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For Feuerbach, however, religion inverts the relationship between
subject and predicates, giving human predicates the primacy over
what is real, human, and concrete. Thus, to overthrow religion is to
realize the true values of religion, which are those of humanity. From
Marx’s perspective, Feuerbach was the only philosopher who had a
serious, critical attitude toward Hegel’s dialectic (Marx, 1964:172), since
he criticized the Hegelian philosophy of religion and replaced it with
anthropology.

Feuerbach’s materialistic interpretation of religion, as opposed to
Hegel’s idealistic interpretation, argued that the human being, too, is
an object of the senses. But, to Marx’s eyes, Feuerbach still remained
in the realm of theory, for he conceived of humans neither in their
given social connection nor under their existing conditions of life.
Feuerbach never arrived at the really existing active humans; he
stopped at the abstraction &dquo;man&dquo; (Marx and Engels, 1947:37). Feuer-
bach resolved the religious essence into the human essence, but he did
not perceive that &dquo;the human essence in its reality is the ensemble of
social relations,&dquo; and &dquo;social life is essentially practical&dquo; (Marx,
1972b:145). In this way, Marx accepted Feuerbach’s critical, material-
istic conception of philosophy while he rejected the passive, non-rela-
tional aspect of that materialism.

Comprehensively viewed, Marx’s initial attempt to formulate his
own social theory led to a dialectical synthesis of the two previous
philosophies: a synthesis of the active, relational aspect of Hegel’s
dialectic with the critical, materialistic aspect of Feuerbach’s philoso-
phy. On the one hand, Marx introduced the Hegelian dialectic of
subject and object to eliminate the one-sidedness of a mechanical
materialism which posited humans as the passive receptacles of an
unchanging nature. On the other hand, humankind’s self-creation was
seen to involve the real needs of empirical human beings, which
Hegel had neglected (Lichtheim, 1961:43-44).

The synthesis of the two philosophies in Marx resulted in the
establishment of a sociological theory of praxis. For Marx, humans
must be in a position to live to be able to &dquo;make history.&dquo; In Marx,
however, what constitutes a causal explanation of historical activity is
not the way people think, nor their abstract ideas, but in their concrete
needs and the conditions out of which those needs arise. The first
historical act is the production of the means to satisfy these needs, the
production of material life itself. This activity of production involves a
double relationship, a natural relationship (humans’ relation to

nature) and a social relationship (humans’ relation to other persons). It
follows that a certain mode of production is always combined with a
certain mode of cooperation, which is itself a productive force. And it
is under the influence of the given mode of production that humans
make and change history with their own practical activities.
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Therefore, in Marx’s theory humankind’s historical activity is not
universal or abstract, as in Hegel’s evolutionary idealism in which
history is explained as the development of Absolute Idea, with time
left out.1 Rather Marx protested Hegel’s ahistorical tendency in his
attempt to deduce the historical succession of things in time from the
immanent development of ideas out of time (Hook, 1950:31). More-
over, Marx did not think contradiction in dialectic was a universal

explanatory principle for all time and all things. Unlike Hegel, he
instead emphasized the historicity of social development by conceiv-
ing of contradiction as a historically limited condition of progress of
society. After all, for Marx, human activity contributes to the estab-
lishment of historically specific socioeconomic conditions, especially the
mode of production, and simultaneously that activity appears under
the constraints of a given social condition, like capitalism, which is
also historical and transitory.

With this conception of the historical specificity of capitalism, Marx
endeavored to develop a theory of social change that focused on the
problem of how to change and transcend the given capitalist social
conditions with conscious human praxis. Abstractly, this theory is

couched in a dialectic of the subject and the object-a dialectical inter-
action between the subjective activity of human agents and the objec-
tive reality which is independent of them. Concretely, the theory is
manifested in two of Marx’s analyses of social change, an analysis of
class struggle and an analysis of the economic mechanisms of capital-
ism. The two were developed respectively under the influence of
French socialism and British political economy, but in the mature
Marx they were synthetically merged into a comprehensive theory of
social change.

Marx’s Theory of the Historical Transformation of Capitalism

Before specifying Marx’s concrete theory of social change, we first
need to grasp how Marx thought society is historically transformed.

Marx’s Theory of Social Formation

For this purpose the right place to start is Marx’s preface to A
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, which is considered the
locus classicus of historical materialism. In the following frequently
quoted passage, Marx describes how society is transformed from one
mode of production to another.

At a certain stage of their development, the material productive
forces of society come in conflict with the existing relations of
production, or-what is but a legal expression for the same
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thing-with the property relations within which they have been
at work hitherto. From forms of development of the productive
forces these relations turn into their fetters. Then begins an
epoch of social revolution. With the change of the economic
foundation the entire immense superstructure is more or less
rapidly transformed. (Marx, 1970a:21.)
It is clear that Marx believed the initial impetus of social change

was provided by the development of productive forces. The process of
social change, however, is not unilaterally determined by those forces
because the development of the productive forces immediately
encounters restraints or encouragements from the relations of

production. That is, within each mode of production, the relations of
production first &dquo;correspond&dquo; to the productive forces, promoting
their rapid development, and then enter into a &dquo;contradiction&dquo; with

them, fettering their development.
Thus, the process of social change is based on two premises: first

that the level of development of the productive forces in a society
explains the nature of that society’s economic structure; and second
that the economic structure of a society promotes the development or
underdevelopment of its productive forces. These two seemingly
contradictory assumptions are skillfully reconciled in Cohen’s (1982)
functionalist interpretation. According to Cohen, the relations of

production can be explained by their impact on the productive forces,
and they obtain because, and so long as, they are optimal for the
development of those productive forces. Conversely, the relation of
productions change when and because they are no longer optimal.
The breakthrough in the contradiction between the productive forces
and the relations of production is accomplished through social revo-
lution, which brings about a new form of social relations consonant
with the new productive forces.

For a better understanding of Marx’s comprehensive scheme of
social change, howeverr, it is appropriate to go beyond the literal
interpretation of the above quotation because we realize that this law-
like picture of the historical change of social formation is never

complete. As I will further discuss in the next sections, Marx never
gave up his earlier belief that it is human beings, real, living humans,
who make history, and that history is nothing but the activity of
humans pursuing their aims (Marx and Engels, 1975:110). In his later
work, Marx still argued that humankind’s capacity to fulfill its
conscious aims is the specific feature of human activity that distin-
guishes humans from other animals (Marx, 1967a:174). Likewise, the
social law of movement is realized only through the conscious deeds
and actions of human beings.
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In this regard, Marx really wanted to stress the dialectical interac-
tion between subjective human praxis and the objective conditions of
economic systems. In his concrete analyses Marx translated the

process of dialectical interaction into the problem of how class rela-
tions have influenced the development of the productive forces and
vice-versa. To examine this problem we should start from Marx’s class
analysis, since he believed the class character of society sets limits on
the extent to which expanded productive forces can be turned into
expanded opportunities for the free development of human beings
(Wood, 1981:79).

Marx’s Class Analysis

In the first section, I demonstrated that in his first phase of intel-
lectual development Marx’s initial problem was to establish a theory
of human praxis. In line with this, his next problem would naturally be
to identify the agent and the process of praxis. Although Marx
regarded the proletariat as the subject of an emancipation of
humankind in his early critique of Hegel’s philosophy (Marx,
1970b:141-142), it was in his confrontation with French socialism that
he fully recognized the paramount importance of class as the subjec-
tive and active category of historical development. Following the
French tradition of socialism (or collectivism) and some collectivity-
oriented German philosophers like Herder and Hegel, Marx argued
that individual motives are of secondary importance in understanding
the movement of history because large scale social changes result only
from the systematic and coordinated behavior of particular groups of
people, or social classes. In this respect he was profoundly influenced
by Saint-Simon (see Gouldner, 1962), who defined the structure of
industrial society in terms of two social classes, the producers and
those who merely consumed the fruits of the producers’ labor.

Though he accepted the nature of the class division set out by
Saint-Simon, Marx severely criticized the utopian elements of French
socialism. The main target of his criticism was Proudhon, whose
approach to social problems, despite his declared admiration for
Hegel, was ultimately not historical but moral. According to Marx, in
dealing with economic laws, principles, and categories, Proudhon did
not understand that the economic forms in which humans produce,
consume and exchange are transitory and historical. When Proudhon
spoke of economic mechanisms, of the logical sequence of economic
categories, he declared positively that he did not want to give history
according to the order in time (Marx, 1963a:104). Rather, for Proudhon
everything happened in the pure ether of reason and his history was not
history but old Hegelian &dquo;junk.&dquo; It was not profane history-a history
of man-but sacred history-a history of ideas (Marx, 1963a:114).
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Marx also accused Proudhon of radically misunderstanding the
Hegelian categories by naively interpreting dialectical conflict as a
simple struggle between good and evil. To Marx this is the very height
of superficiality, for to call this or that side of the dialectical conflict
good or bad is a sign of an unhistorical subjectivism which is out of
place in serious social analysis (Berlin, 1959:116).

To overcome the ahistorical nature of class analysis in utopian
socialism and instead to advocate the historical character of class

struggle, Marx postulated a dialectic of the universal and the particu-
lar, a dialectic between the universal existence of class relations in
human history and the historical specificity of capitalist class relations.
The most striking feature of class relations in capitalism lies in the
historical tendency toward the division of society into two basic and
antagonistic classes, the bourgeoisie and the proletariat, and towards
the incessant strengthening and final dominance of the proletariat in
class struggles (Marx and Engels, 1968:2-3).
When he spoke of bipolarization, Marx underestimated the impor-

tance of old and new middle classes because he regarded these classes
as essentially arising out of pre-capitalist social formations that would
decline with the development of capitalism.2 Marx believed that,
above all, the class struggle in capitalist society takes place between
the two basic classes and that non-basic classes, like landlords, peas-
ants, and petty bourgeoisie, which are not directly connected with the
prevailing capitalist mode of production, vacillate, and in the long run
side with one of the two basic antagonistic classes and defend its

interests. As Marx put it, &dquo;the lower strata of the middle class, the
small trades people, shopkeepers, the handicraftsmen and peasants,
all these sink gradually into the proletariat, partly because their
diminutive capital does not suffice for the scale on which Modem
Industry is carried on, and partly because their specialized skill is

rendered worthless by new methods of production&dquo; (Marx and
Engels, 1968:15-16).

The bipolarization of class structure results, then, primarily from
bourgeois efforts to continuously revolutionize the instruments of
production, the relations of production, and with them the whole
relations of society. In fact, the constant revolutionization of produc-
tion, the uninterrupted disturbance of all social conditions, and an
everlasting uncertainty and agitation distinguish the bourgeois epoch
from all earlier ones. Eventually, however, from a certain moment of
history, the revolutionization of social process by the bourgeoisie will
contradict the development of productive forces in capitalism. At one
point the productive forces at the disposal of society no longer further
the development of the conditions of bourgeois property. Instead,
they become too powerful for the conditions by which they are
fettered. The weapons with which the bourgeoisie felled feudalism to
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the ground are now turned against the bourgeoisie itself (Marx and
Engels, 1968:12-13). When these limits are reached, the situation is ripe
for the birth of a revolutionary proletariat.

Note, however, that in Marx’s analysis classes are not simply given
along with a system of productive relations, but rather develop out of
such a system when the shared interests of people in a common situa-
tion engender political movements and ideologies promoting these
interests (Wood, 1981:93). Class does not come into existence full-
fledged, but it has to go through a two-stage process of development:
from &dquo;class in itself&dquo; to &dquo;class for itself.&dquo; The first stage prevails when
the material conditions of existence do not define the nature of class

exploitation and class interest, and thus when there is no collective
antagonism to the other classes. On the other hand, the second stage
emerges when the productive forces begin to reveal the contradictions
of the existing order, and to suggest to the exploited class the means of
its own emancipation (Bober, 1965:103).
A crucial element in this development of class struggle is class

consciousness, the consciousness of how one class is exploited by the
other, how the members of that class are separated from the essence of
their own human being, and how they can successfully overcome
these afflictive situations. Only with the radical consciousness that the
contradictions are systematically embedded in capitalism and cannot
be transcended without the destruction of that system can the class
struggle achieve its final goal, the emancipation of the proletariat.
Thus conceived, class struggle is in the end an ideological struggle
against the ideas of the ruling class. This conception necessitated Marx
to falsify the most intellectually formidable version of bourgeois
ideology of the time, classical political economy, and to replace it with
a scientific understanding of capitalist society. It was this task to
which Marx devoted the rest of his life.

Marx’s Economic Analysis of Capitalist Society

The historical development of social reality, especially after the
revolution of 1848, did not support Marx’s prediction, for the result of
class struggle was not always the victory of the revolutionary prole-
tariat, nor did class structure develop as fully as Marx had expected.
From this situation, Marx felt a need to dissect more deeply the inter-
nal, structural dynamic of the capitalist economic system in which
class relations were defined.

At the core of Marx’s economic analysis of capitalism is the labor
theory of value and its corollary theory of surplus-value. Marx
perfected the theories of value, surplus value, and exploitation by
partly accepting and partly refuting the main tenets of classical politi-
cal economy, developed by Adam Smith and David Ricardo.
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It was in Smith’s work that Marx first encountered the classical
definition of value. In his masterpiece, The Wealth of Nations, Smith
argued that the exchange of commodities is in essence the exchange of
social activities. He regarded labor as the source of the exchange value
of all commodities. Smith, however, did not go further to regard this
labor as constituting the substance of its value. Instead, a commodity
acquired value because, but not necessarily to the extent that, it was a
product of social labor (Meek, 1956:63). A crucial problem arises from
this perspective: how should the value of a commodity properly be
measured? Smith argued that the measure of value must be sought
not in the conditions of production of a commodity, but rather in the
conditions of its exchange: &dquo;the value of any commodity to the person
who possesses it, and who means not to use or consume it himself, but
to exchange it for other commodities, is equal to the quantity of labor
which it enables him to purchase or command&dquo; (Smith, 1937:30).

Smith’s assumption that the quantity of commendable labor can be
usefully regarded as an &dquo;invariable&dquo; measure of value was attacked

by Ricardo who believed that labor was also subject to as many fluctu-
ations as the commodities compared with it. For Ricardo, the value of
a commodity would have to be regarded as changing with every
change in the compensation paid to the laborer. Ricardo wondered,
then, how the absolute value of a commodity could be measured. He
argued that the value of a commodity produced by human labor
could be conceived in terms of differences in the time taken to produce
the commodity and bring it to market. This measurement of value is
absolutely perfect-i.e., perfectly invariable-if it always required the
same quantity of labor to produce the commodity and if the constitu-
tion and durability of capital required to produce it were the same as
that of the capital required to produce the commodity being measured
(Meek, 1956:111).

Marx’s analysis of value is partly consistent with that of the British
political economists. Following Smith and Ricardo, Marx thought that
all the things that make up the natural quality of a commodity
determine its use value, but not its exchange value, and that a
common quality for the measurement of its exchange value is not a
physical quality, but the human labor that produced it. In other

words, the exchange value of commodities is determined by the
quantity of labor necessary to produce them, which in turn is

measured by the length of time devoted to their production.
Here, however, Marx’s acceptance of the classical labor theory of

value stops. Marx’s own labor theory of value is cast in terms of a
dialectic between appearance and essence (or reality). For Marx
appearance, or reality as it appears to social actors, is illusory. He
talked of reality hidden or concealed by appearances and firmly
believed that, while much classical political economy is concerned
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with appearances, it is the role of scientific, or Marxist, political econ-
omy to penetrate through appearances to the essence and to make the
appearances scientifically comprehensible. To grasp reality in its

totality, Marx revised the classical labor theory of value in two impor-
tant respects. Through this revision, Marx unveiled the ahistorical
tendency of the classical political economy and instead featured the
historicity (or historical specificity) of economic relationships.

First of all, Marx spoke of the error of the bourgeois economists,
who regard these economic categories, such as labor, use value, and
exchange value, as eternal and not as historical laws that are only
good for a particular historical development, for a definite develop-
ment of the productive forces (Marx, 1963b:186; see also Marx,
1967a:24). This argument implies the necessity to develop a labor
theory of value that is historically specific to capitalism.

To Marx, the most fundamental historical characteristic of capital-
ism is commodity production. Capitalism is a unique form of

commodity production, for only in this social system did the produc-
tive activity of human beings become a commodity to be sold and
purchased in the market. In this respect, Marx pointed out the
conceptual confusion of classical political economists who failed to
distinguish labor, the activity of workers that creates all value, from
labor power, the worker’s capacity for labor.

With this distinction, what is commodified in capitalism is not
labor itself, but labor power, or more accurately, the &dquo;disposition&dquo;
over labor power (Marx, 1973:282). Labor, which is a human activity, is
not a commodity, but the immanent measure of value and thus has
itself no value since the category value applies only to commodities
(Marx, 1967a:503). Labor itself can not be a standard for the measure-
ment of the value of a capitalist commodity, since &dquo;labor itself has

exchange-value and different types of labor have different exchange
values, and if one makes exchange-value the measure of exchange-
value, one is caught up in a vicious circle&dquo; (Marx, 1970a:61).

Marx’s alternative was that it is the quantity of labor power, not the
value of that labor, that determines the value of a commodity. And the
quantity of labor power is not determined by individual standards,
but socially. If the exchange value of a commodity depended only on
the quantity of concrete labor expended by the individual, we would
arrive at the absurd conclusion that the lazier or more incompetent the
producer, the greater the value of the goods he produced. To resolve
this dilemma, Marx maintained that the exchange value of a

commodity presupposes the social character of production (Marx,
1973:172) and is thus determined by the quantity of labor socially
necessary to produce that commodity under the average conditions of
productivity existing in a given country at a particular time.
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Second, and more important, Marx criticized classical political
economists for conceiving of capital-labor relations (that is, the

exchange of labor power for wages) as relationships of equal
exchange, when in reality these relationships create surplus value that
will be appropriated by those who purchase labor power. This incon-
gruence between reality and appearance arises from the historical
specificity of capitalism, that is, the commodification of labor power.
The historical peculiarity of labor power in capitalism is that it has a use-
value that creates a greater amount of exchange-value than its own
exchange value. &dquo;The value of labor power,&dquo; Marx pointed out, &dquo;and
the value which that labor power creates in the labor process, are two

entirely different magnitudes; and this difference of the two values
was what the capitalist had in view, when he was purchasing the
labor power&dquo; (Marx, 1967a:188).

The difference between the two values is firmly established in the
production process of capitalism, through which money is trans-

formed into capital. This process can be represented as follows (see
Harris, 1985:167):

where M and M’ = money (M’ > M), C = commodity, L = labor power,
MP = means of production, and P = production. This process can be
abbreviated as M-C-M’.

This diagram illustrates a movement that begins with the use of
money to purchase commodities consisting of labor power (variable
capital, v) and means of production (constant capital, c). The process
goes through production in which the purchased commodities are
combined to produce a new commodity, and it ends with the sale of
the product that realizes an amount of money in excess of the amount
initially spent.

Through this process, capital expands in value because the labor
time added by workers exceeds the labor time represented by their
wages; that is, the workers spend only part of each day reproducing
the value of their labor power (necessary labor) and spend the rest of
the day performing unpaid surplus labor. The creation of surplus value
(s), which is only the monetary expression of surplus labor, becomes
the unique source of the self-expansion of capital. The capitalist labor
process thus expands the value of capital from M (=v+c) to M’ -

(=v+c+s), and the rate of profit here becomes (M’- M)/M = s/(v+c).
For those who sell their labor power, this same process constitutes the
mechanism of exploitation of the surplus value they created, the rate
of which is s/v (Marx, 1973:762-763).

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016crs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crs.sagepub.com/


93

How, then, is the difference between the use value and exchange
value of labor power related to the exploitation of surplus value?
Marx argued that for this exploitation to occur, the laborer must first
be compelled by capital to work in excess of the necessary time
(Howard and King, 1975:96). In capitalism the worker, being sepa-
rated from the objective conditions of production, is forced to sell labor
power, and thus all labor is forced labor. The compulsion acting on the
worker is neither political, nor legal, nor overtly coercive, as in

pre-capitalist society, but rather is based on the social-historical fact
that in capitalist society the means of production are largely the prop-
erty of the bourgeoisie, which thus enjoys a decisive bargaining
advantage over the proletariat. Because of this inequality in bargain-
ing power, the proletariat is forced to sell its labor power for a wage
whose value is less than the value created by their labor. Hence, it is
the historical specificity of capitalist class relations that transforms labor
power into a commodity and the means of production into capital
(Mandel, 1971:85).

After all, Marx’s main critique of classical political economy is that
it ignores the historical and qualitative nature of capitalist exchange,
thus resulting in an ahistorical and fetishistic perspective that hides
the real nature of social relations in commodity production. Against
this perspective, Marx instead showed that value is a relation between
persons, expressed as a relation between things (Banaji, 1979:32). And
capital is not a thing but rather a definite social production relation
belonging to a definite historical formation of society, which is mani-
fested in things and lends things a specific social character (Marx,
1967b:814).

After debunking the mystification of fetishized class relations in
capitalist commodity production, Marx’s analysis goes on to find a
way to transcend this dehumanized capitalist society. His analysis
begins with the problem of what motivates capitalism to advance.
Marx believed that the motive force of capitalism is the economic
competition among capitalists to multiply exchange value by exploit-
ing surplus labor. The circulation of money as capital is an end in
itself, which has no limits. And the restless, never-ending process of
profit-making alone is what capitalists aim at and what differentiates
the capitalist mode of production from all earlier modes that floun-
dered on the development of wealth (Marx, 1973:540). Capitalists
achieve this aim in two ways: by intensifying labor (i.e., by extending
labor hours), which Marx called the production of absolute surplus
value, and/or by reducing the labor time necessary to produce a
commodity (i.e., making workers produce more commodities in the
same amount of time), which Marx called the production of relative
surplus value. Absolute surplus value cannot be increased indefinitely
because there are natural limits on the physical capacity of workers.

 at PENNSYLVANIA STATE UNIV on September 16, 2016crs.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://crs.sagepub.com/


94

Thus, the more capitalism develops, the more capitalists rely on the
production of relative surplus value by increasing the productivity of
labor.

The most effective way of producing more relative surplus value in
capitalism is to introduce machines for production, which replace the
part of capital composition formerly occupied by living human power
(variable capital) with objectified, dead, and finished products of labor
(constant capital). The introduction of machinery into the capitalist
productive process eventually results in two important social conse-
quences that lead to the final demise of capitalist society: the falling
rate of profit and the intensification of class struggle.

First I will discuss the problem of the falling rate of profit. As was
argued earlier, capitalist competition favors technically advanced
enterprises that have more machines to replace variable capital with
constant capital, since such enterprises can produce more surplus
value. At first glance, it seems that if the organic composition of
capital c/v increases,3 the profit rate s/(c+v) will decline, since c
increases more relative to v and s is a product of v, not c. At the same
time an increase in the surplus value rate can neutralize the effect of
an increase in the organic composition of capital. However, the basic
weakness of the capitalist system lies in the fact that these two move-
ments cannot occur in exactly the same proportions for them to
neutralize each other. While there is no limit whatever to the increase
in the organic composition of capital, as we expect the arrival of total
automation, s/v cannot increase in an unlimited way (for in order to
produce surplus value it is necessary to have workers), and the frac-
tion of the workday in which the worker reproduces his own wage
cannot fall to zero (Mandel, 1970:50). This incongruence between the
rate of c/v and of s/v ultimately culminates in the falling rate of
profit.

In this way the historical movement inherent in capitalist
economies shows that while for each individual capitalist innovation
and increases in productivity are profitable since they bring about
more surplus value, for the capitalist system as a whole they turn out
to be fatal wounds. So long as competition prevails, the individual
rational maximization of capitalists gives rise to collective irrational-
ity, or irrationality for the capitalist class as a whole, which ultimately
leads to the total demise of capitalist society.

However, an objective economic law like the falling rate of profit is
neither universally applicable nor renders the whole process of social
transformation comprehensible. Rather, it represents only a part of a
single social totality that came into existence by the capitalist’s attempt
to introduce more objectified, dead labor (machines) in the productive
process for the maximization of profits, and its actual working-out
depends on concrete socio-historical circumstances in which a
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commodity is produced. The relationship between an objective
economic law and the subjective human practice is conjunctual, since
one can not be effective in bringing about social change without the
presence of the other. They conjointly explain the whole process of
social transformation, as when the declining rate of profit tends to
manifest itself within and through class struggle, not as a law which
operates automatically outside of human practice (Appelbaum,
1979:207). We then need to look at the subjective side of the historical
transformation of capitalism, the class struggle.

Capitalist class relations are critically wounded by the introduction
of machines for production, which cause the proletarianization of the
middle class and hence the polarization of class structure. The further
machine production advances, the higher the organic composition of
capital needed for an entrepreneur to secure the average profit. With
the mobility of capital, which tends to equalize the rate of profit in all
economic sectors, the high organic composition of capital is univer-
salized in capitalist production. It follows that the average size of an
enterprise likewise increases in every branch of industry. As a result,
the evolution of the capitalist mode of production inevitably entails a
centralization and concentration of capital. This is the process leading
to the proletarianization of the middle classes.

The mechanization of productive processes not only brings about
an expansion of the working class but also, and more important, the
pauperization of the proletariat.4 An increase in the organic composi-
tion of capital means the replacement of living labor by dead labor,
thus throwing producers out of work. This ultimately gives rise to an
increase in unemployment, or in the size of what Marx called the
industrial reserve army. Simultaneously, mechanization also devalues
manual work and changes many skilled workers into unskilled or
deskilled workers by simplifying the work procedure of most work-
ers. As suggested earlier, the value of labor power as a commodity is
determined by the amount of labor socially necessary to produce it.
For an unskilled or deskilled worker the cost necessary for his

(re)production is almost confined to the commodities necessary for
keeping him alive and capable of working. The price of his labor,
wage, is therefore determined by the price of the necessary means of
subsistence (Marx, 1933:26).

All in all, these particular contradictions of capitalism can be
summarized in one general and fundamental contradiction between
the effective socialization of production and the private, capitalist
form of appropriation (Marx, 1967b:266). We see a growing incom-
patibility between production, which is increasingly social, and appro-
priation, which remains private (Mandel, 1962:170; Howard and King,
1975:11). The socialization of production, by extending specialization
and market exchange, made the work of each indispensable to the
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survival of all. But this contradiction arises because the socialization of

production, which transforms the labor of all mankind into objectively
cooperative labor, is not regulated or managed by the equally social-
ized relations of production, but by the interests of one group of
people.

Concluding Remarks

Marx developed his theory of history and society as a result of a
dialectical confrontation with the three great intellectual traditions of
his time: German philosophy, French socialism, and British political
economy. His theory is wide and comprehensive, deriving its struc-
ture (i.e., theory of praxis) from Hegel and Feuerbach, its dynamic
principle (i.e., theory of class struggle) from French socialism, and its
content (i.e., theory of capitalist economy) from British classical econ-
omy. Nevertheless, Marx’s theory is wholly original, for this combi-
nation of elements does not lead to mere syncretism but forms a bold,
clear, coherent system with a wide range and massive architectonic
quality (Berlin, 1959:150). Marx’s originality lies in his critique of the
ahistorical tendencies of these intellectual traditions and his emphasis
on the historicity of social development, that is, his identification of
the historical specificity of capitalism and its transcendence by human
praxis. These two elements constitute the unifying theoretical theme of
Marx’s social studies, a thread that runs from his early philosophical
studies to his later economic analyses.

This theoretical unity of Marx’s social studies, however, cannot
conceal substantive problems in his theory. Although I do not have
enough space to fully elaborate these problems, I can point to some
cogent studies aiming at the reconstruction of Marx’s social theory to
overcome its inherent tensions (for example, Cohen, 1978; Larrain,
1986; Wright, Levine, and Sober, 1992). At the same time, certain
elements of Marx’s studies, especially the labor theory of value and
the theory of falling rate of profit, have been severely contested by
contemporary Marxists and non-Marxists in terms of their empirical
and theoretical relevance. I believe some studies, for instance Sraffa’s
(1960), successfully challenged the shortcomings of Marx’s analysis.
Moreover, even in the realm of Marx’s theory of class struggle, the
status of proletariat as the privileged agent of revolutionary change
has become the subject of controversy (Jones, 1983; Laclau and
Mouffe, 1985; Wood, 1986).

Despite these inherent tensions and substantive defects in his

theory, Marx’s theoretical problematic constitutes a unity, as I have
tried to show in this paper. This unity is contrary to what Althusser
(1977) calls an &dquo;epistemological break&dquo; in Marx’s writings. It is true
that we can find a methodological shift in Marx’s economic works,
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especially in Capital, in which he incorporated the method of logical or
scientific (in the empiricist’s sense of the term) analysis.5 The method-
ological shift, however, does not mean that Marx subscribed to a
purely analytical method that is not guided by the dialectical insight.
This is clear from the fact that Marx explicitly rejected the merely
analytical method of classical economics, which was not interested in
how the various forms came into being but assumed instead that it
could immediately and completely reduce these forms to their unity
(Schmidt, 1983:39).
Any theoretical positions, including structuralist Marxism and

certain variants of analytical Marxism, that argue for the discontinuity
of Marx’s thematic structure are flawed by their excessive concern
with Marx’s methodological principles, of which they fail to distin-
guish the method of &dquo;presentation&dquo; from the method of &dquo;inquiry.&dquo;
Marx himself insisted on the necessity of separating one from the
other. He maintained that the method of inquiry should be analytical,
which has to appropriate the material in detail, analyze its different
forms of development, and trace out their inner connection (Marx,
1967b:27-28). On the other hand, his method of presentation is dialec-
tical. In this sense, some analytical Marxists (see Elster, 1985: Chapter
1; Wright, Levine, and Sober, 1992: Introduction), who distinguish
between dialectical and scientific or causal analyses and emphasize
the advantage of the latter over the former, actually confuse two
different levels of methodology.

The key point is that Marx’s method of inquiry, an analytical
method, is guided by his method of presentation, a dialectical insight
of how society is structured and moves. This insight penetrates
beyond appearance to the essence of that object, and this penetration
is based on his identification of the historical specificity of capitalism.
In fact, what distinguishes Marxism from positivist social science in
this regard is its ability to move simultaneously on two levels: it
formulates the laws of the &dquo;natural history&dquo; of capitalist economic
organization with the aid of logical analysis and at the same time it
demonstrates the historically situated character of those laws so that
they might be repealed by self-conscious workers (Appelbaum,
1979:205).

This dialectical synthesis of the two opposing elements in Marx,
especially the dialectic between the subjective and the objective, may
shed new light on the development of Marxism itself. From the
dialectical perspective I think that the current dualistic dichotomies in
interpretations of Marx (see Gouldner, 1980; Heydebrand, 1981), such
as structure vs. history, and critical vs. scientific, which have been
elaborated by the debate between structuralist Marxists and the
critical theorists of the Frankfurt School, are misconstructed polarities.
As this paper has tried to show, what Marx really wanted to accom-
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plish was a historical study of socioeconomic structure, and he achieved
this goal by applying a critical and scientific method (scientific in the
realist, not empiricist sense). Thus, Marx’s social study is both histori-
cal and structural (see Schmidt, 1983), both critical and scientific.

Here, history and structure are synthesized only in a highly mediated
way, mediated by human praxis.

Notes

1. It is true that Hegel’s dialectic aims at understanding the historical development
of Mind and that the introduction of history into philosophy is his principal and deci-
sive discovery. However, to Marx, Hegel’s historical conception remains abstract and
universal. Although it assures us that the spirit of freedom will realize itself, it does not
tell us when, where, and how (see Hook, 1950:62). Moreover, since every stage in the
progress of Mind is necessary, he explains this progress abstractly, without reference to
actual historical events.

2. Here I need to note that Marx did not predict the complete disappearance of
middle classes. What he professed was that there was a developmental tendency to
push into the background every class handed down from the Middle Ages. Thus,
Marx’s theory of class restructuring and proletarian revolution depends in no way on
the actual disappearance of intermediate elements, but instead on the fading out of their
significance in the real class struggle (Draper, 1978:625). In this sense, by the proletarian
revolution Marx meant a proletarian-led revolution in which elements of other disaf-
fected social classes are incorporated under the leadership of the proletariat.

3. Applying a different formula for the organic composition of capital, c/(c+v),
developed by Paul Sweezy, Appelbaum (1978) convincingly shows how the change in
organic composition of capital leads to the falling rate of profit. Although he uses a
different formula, his general conclusion and implications are almost identical with
those in this paper.

4. In contrast to this theoretical explanation, Marx’s concrete historical analyses
show a possibility that the proletariat would not be actually pauperized. This is espe-
cially true in the relatively advanced capitalist countries at that time, most notably in
England. In England the workers’ shared the benefits of its monopoly of the world
market and the colonies. In fact, the liberal bourgeoisie of the country made use of their
prosperity to buy off the proletariat, which resulted in the bourgeoisification of prole-
tarian consciousness (Draper, 1978:61-63). This process partly explains why the English
workers followed the bourgeois parties and the proletarian revolution did not occur
there.

5. In Marx’s later works we can ascertain a separation between dialectic as an onto-
logical principle (the principle of how object or society moves) and dialectic as a method
(the method of studying how society transforms). This separation is un-Hegelian, for
Hegel does not accept separation between the object and method of study (Larrain,
1986:60).
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