive a wage for their 
services, which connects them to the means of subsistence that they purchase 
from the capitalist with the wages he has provided them with. Thereby they 
preserve their labour power, which enables them to trade it in again. Neither 
the capitalist nor the worker can extricate themselves from the reality in 
which they live, and which asserts itself not only over them but also through 
them, and by means of them. Society as economic process prevails through 
the individuals as personifications of their own social world. What a misery! 
In the face of an immense accumulation of social wealth, the producers of 
surplus value sustain themselves from one day to the next as the readily 
available human material for the production of further wealth in the form of 
capital. Indeed, their struggle of making ends meet is the real life-activity of 
the working class, and the success of their struggle allows them to reproduce 
themselves as “needy individual[s]”.84 

Social coldness is all conquering because it is incorporated in society 
without remove. The time of value is the time of the socially necessary la-
bour, which asserts itself in the exchange relations between equal units of 
socially necessary labour-time. The holy trinity of abstract labour, socially 
necessary labour time, and value-validity in exchange is invisible. Its ob-
jectivity is spectral. Nevertheless, the ghostlike objectivity of value becomes 
visible in the form of money; back in production the ghost turns into a 
Vampire that strictly for business feeds on the workers’ living labour as the 
human resource of capitalist wealth. In capitalist society, the social subject is 
the value subject. It is a “subject-less subject” but a subject nevertheless.85 

Society as a process, the consciousness and will of society in the inverted 
form of capital as self-valorising value, manifests itself as a movement of real 
economic abstractions, of cash, profit, and rent. Their consciousness and 
will express the social practices of the (dissociated) social individuals who as 
personification of the economic relations, compete against each other, maim 
and harm each other, struggle to make ends meet, expend their labour for 
the sake of profit, and make contracts with each other as supposedly ra-
tional actors who pursue their own interests on the world’s commodity 
and territorialised labour markets. Society as real economic abstraction 
asserts itself behind their backs as if they, the economic relations, capital, 
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as self-valorising value, are a person apart. Yet, what appears in society in 
the form of economic abstractions are the social relations of productions. 
The circumstance that they assume the form of economic things and that 
they are governed by the logic that holds sway in reified society does not 
mean that the economic world is a world apart. The economic world is 
nothing without the social world. It has no consciousness, it perceives 
nothing, it does not maim and harm, it is neither interested in profit nor 
devastated by bankruptcy and unemployment. The economic world is 
society in the inverted form of the economic object. Economic nature is a 
social nature. It is her own social world that is hostile to her – the social 
individual as economic agent of her own forsaken world. What remains of 
the acting subject as personification is the calculating mind, the in-
corporation of capital into the human spirit, and what remains also are the 
wounds that society as a process of self-valorising value leaves behind. 

In conclusion, the insight that “capital is class struggle” does not reveal 
something positive or desirable.86 Class struggle is a negative social cate-
gory. It belongs to the concept of capital as self-valorising value. It is true 
that the capitalist draws immense material benefits from the self-valorisation 
of capital, whose agent he is. Regardless of his subjective motivation, the 
social process compels him to enrich himself, on the pain of ruin. The ca-
pitalist experiences the compulsion of a profitable exchange of money for 
more money through the freedom of competition. Competition compels him 
to accumulate, to conquer “the world of social wealth” through the thor-
ough exploitation of labour throughout the world and on an expanding 
scale.87 Accumulation is the conversion of the extracted surplus value into 
expanded productive activity. The extracted surplus value is thrown back 
into circulation to employ another Man, providing her with wages to access 
the means of subsistence in exchange for her living labour. The freedom of 
labour is a freedom of economic bondage. She is required to produce surplus 
value in order to make a living and she struggles to avoid her redundancy as 
a human means of profit. The movement of society “maintains itself only 
through antagonism”.88 

On one hand, capital as real abstraction manifests itself as if it were a 
person part. Yet, on the other, it “remains the age-old activity of the con-
queror who buys commodities from the conquered with the money he has 
stolen from them”.89 The law of value is the law of valorisation. It pre-
supposes the existence of a class of expropriated surplus value producers 
who make a living by selling their labour power for a wage. Their freedom is 
“dictated by hunger”.90 It amounts to the freedom of economic compulsion. 
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3 Money as Social Power: On 
Labour and Value  

Introduction 

The title of this chapter stems from arguments developed by Marx about 
what is now called finance capital.1 He deems it to be “the perfect fetish”.2 

He characterises it as such because it posits itself as the source of its own 
expansion (M … M’). Marx calls it “capital par excellence”.3 It seems to 
posit wealth “without content”.4 Marx uses the attribute “bewitching” to 
characterise its ability to lay golden eggs.5 When dealing with credit- 
relations in Capital volume 3, he expounded on this characterisation arguing 
that finance capital is “the meaningless [begriffslose] form of capital, the 
perversion and objectification of production relations in their highest degree, 
the interest-bearing form, the simple form of capital, in which it antecedes its 
own process of reproduction”. What does it mean to say that finance capital 
is an “automatic fetish”, and what is the content of its wealth and the source 
of its power?6 

What Marx conceives of in critical terms, to developing a critical theory of 
capitalist society as objectification of the “money subject”, contemporary 
analysis perceives as a new form of capitalism, which is characterised as 
financial capitalism.7 This new capitalist form is said to generate wealth 
through monetary operations, including financial gaming and debt bondage, 
which extract “financial profit directly out of the personal income of workers 
and others … [and] may be called financial expropriation”.8 According to 
David Harvey the extraction of financial profit amounts to a process of 
accumulation by dispossession.9 Crucially, the argument about its emergence 
is premised on the notion that money making has become an end in itself. In 
this argument the transformation of an earlier productive capitalism into a 
contemporary financial capitalism is characterised by the transformation 
of money from a means of capitalist economy into a capitalist end in the so- 
called neoliberalism.10 

Contrary to the argument that capitalism has now changed from a pro-
ductive economy into monetary economy, the chapter argues that capitalism 
is fundamentally a monetary system. The “wealth of societies in which the 
capitalist mode of production prevails” manifests itself in the “dazzling 
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money-form”.11 Capitalism is not “merely a system in which money is used. 
It is a monetary system”. In capitalism “money forms the centre of the social 
universe”.12 Its dynamic “leads to a universal subordination of (potentially) 
everything to the money form”, including the mortgaging of capitalist 
wealth through an accumulation of potentially fictitious promissory notes 
on future surplus value extraction.13 

The chapter discusses money as the form of value. It is through the money 
form that the “privately expended concrete labor” is validated as “a parti-
cular quantum of value-constituting abstract labor”.14 However, money 
does not represent the value of commodities. Rather it presents it to them. 
“Money rules”.15 It either validates the products of concrete labour as ele-
ments “of the total labor of society”16 or it does not, in which case the 
expended concrete labour produced things that “have no value”.17 Value is a 
real social abstraction that appears in the form of the money subject. The 
freedom of the money subject is the freedom of monetisation. In this 
freedom the needs of the social individuals are a mere metaphysical dis-
traction. What counts is money (as more money). Although the privileges of 
the few and the wants of the many are determined by their possession of 
money, money rules as if it were a person apart. It requires profit-making as 
inescapable for maintaining capital value on the part of the capitalists. For 
the free labourers, the profitability of their living labour is the condition for 
securing sustained access to the means of subsistence. The truth of the 
matter shows itself most clearly when society as process of the money subject 
finds itself in a state of depression, when the sellers of labour power can no 
longer price themselves into employment, a devasting condition that Keynes 
characterised as involuntary unemployment.18 

The chapter is divided into four main sections. The first section introduces 
classical conceptions of money as a means of labour economy. It establishes 
the understanding of money in economic theory, including, briefly, its 
Marxist variant. The second section develops money as the form of value. It 
expounds a monetary theory of value. The third section explores the concept 
of socially necessary labour time as the time of money. Sections two and 
three reinforce the argument in chapter 2 about abstract labour and real 
abstraction through closer examination of the money form of capitalist 
wealth. The fourth section addresses Marx’s characterisation of financial 
capital as begriffslos. It argues that the independent movement of credit 
money entails a gamble on the future valorisation of living labour, which is 
experienced as debt bondage. 

Money as Economic Means 

The economists have almost nothing to say about the (begriffslose) power of 
money.19 For them, money is simply a convenient instrument that makes 
multilateral exchange much simpler. According to classical political economy 
“[m]oney is what money does”. It acts “as a unit of account … , as a means of 
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payment, and as a store of value”, which developed over time into “ever more 
sophisticated ways of reducing transaction costs”.20 It is deemed to be a ra-
tional means through which the hidden hand of the market manifests itself, 
telling the market participants what to sell and where to invest. For Adam 
Smith, men do not desire money for its own sake. Rather they desire money 
“for the sake of what they can purchase with it”.21 He identifies productive 
labour as the source of social wealth. Smith views money as mediating the 
exchange relations between simple commodity producers. As such it functions 
as a means of social interaction and as an instrument of economic organisa-
tion. It is not an end in itself. For Smith, to treat it as an end, to desire it for its 
own sake, expresses a mercantilist prejudice. In what he calls commercial 
society, “consumption is the sole end and purpose of all production”.22 

Money enables consumption by facilitating the processes of selling and buying 
in a rational manner (C…M…C).23 The limitations of money to function in 
this straightforward manner have nothing to do with money as a means of 
exchange. They are social phenomena brought about by human ignorance, 
selfishness, and greed. It is human greed which disrupts the rationality of 
money. Smith thus writes about the greed of the merchants, the self-interest of 
the masters, the ignorance of the workers, the indolence of the landed class, 
and one might add, the avarice of the money dealers. Instead of using coins to 
sell and to buy, they are clipped, in one way or another, hindering the progress 
of the wealth of nations through leakages in the circular flow of money, of 
buying and selling.24 In short, in the classical tradition associated with the 
work of Smith and also of Ricardo, labour produces the wealth of nations and 
wealth represents labour. Money is the means of facilitating the exchange 
between those who, say, expended labour to produce firewood and those who 
expended it to produce shoes.25 The world of Smith is a world of (simple) 
commodity production, in which the labour expended to produce firewood is 
exchanged for the labour expended to produce shoes. In this exchange, money 
is a rational instrument of commerce. 

David Ricardo conceives of money as a standard of value. He developed a 
labour theory of value according to which the substance of the value of a 
commodity is the quantity of labour embodied in it. According to Ricardo 
money is the standard through which this substance is expressed in the form 
of price. As the standard of value Ricardian money compares and measures 
the labour quantity of the products in the act of market-exchange. For 
money to operate as the measure of commodity-value, its standard must be 
both invariable and neutral. According to Ricardo for as long as the value of 
money is “invariable (…) all alterations in price [express] some alteration in 
the value of the commodity”.26 Ricardian money is effectively labour time 
money. It is held to be denominated labour time and is conceived as a 
neutral measure of the embodied value substances. 

John Maynard Keynes does not conceive of money primarily as a means 
of exchange.27 He conceived of it as money of account, which entails a 
conception of money as credit-money that is created by the state and the 
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banking system. In contrast to the classical tradition, in the credit-system 
money is not a neutral economic means. Rather, it is an economic end. 
Banks trade money as a commodity with the expectation that it generates a 
profit in the form of interest. For Keynes, credit-money derives from the 
existence of ignorance and uncertainty, which make it rational to withdraw 
money from circulation and to hold it instead as an interest-bearing prop-
erty or speculative asset. The thrust of his argument is that, for the sake of 
the real economy, by which he means the processes of productive accumu-
lation, credit money must be regulated by the state and become state-money, 
which is used by public authority to affect the performance of the economy. 
This endeavour entails the curtailment of money as an economic end, 
containing the rational irrationality of money making so that it may 
function as a symbol of value to sustain real economic growth. Its cur-
tailment is about the use of money as an economy means of the so-called 
productive economy. Contrary to the use of money as a commodity that is 
sold for interest-profit, public authority uses money to secure the secular 
flow of income to support the relations of buying and selling in the real 
economy and to secure the availability of investment credit, sustaining 
productive investment and demand for labour and preventing the thin 
crust of bourgeois civilisation from cracking under its own weight.28 In 
explanation, the limits of accumulation appear in the form of available 
money. This limitation is overcome by access to credit, which is provided 
by banks on the promise of interest payment. This deal is founded on the 
expectation that the borrower maintains economic activity and returns to 
profit. However, although credit-sustained accumulation suspends the 
barriers to accumulation by keeping the borrowers afloat, it further feeds 
the overaccumulation of capital and tends to accelerate inflation. At some 
point, and whatever triggers the crash, credit contracts, and the credit- 
structure finds itself on the brink as credit transforms into worthless debt, 
bringing the house down. At the same time as the demand for cash in-
creases to avoid default, the banks themselves are on the brink as bad debt 
becomes a noose around their necks. 

Central to the idea of Keynes’s General Theory is the regulation of credit- 
money to counter these developments. It sets out the need for regulating the 
relationship between savings and investment through interest rates policies. 
In the Keynesian account, the state manages economic activity through its 
conduct of fiscal and especially monetary policies that effect the availability 
of credit through the setting of interest rates, lowering them to the detriment 
of savings to boost investment or increasing them to prevent the economy 
from overheating, and if need be reigniting and supporting the supposedly 
real economy through deficit spending to create demand and therewith in-
centives to invest. Keynesianism thus emphasises money as a symbol of 
value that is affected by the state as a political manager of the capitalist 
labour economy. As a symbol of value, Keynesian money is state money, 
which in distinction to the classical tradition no longer appears as a mere 
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instrument of exchange or standard of labour value. Rather it becomes a 
political tool of economic regulation.29 

Safeguarding the rationality of money is a major concern in economic 
argument. Fundamentally the debate about the security of money is about 
its primary function—is it primarily a means of exchange or a store of value 
that is held in banks until further notice? In either case, at issue is the 
quantity of money in circulation. If the primary function of money is as 
means of exchange, an increase in its quantity might lead to inflation as 
prices rise. If it is as store of value, the result of an increase in the quantity of 
money might result in falling interest rates and increasing economic activity. 
The many variations in economic argument surrounding these two positions 
notwithstanding, the matter resolves itself into two distinct scenarios. First 
there is the demand for a system “that shall be automatic” in that it sets a 
hard monetary framework within which government conducts policy and 
within which the market participants adjust to price signals, neither able to 
assert (what is perceived as corrupting) influence upon the monetary con-
ditions and therewith upon the conditions of the exchange of labour va-
lues.30 Examples of such a system include the gold standard, the Bretton 
Woods system and also, at least in design and purpose, the institution of 
central bank independence and the system of European monetary union.31 

The advocates of a hard-money system range from David Ricardo’s ad-
vocacy of a metallic system to Milton Friedman’s demand for “a legislated 
rule instructing the monetary authority to achieve a specified rate of growth 
in the stock of money”.32 In the hard-money system, public policy is con-
fined within the limits of money. 

Second, and in opposition to the first, there are demands for money to be 
managed by public authority to facilitate the (real) economy. Here money, 
credit money or Keynesian money, is regulated by government to sustain 
production and trade, for the sake of economic growth and jobs, either by 
easing the supply of money to prevent recession or by tightening its supply 
to prevent overheating. The credit-money approach entails the state in the 
role of an econometric technician. Its task is to sustain economic growth on 
an even keel. In the words of Hicks, one approach maintained “that all 
would be well if by some device money could be made to behave like metallic 
money; there was another (…) which held that credit money must be 
managed”.33 It has become commonplace to associate the former with 
monetarism and the so-called neoliberal doctrine of government, and the 
latter with Keynesianism and social-democratic principles of government. 
However strong the doctrinal divide, with Ricardo, von Mises, Hayek, and 
Friedman as proponents of hard money, and Mill, Thornton, and Keynes as 
money managers, pragmatism usually overrides principles in given economic 
situations. For example, Sam Brittan who had been a proponent of the 
monetarist hard money approach argued in response to the crash of 1987 
that helicopters were needed to drop currency from the sky to stop the rot.34 
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The economic argument about the rationality of money as a means of 
economic interaction is founded on the conception of a supposedly real 
economy of hard-working men and women, which it facilitates as a unit of 
account, store of value, means of exchange, etc. Money is conceived as a 
mediating means of the real economy—the utility of money is that of a 
regulative instrument of economic activity, be that as a medium that should be 
put to work by government to manage pervasive economic uncertainty for the 
good of society, keeping the liberal civility of bourgeois society from frac-
turing in the face of authoritarian populist movements brought about by 
economic hardship, or be that as a depoliticised device that functions as the 
representative of the invisible hand, providing an extra-political framework 
for the conduct of government and for the sake of an order of liberty.35 In 
either case, money is identified as a means of economic activity. That is, while 
in capitalism the purpose of economic activity is to make money out of money, 
to throw money into circulation for it to return with a profit (M…P…M’), 
economic doctrine holds that it is not an end in itself (M’) but rather a means 
of facilitating the further development of the real economy (P…M…P’).36 

The traditional Marxist critique of political economy from the standpoint of 
labour operates within the framework of political economy. It expounds the 
labour theory of value of the classical tradition, value as an embodied labour 
substance, and regards money as the “representation of value”.37 It is held to 
function as such a representative because money is a special labour commodity, 
it is commodity money.38 In this argument, money visualises the commodity 
labour values because of its function as general equivalent. According to an 
earlier contribution by Riccardo Bellofiore “what distinguishes [commodity 
money] is that, while the value of other commodities is the product of abstract 
labour, that is, of labour that is in the first instance private and only subse-
quently social, the labour that produces money is, by definition, immediately 
social”.39 It is held to be immediately social because it is the labour that pro-
duces the general equivalent of the individual labour values of all the other 
commodities. The value of each individual commodity is converted into the 
general form of value, that is money, which functions as their universal 
equivalent. Money thus functions as the measure of value, means of exchange 
and circulation, and means of payment and as world money, by virtue of 
the fact that it embodies immediately social labour. Money can perform these 
functions because it is itself a commodity—commodity-money is metallic 
money. Historically, gold was as the foundation of commodity-money. 

The argument about commodity-money is a variation of the classical 
account. It postulates the labour value of gold as the immediately social 
value and then argues that it is the means through which the value sub-
stances of the privately produced commodities achieve universal expression 
as labour values. Commodity-money, gold, is thus seen as the medium into 
which the pre-monetary exchange values are dipped to express their (em-
bodied) value substances. Although the classical Marxist labour theory of 
value expounds the labour theory of value of classical political economy, 
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elements of its argument can indeed be found in Marx’s critique of political 
economy, including the treatment of money as commodity-money. However, 
Marx does not expound Smith’s model of an exchange economy in which 
independent petty commodity producers exchange their products, say arrows 
and shoes, for money, which according to Ricardo, expresses a standard of 
wealth founded on the metallic value of gold. On the contrary, the focus of 
Marx’s critique was Smith’s model of simple commodity reproduction, and 
the remains of the elements of classical political economy in Marx’s account 
have to be judged against that critical background.40 

In addition to the economic function of money, the classical Marxist 
tradition also identifies money as an end in itself, which it calls financial 
capitalism. Its contemporary form is said to be different from the financial 
capitalism analysed by Hilferding, Lenin, and Bukharin at the beginning of 
the last century. Unlike then it does not now amount to the dominance of 
banks over industry and commercial capitalism. Rather, it is held to have 
established money making as an independent pursuit of capital in general. 
Financialisation is the increasing autonomy of the financial sector. It is the 
“increasing importance of financial markets, financial motives, financial 
institutions, and financial elites in the operations of the economy”.41 In fact, 
industrial and commercial capitals are heavily implicated in financial 
transactions, which led to a process of displacement of productive capital 
into a financial industry that makes money through the proliferation of fi-
nancial derivatives, financial speculation, and securitisation of debt. It also 
extracts financial profit directly out of the personal income of workers, the 
middle classes, and whole nations as in the case of, for example, Greece 
during the Eurozone crisis.42 

Financial capitalism is said to have emerged from a Washington consensus 
between finance and military power. The consensus is said to have been 
reached in the early 1980s against the backdrop of a severe global recession 
and the subsequent emergence of the sovereign debt crisis of particularly 
the Latin American countries, including Mexico. This argument about the 
emergence of financial capitalism suggests that money and power reached an 
understanding and organised the world accordingly. It holds that con-
temporary capitalism behaves badly towards the many because they, the 
movers and shakers of the (financial) markets, have “taken de facto control of 
politics”.43 The political implication of the debate about financialisation is 
clear. As Fontana et al., put it, it is a “debate on how finance and financial 
markets and institutions might better serve the real economy and foster eco-
nomic, social and environmental sustainability”.44 It is, as Verovšek sees it, 
about the de-colonisation of the state from the market interests through a 
“radical-democratic universalization of [the] interests” of civil society.45 The 
aim is to empower the state to govern for the sake of employment and welfare 
by making money its servant, putting it to work for the further development of 
the productive economy. The argument summarised here identifies financial 
capital as the irrational other of the capitalist labour economy. 
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In conclusion, the Marxist critique of capitalism from the standpoint of 
labour denounces financial capitalism as a class project that benefits the 
owners of money over workers.46 It speaks of a neoliberal counterrevolution 
that transformed the real economy into a money economy characterised by 
greed and plunder, financial expropriation, and dispossession. It argues for a 
return of democratic control of the economy, for the democratisation of the 
financial system, and it argues for a Keynesian approach to money, to bring 
banking and credit under public ownership so that money becomes a public 
utility that operates in the interests of the people rather than in the interest 
of the money men.47 On the one hand, it expounds a (embodied) labour 
theory of value and it identifies money as the general equivalent of the 
commodity labour values. Its labour theory of value is Ricardian in char-
acter. On the other, it identifies money as an independent form of wealth 
that in the form of financial capitalism redistributes wealth from labour to 
capital and operates to the detriment of productive economy. Its theory of 
finance is Keynesian in character, both in its perception of the troublesome 
independence of credit money and in its proposal for the political man-
agement of that money as a symbol of value. It rejects Ricardo’s hard money 
and bases its argument on Ricardo’s labour theory of value. It recognises 
money making as an end in itself in financial capitalism and requires the 
state to make money its servant by putting it to work for real economic 
growth and jobs, transforming money into an economic means of a labour 
economy that operates in the interests the workers. Its argument is premised 
on a dichotomy between labour economy and financial economy. It does not 
consider the capitalist labour economy as a monetary system. Akin to 
Marx’s critique of Ricardo, it “absolutely fails to grasp the connection be-
tween the determination of the exchange value of the commodity by [socially 
necessary] labour time, and the necessity for commodities in their develop-
ment to generate money”.48 The following section explores Marx’s theory of 
value as a monetary theory. 

Money as an End: On the Form of Value 

The understanding that capitalism is a monetary system is recent. It emerged 
from a literature that reads Marx’s critique of political economy as a critical 
social theory.49 In distinction to the classical labour theory of value, it rejects 
a pre-monetary theory of value according to which labour is the substance 
of value and money is the measure of that substance and its means of vi-
sualisation and representation, exchange, and circulation. In its stead, it 
expounds a monetary theory of value. The original impulse to this reading 
derived from the work of Hans-Georg Backhaus in the 1970s. Against the 
grain of the then established scholarship he argued that “Marx’s value 
theory is a critique of pre-monetary theories of value”.50 According to this 
understanding, and following Chris Arthur, “[v]alue has a purely social 
reality”. It “emerges from commodity relations. Hence the universal aspect 
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of commodities is secure only insofar as they posit it through their common 
relation to a universal equivalent, namely money. This money form does not 
represent the presupposed ‘value’ of commodities; rather, it presents it to 
them as their universal moment”.51 

The monetary theory of value holds that value is not an individual sub-
stance of a commodity. Rather, the value of a commodity is its social value. 
Its value is thus a property of exchangeability and money is the independent 
form of that property. In clarification, money is not the measure of value. 
This conception presupposes a pre-monetary existence of value. It is rather 
the socially valid form of measurability.52 In contrast to the labour theory of 
value, this or that expended labour does not count. What counts is the 
measurability of this and that expended labour in the form of money. This 
section expounds money as the form of value. The comprehension of the 
double character of labour is central to its conception. 

Marx’s argument about the double character of capitalist labour is at the 
centre of the dispute between the pre-monetary theory of labour values and 
the monetary theory of value. Following on from the previous chapter, 
Marx differentiates between a concrete labour that produces use-values and 
an abstract labour that produces value. He argues that the expended 
“concrete labour” has to become an “expression of abstract human labour” 
to realise itself in exchange.53 The dispute is about the character of abstract 
labour. In the traditional view abstract labour is expended in production. It 
is a labour that is common to all distinct concrete labours. It is labour ex-
pended physiologically regardless of the concrete purposes to which it is put. 
In distinction to the concrete labour, it is understood as an undifferentiated, 
homogenous labour that is characterised by the simple fact that it is ex-
pended – as a caloric labour.54 As such it is perceived as the labour of the 
human metabolism with nature, abstractly conceived. In capitalism it is the 
value producing labour. In a fully planned socialist labour economy it would 
assume central importance for the organisation of the social production 
process – how much expenditure of human energy for the production of 
shoes over, say the production of chairs.55 

However, Marx’s concept of abstract labour is not about ontological 
principles or the physiology of the human metabolism with nature. Instead, 
it is about the peculiar character of the commodity producing labour. Those 
arguing for a monetary theory of value reject the physiological explanation 
of abstract labour as expenditure of “human brains, muscles, nerves, hands, 
etc”. In fact, and as the previous chapter argued, the expenditure of human 
energy might not produce exchange values at all. It might produce failed 
commodities. Whether its expenditure produces commodities is a matter of 
exchangeability. Conceived of as a “purely social labour”, abstract labour is 
the labour of exchangeability. “It is only by being exchanged that the pro-
ducts of labour acquire a socially uniform objectivity as values”.56 As a 
purely social labour, abstract labour manifests itself in exchange, in which 
the expended concrete labour is either validated as a necessary expenditure 
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of the social labour or not, in which case the expended labour did not 
produce any value at all. Abstract labour does not just appear in the form of 
money. Rather, “money (…) is the form of existence of abstract labour”.57 

That is, abstract labour is the socially necessary expenditure of concrete 
labour. Its expenditure “appears in the form of money”.58 

The distinction between the two conceptions, labour value vs. money 
value, could not be sharper, that is, “either money has the intrinsic ‘property 
of being value’, or money is merely a form of appearance of a value that is 
already immanent in all commodities (…) One cannot have it both ways”.59 

The difficulty of the conception is well illustrated in a recent publication by 
Riccardo Bellofiore, in which he attempts to reconcile the contradictory 
conceptions.60 In his view, abstract labour manifests itself in exchange. 
However, what manifests itself in exchange must already have been effected 
in production before it enters circulation. He therefore posits abstract labour 
as valid in exchange and as latent in the immediate production process. He 
argues that there is a movement of abstract labour from the latently value 
producing labour in production to its social manifestation in its exchange 
for a certain quantity of money. In production, abstract labour produces 
value in becoming, which then becomes value in being. Contrary to this ar-
gument, not every expenditure of concrete labour is productive of social 
wealth. Instead of producing a value in becoming, it might manifest itself as its 
precise opposite, as devalued value. That is, instead of producing exchange 
values, it produced failed commodities, mere products that because they have 
no value at all, devalue the capital that was advanced for their production. 
However, the critical core of Bellofiore’s argument is about the split between 
production and circulation as a false separation. They do not belong to se-
parate realities. He thus depicts value as a spectre, or as a “ghost” that 
fleetingly achieves value-being (Wertsein) in the form of money in exchange.61 

This depiction is of critical importance for a monetary theory of value, and the 
remainder of this and the following section explores its meaning. 

The difficulty of conceiving of money as the form of value has to do with 
the double character of capitalist labour as both a concrete labour and an 
abstract labour. These two labours belong to the same social labour. There 
is only one social labour. Reality is not split into a concrete reality of ma-
terial production and an abstract reality of value production. There is only 
one reality. Abstract labour is the valid social mode of concrete labour. 
Abstract labour is difficult to grasp because it is not a concrete labour. 
Labouring in the abstract is quite impossible. Abstract labour is an invisible 
labour. It is phantom-like in its objectivity and compelling in its force. It 
determines whether the expended labour of the dissociated producers is 
socially valid. Abstract labour is the labour of exchangeability. It renders the 
different concrete labours commensurable as valid expenditures of the so-
cially necessary labour. That is, abstract labour is the socially necessary 
expenditure of concrete labour. However, following John Milios, “abstract 
labour does not ‘emerge’ from the concrete, it is not an identity of it”.62 That 
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is, abstract labour is not the common property of concrete labour as ex-
penditure of human energy. Rather, its property is purely social. The ex-
pended labour of the dissociated producers counts socially only if it takes the 
form of its opposite as an expenditure of abstract, social labour, and it takes 
this opposite form only through its exchangeability for money, which rewards 
the expended concrete labour with social validity in the form of money. Use- 
values either transform into monetary units or they are burnt. The concrete 
labour either transforms into abstract labour or it is redundant. The dis-
sociated producers either achieve money in exchange for their products which 
transforms them into commodities, or they do not in which case they failed to 
produce commodities and are therefore at risk of going under with ware-
houses full of socially speaking superfluous products. These products were not 
created to satisfy human wants. They were produced for a reward in the form 
of money. The expenditure of socially unnecessary labour does not assume the 
form of money, which leaves its employer in peril. Abstract labour is the 
specifically capitalist mode of an association of dissociated producers. Their 
sociability appears in the form of the “autonomization of value” as social 
process.63 Its process rewards this “commander” of living labour with a 
quantity of money and condemns that commander to bankruptcy for failing 
to live up to its spectral objectivity. 

Against Adam Smith, Marx emphasises that the value producing labour is 
“forcibly brought about” by exchange.64 What Marx means here by exchange 
is not “exchange with nature” but the exchange of commodities for money in 
capitalist society. Money does not express their intrinsic labour values. It pre-
sents to them their social values. Value is not the substance of a single com-
modity. Rather, the substance of value is “something purely social”.65 It is 
realised “in a social process”.66 Therefore “[w]hat makes the product a com-
modity is its value form”.67 Money is the value form. What counts is money. 

As argued in the previous chapter, value is an abstraction in action. It 
manifests a relationship expressed in money between the socially necessary 
labour expended on this commodity and the socially necessary labour ex-
pended on all other commodities. What counts is measurability in the form 
of a quantity of money. What matters, therefore, is to make money from the 
expended concrete labour, which was laboured for this purpose alone. That 
is, “the object of production is not social need, but the appropriation of 
money” and the goal of capitalist production is not to produce more use- 
values, but “to produce more values”.68 What matters is the quantity of 
money into which the use-values are “dipped” and vanish.69 The dis-
appearance of, say, textile-producing labour into a certain quantity of 
money is the condition of its social validity. Its disappearance is therefore 
also its socially valid appearance; that is, the social validity of textile- 
producing labour disappears in its appearance of, say, a 10 US dollar bill. 
The dollar bill matters, the produced textile has no independent value by 
itself – it either succeeds as a depository of exchange value or it fails with 
devaluating effect. 
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The value-validity of the expended concrete labour posits not an atom of 
use-value. “Every commodity attains the social form of general exchange-
ability, in abstraction from its specific utility or any other characteristic, 
expressing its value in monetary units”.70 It is through the form of value, 
money, that all kinds of different concrete labours manifest an “equal social 
validity”, which allows them to partake in “a specific social relationship”, 
which effects them as commensurable value quantities.71 Money counts and 
what is dipped into money achieves social validation—validation is ex-
changeability for money, which is commensurability between, say, a piece 
cloth and a loaf of bread as equal values of, say, five dollars each. Five 
dollars of this is the same as five dollars of that. Indeed “there is no dif-
ference or distinction in things of equal value”.72 What makes, say, toys and 
cars commensurable is that they represent valid expenditures of social la-
bour. As products of the concrete labour that was expended in their pro-
duction, they are incommensurable. The concrete labours that produced 
them become commensurable when they, toys and cars, realise themselves as 
products of abstract labour, which transforms them into commodities of this 
or that exchange value, expressed in the form of quantities of money. Their 
socially valid appearance as commensurable quantities of money, which 
extinguishes them as toys or cars, establishes their value-being (Wertsein). 

As the socially necessary labour, abstract labour extinguishes therefore 
the “sensuous characteristics” of concrete labour. In the form of value, the 
sensuous world assumes a ghost-walking reality which “abounds with me-
taphysical subtleties and theological niceties”.73 The metaphysical world is 
the money world. Its theological niceties resolve themselves into algebra, 
which is the language of economic thought. Whether the product of this 
labour or of that labour or indeed of both labours has social value and to 
what extent is presented to them in the form of commensurable quantities of 
money, 100 dollars for this and 500 dollars for that. Nothing else expresses 
the value of the expended labour and nothing else counts. That is, the ex-
penditure of concrete labour either assumes the form of its opposite, that is 
the abstract labour that produces social value in the form of money, or it 
produces nothing at all, neither use-value nor exchange-value. That is, a 
product of concrete labour is either measurable in the form of monetary 
units, or it has no value whatsoever. Real abstraction “takes place objec-
tively … in society itself”.74 Money rules. The sensuous character of living 
labour and “even the need which the social mechanism incidentally satisfies, 
are disregarded”.75 What counts is measurability by money and exchange-
ability for money. Money counts. The purpose of the concrete labour ex-
pended in the production of useful things is to make money. The social 
process is a money process. It transforms the sensuous characteristic of 
concrete labour into social coldness. 

This section explored Marx’s value theory as a monetary theory of value. 
It argued that “labour must directly produce exchange value, i.e., money”.76 

Following Clarke, the “distinctiveness of Marx theory lay[s] not so much in 
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the idea of labour as the source of value and surplus value, as in the idea of 
money as the most abstract form of capitalist property”.77 Capitalist 
sociability is a sociability of money. Its community is a community of 
money. Its system of social reproduction is a monetary system of re-
production. In this system there is no freedom from the compulsion of 
making money; there is however the freedom to produce value in the form of 
money. The value-subject is the money subject. 

Labour and Value: On Money Time 

The previous section argued that abstract labour is the socially necessary 
expenditure of concrete labour. This section explores the expenditure of 
abstract labour as an expenditure of socially necessary labour time. This 
time, as Guy Debord put it, “has no reality apart from its exchange-
ability”.78 It emerges as a compelling “abstraction of social time”.79 

Expenditure of concrete labour is expenditure of concrete labour time. 
However, since the value of a commodity is “its social value (…) its value is 
not measured by the labour-time that the article costs the producer in each 
individual case, but by the labour time socially required for its produc-
tion”.80 Value equivalence is equivalence of equally valid units of social 
labour time. “Only because the labour time of the spinner and the labour 
time of the weaver represent universal labour time and their products are 
thus universal equivalents, is the social aspect of the labour of the two in-
dividuals represented for each of them by the labour of the other”.81 

Therefore, as Marx put it, “labour, which is thus measured by time, does not 
seem, indeed, to be the labour of different subjects, but on the contrary the 
different working individuals seem to be mere organs of this labour”.82 Just 
as each capital is the capital, each expenditure of socially necessary labour 
time is the expenditure of abstract labour time. 

Each concrete labour takes place in its own good time. It has a concrete 
temporality. However, in order for this labour to count as a valid ex-
penditure of social labour, it has to appear as its opposite, as an exemplar of 
the socially necessary labour time. This labour time is independent from the 
concrete temporalities of the individual expenditures of labour; and yet, 
results “from the actions of the producers”.83 The time of abstract labour 
exists only through the concrete labour of definite social production pro-
cesses. The establishment of socially necessary labour time is therefore an 
abstraction, which as such does not exist. Nevertheless, this “abstraction … 
is made on a daily basis in every social production process. The dissolution 
of all commodities into labour-time is no greater an abstraction, but no less 
real than that of all organic bodies into air”.84 On the one hand, then, 
concrete labour is “actually expended” within its own time.85 Yet, on the 
other, it has to occur within a time made abstract, this is the time of the 
socially necessary labour. Each product either “objectifies general social 
labour time, [which as] a specific quantity of general labour time is expressed 

54 Society as Process of Compulsion 



in its exchange value” that transforms it into a commodity, or it does not, in 
which case the labour time that went into it counts for nothing.86 In fact, it 
represents a loss of value. The labour time that counts is the labour time of 
value, which is the time of money. 

Our capitalist, this personification of “value in process, money in pro-
cess, and, as such, capital” is thus spurred into action, frantically seeking 
to make the expenditure of the concrete labour time under his command 
count socially as expenditure of the socially necessary labour time.87 The 
individual capitalist has thus always to compare his consumption of living 
labour with all other capitalists. Failure to live up to the time of abstract 
labour, especially through the continuous improvements in labour pro-
ductivity, which reduces the socially necessary labour time of each parti-
cular commodity, is potentially ruinous. On the one hand, capitalist 
wealth is about the production of exchange value. On the other, in order 
to succeed every capitalist depresses the exchange value of the individual 
commodities by reducing the socially necessary labour time required for 
their production. What counts is the (profitable) exchangeability of the 
expended labour in competition with all other capitalists. How much time, 
then, did it take to get the commodity ready for social validation in ex-
change for a tidy sum of money that more than covering the costs of 
production yields a profit, too? On the pain of ruin, there really is no time 
to spare. A concrete labour that is not completed within the time of ab-
stract labour is wasted, regardless of the social needs that its products 
might satisfy. That is, and in critique of capitalist wealth, “the labour time 
expended must not exceed what is necessary under the given social con-
ditions of production”.88 Time is money and money is time. If then, ca-
pitalist wealth is a function of a socially necessary labour time that as such 
does not exist in the concrete labour processes and that therefore is dis-
sociated from the concrete social circumstances and purposes, which it 
measures in terms of their social value expressed in the form of money, 
then, really, the time of money is everything. Indeed, given the money time 
of value-production, the labourer is, “at the most, a time’s carcass”.89 

That is, she is “nothing more than personified labour-time”.90 For the 
labourer, abstract labour is an experienced reality. It manifests itself in the 
time management of her living labour to ensure its productivity as a means 
of valorisation, of money making. There is no time to waste. In capitalism, 
“time is ontologised” – it ticks, and it tacks the conversion of the expended 
labour times into commensurable quantities of the socially necessary la-
bour time expressed in the form of a quantity of money.91 Abstract labour 
is a ghost-like-labour. At the point of production, it feeds on living labour 
like a Vampire, sucking labour time for the sake of profitable exchange-
ability. The experience of abstract labour is corporeal. On the one hand, it 
is a real social abstraction of concrete labouring. On the other, it is in-
corporated into the living labourer as exploitable human material. 
Regarding the former, it appears in the form of money as social wealth. 
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Regarding the latter, it manifests itself in the form of, say, injured workers 
who without the time for rest and tranquillity, were felled by the com-
pelling time of money making.92 

In distinction to a labour theory of value, which holds that the value 
producing abstract labour is embodied in commodities, one man’s hour is 
not worth another man’s hour of labour. Rather, on the condition that each 
hour of concrete labouring represents an expenditure of exchangeable so-
cially necessary labour time, “one man during an hour is worth just as much 
as another man during an hour”, that is, this labouring individual is as good 
as any other.93 It is an “individual indistinguishable from all other in-
dividuals”.94 Value equivalence is an equivalence of equal units of the so-
cially necessary labour time. In this sense, each productive labourer 
personifies units of abstract social time. Their “product is money”.95 In the 
real community of capitalist society, man either “becomes the attribute of 
money” or she is nothing at all.96 

I have argued that the social labour time “is both the substance that turns 
[the use-values] into exchange values and therefore into commodities, and 
the standard by which the precise magnitude of their value is measured”.97 

The expenditure of social labour time is the “hidden secret under the ap-
parent movement in the relative values of commodities”.98 In explanation, 
“if the market cannot stomach the quantity [of linen] at the normal price of 
2 shillings a yard, this proves that too great a portion of the total social 
labour-time has been expended in the form of weaving. The effect is the 
same as if each individual weaver had expended more labour-time on his 
particular product than was socially-necessary”.99 Price movements do thus 
not express the coincidence of selling and buying.100 Rather, “in the midst of 
the accidental and every fluctuating exchange relations between the pro-
ducts, the labour-time socially necessary to them asserts itself as a regulative 
law of nature”.101 The idea of an invisible hand of market regulation is 
therefore not untrue. Its truth is founded on the actual social relations 
that assume the form of a relationship between the monetary prices of 
commodities. The secret of this relationship is the expenditure of socially 
necessary labour time in the concrete production processes. Its calamity is 
the expenditure of labour time in excess of what is socially necessary. The 
one offers a reward in the form of money, the other leads to a loss in value. 

Value and the “Monetisation of The Future” 102 

This section connects the argument of the two previous sections with the 
earlier exposition about finance capitalism. It argues that capitalist crises are 
not the result of political interference with the market relations and with the 
monetary standard of value as argued by (neo)liberal authors who consider 
hard money a value-requirement. Neither is money the origin of contra-
dictions and crises as Keynesians argue. Neither are they caused by a conflict 
of interest between financial and productive capital, nor do they result from 
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financialisation. Neither is financial capital a parasite that sucks the living 
life out of productive workers. Nor is productive capital the progressive 
alternative to money making. Finance capital is intrinsic to the capitalist 
social relations. It is not a predatory version of capitalism. Capitalist labour 
is productive of social wealth on the condition that it produces value in 
exchange and that it thus assumes the form of money. On the pain of ruin, 
what remains untouched by money represents an invalid expenditure of 
social labour. According to Marx, crises are innate to the conceptuality of 
capitalist wealth. The credit-system, finance capital, establishes a form 
through which its crisis-ridden character can temporarily be suspended 
through credit-sustained growth, only to precipitate crises of great severity. 
This section explores finance capital as the “elementary form” of capital.103 

In the form of finance capital, the valorisation of capital (M…P…M’) 
“presents itself in abridged form, in its final result and without any inter-
mediate stage, in a concise style … as M – M’, i.e., money which is worth 
more money, value which is greater than itself”.104 The “occult ability” of 
money to yield more money appears in the form of a profitable equivalence 
exchange relationship of money for more money.105 The paradox of such an 
exchange appears most glaringly in the form of finance capital. It posits the 
paradox most directly, seemingly without mediation. As was argued in 
chapter 2, and to recap, exchange is either an exchange between equivalent 
values or it is not an equivalent exchange. Marx argues that in bourgeois 
society it is both. He explains this with reference to the difference between 
the value of labour power and the total value its consumption produces 
during the social working day. Money is thrown into circulation to acquire a 
commodity, labour power, whose consumption valorises the money that was 
invested in its purchase. The prerequisite of capitalist wealth is the existence 
of the doubly free labourer. Marx starts his account about the innate con-
nection between exchange and exploitation with the analytical assumption 
that the trade between the owner of the means of production, whom he 
refers to as the “owner of money” in chapter 6 of Capital and whom he 
characterises as having a werewolf’s hunger for (surplus) labour time in 
chapter 10, and the free labourer amounts to an equivalent exchange, ac-
cording to which the commodity labour power is exchanged at its value, 
which is the socially necessary labour time required for its (re)production. At 
its best, the exchange relationship is one between equal legal subjects who 
trade in labour power in the pursuit of their self-interest according to the 
rules of the game, the one buying labour power to make a profit, the other 
selling labour power to avert destitution. The valorisation of labour power 
entails a process in which the consumption of living labour reproduces the 
value of labour power and produces new values, which he calls surplus 
value, during the social working day. Marx follows the dispossessed la-
bourer, who has relinquished her commodity labour power to its buyer who 
by virtue of having purchased it has acquired the right to consume it during 
the contracted hours of the working day, into the hidden abode of 
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production to examine the processes by which “moneybags” changes into an 
insatiable werewolf of surplus labour time, consuming labour for profit. 
Money yields more money because “the owner of money” invests into the 
commodity labour power, whose consumption produces a value that is 
greater than itself. The resolution to the conundrum of a profitable 
equivalent exchange of money for more money rests on the concept of 
surplus value. 

In the form of interest, the insight that “money is labour time in the form 
of a general object” is not immediately recognisable.106 In fact, the social 
character of labour, including the concepts of exploitation and surplus 
value, vanishes in the money form, and even more so in credit-money. In this 
form capital becomes itself a commodity, which is sold for its ability to yield 
a profit in the form of interest or rent. Interest obscures the actual social 
relations of surplus value extraction. Although the financial earnings re-
present a claim on surplus value, in its “abridged” form, M … M’, “all 
connections vanish”.107 What remains perceptible is the seemingly “trans-
cendental power of money” that presents itself as the source of its own self- 
expansion.108 Indeed, profit and interest appear “as though they generate 
from essentially different sources”.109 In the credit form, the processes of 
valorisation appear not only unassisted by actual surplus labour, they also 
appear in the form of a distinction between productive capital and financial 
capital.110 What appears in this distinction is a false separation. That is, “the 
whole capitalist dynamic is monetary in form”.111 If the critique of finance 
capital is not to become a piece of the political economy that it ostensibly 
opposes, it will have to go forward as a critique of the capitalist relations, in 
which wealth is money as more money and in which living labour is the 
means of generating that wealth. 

It is indeed the case that no sooner as money making “is transformed into 
‘capital-interest’”, money seems to dissociate itself from the valorisation of 
living labour.112 Finance capital sells money, gambles by putting down 
wagers, exploits currency differentials, finances mergers and acquisitions as 
well as private and public debt, securitises the social relations, and hedges its 
bets on potential outcomes, whatever they might be, and dispossesses those 
whose incomes are insufficient to meet their credit-obligations. Finance 
capital is the “simple form of capital”.113 Its financial property entails a 
promissory note on future profits. It represents a “claim of ownership upon 
labour” as “interest is only a portion of the profit, i.e., of the surplus value, 
which the functioning capitalist squeezes out of the labourer”.114 As such a 
claim, it “antecedes its own reproduction”, mortgaging the valorisation of 
living labour, accumulating claims on the production of surplus value.115 

The security of this mortgage, which can itself be securitised many times 
over, is dependent upon the servicing of the accumulating claims upon the 
valorisation of living labour. The profitable extraction of capital-interest in 
the present is of key importance. The viability of mortgaged wealth rests on 
the valorisation of living labour in the present, which is assessed for its 
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effectiveness in delivering on the claims staked upon it by the financial 
markets. The security of the monetised future is the extraction of surplus 
value in the present. And then, when the receiver is called in, “credit no 
longer resolves the value of money into money but into human flesh and the 
human heart”.116 Or as Varoufakis put it with regards to the politics of 
austerity, it resolves itself into “financial waterboarding”.117 

In conclusion, the owners of money buy the labour power of the free 
labourers so that they “produce … [more] money”, which is the means also 
for sustaining financial profit.118 Financialisation is the unabridged version 
and unmediated manifestation of the money subject. It securitises un-
certainty, mortgages the future extraction of surplus value, takes money 
from the pockets of the dispossessed, socialises the losses through a politics 
of austerity, and dazzles to deceive. Money rules. Its rule is corporeal. It 
turns Man “into money …Human individuality, human morality itself, has 
become both an object of commerce and the material in which money exists. 
Instead of money, or paper, it is my own personal existence, my flesh and 
blood, my social virtues and importance, which constituted the material, 
corporeal form of the spirit of money”.119 

Conclusion 

The chapter explored money as the social form of capitalist wealth. It argued 
that money is not a conventional means of organising the so-called real 
economy, which somehow goes rogue in financial capitalism. It argued in-
stead that the purpose of the real economy is to produce money for the sake 
of more money. Understood in this precise manner, the real economy is a 
means of money-making. Following Simon Clarke, although monetarism 
and Keynesianism articulate the concept of money in ideological terms as 
either a standard of wealth or a symbol of wealth, they contain within 
themselves, and however mystified in their articulation, the practical truth of 
money as the form of capitalist wealth.120 “It is the elementary precondition 
of bourgeois society that labour should directly produce … money; and, 
similarly that money should directly purchase labour [power], and therefore 
the labourer … Wage labour on one side, capital on the other, are therefore 
only other forms … of money … Money thereby directly and simultaneously 
becomes the real community, since it is the general substance of survival for 
all, and at the same time the social product of all”. The community of 
money is a “mere abstraction”; and yet, the social reproduction of society, 
its very existence, depends on the profitable monetisation of living labour.121 

Marx’s point that in capitalism Man is governed by the product of her own 
hands is most clearly expressed in his conception of bourgeoise society as a 
community of and for, and in and through no just money but money in 
movement of constant expansion, of value in process and as such capital. 

The debate about finance capitalism addresses the practical truth that 
money-making is the elementary form of capitalist wealth. I have argued 
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that credit-money stretches the limits of capitalist wealth, and it is indeed the 
case also that this wealth is enforced upon the dispossessed sellers of labour 
power in the manner analysed by the debate about financial capitalism. 
However, by contrasting finance capital and productive capital as either 
separate identities or as different forms of capitalist organisation, the debate 
about financialisation dissolves the conceptuality of capitalist wealth into an 
argument about the financial wealth and the productive wealth as seemingly 
different versions of capitalist society. It condemns the excesses of the former 
and argues on behalf of the latter, endorsing, probably unwittingly, the ex-
ploitation of labour as the seemingly progressive alternative to money making. 
The debate about financialisation reinforces the fetish of the money subject 
and fetishizes the real economy. The real economy is a monetary economy. 
That is, “the riddle of the money fetish is (…) the riddle of the commodity 
fetish”.122 Finance and production are conceptually bound. The capital fetish 
is the money fetish. 

The chapter expounded Marx’s value theory as a monetary theory of 
value. It argued that labour is the means of valorisation, and that money is 
the form which expresses, or denies, the value-validity of its effort. That is, 
value is not established before or independently from the value form. Money 
is the existent form of abstract labour, which is the socially valid expenditure 
of concrete labour. I argued that money does not represent the embodied 
value substances of commodities. Rather, money either “presents it [value] 
to them as their universal moment” or it does not, in which case the ex-
pended labour, despite all the expenditure of human energy, sweat and tears, 
did not produce any value at all.123 In this sense, then, “the valorisation 
process of capital … appears at the same time as its devaluation process, its 
demonetisation”.124 Capitalists compete against one another to avoid the 
latter by achieving the former through the increase in labour productivity, 
which reduces the socially necessary labour time required for the production 
of the exchange values. The compulsion to prevent devaluation through the 
increase in labour productivity is relentless, and as the next chapter argues, 
crisis ridden. Labour time is either money time or it is devalued time. On the 
pain of ruin, what counts is money—as more money. 

In conclusion, whether money is Keynesian money or hard money, it 
processes wealth and it thereby processes bourgeois society as a community 
of money. In capitalist society, the life of all man hangs by the social pro-
cesses of money. Society as a process of the money subject does not re-
cognise hardship, nor does it know the right to food, housing, welfare, 
education, and human dignity.125 However, the money subject does not 
create the coldness of capitalist society. It represents it and, as such, it 
presents it to the social individuals, requiring them to generate money for 
the sake of more money to sustain the strength of their link to the “world of 
social wealth”.126 It is a truly abstract power. Leaving aside its dazzling 
wizardry, Man does not eat money. However, in capitalism without money 
she does not eat. 
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4 World Market and Crisis:  
On Capital and its State  

Introduction 

This chapter expounds the world market as a real abstraction of silent 
economic compulsion. It is where “production is posited as a totality to-
gether with all its moments, but within which, at the same time, all con-
tradictions come into play”.1 The capitalist exchange relations are world 
market relations. The average rate of profit obtains as the average world 
market rate of profit. It is through the world market relations that the 
expended labour in every locality either acquires validity as an expenditure 
of socially necessary labour time or it does not, which might lead to po-
tentially devasting consequences for the national economies in which the 
socially unnecessary expenditure of labour occurred. The “abstraction of 
the category of ‘labour’ … becomes true in practice” as a world market 
abstraction.2 

Simon Clarke’s argument that “every capitalist is forced by the pressure of 
competition to develop the productive forces without limit, and therefore is 
equally compelled to seek to expand the market by all means to absorb the 
greater mass of commodities” is an argument about world market pressures 
and about the expansion of capitalist accumulation into the world market.3 

The world market pressures manifest themselves through the “heavy artillery” 
of cheaper prices that threatens the less productive capitals with competitive 
erosion and the national economies, in which the reward on the expended 
labour falls below the average world market rate of profit, with downward 
pressures.4 They experience these pressures in the form of an accumulation of 
balance of payments deficits, drains on national reserves, speculative runs on 
and depreciation of national currencies, capital flight and risk of national 
insolvency. It is through the global movement of money that the logic of the 
capitalist form of wealth affects the conditions of social reproduction in the 
national economies. 

Protectionism is an established means of shielding a national economy 
from the world market pressures. However, neither is the national economy 
independent from the world market nor does it merely exist in relation to it. 
Rather, the national economy subsists in and through the world market. 
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Protectionism amounts to a “measure of defence within free trade”.5 Therefore, 
national protectionism is also a world market category. 

The contemporary context of the point about protectionism is the dis-
cussion about the world market as a process dubbed globalisation or neo-
liberal financialisation. According to this discussion the “entanglement of all 
people in the net of the world market” is a recent development.6 It came 
about as a consequence of the neoliberal policies of the governments of 
Margret Thatcher in the UK and Roland Reagan in the US in the early 
1980s. They are said to have freed the economy from national democratic 
controls. Whereas before the national state “had acted as the bulwark 
defending domestic welfare from external disturbances”, it became “a 
transmission belt from the global to the national economy”. The change in 
the relationship between state and economy is said to have led to the 
“subordination of domestic economies to the perceived exigencies of a 
global economy”.7 According to Wolfgang Streeck, globalisation ensnared 
workers as consumers. It converted “insecure workers – kept insecure to 
make them obedient workers – into confident consumers happily discharging 
their consumerist social obligation even in the face of the fundamental un-
certainty of labour markets and employment”.8 Streeck’s argument, which 
mixes conservative anxieties about the uprooting effects of consumerism on 
the “organic” agency of workers with social-democratic concerns about the 
injustices of the capitalist economy, contains the remedy to the stated diag-
nosis. Since the “victory of neoliberalism” entails the “political emasculation 
of mass democracy”, which is in fact “pre-empted in those countries that are 
currently under attack by ‘the markets’”, a strong state response is required to 
take back control to make the economy work for the democratic majorities.9 

Crudely put, “the power of money and capital retreat when the state ad-
vances” and re-embeds the global economy into the social to serve the in-
terests of the many over the few.10 In order to assert democratic control over 
the market, what is required is a “shift towards a more inwardly oriented 
economy” (Panitch) to, inter alia, “nationalise banks” and “restore productive 
capacity” (Lapavitas) ostensibly to develop a “version of industrial society” 
(Streeck) that works in the interests of society at large.11 Leaving aside the 
implicit affirmation of an authoritarian defence of the capitalist social rela-
tions through an inward-looking renewal of the national economy,12 the ar-
gument for a state socialist response to the exigencies of the global economy 
neglects to consider a “fundamental, if elusive question: what is the social 
form and purpose of wealth?”.13 

The chapter expounds the world market as a real abstraction of silent 
economic compulsion in three main sections. It first explores Marx’s notion 
of the world market as “the basis … of capitalist production”.14 It then 
discusses the crisis-ridden character of the capitalist relations of production. 
Finally, it expounds the national state as the political form of the world 
market society of capital. 
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World Market and Social Labour 

The understanding of the world market as the basis of capitalist produc-
tion raises the question about the difference between the inter-national 
relations and the world market relations. For Marx, capitalist production 
is unthinkable without foreign trade. This seems to suggest that the world 
market is an inter-national institution, which is coterminous with the inter- 
national state system that brings together the national economies through 
trade and exchange and divides them through competition for investments 
and resources. It is a system characterised by economic interdependency 
and rivalry, trade relations and trade wars, and exploitation of the so- 
called capitalist periphery of the global South by the global North. 
However, for Marx, although the “relations of industry and trade within 
every nation are dominated by their interaction with other nations”, they 
are “conditioned by relations with the world market”.15 This suggests that 
the world market is not conterminous with the economic interactions 
between the national states. Rather, the inter-national relations between 
states subsists through the world market, which, he argues, is “the pre-
supposition of the whole as well as its substratum”.16 The capital relation 
“arises only when the owner of the means of production and subsistence 
finds the free worker available”. The historical background of its emer-
gence was the development of the world market, which in his judgment 
dates “from the sixteenth century”.17 

With the establishment of the capitalist social relations, the historical 
preconditions of their emergence transformed into the presuppositions and 
results of their expanded reproduction. “The expansion of foreign trade, 
although the very basis of the capitalist mode of production in its infancy, 
has become its own product, however, with the further progress of the ca-
pitalist mode of production, through the innate necessity of this mode of 
production, its need for an ever-expanding market”.18 The world market 
emerged at the same time as the national state. The national state “origi-
nated as an international system of states”,19 which was founded on “the 
international relations of production. International division of labour. 
International exchange and import. Rate of exchange”.20 The inter-state 
system existed, from its inception, within the “global context of production 
and exchange”. That is, the “world market is integrated into the national 
economy”.21 

The profitable exchangeability of this or that product of living labour that 
was expended in this or that national economy, its transformation into a 
commodity, is a world market exchangeability. The profitable exchange-
ability of, say, the labour put to work in China directly affects the profitable 
exchangeability of all other expended labour across the globe and vice versa, 
through the impact of the respective labour unit costs on average world 
market prices.22 The impact on, say, the average world market price of 
garments exerted by, say, Bangladeshi labour unit costs might erode the 
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competitiveness of garment production in England unless the labour ex-
pended there for a similar range of garments meets or betters average world 
market prices, ensuring its exchangeability in competition with the living 
labour put to work in garment production across the world, by crippling its 
workers.23 Fundamentally, there is only one abstract, social labour. The 
expenditures of living labour across the globe achieve social validity through 
their world market exchangeability for money, which presents to them their 
social values expressed in the form of world market prices. It does not ex-
press, say, the commodity values of Chinese labour or of the labour in any 
other jurisdiction. Rather, the commodity values are presented to them in 
the form of a quantity of (world) money, which either meets the costs of 
production or not, rewards a profit or not, and which either validates the 
expended labour or unleashes the heavy artillery of world market price. The 
world market is “the vital element” of the capitalistically organised relations 
of social reproduction.24 

The national states subsist through the world market. They compete with 
each other to defend and improve on their world market positions and seek to 
influence and shape the rules, governance, and institutional character of the 
world market in their favour, leading to the formation of alliances around or 
in contestation of the world market hegemon as the determining power and 
enforcer of the established rules of the game. However, the world market is 
not draped in a national uniform. It is not the property of a state, be it China 
or the US. Rather, it is an institution of the silent compulsion of the processes 
of real economic abstraction. World market exchange is an exchange between 
equivalent values. It is in the world market that all commodities are put in 
relationship to each other and receive their relative exchange values through 
their exchange for money. It is on the world market that the prevailing pro-
ductivity standards in the respective sectors of social production are translated 
into average values and average prices.25 Employers of living labour with 
below-average levels of labour productivity might have to sell at a loss while 
those operating above market standards are rewarded with extra profits. 
Similarly, the national economies of below-average or above-average rates of 
labour productivity. The world market “treats” them as equals and by treating 
them as equal partners in wealth, it reproduces the inequality of their con-
nection to the world of wealth, rewarding the national economies with above- 
average levels of labour productivity and keeping those with below-average 
levels mired in what is referred to as economic dependency, reinforcing the 
uneven economic development in the international division of labour.26 Catch 
up to meet global productivity standards and compete successfully for the 
profitable exchangeability of their labour products, is a gruesome undertaking 
paid for in blood.27 

The national economies acquire and sustain their livelihood through the 
world market. It is the categorial imperative of the economic development 
within national borders and between them. Trade and industry within na-
tional borders amount, at the same time, to trade and industry beyond 
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national borders. The world market either validates or denies the validation 
of the labour expended across the globe. Its logic manifests itself in the form 
of the silent economic compulsion of world market price and world market 
profit. The world market is “directly given in the concept of capital itself”.28 

That is, “it is in the world market that money … becomes adequate to its 
concept … [as] the social form of realization of human labour in the ab-
stract”.29 The world market is the terrain of the “money-subject” that 
rewards this exploitation of living labour with a profit and condemns that 
exploitation of living labour to bankruptcy.30 World money pulls away the 
“national ground from the foundation of every industry” and makes every 
expended concrete labour subject to “conditions of production outside 
itself, [subsuming it] into a general context” of world market exchange, 
price and profit.31 

There is therefore only one capitalist history and that is the history of the 
world market society of capital. “The general foundation of all industry 
[come] to be general exchange itself, the world market, and hence the totality 
of all activities, intercourse, needs, of which it is made up”.32 Therefore, the 
conditions of social reproduction in all “nations” and of “every individual 
member of them is dependent for the satisfaction of their wants” on the 
world market.33 The world market is a truly abstract power. It does not 
recognise human needs, poverty, inequality, pain, and suffering. It neither 
recognises the uneven development in labour productivity and im-
poverishing conditions of trade in national economies with lower-than- 
average levels of labour productivity, nor the concentration of capital in a 
few hands and countries. Its spectral objectivity posits average values, 
average prices, and average rates of profit, and in doing so it determines 
the degree of exchangeability and profitability of the world’s living labour 
regardless of where that expenditure occurred. It recognises competitive 
labour unit costs. The world market manifests the spectral objectivity of a 
system of wealth that sustains the employment workers on the condition 
that their labour yields a profit. 

For the class that lives by labour, merely “exploited human material”, the 
heavy artillery of world market price weighs down on its employment 
prospects through the unrelenting requirement to increase the productivity 
of its labour to at least meet if not exceed the prevailing world market 
standards in competition with all other “exploited human material” across 
the globe.34 For the individual capitalist, “merely a cog” of the world market 
relations, the logic of valorisation appears in the form of market constraints 
to absorb his wares.35 The limit of the market confronts him in the form of 
competition from other capitalists for the so-called market shares, each 
depending on the measurability of the expended living labour in their em-
ployment by a quantity of money that covers their costs and rewards a 
profit, which they depend on to maintain operations. For this reason, the 
individual capitalist “always has the world-market before him, compares, 
and must constantly compare, his own cost-prices with the market-prices at 

World Market and Crisis: On Capital and its State 71 



home, and throughout the world”.36 Unless he has decided to go under, he 
needs to beat his competitors on price, preserving the value of the capital at 
his disposal through essentially the increase in labour productivity. Any 
such increase tends to intensify the competitive pressures emanating from 
the world market as each one of them seeks to maintain themselves as 
pumping machines of surplus value through the introduction of more so-
phisticated methods of production to ensure the exchangeability of their 
wares for money. 

Value and Crisis 

The crisis-ridden character of capitalist reproduction has to do with the 
social form of capitalist wealth. It is not caused by the overproduction of 
use-values, for which there are manifest needs. It is overproduction, if you 
will, of money that no longer begets more money appropriate to the pre-
vailing conditions of capitalist accumulation. On the one hand, the logic of 
capitalist wealth compels each individual capitalist to increase the pro-
ductivity of labour through the development of the forces of production. On 
the other, the monetary form of wealth confines their development within 
the limits of the capitalist social relation through a crisis-ridden process of 
social reproduction. Overproduction is not a matter of the production of, 
say, too much food or too much clothing, that is, too much production in 
relation to the satisfaction of human needs. Crises of capitalist accumulation 
are not caused by the production of use-values in excess to human needs. 
“Overproduction takes place in relation to valorisation, nothing else”.37 

Fundamentally, and to reemphasise a point already made, overproduction 
amounts to the overaccumulation of abstract wealth, of money that no 
longer begets more money in relation to the existing conditions of capitalist 
accumulation. Although there might be a fall in the rate of profit what 
matters is the rate of accumulation. Accumulation is the means of preserving 
existing values against the risk of devaluation and destruction. What 
therefore has been overproduced is capital as self-valorising value. It no 
longer valorises at a rate sufficient to sustain its renewed conversion into a 
further, expanded process of valorisation, causing financial distress, business 
failure, liquidation of assets, and unemployment. The expansion of capitalist 
wealth, its valorisation on an extending scale, entails the devaluation and 
destruction of existing capitalist wealth. It appears in the form of failed 
banks, financial crashes, abandoned factories, rotting and discarded pro-
ducts, and what Keynes conceives of as involuntary unemployment of a 
mass of desperate workers who cannot get employment even if they wanted 
to price themselves into employment for an apple and a pie.38 

The individual capitalists experience the limits of valorisation in the form 
of market constraints and lack of effective demand, and intensification of 
competitive pressures to maintain profitability through further improve-
ments in labour productivity. Unless they want to go under, they are 
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compelled to preserve their capital-value by increasing labour productivity, 
which amounts to a social process of surplus value extraction through the 
cheapening of the commodity labour power. Every capital is the capital, and 
the capital is a “perennial pumping-machine of surplus labour”.39 As each 
individual capitalist is compelled to increase the productivity of the workers 
in their employment, they feed a crisis-ridden process of accumulation by 
developing the forces of production without regard to the peculiar social 
form of capitalist wealth, that is value that posits greater value, money that 
begets more money at a rate appropriate to the requirements of the ex-
panded reproduction of that wealth. The introduction of new methods of 
production offers the innovative capitalist the opportunity of appropriating 
a profit in excess to the standard rate because the increase in labour pro-
ductivity cheapens the commodities that he can exchange in greater quantity 
at or below prevailing market prices, unleashing the heavy artillery of 
cheaper price on his competitors. They will have to respond to the squeeze 
on their profits. They might try to run down working conditions, intensify 
labour, extend the working day, supress wages, etc. They might try to in-
troduce even newer methods of production to gain a competitive advantage 
through a breakthrough in labour productivity. Some might have to go into 
liquidation, shedding labour, others will re-invest realised profits into hi-
therto buoyant areas of the economy, “overheating” them too. The constant 
effort to extract greater surplus value through the development of the forces 
of production entails a dynamic of overproduction in relation to the va-
lorisation of value, leading to the intensification of competition, the threat of 
devaluation of existing capital values, liquidation, and bankruptcy, and 
struggles over conditions and intensification of labour market competition. 
The logic of capitalist wealth leaves little room for sentiment. What is done 
to living labour has to be done for the sake of maintaining the capital at the 
disposal of the capitalist – conquering the world of wealth by consuming the 
living labour of the dispossessed on an expanding scale like a “vampire”.40 

As for the labourer, their struggle for conditions is constrained by the need 
to maintain their employment to make a living. Only profitable employers 
buy their labour power. The rate of unemployment regulates the level of 
wages, and the rate of accumulation regulates the rate of employment. 

The introduction of new methods of production reduces the employment 
of labour per capita as more capital is invested into labour-saving ma-
chinery, reducing the investment in the value producing labour relative to 
the total investment undertaking to extract surplus value. The increase in 
labour productivity entails the replacement of living labour by machines and 
only the expansion of the scale of production reabsorbs that labour back 
into employment. On the one hand, the new methods of production increase 
the cost of exploiting living labour for profit and reduce the mass of the 
living labour from which to extract the surplus value relative to the total cost 
of production. For the individual capitalists the expansion of productive 
activity increases the total mass of profit which might compensates for a loss 
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in the rate of profit, less so for the smaller capitalists who have little to fall 
back on, more so for the bigger ones who produce at a larger scale. On the 
other, the same process sets in motion a dynamic of overproduction in the 
form of a growing number of commodities that are exchangeable only below 
cost and therefore at a loss. Something will have to give, some capitalists will 
diversify and invest in different sectors of either production or finance, some 
will go under, some will cling on for another day seeking new lines of credit 
to stay afloat at the cost of growing indebtedness. Not only for the hard- 
pressed capitals, access to financial markets is a potential lifeline for 
weathering the competitive pressures either by bridging temporary difficul-
ties through borrowing, or by financing takeovers and mergers, or by in-
vesting in new labour-saving methods of production. Credit financing 
mortgages the extraction of surplus value. Interest must be paid, and if the 
profitability of credit-sustained accumulation fails to cover the cost of credit, 
the lifeline provided by it might well turn into a noose. Although “money 
capitalists are then the arbitrators of the struggle for survival”, financial 
institution might themselves be in danger of going under should the future 
into which they have invested come tumbling down, which might leave them 
exposed to bad debt, undermining their own liquidity.41 Financial firms will 
buy and sell debt, insure themselves and others to cover their exposures to 
debt, securitise the existing security many times over, gamble on future 
prices and interest rate movements, and hedge their bets on outcomes. The 
illusionary character of credit-sustained accumulation comes to the fore 
once the confidence in the accumulated claims on future surplus value gives 
way to panic. A financial crisis is not simply the “result of the ‘animal spirits’ 
of investors, but is rather a symptom of the overaccumulation and uneven 
development of capital, as the associated expansion of credit increasingly 
spills over into unproductive and speculative channels”, in which wealth 
accumulates akin to a Ponzi scheme, glittering with promise until the very 
moment it comes tumbling down.42 

Neither the rate of profit nor the rate of accumulation falls because the 
labour of society’s surplus value producers becomes less productive. In fact, 
the opposite is the case. “Both the rise in the rate of surplus value and the 
fall in the rate of profit are but specific forms through which growing pro-
ductivity of labour is expressed under capitalism”.43 The rate of profit falls 
because of the increase in the total cost of extracting surplus value from 
living labour. However, the increase in cost can be countered by all manner 
of means including the increase in the rate of exploitation through, for ex-
ample, the intensification of labour and the cheapening of the value of la-
bour power that in any case results from the increase in the labour 
productivity affected by the introduction of new methods of production. 
They reduce the socially necessary labour required for the reproduction of 
the commodity labour power, expanding the surplus labour during a given 
length of the working day.44 The increase in labour productivity will also 
decrease the value of constant capital, machinery and also materials, as less 
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socially necessary labour time is needed for their (re-)production, which 
however unleashes the pressures of moral depreciation on the break-
through capitalists who will have to make sure to transfer back into cir-
culation the capital sunk into the initially advantageous methods of 
production before they depreciate in value. There is therefore pressure to 
keeping the machine running, day and night, before the afforded pro-
ductivity advantages are generalised through the efforts of his competitors 
to preserve their capital by introducing similar, now cheaper, or even 
better methods of production.45 In addition, cheaper labour might be 
employed in what The Financial Times calls “dark factories”, or sought by 
relocating production overseas to, say, Bangladesh in the case of garment 
production, or to China and India where labour is in ample supply, cheap, 
disciplined, and highly skilled.46 Also, while bigger capitals might be able 
to absorb a temporary fall in profit and therewith in the fund of accu-
mulation, smaller, hard-pressed capitals might not be able to. They tend to 
be forced out of business first, which together with the pressure on wages 
exerted by the newly unemployed, might restore conditions for the sur-
viving capitals. For the sake of preventing devaluation and bankrupcy, 
capital is accumulated for the sake of acccumulation, which is relentless 
discovery of new markets, the sourcing of cheaper raw materials, new and 
cheaper workers, including cost-effective commodity chains for just-in- 
time production, erasing virgin forests for the sake of begetting money, 
etc., whatever it takes to sustain the reproduction of capital on an ex-
panding scale. There is thus the constant tendency to explore “the earth in 
all directions” to the detriment of the environment and of the health of 
workers.47 Countering a fall in the rate of profit also entails the attempt to 
annihilate space through time by being present in every local and national 
market without break or pause, selling, buying, hedging, making spec-
ulative runs on currency, securitising, betting, investing, profiting.48 The 
longer value, this abstraction in action, is tied up in commodities, in 
constant capital, in production, in circulation, the slower the velocity of 
the processes of valorisation, and the slower the process of valorisation, 
the greater the risk of devaluation. Time is money. 

Crises are not extraordinary events. In fact, it is through crises – de-
struction and hardship, “momentary barbarism”49 – that “the rate of profit 
is restored” supporting a pick-up in the rate of accumulation and therewith 
in the employment of the free labourers.50 The valorisation of value goes 
hand in hand with the devaluation of existing values. Capitalism is crisis- 
ridden. Capitalism hurts – especially those who produce its wealth through 
their labour. Whatever their historically specific causes, crises belong to the 
logic of capitalist wealth, and they are innate to its conceptuality. Like the 
countertendencies to a fall in the rate of profit, capitalist crises of over-
accumulation are a countertendency too. They contain the productive forces 
within the limits of the capitalist form of social wealth through the depre-
ciation and liquidation of “already created productive forces”, clearing the 
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ground for the renewal of productive activity, of money-making, usually 
supported by demand inducing public policies.51 Indeed, capital as a process 
of the self-valorising value goes forward as a process of creative destruction, 
of which Schumpeter spoke with admiration. In his view, the harm done to 
society’s surplus value producers is unavoidable collateral damage, which 
they need to accept for the greater good of a society that lives the more, the 
more it consumes their living labour for profit. 

I have argued that “capital, as self-valorising value, does not just comprise 
class relations, a definite social character that depends on the existence of 
labour as wage labour” but also that the social character of these relations 
assumes the form of a crisis-ridden “abstraction in action”.52 Living labour is 
the means of the valorisation of value and the social purpose of its valorisation 
is to yield money for the sake of more money, which needs to be made to 
prevent competitive erosion through the expanded valorisation of value, 
which is the accumulation of capital. As each dissociated appropriator of 
social labour competes to stay afloat, they feed the crisis-ridden process that 
compels them. In their attempt to sustain themselves as owners of money, they 
thus develop the productive forces of labour on an expanding scale and 
without limit. The social validation of the appropriated labour in the form of 
money entails a process of the social comparison (Vergleichung) of the so- 
called commodity values at the level of the world market. Their relative 
“worth” to the dynamic limits of the socially necessary labour time is pre-
sented to them in the form of a quantity of money in the world market ex-
change relations. The competition to make the cut and achieve a profit as 
reward for the appropriated social labour, is relentless. It compels each ca-
pitalist as mere personifications of the law of value to preserve their capital by 
exploiting labour for profit on an expanding scale. Indeed, and as argued by 
Simon Clarke, “competition presupposes overproduction, since capitalists 
only experience competitive pressure when the product is greater than the 
amount that can be sold at a price corresponding to the price of produc-
tion”.53 To produce more and cheaper commodities, putting pressure on 
average prices whilst at the same time increasing the cost of production in 
relation to living labour, is the means of sustaining competitiveness. By trying 
to undercut the competitors who faced with the same challenge to prevent the 
erosion and the liquidation of “their” capital, each one of them enables the 
crisis-ridden processes that each individually seeks to avoid. The crisis-ridden 
character of capitalist accumulation is the continued result of the effort of 
each capitalist to master the competitive pressures through a “revolution in 
value”.54 Each individual capitalist feeds the beast of the law of value through 
their efforts to prevent themselves from being consumed by it. By feeding the 
beast they “valorise” capital, appropriating “surplus value … by sucking 
living labour … vampire-like”.55 And this is what they mean when they say 
that competitiveness is key for the national economy to flourish. 

In conclusion, on the one hand economic crises express the “contradiction 
between the capitalist tendency to develop the forces of production without 
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limits and the need to confine accumulation within the limits of the social 
relations of production”.56 On the other they resolve the overaccumulation 
of capital through the devaluation and destruction of existing values, from 
the failure of banks via stock market crashes to the closure and abandon-
ment of productive capacity, premature depreciation of sophisticated 
methods of production and from mass unemployment to mass migration, 
and from environmental destruction to war. The more accumulation is 
credit-sustained and the longer the speculative deferral of capitalist crisis, 
the greater the overaccumulation of capital and the more devasting the 
downturns. The more credit accumulates as a potentially worthless “claim of 
ownership upon labour”, the more capital appears as “only form without 
content”.57 Capitalism resolves its crises through the destruction of the 
productive forces, financial crashes, and social horror, which makes people 
compliable to accept any kind of job, wage suppression, and a politics of 
austerity. Their struggle for access to crude material things is corporeal in 
the maddening experience of hunger. 

On the State of Capital 

The circumstance that the validity of the expended labour across the globe is 
affected through the world market entails that the national economies ac-
quire their livelihood through the world market relations. Social reproduc-
tion in every national economy depends on the transformation of the 
“nationally” produced goods into world market commodities. Whether this 
or that living labour was expended profitably is a world market matter. The 
rate of profit is a world market rate of profit. Its world market determina-
tion entails the unleashing of a “heavy artillery” upon those national states 
in which the exploitation of labour fails to meet the average world market 
conditions and which therefore are not rewarded with profitable returns on 
the expended labour within their jurisdiction.58 The integration on the na-
tional economies into the world market, the degree of their world market 
validity and thus the strength of their connection to the world of wealth, 
depends on the global competitiveness of their national labour forces. Loss 
of competitiveness entails a deterioration in the “national wealth” relative to 
the world market processes of valorisation, which makes itself felt in the 
form of an accumulation of balance of payments deficits, drains on the 
national reserves, public deficits, down-grading of credit-ratings, runs on 
currency, and risk of sovereign default. 

Capitalist wealth is not produced to enrich the state or the nation. It is 
produced to satisfy the needs of capital as a world market process of va-
lorisation. Its process comprises competition between the territorialised la-
bour relations. The limits to national wealth, national industry, and national 
labour, manifest themselves in and through the world market relations. In 
this context the contemporary critique of capitalism tends to combine with 
the standpoint of the nation state as the supposedly alternative base of 
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power that can be used for seemingly progressive ends. According to this 
argument, neoliberal globalisation, or financial capitalism, has undercut the 
social-democratic agency of the national state through its “economising” 
impact on the conduct of public policy.59 The national states have been 
forced into retreat by the processes of globalisation and lost the capacity to 
defend the welfare state. Rather than making money its servant, putting it to 
work for growth and jobs, they transformed into neoliberal states that 
support the selfish purposes of money-making. This critique of neo-liberal 
globalisation leads to the supposedly anti-capitalist demand for the 
strengthening of the national state as a bulwark against the market interests, 
re-establishing its supposed social democratic agency.60 The truth of the 
world market is the existing untruth of the national state as a supposedly 
alternative basis for the development of the national economy. 

In his critique of Henry Charles Carey’s economic nationalist ideas, Marx 
argued forcefully that the “world-market disharmonies are merely the ulti-
mate adequate expressions of the disharmonies which have become fixed as 
abstract relations within the economic categories, or which have a local 
existence on the smallest scale”.61 The global disharmony exists in and 
through the domestic relations and vice versa. In this context, Marx argued 
that the national state is the “harmonies’ last refuge” – which are the har-
monies of order and law, of the freedoms of property, and the liberties of 
contract and exchange; and that is, the harmonies of the freedom of va-
lorisation.62 Money rules – through world market prices. The price of wheat 
is its world market price. Crudely put, the purpose of capital is to make 
profit. The national state is the political form of that purpose. 

Marx’s argument about the state as the “harmonies’ last refuge” re-
cognises it as the concentrated power and as the organised force of order 
and law, of private property and contract. Indeed, he conceived of the state 
as the “concentrated and organised force of society”.63 Therefore, it does 
not “possess”, as he put in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, “its own 
intellectual and libertarian bases”.64 Rather, as he (and Engels) put in the 
German Ideology, the state is the “form in which, the individuals of which 
society consists, have subsequently given themselves a collective expres-
sion”.65 For Marx, the conceptuality of the state belongs to the society from 
which it springs. He thus refers to the state as the political form of society 
“viewed in relationship to itself”.66 The logic of his argument is that society 
doubles itself up into society and state, that is to say, he conceives of the 
state as “society’s [independent] power”.67 Therefore, what appears in the 
distinction between state and (the world market) society (of capital) is in fact 
a false separation. 

As the political form of bourgeois society, the state is neither a property of a 
class nor a neutral or independent power. Rather, like the commodity form, it 
is a form of historically definite social relations. While the commodity form is 
the economic form of capitalist society, the state is its political form.68 In its 
economic form capitalist society appears as a depoliticised exchange society in 
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which formally equal subjects pursue their interests based on the rule of law. 
Their social interactions are based on contract. They make contracts with each 
other as property owners, be that as owners of the labour power or as owners 
of the means of life. The liberal rule of law does not privilege one over the 
other, nor does it discriminate between them. In fact, it does not recognise the 
dispossessed labourers as a dependent class. It recognises the labourer as a 
legal subject of contract, endowed with the same rights and obligations as the 
owners of money under the rule of law. The capitalist and the free labourer are 
at liberty to make contracts with each other in pursuit of their own interests 
and in compliance with the rule of law, and in accordance with the regulations 
of the market game. Each pursues their own interests and is responsible only 
for themselves. The rule of law does not discriminate against the poor, nor 
does it privilege the rich. It forbids the dispossessed sellers of labour power 
and the owners of the means of life equally from stealing bread. 

The class character of the capitalist state is entailed in its form as the in-
dependent power of the capitalist social relations. By treating the class-divided 
social individuals as abstract citizens endowed with equal rights, it reproduces 
the inequality in property between the owners of the means of life and the free 
labourers. Exploitation assumes the form of formal legal equality.69 For 
Marx, legal equality is fundamentally bourgeois in character.70 The sub-
stantive content the bourgeois relations of formal equality is social inequality. 
As he put it regarding the equality of individuals before money, “the power 
which each individual exercises over the activity of others or over social wealth 
exists in him as the owner of exchange value, of money. The individual carries 
his social power, as well as his bond with society, in his pocket”.71 Moreover, 
since for the seller of labour power access to the means of subsistence is 
contingent upon her ability to achieve waged employment, she belongs to the 
capitalist before she trades her labour power for a wage, and before the ca-
pitalist consumes her labour power for profit during the contracted hours of 
work, which is his acquired Right. Nevertheless, although the worker is 
compelled to trade her labour power to avoid the freedom to starve, she re-
mains a free subject, responsible only for herself. If conditions are such that 
her labour is not required, she becomes socially redundant. Her life hangs by 
the success of turning her labour into profit. Labouring for profit belongs to 
the conceptuality of the worker as a free labourer. Their equality before the 
law is both a blessing and a curse. It affords them with legal protections and 
with the right to challenge abuses of any kind in the court of law if they can 
afford the legal fee. However, as citizens they are responsible only for them-
selves. They enjoy the rights and obligations of an enterprise society, and 
struggle as a democratic equal to be granted welfare support to avoid hard-
ship. The concept of the worker as a self-responsible citizen entails the struggle 
for social democracy as the political philosophy of practical humanism in the 
incorporated society, that is haunted by the spectre of value. 

On the one hand, the social relationship between capital and labour van-
ishes in its economic appearance as an exchange of one quantity of money 
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for another. This exchange relationship appears in its political form as a 
relationship of contract between equal legal subjects who are at liberty to 
pursue their own interests in compliance with the rule of law and through 
exchange relations, in which “each pays heed to himself only, and no one 
worries about the rest”.72 The exchange relations between the owners of 
commodities, including the proprietors of labour power, entail the state as 
the independent power of the rights of property, of the security of social 
order and its incorporation on the bases of the rule of law and the morality 
of self-responsible enterprise. Furthermore, it entails the state as the in-
dependent power of the inviolability of money as means of exchange and as 
the form of capitalist wealth. On the other hand, the social relations between 
capital and labour develop in the form of a constant struggle over wages and 
over the conditions of work, with the capitalist insisting on his acquired 
right to consume the labour power of its seller for profit, and the labourer 
insisting on the simple fact that she did not sell herself but only her labour 
power for the express purpose of making a living. Between two equal rights, 
as Marx argues in Capital when analysing the struggle over the length of the 
working day, force decides, and that is the force of state. It lays down the 
rules of the game to civilise the conduct between the antagonistic interests 
through law and order, including prohibitions of certain practices, out-
lawing, say, child labour and by putting legal restrains on the use of labour 
by legislating on the length of the working day, health and safety standards, 
and by setting down in law minimum wage floors.73 

The class struggle of the surplus value producers is about the achievement 
of improved conditions of trade in labour power and employment guaran-
tees, and protections from the werewolf hunger of capital for surplus value. 
This struggle invariably takes on a political form because it is the state that 
lays down the rules of the game and decides on the regulative standards, and 
it does so as the organised force of order and law, adjudication and reform, 
regulation and legislation, and enforcement of the rules decided upon. The 
juridification of the social relations entails their statification, which is the 
development of social relations in politically supervised, legally sanctioned, 
non-conflictual forms of conduct and their enforcement.74 As the following 
chapters argue, the struggle for conditions in bourgeoise society, including 
welfare entitlements, employment guarantees and minimum wage floors, 
contains the truth of democratic socialism. Its untruth is the identification of 
this struggle as anti-capitalist. The struggle for conditions in capitalist so-
ciety is about civilising society’s treatment of its workers. This is not an 
argument against democratic socialism. Rather, it is an argument for the 
understanding of democratic socialism. 

The class character of the state is founded on the capitalist social rela-
tions. These relations are world-market relations. The conceptuality of the 
national state is therefore a world market conceptuality. 75 Conceived in this 
manner, Marx’s conception of the state as the “concentrated force of 
bourgeois society” contains more than at first appears.76 In each national 
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jurisdiction, the employment and welfare of the labour force depends on the 
profitability of its living labour in competition with all other labour forces 
on a world-market scale. The requirements of competitiveness, profitability, 
sound money, enhanced labour productivity, etc. belong to a system of 
wealth that sustains the employment and welfare of workers on the con-
dition that their labour yields a profit, which is the condition for achieving 
a measure of social integration. Therefore, the national state is invariably 
a “planner” for the global competitiveness of “its” national labour force. 
Planning for competitiveness is not only about the degree of freedom in 
labour market competition. It is also about regulative requirements, en-
vironmental standards, social safeguards and public provision of skill 
training, infrastructure, research and development, the soundness of social 
order, the predictability in the conduct of public policy, etc. In fact, all 
matters concerning the relations of production, commerce, finance and 
labour organisation, environmental norms, and production standards, 
etc., are matters of public policy. The purpose of public policy is the 
prevention of disorder. It is about overcoming the obstacles and blockages 
to capital accumulation, for managing economic distress and crises of over-
accumulation and financial failures and crashes, and for containing the an-
tagonism of the capitalist class relations within the limits of its social form, 
preventing social disorder, and achieving efficient and effective economy to 
ensure the profitable employment of the national labour force(s).77 

By and large, the democratic socialist critique of neoliberalism favours a 
policy of Keynesian money to regulate the economy. A Keynesian public 
policy of deficit financing, creating demand to kick-start the economy out of 
recession, reflating it, might prevent overaccumulation from leading to price 
wars, mass bankruptcies and mass unemployment, and depression. However, 
an expansive monetary policy does not resolve overaccumulation, nor does 
the growth of the market which it stimulates. In fact, an expansive monetary 
policy might have the opposite effect. It might fuel overaccumulation through 
the underwriting of employment on an increasingly fictitious basis, potentially 
leading to inflation, price increases, devaluation of money, erosion of con-
fidence in national currency and in the security of the financial investments 
into state deficits, speculative runs on currency, budget difficulties, and ulti-
mately bad debt exposure and the possible collapse of credit. Credit-sustained 
overaccumulation might thus exacerbate the very crisis tendencies that it 
meant to resolve.78 On the other hand, a monetarist, hard money policy seeks 
to resolve a crisis of overaccumulation through a restrictive monetary policy 
that reinforces the devaluation and liquidation of capitals. Instead of sus-
taining employment through the creation of demand through deficit spending, 
it pursues a policy of sound money, letting unemployment rip. Rather than 
through demand management it expects the resolution to the crisis of over-
accumulation from the supply side as labour is forced to price itself into 
employment, through attack on collective labour organisation like trade un-
ions, deregulation of labour relations, and transformation of the welfare state 
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into a workfare state that nudges the traders in labour power to act like en-
trepreneurs of human capital.79 

The hard money policy is meant to push employers to innovate and increase 
labour productivity to prevent themselves from going under. A policy of hard 
money makes credit financing of economic activity expensive while high in-
terest rates accelerate capital insolvency and liquidation. Although high in-
terest rates might make it possible for banks to absorb some losses without 
defaulting, the hardening of monetary conditions might threaten to under-
mine the credit-sustained basis of accumulation, which in its effect would 
reinforce the slump in productive activity as credit becomes expensive, putting 
the credit-system on the edge as the accumulated claims on future surplus 
value collapse leaving banks with bad debt. At the same time, the increase in 
unemployment puts additional pressures on the public purse as tax income 
falls and the demand for public relief increases to alleviate the worst. 

Although Keynesian and monetarist policies can to a certain degree 
moderate the crisis-ridden tendency of capitalist accumulation, reflating or 
deflating the economy by either establishing demand through deficit finan-
cing or by reinforcing the limits of the market through a politics of tight 
money, none prevents the capitalist crises of overaccumulation. The history 
of the public policy responses to the problems of capitalist accumulation has 
been a mixture of Keynesian and monetarist policy responses. In the 1980s, 
Ernest Mandel characterised the mixture of monetary expansionism, deficit 
financing of particular the military sector, financial deregulation, fiscal 
austerity and wage suppression in the US and also the UK, as military 
Keynesianism.80 In the aftermath to the 2008 crash, the initial response was 
Keynesian in character but it soon changed to the more familiar pattern of 
monetary expansion – quantitative easing – rescue and refinancing of the 
banking sector by the public purse and a politics of fiscal austerity.81 

Undoubtedly, there is always an element of Keynesianism at play in the 
political response to capitalist crisis. “When disorder looms or revolution 
threatens [Keynesianism] has always been an option, one that, like a panic 
button, is essential even when we never use it”.82 Historically, the politici-
sation of the social relations, with the impoverished surplus value producers 
assembling to protest conditions, demanding jobs, and employment guar-
antees, including factory occupations, has let to public policy responses that 
range from the (sometimes fascist) authoritarianisation of the state as an 
order-restoring power,83 via the social-democratic leaning Keynesian ap-
proach to the management of politicised social relations, attempting to 
transform protest into demand through the welfare and employment guar-
antees as a quid pro quo for social peace,84 to a neoliberal approach to the 
conduct of public policy, that is deregulation of existing labour market and 
welfare protections, austerity, and workfare, submitting labour more di-
rectly to the market pressures. Usually, the response to social disorder 
combines employment-generating public work projects and a politics of 
austerity with a nativist, authoritarian politics that governs with populist 
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appeal through the denunciation and persecution of the identified national 
foe.85 The differences between the various approaches to achieve social 
order, including those between Carl Schmitt’s authoritarian readiness to 
spill blood and the neoliberal undertaking to coerce mass society into 
compliance with the lash of hunger, are of existential importance. Yet, their 
shared premise is the acceptance of form of the state as the concentrated 
power of capitalist society. 

Conclusion 

The chapter argued that the world market belongs to the conceptuality of 
the capitalist relations. The world market relations exist through the na-
tional states. Capitalist crises have to do with the peculiar form of the ca-
pitalist wealth, which entails a world market process of real abstraction. The 
development of the productive forces without regard to the limits of va-
lorisation is facilitated through world market competition. It compels the 
dissociated producers to preserve “their” capital by conquering the world of 
wealth through the increase in labour productivity, principally through in-
troduction of labour-saving methods of production. The chapter argued that 
the increase in the rate of exploitation and a fall in the rates of profit and 
accumulation belong to the same reality of the capitalist form of wealth. 

With regards to the state, it is the order making and the order preserving 
power in capitalist society. It maintains the order of society by upholding the 
rule of law and by means of public policy, including monetary and fiscal 
policies. The national state is the political form of the capitalist social re-
lations. The world market is the categorial imperative of capitalist wealth 
and therewith of the conditions of social reproduction within nation states. 
With respect to the critique of neoliberal globalisation, financialisation, its 
opponents reject it as a market-based regulation of social reproduction and 
oppose it for a state-based system of social reproduction. Invariably the 
viability of the state-capitalist regulation of the economy depends on the 
world market validity of the expended national labour. Therefore, a politics 
ostensibly conducted for the benefit of workers, for wages and conditions, 
inevitably transforms into a politics of securing the integration of the na-
tional economy into the world market society of capital. 
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Argument, 2005, p. 102. See also Panitch and Leys, Searching for Socialism, and 
Sahra Wagenknecht, Reichtum ohne Gier, Frankfurt: Campus, 2018. On the myth 
of the golden age of a national Keynesianism and for a critique of the progressive 
nationalism of the state socialist critique of globalisation, see Hugo Radice, 
Global Capitalism, London: Routledge, 2014. On the contemporary debate about 
state capitalism, see Ilias Alami and Adam Dixon “Uneven and Combined State 
Capitalism”, Environment and Planning A: Economy and Space, 2021. online first. 
doi.org/10.1177/0308518X211037688  

11 Leo Pantich, “Globalisation and the State”, Socialist Register, London: Merlin, 
1994, p, 89; Costas Lapavitsas, “Default and exit from the eurozone”, Socialist 
Register, London: Merlin, 2012, pp. 295–296; Streeck, How will Capitalism End?, 
pp. 1–2.  

12 On this see, John Abromeit, “Frankfurt School Critical Theory and the 
Persistence of Authoritarian Populism in the United States”, in: Jeremiah 
Morelock (ed), Critical Theory and Authoritarian Populism, London: University 
of Westminster Press, 2018.  

13 Patrick Murray, The Mismeasure of Wealth: Essays on Marx and Social Form, 
Leiden: Brill, 2016, p. 121.  

14 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3, Moscow: Progress Publishers, 1966, p. 110.  
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Part II 

Practical Humanism and the 
Reason of Negation    





5 Social Coldness and Practical 
Humanism: On Counter- 
Hegemony and Governmentality  

Introduction 

The concerns of this chapter can best be summarised by the following 
quotations from Adorno’s “Spengler Today” and Marx’s Grundrisse. 

They [the adherents of dialectical materialism] did not challenge the 
ideas of humanity, liberty, justice as such, but merely denied the claim of 
our society to represent the realization of these ideas. Though they 
treated the ideologies as illusions, they still found them illusions of truth 
itself. This lent a conciliatory splendour, if not to the existent at least to 
its ‘objective tendencies’ … Above all the leftist critics failed to notice 
that the ‘ideas’ themselves in their abstract form, are not merely images 
of the truth that will later materialize but that they are ailing themselves, 
afflicted with the same injustice under which they are conceived and 
bound up with the world against which they are set.1 

What divides these gentlemen from the bourgeois apologist is, on the 
one side, their sensitivity to the contradictions included in the system; on 
the other, the utopian inability to grasp the necessary difference between 
the real and the ideal form of bourgeois society, which is the cause of 
their desire to undertake the superfluous business of realizing the ideal 
expression again, which is in fact only the inverted projection [Lichtbild] 
of this reality.2  

The chapter discusses the elements of the democratic socialist critique of 
capitalist society.3 Its account of capitalism is premised on an understanding 
of labour as the only source of social wealth regardless of the historically 
specific social relations. It conceives of labour economy as an ontological 
condition that refers to the human metabolism with nature. Democratic 
socialism recognises capitalism as a historically specific mode of labour 
economy, which it identifies as a crisis-prone system of social reproduction 
based on private property. Following Moishe Postone, its account focuses 
on the “appropriation of surplus value by the non-labouring classes”.4 

Although it identifies the exploitative character of capitalism, its rejection of 
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capitalism is about its unequal mode of distribution. It argues for a “de-
mocratic socialist type of distribution” as the progressive alternative to 
contemporary capitalism. Nancy Fraser expands on the traditional socialist 
demand by adding reproductive labour into the mix. She advocates for an 
expanded idea of socialism by which she understands the distribution of the 
surplus created by labour not only for the benefit of productive labourers 
but also for the reproductive labourers.5 

The chapter starts with a short contextual summary of the book’s argu-
ment so far. The purpose is to frame its account of the traditional Marxist 
critique of capitalism from the standpoint of labour as a lead-in. The poli-
tical dimension of the democratic socialist critique is the endorsement of 
counter-hegemonic struggle for the achievement of structures of social re-
production that serve human ends and avert the ecological destruction.6 The 
chapter explores its argument for distributive justice with reference to the 
Althusserian account of scientific socialism, which combines ontology of 
labour economy with a class politics of practical humanism. Its theory of 
capitalist political economy is fundamental to the contemporary arguments 
for a socialist counter-hegemony, which the following third section, 
Practical Humanism and Counter-Hegemony, addresses in conceptual 
terms. The conclusion summarises the argument with reference to govern-
mentality as a critical concept. The mentality of bourgeois society is char-
acterised by social coldness. The chapter argues that the practical humanism 
of democratic socialism articulates the subjective reason of bourgeois so-
ciety. It is about the transformation of bourgeois coldness into a civilised 
society that based on a perfected mode of labour economy, makes good on 
the promises of equality and justice. 

Proletarian Language and the Standpoint of Labour 

The book has argued that the satisfaction of human needs is not what ca-
pitalism is about. Profit is primary. What counts is the profitable accumu-
lation of some abstract form of wealth, of money that yields more money. 
Extracting profit from living labour is the means of avoiding bankruptcy. It 
also sustains the demand for labour and thereby serves to maintain the la-
bourer in her freedom as exploitable human material. The dynamic of the 
whole process of capital as self-valorising value is facilitated by the social 
practices of the class-divided individuals who “owe their life to what is being 
done them”.7 Both the capitalist and the labourer are personifications of a 
process of silent economic compulsion. Their struggle to maintain the 
strength of their connection to social wealth furnishes society as a real 
economic abstraction with a will and a consciousness. Society as a process of 
real economic abstraction imposes itself upon them as if by force of nature, 
requiring their accommodation to the constraints of the market as the ob-
jective medium of their social reproduction. Failure to adjust erodes the 
inefficient capitals who at best might have to sell below cost, compelling 
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them to increase efficiency of labour exploitation to stay afloat. Regarding 
the labourers, they depend on the competitiveness of their expended labour 
on a world market scale. In order to make a living, they compete with each 
other for employment, thereby perpetuating their own social conditions akin 
to “cogs to their machines”.8 Alfred Schmidt’s understanding of the critique 
of political economy as a conceptualised social practice expresses this insight 
succinctly.9 The life of the class tied to work hangs by the success of turning 
her living labour into profit, which is the fundamental condition of achieving 
sustained wage-based access to the means of life. The alternatives are bleak. 
Yesterday’s profitable appropriation of some other person’s labour buys 
another Man today. The buyer acquires labour power for the sake of 
making a profit from its consumption, trying to preserve the capital at his 
disposal by “ruthlessly” forcing the “human race to produce for produc-
tion’s sake”.10 Society as process of valorisation compels them constantly to 
increase the productivity of labour, which is the means of preventing com-
petitive erosion. Thereby they develop the productive forces of society 
without regard to the social limits of the capitalist form of wealth – money 
that begets living off-springs appropriate to the requirements of accumula-
tion. The dynamic of valorisation depresses the exchange values of the in-
dividual commodities that have been produced in greater quantity at the 
same time as which the cost price of extracting surplus value increases, 
which tends to reduce the rate of profit, which in turn effects the rate of 
accumulation. The valorisation of living labour entails a process of deva-
luation, bankruptcy, and insolvency. Further, the increase in labour pro-
ductivity entails, on the one hand, the production of superfluous social 
labour, which, on the other, is re-absorbed into employment through the 
expansion of the capitalist economy in all directions, to the detriment of the 
labourer and the environment.11 The accumulation of capital “necessitates 
variation of labour, fluidity of functions, and mobility of the worker”, which 
becomes the foundation of her general employability as a precarious wage 
labourer who literally “floats” generally speaking from this job to that job, 
never fully employed in a sustained manner and never unemployed either 
since unemployment presents an opportunity for employment.12 In any case, 
as free labourers they are self-responsible for their upkeep. Their freedom is 
the freedom of economic compulsion. 

The macro-economic calculation of the unemployed as economic zeros is 
not untrue. It makes clear that the life of the sellers of labour power really 
hangs by the profitable extraction of surplus value from their living labour. 
Labouring for the sake of profit is innate to the concept of the free labourer. 
She belongs to a system of wealth in which her labour has utility only as a 
means of profit. Sensuous activity not only vanishes in the supersensible 
world of the economic things, of cash, profit, and rent. It also appears in it – 
as labour market competition, as struggle for access to the means of sub-
sistence and for conditions, and as struggle to civilise society’s treatment of 
its surplus value producers through, say, welfare safety-nets and legislation 
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that, for example, curtails the length of the working day, prohibits child 
labour, disallows discrimination on the basis of race and gender, proscribes 
enslavement and bars firing of workers on a whim.13 The movement of 
society “maintains itself only through antagonism”.14 The class struggle is 
neither glamorous nor exceptional. It does not express an ontological pri-
vilege according to which the working class is the subject of history. Rather, 
class struggle is the everyday experience of the bourgeois freedom to make 
ends meet. Class struggle is mundane in its routines, usually silent in its 
screams, and occasionally coarse, colourful, and overt in its explosive release 
of pain and suffering in rebellious insubordination, until the free labourer is 
starved back to work. Class struggle is the objective necessity of the false 
society. It belongs to its concept. The sheer unrest of life is the hidden, secret 
history of a capitalist society, which sustains itself through the sacrifice of 
living labour on the altar of money for the sake of more money. 
“Accumulation for accumulation’s sake, production for production’s sake”, 
that is the no longer divine command of “Moses and the prophets” but 
rather the compelling secular logic of the capitalist form of wealth.15 

Capitalist society is society as process. Its freedom is the freedom of eco-
nomic compulsion. Inefficiency in valorising value through the consumption 
of living labour destroys existing values. Time is money, and the freedom of 
society’s surplus value producers from the means of life entails their struggle 
to “dodge the freedom to starve”.16 

The free labourers make a living by feeding the “system” that exploits 
them as mere human material. As the living means of capital as self- 
valorising value, mere personifications of surplus labour time, they chew 
their “words to fill their bellies” and expend their living labour as a living 
means of profit.17 On the one hand, “the capitalist is … merely a machine for 
the transformation of … surplus value into surplus capital”. On the other 
the proletarian is a “machine for the production of surplus value”.18 The 
capitalist’s “drive towards self-enrichment” is the condition of preserving his 
capital in competition with the other capitalists and he can only achieve this 
“by means of progressive accumulation”, accumulation for the sake of ac-
cumulation on a world market scale – the objective to stay abreast of the 
competition, to prevent bankruptcy, sustains the crisis-ridden dynamic of 
valorisation.19 Their attempt at avoiding competitive erosion “sucks up the 
worker’s value-creating power”.20 Society as a process of real abstraction 
manifests itself behind the backs of the social individuals as seemingly a law 
of nature, by which they are compelled into action to make a living. And yet, 
it is their own social relations in the form of the economic object, their “own 
inner bond” that compels them.21 

Competition is not a category of social unity. It is a category of social 
disunity. Its sociability is a matter of state, of order and law, regulative 
norms, and normative standards, and it is a matter of the enforcement of the 
rules decided upon. Regarding society’s surplus value producers, class so-
ciety exists in the form of individualised sellers of labour power, each 
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seeking to maintain themselves in nationalised, gendered, and racialised 
labour markets where the term cutthroat competition is experienced in 
various forms, from arson attack to class solidarity, from destitution to 
collective bargaining, from gangland thuggery to communal forms of or-
ganising subsistence-support, from strike-breaking to collective action.22 

“Proletarian language is dictated by hunger”,23 its grammar is the freedom 
of economic compulsion and its voice reflects a number of contrary political 
positions, ranging from racist and nationalist bigotry and populist author-
itarianism, via (counter-hegemonic) struggles for favourable social condi-
tions in the form of welfare rights and employment guarantees, to 
revolutionary struggle for direct control over their own social forces and 
conditions. 

The history of a Marxian critique of capitalist society amounts to recur-
ring accounts of the character of capitalist exploitation and domination, of 
the forms of struggle for economic and political rights and for the 
achievement of equality and social justice, and to recurring discussions 
about democratic socialism as an alternative to capitalism. In the con-
temporary, post-1989 context, democratic socialism has been identified as a 
politics of full employment, of the right to work, of “the provision of ample 
facilities for retraining and the renewal of skills”,24 and as a politics of 
overcoming the unequal distribution of wealth and of (re-)embedding the 
economy into the social by means of a democratic welfare state. It sees itself 
as a counter-hegemonic politics against the so-called neoliberal financial 
capitalism and for the achievement of political control over the economy to 
achieve a democratic welfare state as a vehicle of distributive justice and 
equality of opportunity at home and abroad.25 

On the one hand, the democratic socialist argument for change supports 
the critical insight that “the reality in which men live is not unvarying and 
independent of them. Its shape is human” and it can therefore be changed. 
On the other, its stance is entirely ideological because it “merely huma-
nizes reality”.26 It does not elucidate the object of its critique. As Russel 
Jacoby put it, “a recurring tale (of the truth) does not transform a truth 
into a critique”.27 Or, rather, “instead of a critique of bourgeois society”, 
democratic socialism amounts to “a ‘bourgeois’ critique of society”.28 The 
democratic socialism endorsed by, amongst others, Miliband, Panitch, 
Fraser, Streeck, and Jaeggi is not grounded in a critique of the capitalist 
labour economy.29 Rather, and as alluded to in the introduction to this 
chapter, it understands the labour economy as a universal form of human 
existence, considers capitalism as one of its historically specific manifes-
tations and conceives of democratic socialism as the realisation of the 
reason of labour through conscious planning of economic resources and 
establishment of fair and equitable forms of distribution. It is about the 
achievement of an “ever greater fulfilment of human potential” through 
the perfection of labour economy in socialism.30 Democratic socialism 
conceives of the alternative to capitalism as an improved model of the 
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present, where labour is not alienated, racialised, and gendered, and where 
instead of the struggle for employment and wages, the labouring masses 
enjoy the right to work, are educated and skilled, and where they are fairly 
compensated for their services to society. 

Scientific Socialism and Practical Humanism 

Scientific socialism is founded on the understanding of labour economy as 
an inescapable condition of human life. It is an argument about the natural 
foundation of the capitalist economic categories. As Moishe Postone put it 
in his critique of Marxian economics, it considers “labour as the ontological 
ground of society” and as “the only source of wealth”.31 Therefore, it sees 
socialism as the emancipation of labour(ing) from capitalist exploitation and 
domination, as the establishment of a perfected system of labour economy.32 

The scientific socialist view that the capitalist economic categories have a 
basis in nature informs its approach to capitalism as a historically over-
determined manifestation of transhistorical economic forces. It is based on 
the idea that every social form, including the value form of capitalist wealth, 
“can be reduced to a natural process”.33 It considers the critique of political 
economy as an attempt at tracing the capitalist social forms back to their 
basis in nature. Haug equates its method of critique to a microscopic ana-
lysis, one that abstracts the enduring, transhistorical structures of economic 
necessity from their historically overdetermined mode of appearance in ca-
pitalism. History is the “sphere of manifold overdeterminations” and the 
scientific method of analysis is about the abstraction of the transhistorical 
truth of economic nature from its historically specific manifestations.34 

Scientific socialism identifies labour economy as an inescapable human ne-
cessity, argues that the productive expenditure of labour is the basis of social 
wealth throughout history, views its historical trajectory as an unleashing of 
the forces of production as a dynamic of historical transition to the point of 
overcoming economic scarcity in capitalism, which, as Eagleton sees it, es-
tablishes the pre-condition of a socialist transformation.35 According to 
David Harvey, socialism will “achieve the conscious reconstruction of the 
value form through collective action”.36 

Clearly, since according to this approach the actual social relations are 
embedded in transhistorical structures of economic necessity, it is not the 
social relations that require critical analysis. Rather, the primary scientific 
task is to comprehend the enduring structures of economic necessity since 
they constitute the objective basis of historical development. What therefore 
appears in the appearance of society is not a definite form of human social 
relations that assume the form of a relationship between things, that is, Man 
in her social relations as a mere personification of her own reified world. 
Rather, for scientific socialism what appears in appearance is economic 
nature in the form of historically specific social relations. Scientific socialism 
is also an argument about the emerging structural opportunities for 
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transformative social actions. For Althusser, such action amounts to a so-
cialist politics of practical humanism.37 In contemporary political analyses 
practical humanism figures as a politics of radical reformism.38 It is to make 
good on the reason of labour by opposing capitalist exploitation through the 
achievement of democratic control over the economy. It is a politics of 
distributive justice, of changing the economy of neoliberal financialisation 
into a productive economy that creates “real” jobs, guarantees wages, 
provides welfare security, and protects the environment.39 

The practical humanist resolution to the existing relations of human 
misery is well meaning and welcome. What it amounts to is unclear. As an 
analysis of the logic that holds sway in the capitalist social relations, it is 
fruitless. Scientific socialism considers labour economy as a basic human 
condition and thus as an eternal natural necessity, and it considers practical 
humanism as a means of achieving an alternative configuration of capitalist 
labour economy, one that works for the workers, protects the environment, 
is anti-racist, and does not discriminate on the basis of gender. Man has to 
work in order to live, and the capitalist mode of production is a historically 
specific manifestation of this – ontological – necessity. It really ought to be 
organised in a rational and non-exploitative manner. Who would deny this 
statement? What, however, does it tell us about capitalism? 

Louis Althusser was the outstanding thinker of scientific socialism and 
advocate of practical humanism. He famously declared that Marx’s critique 
of political economy is a work of theoretical anti-humanism and proclaimed 
for a politics of practical humanism to set things right. In his Introduction to 
the French edition of Capital, he made two important observations that 
focus his approach succinctly.40 First, he argued that the philosophical idea 
of alienation of the Marx of the Paris-Manuscripts of 1844 does not have 
anything to do with the economic Marx as founder of scientific socialism. 
He therefore rejected the projection of the early Marx onto the critique of 
political economy as weakening the scientific character of Marx’s critique of 
capitalist economy. Second, he argued that Capital develops the conceptual 
system of scientific Marxism, not as a critique of capitalism as an existing 
reality, but as a means of comprehending history in its entirety. According 
to Althusser, Marx’s study of capitalism led him to the discovery of the 
general economic laws of the human metabolism with nature. Indeed, ac-
cording to Makoto Itoh, Marx came to understand the fundamental con-
dition “of the metabolism between human beings and nature as general 
economic norms in the analysis of the labour-and-production process”.41 

Scientific socialism sees the capitalist mode of production as a historically 
overdetermined manifestation of the general human metabolism with nature 
but it does not tell us what it is – instead, it reads capitalist labour economy 
back into history.42 In scientific socialism, there is neither a critique of the 
capitalist mode of production nor a critique of the centrality of labour as the 
living means of capitalist wealth.43 Instead, it offers a theory of production 
defined by technical relations combining factors in material production, and 
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it offers a theory of labour as the natural basis of the modes of production.44 

It rejects the capitalist modality of labour economy on the grounds that it is 
exploitative, anarchic, haphazard, and irrational, and “prone to crisis”45. Its 
critique of the capitalist modality of labour entails the demand for its ra-
tional organisation through economic planning by central political authority 
in socialism. “Freedom”, as Engels put it, “is recognition of necessity”.46 

As a science of economic necessity, the socialist argument has to be made 
“without ulterior metaphysical thoughts” and baggage.47 The metaphysical 
baggage is the human-social content of the (capitalist) economic categories, 
which scientific socialism cannot accept without calling itself into question 
as a science of economic matter in abstraction from wounded subjects. For 
Althusser, therefore, science is a discourse without a subject.48 For the sake 
of scientific insight into the enduring materiality of human life, which is the 
developmentalism of economic necessity, the “philosophical myth of Man is 
reduced to ashes”.49 A critique of capitalist society that articulates the 
suffering that it inflicts and that sees the purpose of such critique in making 
suffering speak, is counterproductive to the scientific task. For Nicos 
Poulantzas, therefore, scientific socialism breaks from the “historical pro-
blematic of the subject”.50 It does so ostensibly in the service of humanist 
ends – to overcome the exploitative, irrational, and crisis-prone character of 
the capitalist modality of labour economy in socialism by means of parlia-
mentary politics and extra-parliamentary tactics, coalition building with 
other progressive forces and establishment of class alliances, formation of 
power blocs, etc. 

In the Althusserian account, the capitalist labour economy is char-
acterised by the law of private property. Private individuals possess a legal 
title to the factors of production. In the words of Étienne Balibar, “the 
economic relations of production appear … as a relation between three 
functionally defined terms: owner class/means of production/class of 
exploited producers”.51 As argued earlier, the transhistorical forces of pro-
duction are seen to manifest themselves in the form of historically specific 
social relations, which, as Simon Clarke points out critically, are “mapped 
on to production by the legal connection of ownership of means of pro-
duction”.52 As an account of political economy, it defines the class character 
of society on the basis of the legal title to the factors of production, from 
which the classes derive their revenues – rent for the owners of land, profit 
for the owners of the means of production, wages for the seller of labour 
power. Capitalism is seen as a fundamentally private organisation of labour 
economy based on the legal title of the owners of the means of production to 
the products of labour. At the same time this private character of labour 
organisation is fundamentally social in character since everybody is in fact 
working for each other. The connection between the private appropriation 
of labour and its social character is established by the market, which brings 
the many private labours into contact with each other on the basis of price 
competitiveness, establishing points of sale and purchase that involve 
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interaction between multiple social forces, which are co-existing and inter-
penetrating in a tangled and confused manner, and which are thus anarchic, 
uncontrolled, unplanned, and crisis-prone, and which operate to the dis-
advantage of the direct producers of wealth, the labourers, who are 
exploited and dominated. 

Whereas social laws can be changed, the laws of nature cannot. The 
question of socialism thus becomes a question of the rational organisation of 
the natural necessity of labour, from the capitalist anarchy of the un-
controlled, unplanned, and crisis-ridden market relations that serve the few 
over the many to its socialist rationalisation that serves the interests of the 
many over the few. As Wolfgang Streeck sees it, “capitalist society is dis-
tinguished by the fact that its collective productive capital is accumulated in 
the hands of a minority of its members who enjoy the legal privilege in the 
form of the rights of private property, to dispose of such capital in any way 
they see fit, including letting it sit idle or transferring it abroad”. As a 
consequence, therefore, the “vast majority of the members of a capitalist 
society must work under the direction … of the private owners” of capital.53 

However, since the private use of capital rests on law and therefore expresses 
a legal entitlement, Streeck’s argument suggest that capital is not the name 
of historically specific social relations, which “men [have entered] into” in 
the pursuit of their interests.54 Rather, “as a version amongst others of in-
dustrial society”,55 it can be changed to achieve another version of industrial 
society. For such a change, a shift in the balance of class forces is required to 
affect its transformation through a change in government. As David Harvey 
sees it, “there is no way that anti-capitalist social order can be constructed 
without seizing state power, radically transforming, and re-working the 
constitutional and institutional framework that currently supports private 
property, the market system and endless capital accumulation”.56 In this 
argument socialism does not figure as the democratic self-organisation of 
society. Rather, it is the organisation of society for the seizure of state 
power, and it is the organisation of society by means of state. 

The argument for a socialist version of labour economy does not touch 
capitalism by thought. Instead of asking about the conceptuality of capi-
talist social relations, it reads the capitalist social nature back into history 
and then conceives of capitalism as a historically specific modality of its own 
social nature, which it then rejects as exploitative according to a seemingly 
independent ethical standard, and it then calls for a socialist version of the 
rejected capitalist nature. That is, the scientific approach naturalises the 
capitalist economic categories and analyses the manner of their mediation in 
the social world of inter-subjective actions, comprising the relations of ex-
ploitation and domination, and then examines the class positions of the 
competing social interests with a view to ascertaining the emergent political 
opportunities for the conduct of (counter-)hegemonic strategies. The sci-
entific statement that capitalism is in the last instance determined by general 
economic laws of development, is as hypothetical in its view of society as the 
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statement that its historically specific modalities, which Fraser and Jaeggi 
call “regimes of accumulation”, are contingent upon the power of the social 
forces that act upon them through the state.57 

The critique of capitalism from the standpoints of labour is entirely 
faithful to the empirical facts that posit society in its “pure appearance … of 
a process running behind its back”.58 As a science without a subject, it 
dissolves Man as the subject of her own social world into the substance of 
her economic inversion. “The illusions of such a consciousness turn into 
dogmatic immediacies”.59 That is, its critique of bourgeois society implicates 
the capitalists for the defects of the established system of labour and pro-
claims to know what needs to be done to achieve a progressive labour 
economy, one that operates in the interest of the exploited and dis-
criminated. Whilst its theoretical anti-humanism leaves society, the in-
dividual in her social relations, untouched by thought, its practical 
humanism proclaims for progressive ends in abstraction from society. Its 
practical humanism rejects “all discrimination, be it racial, political, re-
ligious”. It “is the rejection of all economic exploitation and political 
domination. It is the rejection of war”.60 With Althusser, humanisation is 
the purpose and end of the critique of political economy. However, and in 
critique of Althusser, the effort of humanising is confronted by the paradox 
that it presupposes the existence of inhumane conditions. Inhumane con-
ditions are not just an impediment to humanisation but a premise of its 
concept. Althusser’s practical humanism manifests therefore the illusion of 
his science of society without a subject. It posits society as an “as if” of 
civilised social relations, against which it measures the irrational, ex-
ploitative, discriminative relations of a bloodied world. Devoid of a con-
ception of the actual relations of life, its practical humanism does, as 
Adorno put in a different context, “not talk about the devil” but prefers to 
look “on the bright side”, rejecting discrimination, exploitation, domina-
tion, and war in abstraction from the very social relations through which the 
rejected conditions of misery exist.61 As argued by Horkheimer, the blind 
spot of dogmatic thought is predicated on the idea that society is a process 
without a subject.62 It thereby adapts its thought to those objective condi-
tions that render the social individual a mere personification of those same 
economic categories that its practical humanism denounces as exploitative, 
discriminative, violent, unfair, and irrational. 

Marx’s critique of Proudhon focused on this simple point. Proudhon 
substituted the critique of capital for a critique of the capitalist, seeking to 
free capital from the capitalist so as to utilise its economic power for the 
benefit of society as a whole. In its practical humanist guise, scientific so-
cialism is Proudhonean in character. It views miserable conditions as con-
tingent upon the hegemony of the capitalist interests and battles for a 
counter-hegemony in an attempt to tilt the balance of the class forces for 
practical humanist ends to overcome exploitation, domination, racism, 
sexism, war, and the legacies and actualities of colonialism and imperialism 
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too. The critique of the existent society as a crystallisation of capitalist he-
gemony leaves the economic concept of society not only entirely untouched, 
it also elevates it as a thing beyond critique. Indeed, the economic categories 
appear to be no more than objective mechanisms that can be made to work 
for this social interest or that social interest, depending on the legal title of 
property – in the end, it is the balance of the class forces that decides for 
which social interest the economic categories function! Rather than devel-
oping a critique of the economic categories, it identifies social misery as a 
contingent outcome of an unfavourable balance of class forces and calls for 
a sustained political effort to shift that balance in favour of humanity, ab-
stractly conceived. Its subjective reason holds that social misery is entirely 
avoidable. It does not belong to “industrial society” as such. Rather, it is the 
social consequence of hard-nosed class politics, and can thus be overcome 
by a determined and courageous effort of counter-hegemonic struggle(s). 

In conclusion, the dogma of the false society is that there is no alternative to 
it, that is, its falsehood is righteous. The practical humanist endeavour to 
transform the capitalist labour economy into a just and fair socialist version of 
labour economy through a change in law belongs to the concept of the false 
society. The subjective reason of the socialist argument proclaims that the false 
society can be righted through a politics of practical humanism. It thereby 
becomes righteous, too. It denounces capitalist society abstractly, depicting 
counter-hegemonic normative orders which, at best, conceive of democratic 
socialism, following Duy Lap Nguyen, as a morally rational accommodation 
to supposedly natural laws;63 or, at worst, provide ideological justification for 
an authoritarian politics that identifies its detractors as enemies of humanity. 
Historically, the former characterised the social-democratic tradition, the latter 
the Leninist-Stalinist tradition that emerged in opposition to it. We know the 
bad. But how to avoid it? On the one hand, there is the idea of a continued 
progress towards human perfectibility in the civil society of bourgeois freedom, 
either through and in itself welcome politics of radical reformism or through a 
contemptable Leninist politics that keeps the class enemy in clear sight. On the 
other, there is the demand to stop its further progress.64 

Practical Humanism and Counter-Hegemony 

For the practical humanist approach to society, the notion of socio- 
economic necessity, the necessities of capitalist labour economy, is an af-
front. It smacks of economic determinism, excludes the ideas of contingency 
and construction, creation, and transformation, and suggests dogmatic re-
duction of society to economic effect. Yet, the struggle for the hegemony of 
practical humanist ends is, as I have argued, entirely founded on the pre-
sumption that the economic structure of society is a natural phenomenon, 
“the real world is a world of contingently realised natural necessities”.65 

Instead of a critique of labour economy it seeks to repurpose it for the 
benefit of the surplus value producers. As a natural phenomenon, economy 
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is identified by its structural properties, the study of which characterises the 
domain of system theory. Complementing the system theory, a theory of 
social action accounts for the behaviours and conflicts that characterise the 
subjective properties of human agency in the lifeworld.66 In traditional so-
cial theory, society is seen either as a system of structural properties or as a 
world of social action, and the perennial question is therefore whether so-
ciety as an economic system is dominant or whether society as an action is 
decisive. However, the idea that society exists twice, once as (enduring 
economic) system and then as (acting) subject, reproduces in thought the 
appearance of society as a split reality of economic logic and social rela-
tions.67 The dualism of thought is however more apparent than real. Given 
the choice between society as economic structure and society as action, 
traditional social theory unerringly sides with the mischief of society as a 
system and rightly so given its premise that social practice takes place within 
the framework of the objectively unfolding laws of economic development. 
Like the doctrine of the invisible hand, society as a system, cannot be 
comprehended as such; at best its effects can be analysed as instances of 
social contingency, which establish opportunity structures for the pursuit of 
alternative hegemonic strategies. 

Hegemony is not a critical concept. Its grasp of society is traditional: it 
views society as a condensation of natural necessity in historically contested 
social modalities. The theory of hegemony is a stand-point theory – it 
contemplates society from the standpoint of this or that interested party, be 
it the interest of the ecologist, the labourer, or indeed the capitalist and the 
banker. It is usually associated with the tradition of democratic socialism, 
which made the theory of hegemony its own. Crudely put, it rejects the 
hegemony of the capitalist interests, demands the hegemony of the Many 
and identifies the Many with the Party as the organisational form of 
(counter-)hegemonic struggle.68 It posits its political demands as universal 
human in character, demands a shift in the balance of class forces in favour 
of the supposedly universal interests of the Many, endorses the Party as the 
lead organisation, and leaves the category of “capital” entirely untouched by 
thought. What really does it mean to say that the interests of the dominated 
and exploited must become hegemonic in capitalist society? 

In its practical dimension, the theory of hegemony amounts to “ticket 
thinking”.69 It views society as divided into competing social interests and 
undertakes to build up the capacity of its “ticket” in coalition with other 
progressive forces to confront the private interests of profit and rent. The 
ticket requires brand recognition to bolster its exposure as morally superior 
to the interests of private property. Its appeal depends on the articulation of 
powerful idealities that signify the purposefulness and righteousness of its 
stance. Essentially, once radicalised in its political thinking, the progressive 
ticket comprises an ideality of social friends whose bond is founded on their 
opposition to the supposed common foe of humanity – the capitalist, the 
banker, the speculator, the imperialist. It attributes miserable social 

102 Practical Humanism and the Reason of Negation 



conditions to the activities of identifiable individuals, who no longer appear 
as personifications of the economic categories but, rather, as the persona-
lised subject of greed and misery. This personalisation of the economic ca-
tegories entails a number of differentiations, most importantly between the 
productive or indeed creative capitalist as a “producer” of “real” wealth 
employing a hard-working and creative people, and the financial or indeed 
parasitic capitalist who makes his fortune by speculating in money to the 
detriment of the productive economy, industry, and workers. Here the 
distinction between a concrete labour that produces things for use, on 
the one hand, and the social validation of the expended concrete labour in 
the form of money, on the other, appears in the forms of distinct person-
alities – pitting the creative producer against the parasitic banker-cum- 
speculator. There emerges, then, the idea of a capitalism that is corrupted by 
the financial interests. Finance changes capitalism into a casino that turns 
the fortune wheel of the world at the expense of national industry and na-
tional wealth, “productive” work, jobs, and wages. That is, a definite form 
of society manifests itself in the form of a movement of coins and then, 
under the spell of its coined movement, rebels against the personifications of 
a world governed by coins. The personalised critique of capital identifies the 
“wrongdoer” of the wronged society and calls him a merchant of greed. For 
the sake of employment and industry, something needs to be done. 
Something can be done! What is needed is counter-hegemonic activism 
against (neoliberal) financial capitalism and for the sake of the humanity of 
the dispossessed traders in labour power to advance their interests in em-
ployment, fair wages, and social welfare. Money has to be made the servant 
of the productive economy. The insight that in capitalist society the em-
ployment of the dispossessed surplus value producers depends on the sus-
tained profitability of their expended living labour is anathema. It smacks of 
capitulation to the capitalist economic interests, in particular to the so-called 
cosmopolitan “merchants of greed”. Counter-hegemonic thought posits the 
people as righteous and demands that government acts in their interest. 
Ostensibly in critique of capitalism, it argues for the investment of money 
into the productive economy to secure the employment and welfare of the 
national labour force within the boundaries of the national economy, which 
is seen as the foundation of a system of inter-national relations and of co-
operation between the interdependent national states.70 

The politics of hegemony is as much about mobilisation as it is about 
demobilisation. Akin to the idea of a plebiscitarian leadership democracy it 
sets out to capture the “masses” by projecting virtuous claims about the 
morality and universality of their claims as free labourers, proclaiming that 
the coming of the “democracy” of counter-hegemonic friends will make 
things good for them. By putting forth a programme of social transforma-
tion without further enquiry about the conceptuality of capitalist wealth, of 
money that yields more money, ticket thinking “looks on the bright side” 
and proclaims falseness. Its falsehood is not untrue. In fact, it identifies the 

Social Coldness and Practical Humanism 103 



existing conditions of misery; yet it makes it seem as if they present a mere 
pathology of the capitalist social wealth and that there is real promise if only 
money were to be invested in support of workers and the public good more 
generally. Its appeal is ideological. Ticket thinking projects the idea that 
misery is an entirely avoidable capitalist situation, which can be overcome 
by courageous politicians who oppose the “self-interested elites” and the 
“merchants of greed”, and who instead govern for the benefit of the social 
majority. It supposes that all would be well if only government were to stand 
up against them. This stance articulates an objective illusion. The illusion 
says that the profitable accumulation of money that yields more money does 
not really matter; what matters is the satisfaction of human needs. It says 
that the failure to make a profit entails no threat to social reproduction; 
what matters is not profit but human well-being. It suggests that the life of 
the class tied to work does not hang by the success of turning her labour into 
profit as the fundamental condition of achieving wage-based access to the 
means of life; what matters is goodness, the satisfaction of needs, and 
the protection of the environment. It holds that debt is not a mortgage on 
the future extraction of surplus value; what matters is consumption. It rejects as 
absurd that useful things that cannot be turned into profits are burned; what 
matters is use-value production. It opposes capital as money-making, M … M’. 
Instead, it considers money as a means of purchasing commodities (C… 
M … C) and demands that money be put into the pockets of workers to 
strengthen their purchasing power, connecting them more firmly to the 
means of subsistence. The exchange of labour power (C) for money (M) 
that is then exchanged for means of subsistence (C), C… M … C, is 
however a function of M… P … M’. Profitable employers purchase labour 
power. Unprofitable employers do not. Profit-making is the condition of 
maintaining demand for labour. The politics of counter-hegemony con-
demns the capitalist form of wealth, value that posits surplus value, money 
that begets money, and demands that government should intervene for the 
sake of the common good of exploited humanity. 

The illusion of democratic socialism identifies what really matters and yet, 
it does not recognise the very society that it rejects – abstractly. The reality 
of its illusion is the perpetuation of myth – that resolution to misery lays in 
wait just round the corner if only reason, the reason of labour were to 
prevail over self-interest and greed; and then “a storm is blowing from 
Paradise” and the hope in the rescue of humanity from society as a process 
of real economic abstraction, from the freedom of economic compulsion, 
from the struggle to make ends meet, is seemingly blown away, again.71 Its 
promise has been illusionary all along, which in fact is fully understood by 
its backers: their critique of exploitation and domination is about the right 
to work and the achievement of full employment, the guarantee of a living 
wage, welfare support, reskilling and training, etc. Clearly, the achievement 
of these measures would be most welcome. They might civilise the way in 
which bourgeois society treats its surplus value producers, tilting the 
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political economy of capital in favour of the political economy of labour. 
Rather than letting workers drift towards the abyss as economic zeros, de-
mocratic socialism proclaims for a policy of full employment and for the 
provision of “wages for life” to enhance the economic situation of the free 
labourers with lasting effect.72 Who would oppose such progress towards 
civilised labour relations? And yet, only a reified consciousness can declare 
that it is in possession of the requisite knowledge, political capacity, and 
technical expertise not only for resolving the crisis-ridden dynamic of ca-
pitalism but, also, to do so for the benefit of its dispossessed traders in la-
bour power. 

Contrary to the counter-hegemonic view of the national state as the site of 
social transformation, the national state “cannot stand above capital, since 
capital is global in character”.73 Capitalist social relations are world-market 
relations, and the conceptuality of the national state is therefore a world 
market conceptuality. In each national jurisdiction, the employment and 
welfare of the labour force depends on the profitability of its living labour in 
competition with all other labour forces on a world market scale. As argued 
in chapter 4, the requirements of competitiveness, profitability, sound 
money, enhanced labour productivity, etc. belong to a system of wealth that 
sustains the employment and welfare of workers on the condition that their 
labour yields more money at a rate appropriate to the requirements of ac-
cumulation. Capitalist accumulation, economic growth if you will, is the 
condition for achieving a measure of social integration, which is the always 
precarious and contested outcome of a history of class struggles. Since the 
fate of a whole class of surplus value producers depends on the profitability 
of their labour at a world market level, the national state is invariably a 
“planner” for the global competitiveness of “its” national labour force. 

Without doubt the state is a field for social struggle and reform, and the 
more this struggle succeeds in civilising bourgeois society the better. However, 
the state is not an instance outside capitalist society. The promises of a 
counter-hegemonic struggle for state power are therefore illusionary, however 
much of its effort might civilise society’s treatment of its workers. Invariably 
for a politics for the many to succeed in one way or another it will have to 
facilitate the global competitiveness of its national labour force. Thereby a 
politics in the interest of labour “becomes a continuation and confirmation of 
the economy, and the state becomes a concentrated form of economic com-
pulsion … Rather than being a potential means of emancipation from this 
compulsion, the conceptuality of the political system leads the class [tied to 
work] … to identify with the representatives of domination”.74 Counter- 
hegemonic struggle is a piece of a politics it ostensibly opposes. It feels the pain 
of the world and proposes solutions. It feeds on what it condemns. It con-
demns social coldness, rejects the treatment of the free labourer as exploitable 
human material, and embraces in accordance with seemingly universal moral 
principles of the humanity and dignity of labour and the right to work – for 
the promises of freedom, equality, and justice in capitalist society. 
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Conclusion: On Governmentality 75 

Neither the capitalist nor the banker, nor indeed the worker can extricate 
themselves from the reality in which they live, and which asserts itself not 
only over them but also through them, and by means of them. Capitalist 
society manifests itself as a process of real economic abstraction. It prevails 
through the class-divided individuals. Making money out of money is to 
conquer the world of social wealth, on the pain of ruin. It amounts to an 
effort of avoiding insolvency, devaluation, bankruptcy, and destitution. For 
the dispossessed the struggle for access to the means of life is a struggle for 
money – it governs the mentality of bourgeois society without remove. What 
a misery! In the face of an accumulation of immense social wealth, the 
dispossessed producers of surplus value struggle for fleeting amounts of 
wage income to achieve a connection to the means of life, which they 
themselves produced when their labour was consumed for profit. Indeed, 
their struggle to make ends meet is the “actual life-process” of their “con-
scious being”.76 The struggle for money (as more money) governs the 
mentality of bourgeois society as, seemingly, a thing in-itself. Money is time 
and time is money. “Illusion dominates reality” and it does so because “[e] 
xchange value … dominates human needs and replaces them’”.77 The in-
dividuals carry the bond with society in their pockets. Their subsistence 
depends on the money in their pockets, and they are therefore governed not 
only by the coins they carry in their pockets but, importantly, by the con-
stant flow of money into their pockets. It seems as if it is not the means of 
subsistence but the possession of money that satisfies human needs. 

The practical humanism of scientific socialism, the theory and practice of 
democratic socialism, does not comprehend the conditions (Zustände) of 
misery. It identifies deplorable situations (Mißstände). Deplorable situations 
call for resolution by means of a social activism that challenges This misery and 
That outrage, seeking to alleviate and rectify This and That. The social pre-
conditions that constitute the necessity of This poverty and That misery are 
either naturalised or their mentioning is rejected as an instance of unwarranted 
pessimism. In fact, Adorno rejects as pseudo-praxis the activism that opposes 
This and That but leaves the conditions that render this and that entirely un-
touched by thought and praxis.78 Such activism is not only affirmative of ex-
isting society. It is also deceptive. It is deceptive to claim that however bad the 
situation, transformative changes can be achieved by this or that public policy 
and by this or that technical intervention, statutory regulation, and change in 
law. Activism is the politics of subjective reason. Its critique of society does not 
grasp society. Instead, it expresses consternation about the way things are. 

The point I am after is perhaps best illustrated with reference to George 
Fitzhugh, whom Horkheimer refers to in his Eclipse of Reason.79 Fitzhugh was 
a slave holder. He had published a pro-slavery book entitled Cannibals All in 
1857.80 Fitzhugh presents himself as a civilised slaveholder who is not at all 
indifferent to the needs of slaves. In fact, he objects to their treatment as cattle. 
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This slaveholder, Fitzhugh, cultivates his slaves. He loves them, is concerned 
about their welfare. He looks after them. His subjective reason expresses the 
reason of humanity in slave society. Without doubt, it is far better to treat slaves 
with consideration for their needs than to treat them as disposable material. 
Thereby their situation improves – as enslaved and branded property – and the 
human coldness of their enslavement is overcome – within slavery. Following 
Eric Oberle, Horkheimer’s Eclipse of Reason is an unrelenting critique of 
subjective reason. It does not engage in social critique.81 Instead, it identifies 
malicious or unfavourable situations, criticises the abuses of the prevailing 
normative standards, and demands for the identified shortcomings to be re-
solved on a human basis. Horkheimer argues for objective reason by which he 
means the critique of the social conditions that establish the – objective – reality 
of the identified situation. Horkheimer’s objective reason holds that, with re-
ference to Marx, “a Negro is a Negro. Only under certain conditions does he 
become a slave”.82 Objective reason recognises slavery for what it is and de-
mands the abolition of slave society, here and now. Further and in exposition of 
the point made, the critique of racism fails if it goes forward as a well-meaning 
identification of the needs of the racialised Other, concerning itself to achieve 
the satisfaction of what it considers to be their needs. It thereby accepts the 
Other as an existential identity and positions itself as righteous and moral, 
without enquiry into the social relations that render them – the Other.83 

According to the argument of this chapter, subjective reason is the reason of 
a practical humanism that condemns the suffering of exploited humanity and 
promises to make good by a politics of redistribution. It thereby transforms 
the protest against a really existing misery that blights the life of a whole class 
of individuals either into a moral argument about the needs of workers or into 
a selling point for political gain, or both. It feels the pain of the world and 
feeds on what it condemns. It condemns this miserable situation and that 
outrage with righteous indignation and an eye for political influence ostensibly 
to make things right. Its condemnation of the prevailing situations belongs to 
the governmentality of the capitalist social relations. Regarding the workers, it 
considers the right to work and improved conditions of compensation for 
their services to society as the solution to the identified misery in class society. 
In contrast, the objective reason of the critique of class society finds its positive 
solution only in the classless society. 

Whichever way one looks at it, to be a member of the working class is a 
great “misfortune”.84 Even the critics of capitalist labour economy, pro-
ponents of the reason of labour, demand that it works for its living! There 
really is “tenderness only in the coarsest demand: that no-one should go 
hungry anymore”.85 Since we know the worst, we can agree to avoid it. 
Therefore, the practical humanist impulse to strive for an improved model 
of the present should not be dismissed out of hand. In fact, it is an existential 
requirement – of civility in domination, charity in exploitation, human 
warmth in social coldness. However, it becomes false as soon as it deems 
itself capable to humanise inhuman conditions. 
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When things go to the wire, as invariably they do in antagonistic society, 
the thin crust of the system of liberty tends to crack all of a sudden, 
seemingly without prior warning, and the racketeering representatives of 
domination come to the fore and start speaking on behalf of the workers 
with authoritarian self-righteousness, nationalist fervour, and populist 
condemnation of the machinations of Wall Street, which, they say, de-
stroys their jobs, their industry, and livelihoods. The racketeer affirms the 
hard work and the industrious labour of what he considers as the one- 
national people and promises that he will deliver for them by giving them 
work, by building walls to protect them from the Others and by rejecting 
the “lazy” wealth of money-making, while simultaneously hedging his bets 
in Wall Street and avoiding paying tax.86 Cruelty belongs to the cold 
society of economic compulsion, in which “Monsieur le Capital and 
Madam la Terre do their ghost-walking as social characters and at the 
same time directly as mere things”.87 Social cruelty justifies the struggle for 
social democracy as a humane version of the social coldness. Violence is 
social. 
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6 History and Freedom: On Social 
Justice and Class Society  

Introduction: Class and Social Justice 

The chapter explores the historical elements implicit in the norms of justice, 
freedom, and equality. It focuses on the free labourer as a needy individual 
and explains her social condition with reference to the contemporary de-
bates about the primitive accumulation of capital. The remainder of the 
introduction revisits the earlier discussion about subjective critique to es-
tablish points of reference for the subsequent elaborations of the struggles of 
the free labourer to make ends meet. 

Subjective Critique and Exploitation 

Following on from the previous chapter, the normative critique of bourgeois 
society condemns it for falling short on its promise of social justice and 
equality. These condemnations are not untrue. Their truth is the existence of 
class relations, gender discrimination, and racist identifications of the Other 
as the veritable enemy of the imagined relations of national harmony. Their 
truth is their own untruth, but they remain true, nevertheless. The pauper 
belongs to the concept of capitalist wealth, and the capitalist social relations 
are gendered and racialised. Nevertheless, exploitation and domination are 
not the consequence of a social reality that falls short of its normative 
promises nor are they overcome through a politics of redistributive justice 
and social equality. 

Exploitation is not a category of social discrimination. It is the case that 
the trade in labour power does not live up to its normative ideal as wage- 
income perpetuates the labourer as a needy individual, leading to calls for 
distributive justice. Further, racialisation projects the Other as unworthy 
and dispensable, reinforcing racist discrimination within supposedly equal 
social relations. Furthermore, gendered discrimination privileges male 
sellers over female sellers of labour power, reinforcing patriarchal forms of 
domination within a free society. Finally, there are discriminatory con-
straints on socio-economic mobility due to social standing and educational 
backgrounds, accents, place of birth, and family connections that maintain 
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the privileges of the social elites within a society supposedly based on equal 
opportunity.1 

Any form of discrimination, from gendered and racialised social relations 
to the buying of labour power below its reproductive value, is a scandal – 
and yet, the exploitation of labour occurs in the most perfect social condi-
tions. That is, exploitation does not occur because of discriminative, abu-
sive, or coercive behaviours. Such behaviours violate the existing norms, but 
they do not elucidate their historical content. In fact, their violation conceals 
the exploitation of labour because it makes it seem as if it were contingent 
upon discriminatory practices. The demands for equality before the law and 
equality of pay, opportunity and treatment, is about the achievement of 
inviolable human rights in every form of social interaction. Their achieve-
ment would indeed civilise the social conduct in bourgeois society and usher 
in welcome reforms. However, the civilising of bourgeois society would not 
in any way alter the logic that holds sway in the capitalist form of wealth, 
nor would it effect the social coldness of a bourgeois society, in which the 
free and equal sellers of labour power maintain themselves as exploitable 
“human material”.2 

Marx developed the exploitation of the free labourer on the analytical 
assumption that the trade in labour power takes place in accordance with 
the normative values of bourgeois society. His account rests on the as-
sumption that labour power is traded between equal legal subjects, who 
confront each other in liberty from each other on freely accessible labour 
markets, each pursuing their ends as owners of private property. They make 
contracts with each other in liberty from direct, personal forms of coercion 
and dependency, and their trade amounts to an equivalent exchange. That 
is, his account of exploitation assumes that labour power is traded at its 
reproductive value, that is the socially necessary labour time required for the 
production and reproduction of the commodity labour power, plus a his-
torical and moral increment that has accrued to it because of a history of 
class struggle. He assumes that the trade in labour power takes place in the 
most perfect social conditions and in accordance with the normative prin-
ciples of bourgeois society to show that exploitation is not contingent upon 
discriminatory, racialised, and gendered social practices. For the sake of 
establishing the social character of capitalist exploitation, he assumes that 
the labour market exchange relations take place in the “Eden of the innate 
rights of man”.3 He argues that the institution of the labour contract con-
nects this same Eden of human rights with exploitation because the con-
sumption of labour power, which was traded in the most perfect conditions 
imaginable, produces a value that is greater than its own reproductive value. 
The secret of an equivalent exchange of money for more money, M … M’, 
lies in the concept of surplus value, which presupposes the class relationship 
between capital and labour. 

Furthermore, despite trading labour power in accordance with the nor-
mative ideals of an Eden of human rights, he argues that the bourgeois form of 
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freedom amounts to “the same old activity of the conqueror who buys 
commodities from the conquered with the money he has stolen from them”.4 

The institution of the labour market presupposes the existence of a class of 
labourers who are free in a double sense. They are free from personal forms 
of domination, and they are therefore free to trade as self-responsible subjects 
of the law of private property. They are also free from the means of sub-
sistence, and they are therefore compelled to trade in their labour power for a 
wage to establish a connection to the means of subsistence. The capitalist 
acquires labour power to profit from its consumption, extracting surplus value 
from the worker’s living labour, which he then reinvests by converting the 
realised profit into a fund that buys additional labour power – buying labour 
power from the free labourers with the money he has made from their living 
labour in a previous cycle of valorisation. That is, “the working class creates 
by the surplus labour of one year the capital destined to employ additional 
labour in the following year”.5 Although the conduct of the actual relations 
does not, in any way, violate the norms of the innate rights of Man, and is in 
fact pursued in accordance with them, the free labourer is an “appendage of 
capital”. She is independent from capitalists, but not from the capitalist class 
as a whole for her employment. Her freedom is the freedom of “economic 
bondage” – society as process entails impersonal forms of dependency.6 On 
the one hand there is the abuse and the discrimination, the scandal of racia-
lised and gendered social relations, and of the buying of labour power below 
its reproductive value. On the other there is the Eden of human rights as the 
most perfect normative standard of the economic bondage of the doubly free 
labourer, as well as the buying of labour power with the monetary yield from 
yesterday’s surplus value extraction. 

The normative standard of bourgeois society “makes the actual relations 
invisible, and indeed presents to the eye the precise opposite of that rela-
tion”.7 The untruth of the normative demand for justice, equality before the 
law and of opportunity, is the truth of the capitalist social relations. The 
circumstance that the labourer herself produces the means of subsistence 
that she then purchases with the wages that she received from the capitalist 
in exchange for her labour power, is neither here nor there. In bourgeois 
society, people depend for their existence on what is being done to them. 
What “sets the seal on the domination of the capitalist over the worker” is 
her freedom from the means of subsistence. It prevents her from “running 
away”.8 She might decide to go on strike to achieve higher wages and better 
conditions, but she might also be starved back to work. In capitalism, 
violence is social.9 It is intrinsic to bourgeois society as a process of real 
abstraction. It manifests itself in the freedom of economic compulsion. 

The subjective reason of critique, and its politics for the practical hu-
manist ends of social equality and justice, rejects the notorious character of 
bourgeois society. It demands that society’s surplus value producers be 
treated with consideration and in a civilised manner. 10 However, its political 
stance is not a matter of morality. The struggle to make ends meet is not a 
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moral struggle. It is a struggle for conditions, which hopefully succeeds in 
preventing the worst.11 It is a struggle for the political economy of labour, 
that is, for the protection and advancement of the free labourer within the 
political economy of capital. The subjective critique of capitalist society 
recognises what the trade in and the consumption of labour power means 
for people, from the struggle for social conditions, via the struggle over the 
length of the working day and the intensity and pace work, including health 
and safety at work, to the struggle over wages and against discrimination of 
any kind. Yet, the struggle for the political economy of labour presumes the 
free labourer as a social category that deserves a better deal. However, what 
really is traded on the labour market, what is relinquished and what is ac-
quired, and for what purposes – and how did a market in labour power 
come about in the first place, what is its historical presupposition and social 
foundation? 

Although well-worth fighting for and achieving on a sustained basis to 
prevent the worst, the normative values of social equality and justice are 
infused with the inhumanity “under whose spell they were conceived”.12 The 
capitalist social relations emerged through historical processes in which the 
peasants and artisans were dispossessed of their means of production. They 
emerged, says Marx, “dripping from head to foot, from every pore, with 
blood and dirt”.13 On the one hand, the freedom of the owner of money 
from feudal constrains who buys labour power to valorise his money in 
competition with all other owners of money on a global scale. On the other, 
the free labourer as surplus value producer who makes a living as a trader in 
labour power. The practical humanism of the normative critiques of capit-
alism and of the social-democratic argument for a socialist version of the 
capitalist labour economy express the “nightmare of historical conscious-
ness”.14 They invest bourgeois society with redemptive promise, soothing 
over its coldness and the force of its law-preserving violence, by which the 
historical premise of capitalist society in the doubly free labourer is secured 
as the continued result of its social reproduction. 

Structure and Scope 

The remainder of the chapter explores primitive accumulation as the secret 
history of capitalism. Contrary to the conventional view, according to which 
primitive accumulation is a process of historical transition from feudalism to 
capitalism, capitalism was not the inherent destiny of the processes of dis-
possession. It is called primitive accumulation because capitalist accumu-
lation, that is accumulation by exploitation, presupposes the existence of a 
class of free labourers. Following Simon Clarke, “the separation of the la-
bourer from the means of production and subsistence, which is the basis of 
the class relation between capital and the working class, is both the historical 
presupposition and the constantly repeated result of the reproduction of the 
capitalist mode of production, as the capitalist emerges from the circuit of 

History and Freedom: On Social Justice and Class Society 117 



capital with a larger capital, while the worker emerges with nothing but his 
or her labour power”.15 The following sections expound the capitalist secret 
of primitive accumulation in three steps. The first section probes the concept 
of history. It argues that history does not make history. Nor did it make 
capitalism. Capitalism is neither a staging post of the objective development 
of the forces of production, mere myth, nor is it beholden to the promise of 
eternal ethical principles. History is made by concrete human beings pur-
suing their ends in and through the conditions of their social relations. The 
second section explores the contemporary debate about primitive accumu-
lation, including the critique of neoliberalism as financial expropriation, 
which David Harvey calls accumulation by dispossession. The third section 
expounds the social reproduction process of the free labourer, which 
amounts to the reproduction of the needy individual as available material 
for the valorisation of capital. The conclusion is about the social character 
of the class struggle. 

History and Corporeality 

Marx’s historical materialism is critique of the existing social relations. Its 
common conception as an “all-comprehensive ‘materialist philosophy’ em-
bracing both nature and society”, the struggle for life abstractly conceived, “or 
as a general philosophical interpretation of the universe”, the promise of 
human perfection founded on eternal ethical standards, is misconceived.16 In 
fact, its reading as such an abstract historical materialism derives from the 
tradition of classical political economy, which considered the existing rela-
tions as “a gradual consequence of a certain propensity in human nature … to 
truck, barter, and exchange one thing for another”, which fostered the de-
velopment of the productive forces in four stages of society – hunting, pas-
turage, farming, and finally commerce.17 Marxist commentators saw the 
stages theory of classical political economy as ancestral to Marx’s theory of 
history.18 Its Marxian reformulation is however a distortion and a “perverter 
of Marxian motives”.19 Unlike classical political economy, Marx does not lay 
down any general propositions about the transhistorical nature of the capi-
talist economic categories. His critique does not trace the capitalist concepts 
back to the beginning of time and he does not conceive of them as historically 
overdetermined modalities of historically unfolding economic forces. Nor 
does he argue that they contain a developmental dynamic towards socialism. 
Marx does not conceive of history as a “basic ontological structure of things in 
being” and becoming.20 That is, as Patrick Murray put it, the forces of pro-
duction are not “the ultimate determinant of the “relations of production’”.21 

Rather, they are the forces of the historically specific social relations of capital. 
Marx’s critical theory is critique of the economic categories as the “apo-
theosised” social forms of historically specific social relations.22 He deciphers 
their nature as a socially constituted nature. His decipherment of the objec-
tivity of capitalist political economy is therefore historical in character. 
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The logic that holds sway in the economic objectivity of capital is the logic of 
historically specific social relations. 

Marx rejected the abstract materialism of the standpoint of labour critique 
of capitalism most forcefully in his Critique of the Gotha Programme, in which 
he criticises the political programme of the German Social Democratic Party 
as an ahistorical critique of capitalist society.23 Nevertheless the Marxists of 
the second and third Internationals, which were formed after his death in 
1889 and 1919, respectively, and which represent the traditions of social- 
democracy and its Leninist off-spring, subscribed to naturalised conceptions 
of society and history. Their equally naturalised Marxism argued that the 
capitalist economic categories have a natural foundation and a transhistorical 
validity, that distinct modes of production are distinguished by the way in 
which the economic categories manifest themselves in historically specific 
social formations, and that history is the outcome of an objective develop-
mental logic, which in expansion of Smith’s stages theory of history, moves 
relentlessly through the ages until transition to socialism becomes an “ob-
jective possibility”. The revisionists did so to argue that revolution was un-
necessary, and the orthodoxy that revolution was a natural necessity.24 

Objective possibility is a Weberian term. Objects do not have possibilities, 
subjects do. They furnish the objective world of capital with a consciousness 
and a will through their – compelled – social activity. That is, the objective 
possibility of radical change has to do with “the spontaneity of the subject, a 
movens of the objective dialectics of the forces and relations of produc-
tion”.25 The objective conditions are the conditions of the definite capitalist 
forms of social reproduction. By pursuing their own interests, the in-
dividuals reproduce the objective conditions of their existence. They adjust 
and accommodate to them in their everyday practice and hold them in their 
consciousness, lock, stock, and barrel, to make a living. At the same time, 
they confront them, which exposes them to the possibility of change. History 
is not the consequence of either divine revelation or abstract historical laws. 
The forces of production do not make history. Nor does history make so-
ciety. That is to say: “[h]istory does nothing, does not ‘possess vast wealth’, 
does not ‘fight battles’! It is Man, rather, the real, living Man who does all 
that, who does possess and fight, it is not ‘history’ that uses Man [Mensch] as 
a means to pursue its ends, as if it were a person apart. History is nothing 
but the activity of Man pursuing his ends” in and through the social rela-
tions that she has entered historically, and that she reproduces and confronts 
in the pursuit of her interests.26 History did not enter Man into capitalism. 
Nor do the forces of production enter Man into social relations. Rather, by 
pursuing their ends, “men enter into definite relations” whose creature they 
become to the point of madness and revolt.27 

Historical materialism is not the dogma indicated by clever opponents 
and unthinking proponents alike, but a critique of things understood dog-
matically. That is to say, the “human anatomy contains a key to the 
anatomy of the ape”, but not conversely, the anatomy of the ape does not 
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contain the anatomy of Man.28 If the anatomy of the ape really contained 
the anatomy of Man than the ape would already possess Man as the innate 
necessity of its evolution, a natural teleology or an already written future. It 
is only by looking back into history that the present relations appear as the 
logical outcome of what appears like a linear, universal historical process of 
evolution and progression towards the present. This image of history as a 
universal process of unfolding events towards the existing social relations is 
not untrue. The history that has been is the history of the present relations. 
From the standpoint of the present, history seems to have unfolded towards 
it as its telos, as if it, history, were a person apart. As such, history appears 
as a sequence of eventful transitions towards the modernity of our society. 
Yet, what really was so eventful? 

In the conception of history as a linear process of unfolding events, the 
“struggle for life … [which] manifests itself historically in various specific 
forms of society”, appears as the basis of an evolutionary process of over-
coming economic scarcity through the development of the productive forces. 
This conception, which “transpose[s] every given struggle into the phrase 
‘struggle for life’” regardless of the forms of society is fundamental to the 
abstract materialism of the traditions of scientific socialism.29 Its abstract 
materialism of a dialectics of economic nature and social relations “excludes 
the historical process”.30 Instead, it historicises the present as the most 
modern manifestation of the age-old struggle for life, abstractly conceived, 
and it then invests its capitalist modernity with the promise of transition to 
socialism because the ongoing struggle for life facilitates the further devel-
opment of the productive forces of society to such an extent that human life 
beyond scarcity becomes an objective possibility.31 In this perspective, ca-
pitalism figures as a necessary step in the development of the productive 
forces, creating the objective conditions for transition towards human ful-
filment in socialism. However, the notion of a natural necessity of capitalist 
labour economy does not reveal abstract historical laws. The objective ne-
cessity of capitalism is the further development of its own social necessities. 
They might bury us all. But they will not lead the way towards human 
emancipation in socialism. 

History has no independent reality. Its appearance as a progressively 
unfolding sequence of events, from this division of labour to that division of 
labour, from this mode of production to that mode of production, moving 
forward towards the present and beyond, is false. History appears as a linear 
process of evolution only when one abstracts from it, leading to its identi-
fication as a sequence of historical events, for which the term historicity 
provides the name. The analysis of the historicity of capitalism denies the 
history of capitalism. It traces its beginning back to the beginning of time, 
“discovering by analysis the earthly kernel” of the capitalist labour economy 
in the eternal struggle for life to overcome economic scarcity through the 
development of the productive forces.32 Historicism does not conceptualise 
the historical character of the “given social relations” and it therefore does 
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not develop from them the “forms in which these have become apotheo-
sized”.33 That is to say, in order to comprehend the history of capitalism one 
cannot abstract from it. Instead, one needs to “crack the continuum of 
history” in order to understand the struggle for life in and through the 
historically specific social relations.34 “No history leads from savagery to 
humanitarianism, but there is one that leads from the slingshot to the 
megaton bomb”.35 However, like the ape in the earlier quotation from 
Marx, the slingshot did not contain the megaton bomb as the objective 
destiny of an already written future. Rather, it is the megaton bomb that 
reveals a universal history of savagery. The present social relations reveal 
what has gone before. Further, human emancipation is not an outgrowth of 
a history of savagery. Rather, it is the practical rejection of human savagery, 
one that ruptures history’s false universality by stopping its further progress. 
One needs thus to think out of history, out of the battles, out of the struggles 
of the Levellers and Diggers, slave insurrections, peasant revolts, anti- 
colonial uprisings, the struggles of Les Enragés, working-class strikes, riots, 
uprisings, and revolutions, including, for example, St. Petersburg (1917), 
Kronstadt (1921), Budapest (1956), Tiananmen Square (1989), Chiapas 
(1994), Tahrir Square (2011), Gezi (2013) and Ferguson (2014), to recognise 
the smell of danger and to smell the stench of death, appreciate the courage 
and the cunning of a struggle against savage conditions of social re-
production, grasp the spirit of sacrifice, feel the density of a time at which 
the progress of the existing relations almost came to a standstill – that is a 
struggle not for the progress of the present relations to achieve their more 
perfect instantiation but “to found society anew”.36 

History does not lead anywhere; it has no telos, no purpose, and it does not 
take sides. What a history we could have had had the victors of history not 
been victorious! Had a struggle of the past, say Paris (1871), Munich (1919), 
Kronstadt (1921) or Prague (1968), Seattle (1999) or Buenos Aires (2001) 
ended differently, how different the world might be today, and from the un-
thinking standpoint of the present, this different history would also appear as 
inevitable and universal, closed, and foretold. We are where we are. But we are 
where we are not because of history as an objectively unfolding universal 
process but because of the social praxes of the social individuals, which cre-
ated the existing social relations and their forces, and into which they entered 
in the pursuit of their interests, some to enrich themselves through, say, 
plunder, others, the majority, struggling to sustain themselves in their plun-
dered freedom. To understand history, one has to think in and through it. That 
also means that one should not think about history for two principal reasons. 
First, thinking about history posits history as an unfolding sequence of events 
without consideration of the character of its eventfulness; and second, it 
historicises the present relations as the seemingly progressive manifestation of 
a universal historical process in abstraction from the social relations. History 
is not a “progress through empty time”.37 By not thinking in and through 
history, its study does not reveal it. Instead, by historicising history its study 
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legitimises what has been forgotten and justifies what has become. I have 
argued that the significance of history is not that the actual relations emerged 
from it. Rather, its significance is the actual relations. 

On Primitive Accumulation and the Capitalist Social Relations 

This section argues that the capitalist categories presuppose coercion as their 
historical foundation. For money to become capital, the one historical 
precondition is the separation of the means of existence from the direct 
producers. This separation “is the foundation of [capitalist] production [and 
is] given in capitalist production”.38 Accumulation by exploitation pre-
supposes the existence of a class of free labourers as a dependent surplus 
value producer. The free labourer belongs to the concept of capital. The 
making of the free labourer “could not spring from its action as capital” 
because the free labourer is the presupposition of its emergence, and it is the 
continuous result of its reproduction. The reproduction of the capital rela-
tion is reproduction of the free labourer on an expanding scale – its his-
torical precondition in the separation of the direct producers from her 
means of life is now “posited by it. … as results of its own realization”.39 

The divorce of the labourer from her means is the foundation of her ca-
pitalist freedom. Her freedom appears in the pleasant norms of equality and 
liberty. It manifests itself in the freedom of contract and in her liberty to 
change employer and to spend her wages whichever way she likes. In her 
economic bondage she has achieved the freedom of the consumer who buys 
from the commodity owners what she herself produced with her living la-
bour. Her freedom as consumer comes with self-responsibility for her own 
self-preservation. She is self-responsible for her up-keep through wage la-
bour and, if she so wishes, she may support her subsistence needs by credit- 
based financing. The requirements of her existence drive her into employ-
ment as a surplus value producer. Her freedom therefore appears also in the 
form of economic compulsion to make a living by trading her labour power 
for a wage that she then spends to secure her existence as a needy individual. 
The productive consumption of her labour power reproduces the variable 
capital that the capitalist advances when purchasing it on the labour market, 
and it produces surplus value, valorising the advance made by the capitalist. 
The valorisation of her living labour, working for the profit of another class 
of Men, is the condition of sustained wage-based employment. The histor-
ical presupposition of the doubly free labourer appears in the institution of 
the labour market, of the rights of private property, and of the law of value, 
which is the law of the valorisation of value. The law of value requires the 
sacrificing of the living labour of a whole class of dependent workers on the 
altar of money. Their living labour either yields a profit for its employer or it 
does not, and if it does not than they are socially speaking redundant. 

In Marxist theory, primitive accumulation has predominantly been dis-
cussed as transition from pre-capitalist societies to capitalist societies.40 
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More recently, primitive accumulation has also been discussed as a con-
temporary accumulation within capitalism, occurring alongside accumula-
tion by exploitation. David Harvey conceives of it as an accumulation by 
dispossession, which he considers to be an effect of financial expropriation 
and of the recommodification of labour through the so-called neoliberal 
attack on the welfare state.41 None of these approaches argues that primitive 
accumulation is the constitutive premise of the existing social relations. In 
fact, the Marxist debate about primitive accumulation holds that Marx’s 
critique of political economy conceives of primitive accumulation as an 
event that either belongs to the pre-history of capitalism or occurs alongside 
capitalist accumulation by exploitation. According to Michael Perelman, 
Marx’s depiction of primitive accumulation as brutal and violent stands in 
sharp contrast to “the main thrust of Capital”, which presents the ex-
ploitation of labour on the basis of “the seemingly fair and objective” ex-
change relations.42 The implication is that for Marx the violence of primitive 
accumulation ceased once capitalism was established, that is, once accu-
mulation by exploitation is regulated by the silent economic compulsion of 
the processes of capitalist reproduction. For David Harvey, and Michael 
Perelman too, as well as Silvia Federici, Marx’s alleged assumption about 
primitive accumulation as a violent stage of historical transition is mis-
conceived. Harvey argues that alongside the law-based processes of accu-
mulation by exploitation, capitalism continues to expropriate workers by 
robbery, theft, and plunder both in the capitalist periphery and in the centres 
of capitalism, too. Accumulation by exploitation and accumulations by 
dispossessions appear as parallel forms of the enrichment of the few at the 
expense of the many. The meaning of this differentiation is unclear. 

The original debate about primitive accumulation was over the question 
whether it is an event in the past or whether the dynamic of capitalist ac-
cumulation entailed an ongoing process of separating new populations from 
the means of existence. The positions are complementary.43 Those who see it 
as an event in the past, took primitive accumulation to be an “accumulation 
in an historical sense”.44 It is considered to have been completed with the 
emergence of capitalism in Western Europe, especially in Britain as its 
classical case. Those who took it to be ongoing argued that the dynamic of 
capitalist accumulation led to the expansion of capitalism into non-capitalist 
spaces around the world, re-enacting primitive accumulation over popula-
tions hitherto peripheral to accumulation by exploitation.45 The shared 
premise of these contrary views is that primitive accumulation is the tran-
sition of non-capitalist societies into capitalist societies. 

David Harvey’s analysis of neoliberalism as accumulation by dispossession 
argued that the “disadvantage” of the earlier debates about primitive accu-
mulation is “that they relegate accumulation based upon predation, fraud, and 
violence to an ‘original stage’ that is considered no longer relevant or, as with 
Luxemburg, as being somehow ‘outside of’ the capitalist system”.46 For Harvey, 
the modernity of primitive accumulation, accumulation by dispossession, lays in 
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the neoliberal attack on the institutions of the post-war settlement with 
labour. This attack re-commodified labour through the marketisation of 
previously de-commodified forms of social provision, including housing. 
Accumulation by dispossession is thus seen as the return to predatory 
forms of capitalism that, for example, instead of supporting working class 
housing needs through the public provision of social housing, commodifies 
housing through the financialisation of owner occupancy which entangles 
the free labourer in the financial net, mortgaging her wage incomes. 
Financialisation squeezes working class income through debt exposure, 
redistributes income from labour to capital through interest payments 
paid as a deduction from wages, disciplines workers through the risk of 
mortgage default, threat of eviction, and dispossession should interest 
payments fall into arrears, as indeed it was the case on a massive scale in 
particular the US at the onset of the financial crisis in 2008. In this third 
perspective, primitive accumulation amounts to a process of dispossession 
through the “political violence operative in the capitalization of social 
reproduction”.47 In qualification, accumulation by dispossession is not an 
accumulation of wealth. Rather, it redistributes wealth through the debt 
bondage of free labourers who maintained access to the means of sub-
sistence through credit. Though they are squeezed for every penny accu-
mulation by dispossession, it does not create a new form of capitalism. 
It rather asserts the bondage in which the free labourer is held.48 

Contrary to the debates about the meaning and contemporary relevance 
of primitive accumulation, Marx’s account of primitive accumulation is 
fundamental to his critique of the capitalist social relations. The separation 
of the direct producers from the means of life belongs to the concept of 
capital. It is the constituent social foundation of its conceptuality. 
Accumulation by exploitation is founded on the existence and the con-
tinuous reproduction of the doubly free labourer as the readily available 
human material of valorisation. The violence of the original separation of 
the direct producers from their means was not a prefiguration of capitalism. 
Capitalism emerged from it, but it did not carry capitalism in its DNA. In 
capitalism, the violence of its emergence manifests itself in the everyday class 
struggle to make a living, be that by means of (credit-sustained) wage in-
come, or through organ sales and prostitution, or the gangland thuggery of 
the lumpenproletariat. Quite literally, the free labourers must work for their 
supper, and they work only on the condition that their living labour pro-
duces surplus value at a rate appropriate for maintaining the capitalist in his 
wealth through the accumulation of capital. In contrast to all other known 
forms of social wealth, capitalist wealth is more wealth for the sake of more 
wealth. It is not limited by the needs of the ruling class. As personification of 
capital, the capitalist is therefore by necessity a pumping machine of surplus 
value. He furnishes capital with a consciousness as an extractor of surplus 
value. Thus, capitalist wealth surpasses “all earlier systems of production, 
which were based on directly compulsory labour, in its energy and its quality 
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of unbounded and ruthless activity”.49 Capital, Marx points out, is a 
“coercive relation”.50 On the one hand the owner of money. On the other, 
the free labourers as the living material for the production of surplus value. 
The capital relation “incessantly forces [the worker] to sell his labour power 
in order to live”. On the one hand the capitalist, who purchases “labour- 
power in order that he may enrich himself”. On the other the labourer, who 
“belongs to capital” as the living means of valorisation. 51 She is dependent 
on the valorisation of her living labour by the capitalist to prevent herself 
from becoming a superfluous citizen. The social reproduction of the worker 
depends on the transformation of the products of her labour “into a means 
by which another man can purchase [her]”(ibid.).52 That is, the main thrust 
of Capital is the decipherment of the logic that holds sway in capitalist 
society as a process of real abstraction, which is founded upon “the se-
paration between labour power and the conditions of labour”.53 The ca-
pitalist process of production “produces not only commodities, not only 
surplus value, but it also produces and reproduces the capital relation, on 
the one hand the capitalist, on the other the wage labourer”.54 That is, it 
posits its historical precondition in the existence of a class of propertyless 
labourers as the result of its own (expanded) reproduction – it posits capital 
as a perpetual pumping machine of surplus value and it posits the free la-
bourer as a “personal source of wealth, but deprived of making that wealth 
a reality for himself”. The free labourer is the hidden secret of the capitalist 
social relations. However, she hides in plain sight – as a dependent wage 
labourer. The “incessant reproduction” of the wage labourer as a proper-
tyless personification of surplus labour, which “is the absolutely necessary 
condition for capitalist production”, is what accumulation by exploitation 
amounts to for society’s surplus value producers.55 The trade in labour 
power might appear as a seemingly fair exchange relationship. But what 
appears in this appearance is the “legal fiction of a contract” between the 
owner of money and the wage-labourer who “is bound to his owner by 
invisible threads”.56 

In sum, the so-called historical period of primitive accumulation did not 
produce the free labourer for capitalism as transition to socialism. 
According to this argument, the brutality of primitive accumulation is an 
unfortunate but “a necessary step in the direction of fuller human devel-
opment”.57 Against the historicism of the Marxist orthodoxy, I have argued 
that primitive accumulation is not an accumulation in this historicist sense. 
Instead, I have argued that the free labourer is the secret foundation of the 
capitalist form of wealth. Labour power is a very special commodity. Its 
consumption produces a value that is greater than itself. “Commodity and 
money are transformed into capital because the worker … is compelled to 
sell his labour itself (to sell directly his labour power) as a commodity to the 
owner of the objective conditions of labour. [The separation of the direct 
producer from the means of life] is the prerequisite for the relationship of 
capital and wage labour in the same way as it is the prerequisite for the 
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transformation of money (or of the commodity by which it is represented) 
into capital”.58 Contrary to Federici and Perelman, Marx does not conceive 
of primitive accumulation as the past of capital. Nor does he conceive of it 
as a necessary step in the universal history towards human civilisation, as 
Glassman sees it. Neither is it a violent, transitory form of capitalist accu-
mulation by plunder that is re-enacted within a neoliberal capitalism. For 
Marx, primitive accumulation is the secret history of capitalism. It is the 
historical premise of the social relations between capital and labour, and it is 
the continually reproduced result of capitalist accumulation by exploitation. 
What appears in the Eden of the innate rights of man is a relationship, to use 
Smith’s more expressive terminology, between a class of masters and a class 
of workers whose conditions he says are desperate because they are a people 
without direct access to the means of life, neither to the land that belongs to 
the landlord and nor to the means of labour that belong to the masters. In 
order to make a living, they must work for the profit of the master, unless 
they wish to starve. 

I have argued that the original divorce of labour from the means of 
production did not prefigure capitalism. Primitive accumulation became the 
pre-history of capitalism only because the free labourer is constituent to “the 
conception of capital”.59 It is the capitalist relation that explains the his-
torical significance of the separation of peasants and artisans from the 
means of life. It is called primitive accumulation because it is the constituent 
premise and the incessantly reproduced social foundation of the capitalist 
accumulation by exploitation. 

Valorisation, Social Reproduction, and Class Struggle 

The previous sections argued that for labour-power to be a commodity, two 
basic preconditions are required. The labourer must be a free individual, 
owner of her labour power, selling it for a limited period. Further, the la-
bourer must be unable to live by her own labour. She achieves her sub-
sistence through the sale of her labour power. Her freedom to trade as an 
equal before the law, pursuing her own ends by agreeing a labour contract 
with the buyer of her labour power, is the historical foundation of the innate 
rights of Man in capitalist society. Its normative standards, rules, and reg-
ulations, recognise the propertyless class of surplus value producers as an 
equal in law to the owners of money. The demand that the trade in labour 
power ought to live up to the normative standards of freedom and equality 
is therefore welcome as a criticism of abusive and discriminatory practices; 
but the normative standards are nevertheless saturated with the coldness of a 
society that treats its members as equals before the law regardless of their 
inequality in property. I have argued further that the so-called accumulation 
by dispossession is not a coincidence of the so-called neoliberal turn of 
capitalism. Capitalism is a monetary system. Its monetary wealth is the 
product of the surplus labour of its workers, and their debt bondage, which 
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redistributes money from their subsistence fund to the owners of money, 
reinforces the bondage in which the free labourer is held. Only as personified 
surplus labour time is the free labourer respectable. 

This section argues that the social reproduction of the free labourer is a 
function of the valorisation of capital. Her struggle to make ends meet is 
inherent to the capitalist form of wealth. Its success reproduces “the most 
indispensable means of production: the worker”.60 Freed from direct forms 
of dependency, she is free to secure her self-preservation by her own efforts. 
The “capitalist may safely leave [the maintenance and reproduction of the 
working class] to the worker’s drives for self-preservation and propaga-
tion”.61 Whilst the successful struggle for conditions means “the worker 
himself continues to live”, its social significance is the “perpetuation of the 
worker [as the] subjective source of wealth”.62 It really is the case that ca-
pitalist “society stays alive, not despite its antagonism, but by means of it”.63 

The worker struggles to make a living as “the possessor of the value creating 
substance”, which she sells to the capitalist in exchange for a wage. She 
sustains her prospects of social reproduction in competition with all other 
workers around the world, by valorising the “variable capital” by which she 
“is paid” – on the one hand, “the possessor of value or money” enriches 
himself by positing capital that “sucks up the worker’s value-creating 
power”; on the other, the “possessor of nothing but labour-power” who, 
employed as a “means of valorisation”, maintains herself as such a human 
means at the disposal of “the money-owner”.64 The need to self-preservation 
drives the worker back onto the labour market to sustain herself as a “mere 
means” at the disposal of the owners of money.65 

There is therefore more to the understanding that the divorce of labour 
from the conditions of work is not only the “real foundation … of the process 
of capitalist production” but that it is also the “characteristic … constantly 
renewed and perpetuated … result of capitalist production”.66 Their freedom 
literally prevents the workers from “stopping to make capital”.67 Instead, 
under the lash of hunger, they are compelled to conform with what society 
throws at them since their “individual consumption” is entirely dependent on 
the productive consumption of their labour power.68 The latter reproduces the 
variable capital invested in the worker’s labour power and produces surplus 
value, valorising the capital advanced. The former, their individual con-
sumption, uses “the money paid to him for his labour power to buy the means 
of subsistence”. Whereas the productive consumption of her labour power is 
“the capitalist’s means of enjoyment and his means of valorization”, for the 
worker, his profit is the premise of her employment. According to Marx “the 
individual consumption of the worker is unproductive [because it] simply 
reproduces the needy individual; it is productive to the capitalist and to the 
state, since it is the production of a force which produces wealth for other 
people”. The worker spends her wages to “continue to live” and is thrown 
back onto the labour market to secure further wage income as personification 
of surplus labour. The worker’s individual consumption thereby reproduces 
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for capital as self-valorising value “the subjective source of wealth, which is 
abstract, exists only in the physical body of the worker, and is separated from 
its own objectification and realisation”. Marx’s likens the social reproduction 
of the worker as a struggle to provide herself “with the means of subsistence” 
only to keep her “labour-power in motion, just as coal and water are supplied 
to the steam-engine, and oil to the wheel”. In fact, therefore, although she has 
the freedom of contract and the freedom of the consumer, spending her wages 
where she sees fit, mostly on basic things, she reproduces herself as an “in-
strument of production”. She is as much “an appendage of capital as the 
lifeless instruments of labour”.69 

When capital takes hold of the free labourer, who had been forced off the 
land and separated from the means of life, it “incessantly forces him to sell 
his labour power in order to live”. It keeps throwing “the worker back onto 
the market again and again as a seller of his labour-power and continually 
transforms his own product into a means by which another man can pur-
chase him”. Capitalist production is production for money for the sake of 
more money. Therefore, the “thirst for surplus labour [is] boundless”.70 The 
compulsion is relentless to preserve existing capital value through the in-
crease in the productivity of labour. The increase in the productivity of her 
labour subsumes her to capital, from head to toe. Its increase tends to reduce 
the socially necessary labour-time required for the production and re-
production of the value of labour power, that is the amount of the social 
labour-time required to (re-)produce the worker’s means of subsistence. The 
increase in her labour productivity cheapens the labourer in relation to 
the immense accumulation of capitalist wealth. Within a given length of the 
working day, it reduces the labour time necessary for the reproduction of 
the value of her labour power and increases the surplus labour time that 
produces surplus value for its employer. The increase in labour productivity 
is achieved through the introduction of ever more sophisticated methods of 
production, which take over from the worker the directional dynamic of the 
production process. That is, instead of the worker as the subject of the la-
bour process, the master of the machine, the machine becomes the master of 
the worker.71 With the subsumption of living labour to a machine-based 
production process, the cooperative character of labour is integrated into 
the instrument of labour itself.72 Marx analyses the development of the 
social relations within the production process as leading to the deskilling of 
labour, the domination of Man by the machine, the separation of mental 
from manual labour, rigid discipline.73 Labour time becomes organised 
according to and by the requirements of the machine, or by the automated 
production processes. He considers the use of the machine as a weapon in 
the struggle of capital against labour and writes about the worker’s illusion 
that it is the machine, rather than capital, that oppresses her.74 The effect of 
the increase in labour productivity on employment is formidable too. Marx 
discusses the impact of the increase in labour productivity on the employ-
ment of workers as a cyclical process. It may make workers unemployed but 
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may also re-absorbed them into employment as the scale of production 
expands. Although an increased rate in the accumulation of capital creates 
additional jobs, even when workers can get new employment their situation 
becomes unstable and precarious: in and out of work, changing occupations, 
generalised employability of labour as human factor of production, etc.75 

And as soon as crisis threatens, as inevitably it will as the success of in-
creasing the productivity of labour develops the forces of production beyond 
the limits of the capitalist form of wealth, the capitalist throws workers out 
of work and views them as redundant human material that is left to fend for 
itself on the scrap heap of a mode of production that sacrifices “’human 
machines’ on the pyramids of accumulation”.76 

Labouring for the sake of surplus value belongs to the concept of the free 
labourer. She is the living instrument of capitalist wealth. By trying to make 
a living in the only way possible, that is by “[enabling] the capitalist to 
purchase labour power in order that he may enrich himself”, the worker 
“constantly produces objective wealth, in the form of capital, an alien power 
that dominates and exploits him”.77 However, unlike “the lifeless instru-
ments of labour”, the free labourer is “possessed of consciousness”.78 

Variable capital does not experience hardship or hunger, it is not exploited 
and it does not go on strike. Neither do machines have aspirations and nor 
do they struggle to make ends meet. Workers have aspirations and they 
struggle – for their individual consumption and for the sake of their self- 
preservation. The class struggle does neither express a moral standpoint nor 
is it founded on an ideological preference for a socialist political economy. It 
is “dictated by hunger”.79 

Conclusion 

Class struggle is not something positive. On the contrary, it is a negative social 
category. It belongs to and characterises the false society of capital. That is, 
class struggle is the sheer unrest of “needy individual[s]”.80 On the one hand, 
there is the preponderance of the object – society as a real abstraction of 
capital as self-valorising value. Society as object manifests itself behind the 
backs of the acting social subject. It compels them on the pain of ruin. On the 
other hand, there is the spontaneity of society as subject – a subject of its own 
objective dialectics of the forces and relations of production, which might 
bury us all, but a subject, nevertheless. Society as object does nothing. It does 
not maim, kill, and contaminate the air we breathe. Although compelled by 
society as object, “it is man, rather, the real, living man who does all that”, and 
who in so doing, imbues society as object with a maddening will.81 

The working class does not struggle for socialism as a perfected mode of 
labour economy. What then are the property-less surplus value producers 
struggling for? In-itself they struggle for access to the means of subsistence 
to satisfy their human needs. They struggle for wages and conditions, and 
they struggle to defend wage levels and conditions. They struggle against 
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capital’s “were-wolf’s hunger for surplus labour” and its destructive con-
quest for additional atoms of surplus labour time, and thus against the re-
duction of their life to a mere time’s carcass. They “[sell] labour power in 
order to live” and struggle against a life constituting solely of labour-time 
and thus against a reduction of their life to a living resource.82 They struggle 
for respect, education, and recognition of human significance, and above all 
for food, housing, clothing, warmth, love, affection, knowledge, time for 
enjoyment, comfort, and dignity. Their struggle as a class in-itself really is a 
struggle for-itself: for life, human distinction, lifetime, and above all, the 
satisfaction of basic human needs. 

Whether their struggle turns concrete in favourable forms of repression, 
which provides them with welfare support and employment guarantees, or 
in authoritarian forms of domination is a matter of experienced history. 
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7 On Communism and the 
Philosophy of Now-Time: 
A Conclusion  

Introduction 

The chapter has two objectives. It takes stock of the critique of political 
economy as a critical theory of economic compulsion, and it elaborates its 
critique of democratic socialist political economy by asking about the 
conceptual content of communism. 

In the first two sections the chapter summarises the book’s main argu-
ment. It begins with a section about real abstraction as a rigidified, inverted 
form of social practice. It then turns to human suffering as “the weight of 
objectivity upon the subject” to elaborate the bourgeois character of 
freedom as a freedom of economic compulsion.1 The sections focus on the 
subjective experience of freedom as struggle to avoid deprivation. The final 
section turns towards Benjamin’s critique of the philosophy of progress. It 
argues that philosophy of progress is a secularised mode of religious 
thinking – it justifies the existing relations of misery with reference to the 
promise of a redeemed humanity at some point in the future. It thereby 
legitimises the existing relations as holding the promise of human emanci-
pation, soothing over the experiences of suffering. The chapter follows 
Walter Benjamin to argue that the experience of suffering is the conceptual 
content of communism. It expounds communism as the movement of ne-
gation of the existing relations in the here and now, in what Benjamin calls 
now-time. 

Real Abstraction and Social Struggle 

Class struggle belongs to society as a process of real abstraction. In fact, as 
argued by Marx, “capital, as self-valorising value, does not just comprise the 
class relations, a definite social character that depends on the existence of 
labour as wage-labour”. As a pumping machine of surplus value, capital 
“can only be grasped as a movement” in which the valorisation of living la-
bour manifests itself in the “autonomization of value as mere abstraction”. 
The capitalist social relations assume the form of an “abstraction in action” 
that is founded on the extraction of surplus value from a class of free labourers 
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who depend for their life on the profitability of their expended labour. The 
“independent movement of value” is founded on the historical and logical 
presupposition of the needy individual as a surplus value producer.2 

On the one hand, as an abstraction in action, “bourgeois society is ruled by 
equivalence. It makes the dissimilar comparable by reducing it to abstract 
quantities … that which does not reduce to numbers, and ultimately to the 
one, becomes illusion”.3 The illusion of the time of capital is humanity, the 
satisfaction of her needs, her existence as a purpose – human dignity. As an 
abstraction in action, instead of human dignity capitalist society affords 
human worth by the grace of money.4 On the other hand, therefore, the 
validity of society as movement of abstract economic quantities is corporeal. 
Their movement is either validated in the form of money or it is not, in 
which case they are redundant and destined for devaluation and destruction. 
The destruction of economic quantities does not hurt them. They do not 
suffer from being destroyed, they have no consciousness and no experience. 
Nor do they have validity as mere quantities. It is the social individuals who 
labour under the compulsion of a movement of abstract quantities to secure 
their self-preservation. Although society as a process of valorisation man-
ifests itself behind their backs, they hold the consciousness and experience of 
the economic object that compels them into action for the sake of their own 
existence. It is the social individuals who suffer the weight of society as a 
movement of abstract economic quantities, which they furnish through their 
struggles for self-preservation, and over which they have no control. 

On the one hand, there is the preponderance of society as object; on the 
other, there is society as the wounded subject of its own objective existence. 
The shape of society as a process of real economic abstraction remains 
human. The economic categories do not care about inflation, deflation, 
bankruptcy, or liquidation. Nor do they care about exchangeability, profit, 
and interest payments. They do not feel hunger and they do not suffer in any 
way or form. Their objectivity is social, to the point of madness and despair. 
In capitalist society, the struggle for self-preservation bestows the economic 
quantities with an independent will – the individuals depend for their social 
reproduction on the rewards that society in the form of a movement of 
economic quantities affords them, profit for some, wage-based access to the 
means of subsistence for the rest, some salaried, some others dependent on 
the charity of others. What asserts itself behind the backs of the individuals 
and compels them as personifications of the economic categories are their 
own, class-divided social relations in the form the money subject. 

I have argued that the independent movement of value acts “with the 
force of an elemental natural process”. It compels the individuals into ac-
tion, in order to “continue to live”. They thereby facilitate the world that 
compels them. “They do this without being aware of it”.5 On the threat of 
ruin, society as subject is under compulsion to conform with and adjust to 
the requirements of society as economic object. The corporeal materiality of 
society as a process of economic abstractions appears in the everyday 
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struggle to secure access to the means of subsistence and sustain conditions. 
Society as a process of real economic abstraction manifests the mythical idea 
of fate as social fatality of an unfolding economic logic. It governs the 
mentality of society and its practice from head to toe. And yet, what 
manifests itself behind the backs of the social individuals is their own social 
nature. Therefore, I have argued that in capitalist society violence is social, 
that the notion of social totality amounts to a negative totality, that hu-
manism is a negative concept, and that historical materialism is critique of 
the reified appearance of the existing social relations.6 

The free labourer is the fundamental category of the capitalist form of 
wealth. It is the historical presupposition and logical premise of money as 
capital, that is, money that yields living off-springs, value that valorises value 
by positing surplus value. The free labourer is the personification of surplus 
labour time, that is the time of surplus value extraction. It is because of her 
freedom from the means of life that the free labourer “comes under the 
compulsion of the lash of hunger” which forces her to “sell [her] services” to 
another class of Man so that they may enrich themselves, under duress of the 
independent movement of value that compels them to accumulate capital for 
its own sake.7 

The separation of the free labourers from the means of life entails “the 
bondage that it organises”.8 The lash of hunger prevents them “from running 
away”.9 Their struggle to avoid privation or worse, is a constant. It is the 
secret history of society in the form of a movement of real economic ab-
stractions. Compelled to conform with the social requirements of capital as 
self-valorising value, they expend their living labour to produce surplus value 
for the owner of money. What counts is waged employment to ensure a 
constant flow of money into their pockets. Nothing else connects them to the 
means of life, except the charity of others. They thus act in conformity with the 
logic of the labour market, and they adjust to it by either pricing themselves 
into employment or by confronting their trading partner with collective de-
mands through trade union organisation. Collective action and being starved 
(back) to work belong to the same reality as the indebted individual who has 
more to lose than their wage income. Credit-sustained access to subsistence 
reinforces the lash of hunger that organises their freedom. It permeates their 
existence, their mentality and consciousness, including “their flesh and 
blood”. The free labourer personifies the material, “corporeal form of the 
spirit of money” as its needy surplus value producer.10 

Class struggle is about gaining access to crude material things. Class 
struggle is therefore about distributive justice and the rights of labour. There 
is much to be said for a politics of redistribution, full employment, and the 
enactment of labour legislations that curtail the worst. However, its social 
premise is the free labourer and any benefits that may be brought to bear, 
depends on the real live activity of the free labourer as a surplus value 
producer. The production of capitalist wealth is the precondition of a pol-
itics that seeks improvements through redistribution. Its premise is the 
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competitiveness of the national economy at a world market level. Its success 
depends on the effectiveness of the national state as a planner of global 
competitiveness. The development of the economy is at the forefront of a 
contemporary anti-capitalism that proclaims for the right to work, the 
equality of labour, and the achievement of fair and just labour relations.11 

Its truth is the existence of a class of needy individuals who depend for their 
life on the extraction of surplus value from their labour. Its untruth is the 
perpetuation of a system of social reproduction that exploits them. 

The traditionally social-democratic promise that the needs of the free 
labourers will be recognised and satisfied, and that their struggle to make 
ends meet will ease with a change of government, channels rage and despair 
into conformist forms of rebellion. The experience of the lash of hunger is 
corporeal, and who therefore would object to the promise of a brighter 
future? “Lulled into trusting” the promises of “their political representatives 
to achieve their liberation”, which demobilises and demoralises the spirit of 
resistance.12 By integrating the “sphere of proletarian experience” into the 
public spheres of electoral politics and parliamentary debates and man-
oeuvres, the requirement to conform with capitalist economy is reinforced 
through a political process that accords recognition to the free labourer as a 
voter.13 I have argued that struggle to make ends meet is the objective ne-
cessity of the false society. The promise of a politics of transformative 
change beyond misery, is its objective ideology. 

The Weight of Objectivity 

There is only one reality. The world as it exists is not true. It is false. It is 
false because the satisfaction of human needs is merely a sideshow. The 
profitable accumulation of some abstract form of wealth, of money that 
yields more money, is primary. The satisfaction of needs does not validate 
the expended social labour. It is validated through its exchangeability for 
money. Money is the form of social validation. The expended labour either 
assumes the form of money or it does not, in which case its expenditure was 
unproductive of social wealth, regardless of the needs that the labour pro-
ducts could have satisfied. What cannot be transformed into an expenditure 
of abstract labour, which is the value producing labour that appears in the 
form of money, is valueless. The life of the class tied to work hangs by the 
success of turning her labour into money, which is the fundamental condi-
tion of its access to the means of subsistence. Yesterday’s profitable ap-
propriation of some other person’s labour buys another Man today. The 
buyer purchases labour power to profit from its employment to prevent the 
liquidation of the capital at his disposal; the seller relinquishes it to make a 
living to prevent destitution. Their struggle for fleeting amounts of money is 
the beating heart of capitalist society. Capital is really just a name for a 
historically specific form of social relations that, based on the compelled 
labour of dispossessed surplus value producers, assume the form of a 
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monetary system. The struggle to make ends meet and, concerning the ca-
pitalist as economic personification, the ruthlessness to “produce for pro-
duction’s sake” to avoid the risk of bankruptcy through the “acquisition and 
augmentation of exchange-values” sustains society as – a monetary – pro-
cess.14 On the one hand, it produces amazing wealth whilst on the other, it is 
hostile to the needs of the propertyless surplus value producers. Society stays 
alive by means of the class antagonism. 

In Simon Clarke’s succinct formulation, the class relations are the “logical 
and historical presupposition of capitalist production”, and by extension, 
following Christos Memos, “they are a precondition of the specific relations 
of domination and exploitation”.15 The pauper belongs to the capitalist 
form of wealth. As a free labourer, the pauper enters the public sphere of 
bourgeois freedom as a self-responsible entrepreneur of labour power, who 
endowed with the innate rights of Man makes contracts with the owner of 
money as an equal legal subject. Freedom comes with responsibility, and the 
free labourer is self-responsible for her own upkeep, her employment, and 
her enterprise. The pauper thus appears as somebody who did not employ 
her labour power well; and the struggle of a whole class of needy individuals 
is therefore seen to belong to a proletarianised society of undeserving poor 
who immersed in a culture of poverty do not live up to the expected stan-
dard of social enterprise and economic entrepreneurship.16 Human sig-
nificance vanishes in the reality of a society that compelled by a spectral 
movement of economic quantities, measures and calculates the extracted 
surplus value as a reward against the risk of bankruptcy. The ghost of value 
is real. It demands the valorisation of living labour on an expanding scale, or 
else! It is the spectre of society under the sway of a logic of real economic 
abstractions that compel the holders of money to enrich themselves through 
the valorisation of the living labour of a dependent class of individuals who, 
“under compulsion of the lash of hunger” (Marcuse) sell their labour power 
to reproduce themselves as exploitable “human material”.17 

In capitalist political economy, the idea of Man as an end in herself is the 
existing untruth of her own social world. At worst, she figures as a meta-
physical distraction in the calculation of economic quantities. At best, she is 
recognised as the human factor of production, a living resource, a means of 
profit – that deserves a better deal, and rightly so. In order to satisfy her 
needs, she needs to be paid more and work in better conditions, which some 
argue requires the establishment of a socialist labour economy, or at least 
the establishment of a capitalism based on the primacy of production over 
finance. Other say that the reality of the human condition falls short of the 
moral standards of equality, justice, and fairness that characterise a civilised 
society that cares for the poor and the environment. These criticisms identify 
the wretched character of the capitalist labour economy – in ideological 
terms. Their truth is a moment of the false. As an existing untruth, society as 
economic object displays the topsy-turvy world of price and profit in the 
demand for a just treatment of the exploited and the superfluous. 
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The contemporary context of these criticisms is the so-called neoliberalism, 
which is rejected as a free market, finance-driven system. It is held responsible 
for the financial crisis of 2008, the subsequent politics of austerity, and the 
emergence of right-wing populist governments; and it is held responsible for 
the precarious labour relations, wage suppression, and poverty of conditions. 
The critique of finance capital is both “an argument about crisis as structural 
dysfunctionality” and an analysis of its political repercussions as a “legit-
imation crisis”.18 The critics of financialisation identify the national state as a 
power that is capable of making capitalist society accountable to the needs of 
the democratic majorities, making money invest in workers, thereby creating 
“real” jobs and paying “fair” wages for work in improved conditions. 
However, financialisation is not an aberration of capitalist civilisation. On the 
contrary, capitalism is a monetary system and financialisation is its 
“abridged”, its most rational form of wealth.19 The capitalist is the “con-
scious” personification of the “circulation of money as capital”. On the pain of 
ruin, money needs to be made. That is, money making is “an end in itself”.20 

The rationality of the money form of capitalist wealth manifests the irra-
tionality of society that under the sway of the ghost of value feeds on the living 
labour of the dispossessed like a werewolf. I have argued that the free labourer 
is “nothing more than personified labour-time”, a mere time’s carcass.21 Time 
is money. What counts is the time of money. The expenditure of labour time 
has to be competitive on a world market level in order to achieve a profitable 
reward from its consumption, which is the condition of preventing the erosion 
of the existing values. The alternatives are bleak. The uncompetitive ex-
penditure of labour time does not produce social wealth. Such labour time is 
socially redundant. Failure to achieve a competitive edge over her labouring 
brothers and sisters across the globe entails a desperate scramble to make ends 
meet on the part of the socially redundant surplus citizens.22 Neoliberalism, as 
free market doctrine, is the theology of capitalism. The contemporary critique 
of neoliberalism is really about theological niceties unless it is a critique of 
capitalism. 

I have argued that creation qua destruction is a valid necessity of the 
capitalist social relations – it belongs to their conceptuality. As Marcuse put 
it, “the unfolding of capitalist rationality, irrationality becomes reason: 
reason as frantic development of productivity, conquest of nature, en-
largement of the mass of goods (and their accessibility for broad strata of 
population); irrational because higher productivity, domination of nature, 
and social wealth become destructive forces”.23 Society in the form of the 
economic object moves in mysterious ways. It develops the forces of pro-
duction beyond the limits of the social form of capitalist wealth and resolves 
the ensuing crisis through the forceful destruction of the already accumu-
lated wealth, which, usually supported by a policy of Keynesian money, 
clears the way for a recovery in the rate of accumulation. “The real barrier of 
capitalist production is capital itself” – money as capital begets more money 
in excess to further money making, leading to conditions of “unemployed 
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capital at one pole and unemployed worker population at the other”.24 A 
capital that no longer valorises living labour is a capital devalued and li-
quidated. The overproduction of capital entails its overaccumulation in 
relation to the valorisation of living labour. Periodically and without 
warning, the development of the forces of production tends to cut off the 
supply of the means of subsistence to a whole class of individuals, whose 
productive labour no longer facilitates the further expansion of capitalist 
wealth. This particular misery that weighs heavy on society’s surplus value 
producers is not a consequence of their lack in entrepreneurship as traders in 
labour power or of the unproductive application of their labour. It is a 
consequence of the increase in their labour productivity which developed the 
forces of production to the limits of the capitalist form of wealth, that is the 
overaccumulation of capital, of capital in excess relative to the opportunities 
to advance it for further profit. 

Crisis and destruction are the ever-present nightmare of the capitalist 
mode of social reproduction: 

Society suddenly finds itself put back into a state of momentary 
barbarism; it appears as if famine, a universal war of devastation had 
cut off the supply of every means of subsistence; industry and commerce 
seem to be destroyed; and why? Because there is too much civilisation, 
too much means of subsistence; too much industry, too much com-
merce. The productive forces at the disposal of society no longer tend to 
further the development of the conditions of bourgeois property; on the 
contrary, they have become too powerful for these conditions, by which 
they are fettered, and so soon as they overcome these fetters, they bring 
disorder into the whole of bourgeois society, endanger the existence of 
bourgeois property. The conditions of bourgeois society are too narrow 
to comprise the wealth created by them. And how does bourgeois 
society get over these crises? On the one hand by enforced destruction of 
a mass of productive forces; on the other, by the conquest of new 
markets, and by the more thorough exploitation of the old ones.25  

The dogma of the false society is that there is no alternative to it, that is, its 
falsehood is self-righteous. As Simon Clarke argued, time and time again “the 
need to mobilise resistance to reactionary government has led many on the left 
to acquire a renewed faith in the parliamentary system”, to shift policy from, 
say, fiscal austerity and market freedom to expansionary interventions and 
economic planning by central authority, ostensibly to ensure the welfare and 
employment of the free labourer in a perfected mode of labour economy.26 

But such a response promises what cannot be delivered. The hope is that it 
might soften the blow, but it will not prevent it. However pressing the need to 
distribute wealth from capital to labour, alleviating abject conditions and 
terrible hardships, the repudiation of the so-called neoliberalism through the 
development of the productive economy advocates for and thereby legitimises 

140 Practical Humanism and the Reason of Negation 



the capitalist labour economy as a central category of an anti-capitalist pol-
itics. Following Max Horkheimer, by making “work the most important ac-
tivity” it underwrites the inevitable and ends up endorsing “the reactionary 
morality of the ruling class”.27 According to this morality, workers must (be 
able to) work to sustain themselves. 

Walter Benjamin is perhaps the best-known critic of a Marxist tradition 
that endorses work as the most important activity of a glorified working 
class. For Benjamin, this tradition, which Marx’s rounded upon in his 
Critique of the Gotha Programme, espouses a corrupted conception of la-
bour, according to which capitalist labour economy were a natural necessity 
that needs to be organised for the benefit of the working class. It is about the 
creation a perfected labour economy. In contemporary political economy 
the struggle over the direction of the capitalist labour economy is under-
stood as a struggle for hegemony. Hegemony is not a critical concept. Its 
grasp of society is traditional. It analyses the world of real (economic) ab-
stractions from the standpoint of labour and demands improved conditions 
of labour through a politics for labour. It conceives of the social process as a 
manifestation of the balance of class forces – the forces of capital that seek 
to exploit labour for profit and the forces of labour that seek gainful em-
ployment, fair wages, welfare support and social provisions, and humane 
conditions of work. Instead of digging into the social phenomena, it explains 
the one with reference to the other, referring it back to something else. That 
is, its conception of the social forces remains instrumental, without com-
prehension of the society that comprises these forces and without compre-
hension of the logic that holds sway in and through them. Instead of a 
concept of society, it conceives of it as an effect of a balance between con-
trary interests. The theory of hegemony rejects the hegemony of the capi-
talist interests and argues for the hegemony of the interests of the labouring 
social majority. It holds that the interests of the latter are best served by a 
democratically regulated productive economy. Thus, the counter-hegemonic 
argument suggests that the national economy has been corrupted by the 
capitalist interests. For the sake of humanity, it holds that the economy must 
be organised in the interests of the workers by transforming the capitalist 
industrial society into a socialist industrial society or, which is the same 
thing, by replacing (financial) neoliberalism by economic developmentalism. 
Contrary to this point of view, the book argued that the employment and 
the welfare of workers depend on the competitiveness of the national 
economy on a world market scale. As Adorno put it in a different context, 
the “glorification of splendid underdogs is nothing other than glorification 
of the splendid system that makes them so”.28 

The capitalist social relations do not harbour within themselves the pro-
mise of a redeemed future. They harbour within themselves their own social 
necessities and the further development of those necessities. 

Conceived as a critical social theory the critique of political economy 
scrutinises the untruth of the existing relations. It asks about the social 
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constitution of the (economic) abstractions and about the historically spe-
cific character of the social relations that assume the form of a relationship 
between economic things. As a theory of history, it amounts to a critique of 
the philosophy of progress. Contrary to social democracy, which sets out to 
govern for the sake of a capitalism that works for the workers, and contrary 
to Leninism, which conceived of communism as the transformation of the 
capitalist labour economy into a social factory, it conceives of revolution, 
the festival of the oppressed coming together in the direct democracy of their 
own commune, as applying the emergency brake on the progress of the 
present towards its own future. That is to say, it does not conceive of 
communism as the rational, progressive alternative to the capitalist labour 
economy and it therefore does not offer blueprints of a communist society. 
Instead, it conceives of communism as the movement of negation which, as 
Alison Ross puts it in her discussion of Benjamin’s concept of communism, 
“necessarily lacks in programmatic features”.29 It is the negation of the 
existing relations of misery and suffering, of the freedom of economic 
compulsion, and of the manifestation of the social relations as apparently 
independent economic forces. Communism draws “on the radical and 
marginal (‘extreme’) experiences of life in bourgeois society”.30 For 
Benjamin in particular, “these experiences not only make communism im-
perative but also determine its conceptual content”.31 

Communism and the Critique of Progress 

Corporeality and Communism 

The individuals can only reproduce themselves within the capital relation. 
Therefore, they cannot but reproduce the “coercive character of society”, a 
society in which “every single one of us is devoured … from head to toe”.32 

No individual can escape their role in the capitalist process without facing 
ruin or destitution, homelessness, and deprivation. The real life activity of 
the working class is the struggles for conditions, for food and housing, the 
supply of heating and electricity, health care, human warms, freely dis-
posable time, respect, affection, and dignity. The experience of this struggle 
either informs the conceptual content of communism as negation of what is 
experienced and known, or it does not, in which case there is nothing to 
hope for, except that domination and exploitation assume a more humane 
form, civilised exploitation and considerate domination if you wish. 

The existing relations are the negative truth content of what is unknown, 
communism. It is a process of self-organising and of becoming conscious of 
the hope for a qualitatively different society. Communism as negation is the 
laboratory of alterity through the practical decipherment of the existing 
relations of economic compulsion. Slaves, says Marcuse “have to be free for 
their liberation so that they are able to become free”.33 In other words, 
communism, this society of the free and equal, has already to be present in 
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the consciousness and practices of the dependent masses in struggle, and it 
must be effective in the revolutionary means themselves. As negation of the 
present communism is the movement of learning by doing, and conversely, 
of doing by practical reflexivity.34 

Communism is not social reproduction through humans; it is social re-
production for humans. In contrast to its Leninist conception as an edu-
cational dictatorship for the creation of a new form of Man,35 the 
understanding of communism as movement of negation rebuffs its con-
ception as something ready-made for implementation. “Revolutions are not 
made with laws”, nor with decrees or by means of the state as apparatus for 
compulsion.36 There is no ready-made alternative to the present relations. 
Its traditional conception as state-socialist economic planning recognises 
the capitalist labour economy as the foundation of communist devel-
opmentalism. It conceives of communism as a better way of organising the 
(enduring necessity of) labour economy, combining capitalist labour 
economy and socialist policies. One reason why authoritarianism in its 
various forms has a chance is because its opponents justify it, however in-
advertently, through their conformist rebellion for the perfection of labour 
economy. The cult of labour economy denies the corporeal experience of 
labour economy. In fact, it brushes over it, rejecting capitalism as a mode of 
production that deprives the labourer of her true dignity as a labouring 
individual. Under the pretext of anti-capitalism, it talks about the necessity 
of labour, recognises the resourcefulness of the working class, identifies 
workers as servile followers of party discipline, channelling its discontent 
into conventional political institutions on the promise of progress and lib-
erated future generations.37 

The task of historical materialism is “to brush history against the grain”, 
to lay open the wounds that society as process of real abstraction leaves 
behind.38 Critique as a method of decipherment amounts to brushing 
against the flow of the inverted world of society as economic object. In its 
practical manifestation the decipherment of the existing relations has his-
torically assumed the direct democracy of the council, the commune, the 
Räte, the assemblies: this direct democracy of a “community of revolu-
tionary proletarians” who take control over the conditions of their own 
existence.39 The council of the oppressed is the laboratory of communist 
learning by doing. It is the laboratory of a community of free individuals, 
“working with the means of production held in common”.40 As the negation 
of the existing relations of misery, its validity is its own uncertainty. Whether 
the experience of their democratic assembly “turns concrete in the changing 
forms of repression as resistance to repression or whether it turns concrete in 
forms of repression”, is a matter of experienced history.41 

Historically, the directly social democracy of the council has been the 
organisational form of “hope” that “wrested from reality by negating it, is 
the only form in which truth appears. Without hope, the idea of truth would 
scarcely even be thinkable”.42 The truth content of society in the form of the 
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independent movement of value is Man in her social relations. She is the 
existing untruth of a world governed by and dependent upon the movement 
of ghostlike economic quantities, the world as spectre of capital as self- 
valorising value. The struggle against the known world of economic ab-
stractions might crack their appearance as natural and let the light in. It is 
struggle for the satisfaction of human needs against the flow of a world in 
which they, the exploited and dominated, figure as personification of surplus 
labour time. Historically, the direct democracy of the council was the or-
ganisational form of hope in a society in which humanity is a purpose, lives 
upright, and conducts its own social affairs self-consciously and directly.43 

Indeed, and following Hannah Arendt, the democracy of the council is the 
“spontaneous appearance of a new governmental form in nuce”. However, it 
is the case, she argues, that “the [Bolsheviks] have so violated [it] that hardly 
anyone can tell anymore what it really is”.44 

Some readers might object to the characterisation of the effort of negation 
as spontaneous. With the notable exception of Rosa Luxemburg, the tra-
ditions of the second and third Internationals have been opposed to spon-
taneity as an organisational form of learning by doing because it questioned 
the notion of “leadership” and the organisational principles that support 
it.45 Spontaneity is unplanned and un-directed by cadres, leaders, and po-
litical operatives. However, following Marcel Stoetzler, it does not mean 
being triggered into action “by events without mediation by theoretical re-
flection”.46 Spontaneity is the self-reflective, organisational form of the 
corporeal experience of suffering as resistance to suffering. It is the orga-
nisational form of negation, learning by doing, and living upright. 
Spontaneity is not a political programme, comprising strategic calculations 
and hotly debated political objectives, discussions about parliamentary 
tactics and political strategies, propaganda and agitation, mobilising 
rhetoric, organisation of strategic class alliances, proclamations, and decrees 
by party agents. Because it is neither, it is rejected as such by the political 
cadres of the organised rebellion for a change in government. Following 
Marcuse, the “historical subject of change” cannot be created, directed, or 
announced from above. It “comes into being only in the process of change 
itself”.47 It assembles on street corners, squares, factory floors, etc. “It is as 
individuals that the individuals participate in it. For it is exactly this com-
bination of individuals … which put the conditions of the free development 
and movement of individuals under their control – conditions which were 
previously left to chance and had acquired an independent existence over 
and against the separate individuals precisely because of their separation as 
individuals”.48 Drawing on Memos, maybe Cornelius Castoriadis under-
stood most clearly the spontaneous character of the council of the oppressed 
as the organisational form of radical historical change when he argued in the 
context of the Hungarian uprising in 1956 that it “was a festival of spon-
taneous, that is to say, autonomous political activity, of free and equal ci-
tizens acting together within the council for a society of the free and equal. 
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This process, a process of ‘self-organizing’ and ‘becoming-conscious’ of their 
struggle, entailed a struggle for truth, freedom and autonomy from the re-
pressive Stalinist political forms of power”.49 

In sum, the council of the oppressed is the organisational form of despair 
in struggle against the world that causes it and lives by it. The organisational 
form of spontaneous association is founded on a history of communist ex-
perience, which the Leninist and Stalinist traditions destroyed and which the 
contemporary critics of financial capitalism deny through their appeal for 
the formation of counter-hegemonic voting blocs. What remains of the ex-
perience of the council communism has vanished in the documents of civi-
lisation which in the service of the victors of history, erase the memory of the 
past. What has vanished, the true picture of the past, will flit by again, says 
Benjamin. It flits by again in the renewed assembly of the council at mo-
ments of danger and upright resistance. It is then that the curated image of 
the past cracks wide open and lets the light in, revealing the wounds of 
unreconciled struggles, the cunning of spontaneity and the stench of death.50 

On the Critique of Progress 

The critical theory conception of history and revolution is critique of the 
philosophy of progress. Its seminal text is Benjamin’s “Theses on the 
Philosophy of History”. He wrote them in the early days of 1940, before his 
attempted escape from Vichy France. Benjamin died by suicide in September 
1940, fearing capture. He first mentions his Theses in a letter to Gretel 
Adorno dated February 22, 1940. In this letter he pronounces on the aim 
and context of the text. The Theses were to establish a break between what 
he calls “our” way of thinking and the “survival of positivism”, especially in 
the Marxism of his time.51 He rejects the idea of progress as a historical 
norm. Such a view, which promises a future of liberated nephews and nieces, 
gives “Fascism … a chance” because it undermines the spirit of resistance on 
the part of the “oppressed”.52 For Benjamin, resistance, fight, and revolu-
tion are fed by the pain of the present conditions of hurt and suffering. 
Benjamin considers revolution as the termination of the conditions of suf-
fering in the here and now. He sees revolution as turning the corporeal 
experience of suffering against the relations of suffering. He rejects the idea 
of revolution as a vehicle of human progress. Instead, he considers revolu-
tion akin to pulling the “emergency brake” on a runaway train.53 It is the 
means with which to stop the further progress of a history of human bon-
dage, of exploitation and domination in the here and now.54 

Benjamin wrote his Theses against the background of horror and of 
failure. The revolutionary upheaval of the late 1910s saw the emergence of 
council communism in revolutionary Russia and Germany in particular. Its 
containment was brutal. In the case of the Soviet Union, the Leninist 
dogma, first voiced in his State and Revolution, that “the whole of society 
will have [to] become a single office and a single factory with equality of 
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labour and equality of pay” had become the basic tenant of Soviet policy. 
Alongside the establishment of a social factory, he endorsed the socialist 
republic of labour as “a step for the radical purging of society of all the 
infamies and abominations of capitalist exploitation and for further pro-
gress”.55 Anti-capitalism became the by-word for social discipline and un-
questioned compliance. Under duress of the secret police and by force of the 
hangman, the revolutionary experiences of the Soviets were erased from the 
memory of the living. Nothing remained of it, expect the documents of 
Bolshevik civilisation. Benjamin’s judgement that there is no “document of 
civilisation” that is “not at the same time a document of barbarism” does 
not only speak about, for want of a better word, the documents of Western 
Capitalism, say currency notes, where, following Marx, “a great deal of 
capital, which appears today in the United States [in the form of dollar bills] 
without certificate of birth, was yesterday, in England, the capitalised blood 
of children”.56 In the case of Bolshevik Russia, for example, the revolu-
tionary councils of the Soviets were erased from living memory only to be 
celebrated most strikingly by calling the new regime a Soviet Republic. 

Benjamin’s critique of the philosophy of progress is directed against the 
orthodox Marxist notion of a dialectics of history and nature, in which human 
progress is the objective outcome of an unfolding historical dynamic through 
which the so-called natural necessity of labour economy moves through the 
ages “like the beads of a rosary” until it reaches its final destination in the 
socialist mode of production, organised and planned, curated and secured, 
show trails and all, by the leadership of the Party as the self-declared subject of 
history, and by its secret police as the guardian and enforcer of its historical 
achievement.57 Stalin expressed the Leninist dogma that communist Man will 
have to internalise the new way of being as second nature with uncanny clarity 
when he identified the specialists of the Party as ‘“engineers of human 
souls”’.58 Who in their right mind would not want to be on the right side of 
history and its party, and would rather resist, on the pain of destruction, exile 
and murder?59 Benjamin’s point that the victors of history own that history as 
the legitimating means of their “triumphal procession”, denounces the his-
torical materialism of the state socialist traditions as a perversion of thought. 
He calls its historical materialism historicism. Instead of “brush[ing] history 
against the grain” to recognise the despair and the suffering, the courage, and 
the sacrifice of the struggle of the oppressed, historicism tells a legitimating 
story about the rightfulness of rule as a natural phenomenon. Historicism, he 
declared, is the “bordello” of historical thought.60 

Benjamin’s critique of the philosophy of progress takes a particular aim at 
(German) social democracy. He rebukes it not only for its political tactics and 
economic views, which he believes pacified the revolutionary resolve of the 
German working class. By undermining its revolutionary spirit, it laid the 
groundwork for the ease with which it later surrendered to Nazism, without 
putting up much of a fight. In his view, social democracy had taken away from 
the revolutionary workers of 1918 the spirit of sacrifice and independence, 
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spontaneity, and self-reflection. Instead, it had shaped it into a compliant 
voting bloc that soothed on the promise of a better world, had lost its capacity 
for independent thought and practice. Under the pretext of anti-capitalism, 
social democracy articulated the reactionary morality of the ruling class. As 
Benjamin puts it, “the conformism which has marked the Social Democrats 
from the beginning attaches not only to their political tactics but to their 
economic views as well. It is one reason for the eventual breakdown of their 
party. Nothing has so corrupted the German working class as the notion that 
it was moving with the current. It regarded technological development as the 
driving force of the stream with which it thought it was moving. From there it 
was a step to the illusion that the factory work ostensibly furthering techno-
logical process constituted a political achievement. The old Protestant work 
ethic was resurrected among German workers in secularized form. The vulgar- 
Marxist conception of the nature of labour … already displays the techno-
cratic features that later emerge in fascism”.61 

Finally, in addition to the emasculation and destruction of the council 
communist experience, he wrote his theses in the context of the “unspeakable 
suffering and destruction” of the second world war, which left “55 million 
dead”.62 War, looting, enslavement, rape, plunder, destruction, murder on an 
industrial scale, it was the second world war which “brought the stagnation of 
the 1930s to an end”.63 Afterwards, in the silence that followed, Adorno’s 
remark that “the world has survived its own downfall” is apposite as a 
characterisation of a new beginning of capitalist society.64 The memory of that 
horror has been sanitised in the documents of civilisation. Horror sanitised 
appears in the liberal dogma of what Schumpeter called “creative destruc-
tion”, by which he, with legitimising intent, characterised liberal economy a 
progressive process of creation qua destruction.65 Contemporary democratic 
socialism has expunged the horror from memory, too. Its criticism of neoli-
beralism as financial expropriation or as accumulation by dispossession, in-
vokes the period of post-war reconstruction as a golden age of a one-national 
democratic political economy.66 The evocation of a golden age of a capitalism 
that never was serves as a counterfoil against which the contemporary con-
ditions are assessed as a return to predatory forms of accumulation at the 
dawn of capitalism.67 The interpretation of post-war capitalism as a golden 
age creates an image of the past that is not only cleansed of the horrors of its 
emergence. It also creates an image of the present as regressive when com-
pared to its seemingly progressive former self.68 Instead of inventing the future 
as the promised land of freedom, justice, and equality, it reinvents the past, 
changing historical experience into empty time. 

Benjamin’s conception of now time is intended as an articulation of the 
corporeal experience of proletarian struggle at the moment of upright re-
fusal to sanction things as they are. Then as now, his understanding of 
historical materialism stands in sharp contrast to the traditions of social 
democracy, which rejects the direct democracy of the squares and the 
councils as an impediment to progress. In the early 2010s, in the face of the 
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massive, multitudinous refusal to sanction things as they are, the Greek 
rebellion in particular, Leo Panitch and his co-authors argued that it “only 
served to reveal the continuing impasse of the left”. In their view, it showed 
up a “sorry lack of ambition” for a counter-hegemonic politics that makes 
investment decisions “for the allocation of credit” that benefit the working 
class. As they put it in dramatic pose, “we cannot even begin to think about 
solving the ecological crisis that coincides with this economic crisis without 
the left returning to an ambitious notion of economic planning”.69 

According to Alfredo Saad Filho, a national program of economic planning 
“is potentially more advantageous for the working class because the state is 
the only social institution that is at least potentially democratically ac-
countable and that can influence the pattern of employment, production and 
distribution of goods and services … at the level of society as whole”.70 The 
premise of the programme of economic planning is capitalist devel-
opmentalism. On the one hand, it might succeed in easing the struggle to 
make ends meet; on the other, instead of brushing history against its grain, 
its anti-capitalism becomes, as Adorno put it in a different context, “a piece 
of the politics it was supposed to lead out of”.71 

Benjamin’s critique of social democracy as the reigning Marxist ortho-
doxy of his time denounces it for promising the world amid “a pile of debris 
[that] grows skyward”. He argues that its anti-capitalism offers a ticket to 
paradise that cut “the sinews of its [the oppressed class’s] greatest strength” 
by making it “forget both its hatred and its spirit of sacrifice”.72 Benjamin’s 
Theses say that the poor and miserable will not be liberated unless they 
liberate themselves, by their own effort, courage, and cunning. His theses of 
history are without promise. There is no historical subject. He argues that 
history is neither the consequence of divine revelation nor a natural process 
that moves relentlessly through the ages until transition to socialism be-
comes an objective possibility. History is made by the struggle for freedom 
from historically specific forms of bondage. For Benjamin, this struggle 
manifests itself “as courage, humour, cunning, and fortitude”. It “constantly 
calls into question every victory, past and present, of the rulers”. Class 
struggle, he says, is “a fight for the crude material things without which no 
refined and spiritual things could exist” and he argues that because the 
“oppressed class” has to struggle to make a living, it is “the depository of 
historical knowledge” of an often-attempted now-time against the further 
progress of the actual relations of suffering. Every oppressed class appears 
therefore “as the last enslaved class”.73 Marx says that the proletariat is the 
last class. It might not be the last class, though, and if it is not, then the 
continuum of history will not have been broken. 

Now Time and History 

According to Walter Benjamin, the true picture of the past “flits by … at a 
moment of danger”.74 That is at moments of a courageous struggle on the 
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knife’s edge. It is then that the monuments erected in celebration of a 
glorious past crack to reveal their hidden secret – celebrated philanthropists 
are exposed as slave traders, magnificent buildings to have been paid for 
with blood, and the golden age so much revered in the regressive critique of 
the present, reveals its secrets as an age of wounded subjects. At the point of 
greatest danger the time of the present changes from the predictable routine 
of the everyday into a time of comprehension, in which the mass-produced 
view of a glorious history of kings and queens, of knights in armour and 
discovery of foreign lands, magnificent wealth and the story about the 
dignity of and through labour, democratic welfare states, and world-beating 
economic successes cracks under the weight of a revealed history of piracy, 
plunder, robbery, subjugation, enslavement, mass killing, exploitation and 
domination. However, by cracking the glorious image of history, it is not the 
past that is revealed. The light that shines through the cracks illuminates the 
present. This, then, is the time when the horrific truth about the existing 
social relations becomes crushing in its condemnation, and the dangers that 
lay in wait become clear, too. “Equivalent is exchanged for equivalent” and 
yet, it is an equivalent exchange between the “masters” (Smith) and a de-
pendent class of free labourers, who are paid for their service, the produc-
tion of surplus value, with the money previously extracted from them.75 And 
the victors of history will not lay down their arms. History appears as a 
universal history because the victors of history “have not ceased to be vic-
torious”. It appears as such a universal history because the attempts at 
stopping its further progress do not appear in the curated present. What 
appears is the historicity of the victors as rightful “heirs of those who 
conquered before them”.76 

The experience of a time at a standstill is intoxicating. But it comes with a 
warning about a deadly certainty. If the council of the oppressed fails to stop 
the progress of history, the victors of history will be victorious again. 
Therefore, once their council is in session on the factory floors and assembled 
in the public squares, stopping the progress of history becomes a matter of life 
and death. It is a struggle for staying alive, for “even the dead will not be safe” 
if they win again.77 The true picture of the past flits by – if they win again, 
death and destruction will be the fate of the communist individuals. Like the 
communards of Paris (1871), the council communists of Munich (1919) and 
the sailors of Kronstadt (1921), the students of Tiananmen (1989), Chiapas 
(1994) and the courageous of Tunis, Cairo, Damascus (2011), Istanbul (2013), 
and Minneapolis (2020) too, they will be destroyed and they will disappear 
from the annals of human history, which is their second death, and then they 
will become part of the historicity of the (future) present, appearing in its 
documents of civilisation as legitimation fodder, unnamed and forgotten, for 
those who rule over their nephews and nieces. 

Compared with the objective weight of the present, now-time appears as a 
myth. The present is the time of certainty and predictability, of social re-
production and everyday governmentality. It is a known time also of 
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subjective critique and its demands for progressive, alternative models of the 
existing conditions. In this context, now time appears as irrational, filled with 
rage and driven by anger. We know the bad. But we do not know the good. 
Now time is not about the good. It is about the bad as an experienced cor-
porality of a life as a human means of abstract wealth. Now-time says that 
now is the time to put a stop to it and found society anew as an association of 
human purposes. Now is the time to stop the forward march of the time of 
value, this abstract clockwork of socially necessary labour time, comparing 
units of labour time with units of labour time, ticking and tacking according to 
the rhythm of a world in which time is money. Now-time appears as a myth 
because its acuity is a time that stops the clocks from ticking and tacking the 
boundless thirst for exchange value. In now time, time is no longer ontolo-
logised as an abstract exchangeability of the expended labour time. It does not 
move forward in relentless pursuit of more money, this accumulation of ab-
stract wealth for its own sake, appropriating additional atoms of unpaid la-
bour time for accumulation’s sake. In now-time, time is courage and cunning, 
assembly and spontaneity, becoming consciousness through self-organisation. 
It appears as disorder because it does not belong to the order of the present 
time. It appears as an “impasse” of progress because it really does not have the 
“ambition” to govern for the perfection of labour economy. Now-time is not 
the time of the present. It is a time against the present, trying to stop it by 
dissolving the time of valorisation into the time of the commune, in which 
equality is no longer abstract as an equality before money and the rule of 
law. Instead, equality becomes concrete as an equality of the communist 
individuals – everybody according to her needs. 

Now-time cannot be organised or planned from above by decree. Now- 
time is the time in which suffering speaks. It is the time of social self- 
organisation, of becoming conscious of the struggle for access to crude 
material things amidst a pile of commodities that cannot be sold for profit 
and that therefore are redundant as failed depositories of exchange value. 
Now time does not accommodate to the demands of the present, nor adjust 
to it. Now time is the time of rage and hope, self-organisation and practical 
reflexivity, exhilaration and uncertainty, and hunger too. Unless it succeeds 
in lifting the weight of objectivity, the “association of free Men [Menschen]” 
in revolt against oppression will be starved back to work.78 

Conclusion 

The book begun with a quotation from Adorno’s History and Freedom. 
Lectures 1964–1965 in which he attributes human suffering, the “countless 
millions who suffer hunger”, to the capitalist relations of production, “not 
to the intrinsic difficulty of meeting people’s material needs”.79 According to 
Piketty abject poverty has increased manifold across the globe. In con-
temporary political economy suffering from hunger is called a cost-of-living 
crisis.80 Walter Benjamin contends that the “traditions of the oppressed 
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teaches us that the ‘state of emergency’ in which we live is not the exception 
but the rule”.81 The immediate context of his contention is the experience of 
Nazism and the manner in which it set about to resolve the crisis of capitalist 
accumulation. He argues that this emergency does not represent an excep-
tion to a previously tranquil life, at least not for the traditions of the op-
pressed. For them, the existing emergency is part of a wider historical 
experience of existential struggle to satisfy basic material needs. Their “state 
of emergency” is the sheer unrest of life to make ends meet. It is the secret 
history of capitalist society, which is characterised by the experience of food 
emergency, housing emergency, heating emergency, of supply emergencies 
of every kind. For their subsistence they must work for the benefit of a 
“master” (Smith), and they live in hope for a liberal reward for their labour 
at some point in the future. 

Given the current state of technical development, how much labour time 
was needed in 2023 to produce the same number of useful products as in say, 
1993? 50 percent? 30 percent? 20 percent? Whatever the percentage might be, 
what is certain labour-time has not decreased. In capitalism, the purpose of 
the increase in labour productivity is to satisfy the “boundless thirst for 
surplus labour”, which is the surplus value producing labour.82 It aims at the 
shortening of the necessary labour, that is the labour that reproduces the 
value of labour power. Therefore, the increase in labour productivity does 
not aim at the shortening of the working day, freeing time for enjoyment, 
freely disposable time, whilst maintaining if not increasing the production of 
useful things during a shorter working day. Rather it aims at the increase in 
the expenditure of surplus labour over necessary labour during the working 
day. Every increase in labour productivity decreases the labour time ne-
cessary for the production of material wealth but in its capitalist form, it 
produces a greater mass of commodities and depresses the social value of the 
individual commodities, leading to intensified competition for what is called 
market shares while the cost price of production increases – with crisis- 
ridden consequences. Every increase in labour productivity shortens the 
hours of labour but in its capitalist form, it lengthens them as the risk of 
moral depreciation of the new methods of production compels these buyers 
of labour power to operate the new methods of production without inter-
ruption, whilst those with inferior methods of production will demand the 
utmost from their labour forces to stay afloat. The introduction of sophis-
ticated machinery lightens the expenditure of labour but in its capitalist 
form, it heightens the intensity of labour to maintain production without 
pause. Every increase in the productivity of labour increases the material 
wealth of society but in its capitalist form it cheapens the labourers, whose 
commodity labour power falls in value as less socially necessary labour time 
is required for its reproduction. 

Most importantly of all, greater labour productivity makes labour re-
dundant. But rather than absorb available labour into production on the basis 
of a shorter working day, those in employment are worked more intensively, 
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while those made redundant find themselves on the scrap heap, unless they are 
picked up by the rate of economic growth. What a calamity! Less living labour 
is required today to produce the same amounts of commodities than only 
yesterday, and then suddenly, and without warning, the increase in labour 
productivity throws workers onto the scrap heap, while those retained in 
employment labour with greater intensity. And then the increase in material 
wealth that the new methods of production afford reaches the limits of the 
capitalist form of wealth, which is the accumulation money as more money 
appropriate to the conditions of its further expansion, leading to soaring 
unemployment and growing dependency on foodbanks to satisfy basic needs. 
The class of needy individuals is the living embodiment of the untruth of 
capitalist wealth as an “immense collection of commodities”.83 

The critique of class society does not find its positive resolution in the 
achievement of a fair and just class society. The critique of class society finds 
its positive resolution only in the classless society. In the meantime, however, 
the counter-hegemonic proposals for a transformed labour economy ap-
pears to be the only available alternative to soften a “bourgeois coldness … 
[that] is only too willing to underwrite the inevitable”.84 Given the history of 
the state socialist form of capitalist developmentalism, its credibility has 
suffered considerably over the last century. What remains is its moral cri-
tique of a bourgeoise society that fails to live up to the normative promises 
that are attributed to it. What remains also is its pragmatic reform agenda 
for ecological protection and social justice, which is its practical humanist 
contribution to the ghostlike society of economic compulsion. 
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Postscript: On the Necessity and 
Impossibility of Communism  

On the Necessity and Impossibility of Communism 

The difficulty of conceiving of communism as human emancipation has to 
do with the very idea of communism. In distinction to the pursuit of profit, 
seizure of the state or achievement of progressive governing majorities and 
parliamentary tactics, quest for and preservation of political power, and 
management of economic institutions, human resource, ethical standards 
and normative values, it stands for a completely different conception of 
human development. It stands for the establishment of social relationships 
that are no longer governed by social abstractions. Instead, it is society itself 
that organises its own social powers directly. Communist wealth is not 
money as more money. Communist wealth is freely disposable time. Instead 
of society as an abstract process founded on the valorising of the living 
labour of a dependent class of surplus value producers, it is a society of 
human purposes. It organises the satisfaction of human needs through the 
direct democracy of communist individuals. Communism means Commune, 
an association of the direct producers where each contributes according to 
her abilities, and where each receives according to her needs. 

On the one hand, there is the necessity of human emancipation in com-
munism. On the other, there is the impossibility of communism as a com-
prehensible mode of life. Communism is not anything positive, which one 
can point to and experience. Rather it is the self-reflective negation of the 
direct experience of a society in which the satisfaction of human needs is 
secondary at best. As the negation of the existing social relations, its con-
ception is marked by the experienced falsehood of the present. Bourgeois 
falsehood manifests itself in the idea of communism as a perfected form of 
labour economy and its failure. This falsehood is real as the posited truth of 
its own ideology, according to which labour economy is the ontological 
premise of human existence. Positivism is not only a scientific doctrine that 
lets the facts speak for themselves. In its attention to society as posited it 
also encapsulates the experience and the consciousness of everyday life in 
capitalist labour economy. Nobody lives in the not-yet. Everybody makes 
a living in the known world, some enriching themselves “by means of 
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progressive accumulation”, which is the condition of preserving their con-
nection to the world of wealth through the “extension of the area of 
exploited human material … ruthlessly [forcing] the human race to produce 
for production’s sake”.1 The social majority struggling to maintain them-
selves, which is their mode of social reproduction as exploitable human 
material. What is the good? 

The idea of communism as redemption from unnecessary suffering no 
longer prevails in the consciousness of contemporary struggles. Since one 
cannot posit what is not known, the known experience of Leninist-Stalinist 
state socialism forestalls any promise of redemption that it might have 
held before the foreseen horror unfolded.2 It now reeks of oppression and 
repression, of the use of man as a means of social engineering, and of the 
poverty of conditions that characterised its development of capitalist labour 
economy into a social factory. What however remains is the sheer unrest of 
life as the secret history of the capitalist social relations in both its contested 
liberal-democratic and overtly authoritarian versions of economic devel-
opmentalism. 

Despite everything, nothing is foretold. The future of capitalism has not 
been written, nor has its ending, which instead of a society of communist 
individuals, might as easily usher in a dictatorial autocracy or a theodicy.3 The 
latter alternatives seem more likely. The lure of dystopia, what to avoid, is 
strong because it is marked by the trappings of the present. We can identify 
them and are identified by them, because they already exist in the mentality of 
the actual world in which the individuals preserve themselves as “personifi-
cations of economic categories, as ghosts of capital”.4 We do know the worst 
and we should know what to avoid. But we do not know the good. 

Society as a process of real economic abstraction, the system of reifica-
tion, is neither natural nor divine. Its nature is a social nature, and the in-
visible hand is the form of social coordination on the part of a society that is 
unaware of itself. The Introduction, chapter 1, quoted Adorno to the effect 
that reification finds its limitation in reified Men (Menschen). That is, reified 
Men do not suffer as personifications of the economic categories. They 
personify them but are not identical with them. Their interests are their own 
interests. It is true, they struggle as individuals under the sway of their own 
social world, which incorporates them head to toe. A definite logic holds 
sway in capitalist society as real economic abstraction. Its secret history is 
the sheer unrest of life. The individuals make a living, society as a process of 
struggle for self-preservation, by furnishing society as a process of real 
economic abstraction with a consciousness and a will. Nevertheless, society 
in the form of a movement of real economic abstractions is an experienced 
society. Its experience is corporeal in its materiality as struggle to prevent 
misery and avert suffering. Capitalism hurts. The promise of human 
emancipation lays in the irreconcilability between the struggle for a society 
of human purposes and the untruth of a society in which humanity exists as 
exploitable means. 
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The truth contents of reified society are the wounds that the struggles to 
make ends meet leave behind. These struggles may lead to new forms 
of repression in reified society or they may insert breaks into the logic of 
reification, allowing a glimpse of what might be. The prospect of emanci-
pation lies in these breaks in its logic and in the gaps in its governmentality 
as a process of valorisation. These “cracks”, as Holloway refers to these 
breaks in reification, disclose “traces” of utopia already experienced in 
the present. Only in these “traces”, is there “hope of ever coming across 
genuine and just reality”.5 However debased as personifications of real 
economic abstractions, there would be no capitalist society without 
individuals and their subversive spontaneities. The struggle for human 
purposes is the kernel from which another world can flourish. 

Notes  
1 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1, London: Penguin, 1990, pp. 739–40.  
2 Foreseen by the anti-Leninist Marxist tradition that includes amongst others the 

council communism of Pannekoek, Mattick, Gorter, and Rühle, the Marxism of 
Korsch and the Anarchism of Kropotkin, Mühsam, Makhno and Goldstein. 
Foreseen also by Rosa Luxemburg in her critique of the Leninist leadership 
principle. 
For a recent elaboration of this literature in the context of the global crises since the 
1930, see Christos Memos, Global Economic Crisis as Social Hieroglyphic, London: 
Routledge, 2011; and see Felix Baum, “The Frankfurt School and Council 
Communism”, in: Beverley Best, Werner Bonefeld, and Chris O’Kane (eds), The 
Sage Handbook of Frankfurt School Critical Theory, London: Sage, 2018.  

3 As discussed in Marcel Stoetzler, “On the Possibility That the Revolution That 
Will End Capitalism Might Fail to Usher in Communism”, Journal of Classical 
Sociology, 2012, 17 (2).  

4 Vasilis Grollios, “Illusion and Non-Identity Thinking in Nietzsche’s Critical 
Theory”, Critical Sociology, 2021, online first.  https://doi.org/10.1177/089692 
05211056354  

5 Theodor Adorno, Die Aktualität der Philosophie, Gesammelte Werke, vol. 1, 
Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1973, p. 325. John Holloway, Crack Capitalism, London: 
Pluto, 2010.  
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