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Summary


In 2008 the capitalist world was swept by the severest crisis since the Great Depression of the 1930s, which took the form of a collapse of financial assets, many of which were arcane and incomprehensible even to experts.  Mainstream economics neither anticipated nor could account for this disastrous collapse of assets, which required massive state intervention throughout the capitalist world.  Karl Marx did anticipate this type of financial collapse, arguing that it was derivative from the ‘fetishism of commodities’ inherent in the capitalist mode of production.  This book substantiates the foregoing claim by a journey from Marx’s analysis of commodities to the capitalist crisis of the twenty-first century.


Karl Marx provided an analytical framework to explain (1) that capitalism is one form of exploitative (class) society among many through history; (2) the historical transition from precapitalist to capitalist society; (3) the concrete operation of a capitalist economy; and (4) why others would explain the capitalist economy in alternative theoretical frameworks.  The central element in his framework from which all else derives is his analysis of the value of commodities, ‘the theory of value’.


This book is not an exercise in the history of thought.  It is an attempt to analyze the nature of contemporary capitalist society.  If I make Marx's writings more understandable, but provide no insight into capitalist society in the latter part of the twentieth century, it has failed in its purpose.  While Marx’ analysis of capitalism has implications for political action, these need not lead one to embrace revolution in place of reform, though it can and has provided the analytical foundation for both.  Marx’s analysis of capitalism is a coherent whole, and meaningful insights cannot be obtained by extracting elements from it.  However, the coherent whole does not lead inevitably to the necessity for revolution and the ‘dictatorship of the proletariat’.  It leads inevitably to a better understanding of capitalism.

 
Whatever political message one extracts from the analysis in Capital, Marx's theory is not a critique of the abuses of capitalism.  While Capital, particularly Volume I, contains descriptions of the horrors of the Industrial Revolution and capitalist abuses of the masses of the British population, Marx considered capitalism to be progressive compared to previous social systems.  Marx's critique demonstrated that capitalism was (and is) but one historically specific mode of social reproduction, and one with its own limits.  The purpose of his analysis, and the purpose of this book, was not to expose the abuses of capitalism, which were and are obvious, but to reveal the contradictory nature of capitalism, which necessarily sets limits to its own development.


The key to unlocking the inner nature of capitalism is the labor theory of value.  This theory is the theoretical core from which all other analysis unfolds.  This view, that value theory is the theory of capitalist society, is reflected in the organization of this book.  I begin with three chapters on value theory and its implications, in which it is demonstrated that the general production of useful objects for exchange necessarily implies a capitalist society, which is a society based on exploitation, the appropriation by the capitalist class of unpaid labor performed by the working class.  Marx used the word ‘exploitation’ in a strict, technical sense:  exploitation occurs when a part of the production that someone generates is taken from him or her by a non-producer, and the means by which that part is appropriated by the non-producer defines a mode of production.  These chapters demonstrate the central role in capitalist society of the process of value formation, the necessarily disruptive process by which technical changes generate uneven development among capitalist producers.  This disruptive process manifests itself in the movement of relative prices. 


While capitalism is only one form of exploitative society, it is the only form in which the products of labor circulate in general in money form.  The analysis of circulation, money and credit (Chapters IV and VII) unfolds from the theory of value, a logical extension of the contradictions arising from the process of value formation.  The process of value formation, brought about by the movement of money capital, is a process of intra-class struggle, competition among capitalist enterprises. The nature and inherent necessity of competition are demonstrated in Chapter VIII.  A consequence of competition, expressed in the movement of capital, is technical change.  Technical change is the central motive force of economic crises, giving rise to the famous ‘law of the tendency for the rate of profit to fall’.  The contradictory impact of technical change is explained in Chapter IX, and is brought together with the other elements of value theory (money, credit and competition) in Chapter X, where economic crises are treated in detail.  The final chapter applies the theory of crisis presented in Chapter X to the extreme financial disturbances of the 2000s.


The obfuscating nature of capitalist production will be a repeated theme of this book. The obfuscations of capitalist society arise not from any conspiracy, though capitalists may conspire, but from the nature of capitalist society itself, in which the class relations of that society appear as relations between commodities.  Value theory is not primarily a theory of exchange or allocation.  It is primarily a theory that reveals the class relations underlying a commodity-producing society.  As a result, the analysis begins with the value relation, the differentia specifica of capitalism.  

