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The Specter Haunting “Marxian Economics”

In the domain of political economy, free scientific inquiry does not merely meet the same enemies as in all other domains.  The peculiar nature of the material it deals with summons into the fray on the opposing side the most violent, sordid and malignant passions of the human breast ….  

                                 – Karl Marx, Preface, 1st edition of Capital (Marx 1977:92)

Every day the bucket goes to the well;

One day the bottom will fall out.

​​                                                       – Bob Marley and the Wailers, “I Shot the Sheriff”

The “Marxian economists’” have persistently claimed to have proven that Marx’s critique of political economy is riddled with “technical errors” and internal inconsistencies.  They have used these alleged proofs as a justification for suppressing Marx’s own work, keeping it from being taught and developed in classrooms and journals, including journals of radical economics.  They've also used these alleged proofs as a reason to revise Marx’s work in a way that “undermin[es] … his basic propositions about how capitalism functions and how it develops through history” (Mongiovi 2001:3).  

And yet, a specter is haunting “Marxian economics” – the specter of Marx.  The “Marxian economists’” alleged proofs have been decisively disproved, and the disproofs have stood the test of time.  Thus Marx’s critique of political economy – in the form in which he himself stated it – has re-emerged from the grave.  It hovers over “Marxian economics” as an logically consistent alternative to its own doctrines and methods. 

Gary Mongiovi tries to exorcise this specter.  His paper purports to be “A critique of temporal single-system Marxism,” but the real target is Marx himself.  As I shall explain below, the paper is in fact part of a continuing ideological attack on Marx’s body of ideas.

Mongiovi (2001:35) denies that an ideological attack is at work. One argument he uses to deny it is that the “Marxian economists’” revisions of Marx’s work do not “undermin[e] any of his basic propositions about how capitalism functions and how it develops through history”  (Mongiovi 2001:3).  To substantiate this claim, he would have to prove that the Sraffian interpretation of Marx is correct, rather than a myth designed to make it seem as though Sraffianism’s “basic propositions” were also Marx’s.  But Mongiovi does not prove this.  He does not even try.  He merely “summar[izes]” (Mongiovi 2001:4) the interpretation of Sraffa, Dobb, and Garegnani – without even bothering to defend it.  This is just a dogmatic appeal to authority.

In fact, Mongiovi’s claim is simply preposterous.  Surely one of Marx’s most “basic propositions about how capitalism functions” is his theory that exploitation of workers, the extraction of surplus-labor, is the sole source of profit.  Yet all of the “Marxian economists’” revisions of his work imply the opposite.  Every single one of the “simultaneist” revisions of Marx – revisions in which input and output prices are determined simultaneously – imply that the extraction of surplus-labor is neither necessary nor sufficient for profit to be positive.  

In Kliman (2001; c.f. Kliman 2002a), I prove that this is true even for economies without joint production that reproduce themselves over time.  Only Marx’s value theory, as understood by its temporal single-system interpretation, is compatible with the proposition that surplus-labor is necessary and sufficient for profit.  When Mongiovi (2001:35) asked at last year’s conference “why Marx, after Sraffa, requires a labor-value analysis at all,” I answered him in part by referring him to this proof.  So Mongiovi has had more than a year to study my proof and, if possible, to disprove it.  But he has not disproved it, nor has anyone else.

Another reason why Mongiovi’s claim is preposterous is that Marx’s law of the tendential fall in the profit rate is certainly one of his most “basic propositions about how capitalism … develops through history.”  Marx himself said it is.  He wrote that this law is “in every respect the most important law of modern political economy” (Marx 1973:748).  Yet the physicalist-simultaneist revisions of Marx’s theory, codified in the Okishio theorem, negate his law (see, e.g., Okishio 1961; Roemer 1981, Chs. 4-5).   Whereas Marx (1981:347) held that “The profit rate does not fall because labour becomes less productive but rather because it becomes more productive,”
 the neo-Ricardian models of physicalism-simultaneism conclude that rising productivity must tend to raise the profit rate.   

The reason these models negate Marx’s law is simply that they misrepresent his theory, not that the law is false.  Duncan Foley, himself formerly a proponent of the Okishio theorem (Foley 1986, Ch. 8), has acknowledged that the Okishio theorem is wrong; the actual (“money” or “labor”) profit rate can indeed fall for the reason Marx stated.  Foley (2000:282, emphasis added) writes that “I understand Freeman and Kliman to be arguing that Okishio’s theorem as literally stated is wrong because it is possible for the money and labor rates of profit to fall under the circumstances specified in its hypotheses.  I accept their examples as establishing this possibility.”

 Mongiovi (2001, n. 10) tries to avoid the whole issue, claiming that “the focus of this paper is on Marx’s value theory, [not] Marx’s law of the tendency of the profit rate.”  This is disingenuous.
  He has just told us that physicalism does not “undermin[e] any of [Marx’s] basic propositions about how capitalism … develops through history” (Mongiovi 2001:3, emphasis added).  This is a sweeping, all-encompassing claim.  It encompasses Marx’s law.  So Mongiovi cannot have it both ways.  He must either directly confront the law and physicalism’s inability to derive it, or renounce his claim that physicalism is compatible with the totality of Marx’s “basic propositions.” 

In order to deny that he is waging an ideological attack on Marx’s body of ideas, Mongiovi also asserts that Marx is indeed guilty of the “technical errors” with which he’s been charged.  I am certainly willing to entertain the possibility that Marx committed technical errors.  I’ve been doing so for 16 years.  Yet the issue before us isn’t whether Marx could have committed some technical error, but whether he did in fact commit the specific errors with which he’s been charged.  I’ll happy to concede that he did – if and when the charge of error is proved.  But Mongiovi fails utterly to prove it.  He does not even try.  

He merely repeats prior physicalists’ charges of error (Mongiovi 2001:1-2).  That would be fine, if one of them had proved the point, but none of them did.  The only one who even tried to prove it was Bortkiewicz (1952:8-9), but his attempted proof has itself been disproved.  Although Mongiovi chooses to keep all this from his readers, he is well aware that Bortkiewicz has been disproved.  One version of the refutation appears in the paper he critiques at greatest length (Kliman and McGlone 1999), a paper that appeared in the journal he co-edits.

Mongiovi (2001:1-2) writes that physicalism-simultaneism “attributes three interrelated errors to Marx[s’]” account of the transformation of values into production prices. The second and third ones are errors only if the first one is, so we can concentrate on it.  “Marx,” we are told, “neglected to weight the inputs of each production process by their prices of production” (Mongiovi 2002:2).  Setting aside the tendentious “neglected,” the rest is correct.  Marx did not value his inputs and outputs simultaneously.  The outputs in his example were priced at their end-of-year production prices, while the inputs (means of production and labor-power) committed to production earlier in the year had different per-unit prices.
  So what?  How is that an error?  It is a simple, well-known fact.  Prices change over time.

Unlike some of his epigones, Bortkiewicz did not make the idiotic claim that the difference between the input and output prices was itself an error.  He said that this difference was the cause of Marx’s error.  The error itself, according to Bortkiewicz (1952:8-9), was that Marx’s transformation procedure creates a spurious breakdown of the reproduction process.  Sweezy (1970:113-15, emphases added) put the issue well:  

This is Marx’s method of transforming values into prices.  Before any general comments can be made it is necessary to test the internal consistency of the results.  Tables I and II [containing the value calculation] were both constructed on the hypothesis of Simple Reproduction …. If the procedure used in transforming values into prices is to be considered satisfactory, it must not result in a disruption of the conditions of Simple Reproduction.  Going from value calculation to price calculation has no connection with the question whether the economic system as a whole is stationary or expanding.  It should be possible to make the transition without prejudicing this question one way or the other.  

… A moment’s inspection … reveals that the Marxian method of transformation results in a violation of the equilibrium of Simple Reproduction. … 

… Only one conclusion is possible, namely, that the Marxian method of transformation is logically unsatisfactory.

This is simply a summation and clarification of what Bortkiewicz himself wrote.  

So, once again, the fact that Marx’s input and output prices differ was not even alleged (much less proved) to be an error.  The alleged error was that Marx’s method led to a violation of the conditions of simple reproduction.   In other words, nonstationary prices were not a problem per se; they become a problem only because they supposedly lead to a spurious disruption of the reproduction process.

But in fact they do not lead to a disruption of the reproduction process.  This is what Kliman and McGlone have proved time and again during the last 16 years.  During this time no one has been able to challenge this proof –– Mongiovi does not even try.  

By disproving the violation-of-reproduction allegation, we have disproved Bortkiewicz’s (1952:9) claim to have “proved that we would involve would involve ourselves in internal contradictions by deducing prices [of production] from values in the way in which this is done by Marx.”
  And since Bortkiewicz’s is to this day the only attempt to prove that Marx committed an error by not equating input and output prices, his critics have no proof of error on Marx’s part.  End of story.

 Marx’s critics disagree with him, and have methodological criticisms of him, but such things clearly are not proofs of error.  Although Mongiovi keeps repeating “error,” “error,” “technical error,” one looks in vain for any proof of one in his paper.  All one finds is a bunch of disagreements and methodological criticisms.   Indeed, although Mongiovi tries to give the opposite impression, a careful reading of his paper reveals that he actually admits that the temporal single-system interpretation of Marx’s transformation procedure manages to derive Marx’s own conclusions without making any “technical error” whatever.  “Both of Marx’s invariance postulates … hold[; …] no mathematical contradictions arise …” (Mongiovi 2001:23).   It “avoid[s] a mathematical inconsistency” (Mongiovi 2001:24).  There is an “absence of arithmetic error” (Mongiovi 2001:33).  

It is clear that Mongiovi doesn’t like what Marx’s theory becomes when it is interpreted in a manner that renders it internally coherent and free from “technical error,” but that is his problem, not mine.  I don’t do theory in order to please Gary Mongiovi.  He certainly fails to substantiate the charge that the TSSI “trivializes” Marx’s value theory and “renders it incapable of answering non-trivial questions” (Mongiovi 2001:1, 36).  He simply does not examine any of the important questions that proponents of the TSSI answer by means of our interpretation of Marx’s theory.  Much less does he show that these questions are trivial.  As I discussed above, Marx’s theory, as understood by the TSSI, gives answers – diametrically opposed to those given by physicalism-simultaneism – to such questions as “what is the effect of rising productivity on the profit rate?” and “what is the source of profit?”  Does Mongiovi really want to suggest that these questions are trivial?  

We are finally in a position to see why his paper is part of an ongoing ideological attack on Marx’s body of ideas.   “It is not at all clear,” Mongiovi (2001:35) writes, “in what sense the exposure of a technical error in Marx’s analytics constitutes ‘an ideological attack on his ideas’ ….”  Of course not.  The exposure of a technical error would be simply that – the exposure of a technical error.  But when Marx’s critics allege without any legitimate proof that he committed “technical errors,” is it unreasonable to suspect that an ideological attack is at work?  When the critics continue to allege “technical error” even after their alleged proofs have themselves been disproved, then is it not clear that we are certainly dealing with an ideological attack?  When critic after critic of Marx suppresses the fact that the proofs have been disproved, is it not even clearer that an ideological attack is at work?

They tell us that logical rigor demands that we renounce Marx’s own theories and methods and adopt theirs instead.  Is this an ideological attack on Marx’s body of ideas?  Again, it all depends.  If they had actually exposed some errors that absolutely could not be corrected except along physicalist lines, then no, it wouldn’t be an ideological attack.  But this is not the case.  The “Marxian economists” lack any proof of error.  They continue to allege error even after their alleged proofs have been disproved.  They continually fail to inform the public that the disproofs have been disproved.  When, in these circumstances, they continue to speak of their revisions of Marx as “corrections,” then yes, we are certainly dealing with an ideological attack.

Apart from the fact that the economists continue to be “hired prize-fighters” for capital,  the core of the problem is dogmatism.  It seems that nothing we demonstrate will make the “Marxian economists” willingly retract their false charges against Marx or their false claims to be developing his own critique of political economy.   That is sheer dogmatism.  

To avoid dogmatism, one must be able to answer the following:  “under what conditions would you be willing to concede that your interpretation is incorrect, i.e., contradicted by the textual evidence?”  I asked Mongiovi this question last year.  I’m still waiting for an answer.  I’ve been asking it of all the “Marxian economists” for several years now. 

As I discuss in a related paper (Kliman 2002c), there does exist a clearcut way of answering this question.  The entire tradition of scientific hermeneutics holds that an interpretation which understands a text as a unified whole, an interpretation that can eliminate what at first appear to be internal inconsistencies in the text, is superior to one that can’t.  Moreover, eminent historians of economic thought such as Stigler, Barkai, and Hollander have all agreed that 

We increase our confidence in the interpretation of an author by increasing the number of his main theoretical conclusions which we can deduce from (our interpretation of) his analytical system. 

The test of an interpretation is its consistency with the main analytical conclusions of the system of thought under consideration.  If the main conclusions of a man’s thought do not survive under one interpretation, and do under another, the latter interpretation must be preferred. [Stigler 1965:448]

It is clear that by these standards, Marx is acquitted of the charges of error and internal inconsistency, and that the TSSI emerges as the preferred interpretation.

Does Mongiovi accept Stigler’s test?   Yes or no?  If not, why not?  Under what conditions would he be willing to concede that his interpretation is incorrect?

Conceding that one’s interpretation is incorrect does not mean renouncing one’s views.  Marx’s critics are certainly entitled to their theories.  Marx is also entitled to his.   As I pleaded during this conference six years ago, 

Using his alleged self-contradictions as justification, Marx’s sympathetic critics have ‘corrected’, fragmented, and truncated his critique of political economy, and/or subsumed it into other doctrines. Less sympathetic critics have used his alleged self-contradictions as a justification for dismissing Marx’s works outright and for marginalising and silencing those who seek to learn from and develop them. All this must stop. The historical record must be corrected. Marx’s critics should certainly be free to express their differences with his ideas, but to express them as differences and not as ‘proofs’.  [Kliman 2002b]

No Justice, No Peace!  
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� See also Marx (1968:439): “The rate of profit … falls, not because labour becomes less productive, but because it becomes more productive.”





� Foley is referring to examples in works such as Kliman (1996) and Freeman and Kliman (2000).





� The separation of value theory from the profit rate is also absurd, both because Marx’s law is wholly value-theoretic –– it follows immediately from his value theory –– and because the one and the same physicalist-simultaneist model is used to revise his value theory and to negate his law of the falling profit rate.





� The first such refutation appeared in Kliman and McGlone (1988).  See also McGlone and Kliman (1996), Kliman (2002b).





� Whether the input prices equaled the values of those inputs, or the production prices of the prior period, or market prices possibly different from both, is an interesting and controversial issue, but one that is not necessary to discuss in this context.





� Mongiovi (2001:24) thus has everything turned upside down when he says that “Bortkiewicz’s critique called into question” the validity of Marx’s value rate of profit and therefore that “Kliman and McGlone assume what they need to prove” when we used his rate of profit to compute production prices.   Since Bortkiewicz’s false proof goes out the window, so does his “correction” of Marx – inasmuch as no error on Marx’s part has been proved, there is no need to correct him – and therefore so does the alleged deviation of the actual “price” rate of profit from Marx’s “value” rate that follows from this “correction.”  (Kliman and McGlone did not need to prove that Marx’s theory of the profit rate is true, since we were only interpreting the theory.)
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