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Reading the Grundrisse
ABSTRACTS

Howard Engelskirchen (Iowa State University, USA)

The Grundrisse's Grundbestimmung: Form Determination and the Concept of Capital in General

Early in the Grundrisse’s ‘Chapter on Capital’ we read that the “movement of buying in order to sell . . . is the first movement in which exchange value as such forms the content of the exchange, is not only form but its own content.”  The theme of content formed by form, so important to the Grundrisse’s analysis of capital in general, continues to serve as an important thread for Marxist analysis.  I pursue this theme by showing how Marx’s attention to science, reaching as far back as his doctoral dissertation and informed by his study of Aristotle, shaped his approach to the problem of definition in a way that foreshadowed today’s “sophisticated scientific realism.”  In effect, the form of things “studied by all true and real science” must “rule within the nature of things themselves” (Doctoral Dissertation).  As applied to the study of society, we locate historically specific social structures instantiated in the forces of production.  That is, the key to understanding social life is always the particular form in which laboring individuals are related to nature and to others in the process of production; content ‘receives’ form.  Such structures, like the structures of nature for which we offer real definitions, are causal.  Following Charles Bettelheim, I offer two such:  the separation of enterprises the one from the other and the separation of direct producers from their conditions of production.

One result is a distinction between the real definitions of commodity producing labor and capital as social kinds implicitly rejected by many contemporary approaches to value and its forms.  For capital in general, the formula M-C-M’, buying in order to sell, must form the content, not now of exchange, but, as others have recognized, of production itself.  The real definition of the resulting structure may be given not only by labor’s separation from the means of production but also by its subordination to these as values; its fundamental determination may be understood as living labor appropriated by objectified labor for the sake of increasing objectified labor.   Significantly, precision with respect to this points beyond capital to its transformation: capital’s appropriation of the social form of labor responds poorly to labor’s form.  Labor is purposeful activity.  A content more fully adequate to this would not “receive” living labor as quantity merely, but would instead give material expression to labor’s purposeful accommodation to our conditions of life – to associated labor’s self-determined unfolding of human needs and abilities as such. 

Andrew Brown (Leeds University Business School, UK)

Materialism, Spinozism and Dialectics: E.V. Ilyenkov on why 'material production' is the 'object before us' at the outset of Marx's Grundrisse
Marx’s methodological remarks in the Grundrisse have occasioned much debate regarding the nature of Marx’s materialism. Why and in what sense is ‘material production’ the basis of society? The increasingly influential materialist and dialectical philosophy of E.V. Ilyenkov answers this question in a way that remains little understood by Western scholars. This paper aims to show how, according to Ilyenkov, the most abstract and fundamental aspects of philosophy are at stake in the development of the concept of social labour and material production. According to Ilyenkov’s unique interpretation of Spinoza, the thinking body achieves an accordance or isomorphism with its object through ongoing practical activity. This isomorphism constitutes a direct acquaintance between thought and object, offering secure foundations for knowledge. The absence of recognition of these foundations explains the problem of scepticism that, from an Ilyenkovian perspective, petrifies Western philosophy of science. The ‘thinking body’ concept is swiftly developed by Ilyenkov, recognising, firstly, that ‘Substance’ is the true subject of thought for Spinzoa and, secondly, that ‘social labour’, rather than ‘Substance’, is the true subject of thought for Marx and Engels. As such, social labour is the determining moment of material production and material production is itself the appropriate starting point of Marx’s Grundrisse.

Patrick Murray (Creighton University, Omaha, USA)
The Development of Marx's Value-Form Theory in the Grundrisse: Reflections on Backhaus 

Amid the flurry of proposals for bank reform in the face of the present financial crisis, I plan to reexamine Marx’s criticisms of the banking reforms proposed by the Proudhonist Alfred Darimon, which were intended to ward off financial crises.  Prodded by the first world economic crisis, which started in autumn of 1857, Marx began the Grundrisse with a critique of Darimon.  Marx discovered the root of economic crisis in the value-form, that is, in the necessity for value to appear as money.  This necessity meant that the difference between value and price is not a nominal one, which confutes Say’s Law, discloses the role of supply and demand in Marx’s value theory, makes a pipe dream of the “labor money” or “time chit” proposals of the Proudhonists, and opens the door to crises.  Crises come with the commodity form.  In exposing the inner connection between value and money, Marx moves beyond classical political economy.  The Grundrisse critique of Darimon brings out a fundamental feature of his later analysis of the value-form, namely, the polarity of the value-form: the commodity form (the relative value-form) and the money form (the equivalent value-form) are opposed yet inseparable.  In assessing the place of the Grundrisse in the development of Marx’s account of the value-form, I will look for anticipations of the three characteristic features of the equivalent form that Marx identifies in Capital 1.  This will involve comparisons with Marx’s earlier attempts to grasp the value-form, notably in The Poverty of Philosophy and The German Ideology.


Certain recent currents in Marxian theory and the interpretation of Marx have been labeled “the new dialectics” and “value-form theory.”  A seminal text emphasizing dialectics and the value-form is Han-Georg Backhaus’s 1969 essay “On the Dialectics of the Value-Form” (“Zur Dialektik der Wertform”).  Backhaus points out that Marx wrote four versions of the analysis of the value-form: in the first chapter of the Critique, in the first chapter of the first edition of Capital 1, in an appendix to that first edition, and in the first chapter of the second edition.  It is likely that a version preceded these in the “Original Version” (Urtext) of the Critique; unfortunately, that part of the manuscript is not extant.  That version, which may or may not have differed significantly from the Critique itself, was based on relevant sections of the Grundrisse.  The paper will explore how Marx’s probings of the value-form in the Grundrisse laid the basis for his treatments of the value-form in the Critique and Capital, leading to a reassessment of Backhaus’s essay.

Martha Campbell (SUNY Postdam, USA)

Marx's Transition from Simple Circulation to Capital: A

Comparison of the Grundrisse, Urtext and Capital, Volume 1

The transition from simple circulation to capital in the Grundrisse is compared to the two other versions in the Original Text of the Contribution and Capital, Vol. 1.  It is argued that the comparison of the three texts clarifies Marx’s terminology; in particular, in the transition section of the two earlier texts, Marx uses the term ‘value’ to refer to capital.  It is argued that the basis for the transition is logical in all three versions.  That is, Marx turns from simple circulation to capital, on the grounds that simple circulation in its specifically capitalist form (which is how Marx presents it in all three versions) presupposes capital. 

Chris Arthur (University of Sussex, UK)

The practical truth of abstract labour
In the Grundrisse two important determinations of abstract labour are given that are absent from Capital: first, the 'practical truth' of abstract labour is a feature only of the most modern society (industrial capitalism), second, this form of labour is thematised in the framework of the capital relation (not of simple commodity circulation). The paper develops these notions. The second is congruent with my thesis, advance elsewhere, that the form-determinations of labour should be thematised only subsequent to the derivation of the general formula for capital. Moreover this implies a 'negative labour theory of value' in which productive labour is cognised in value only in sublated form. Immediately value positing is a function of 'the time of capital'; nonetheless, because this pure motion in time is borne by labour, in a sense socially necessary labour time is a determinant of its magnitude.

Massimiliano Tomba (University of Padua, Italy)

Pre-Capitalistic Forms of Production and Primitive Accumulation.

Marx’s Historiography from the Grundrisse to Capital
In this paper I inquire into the pre-capitalist forms of production in Marx’s Grundrisse. In these notebooks Marx studied the pre-capitalist forms through a twofold interpretive schema: he joined a kind of evolutionary history to a repetitive history, a history of invariants. He did this in order to understand the nature of the historical break that the capitalist mode of production represents, the new form of social relation and the anthropological transformation of human being. This produced a very interesting form of historiography.


But in Marx’s attempt to sketch the dynamics of the capitalist mode of production through the scheme of genesis, development, and crisis we are also faced with a typical sequence of a philosophy of history. Only in his late works, in his rethinking of ‘primitive accumulation’, did Marx think the historical contemporaneity of different forms of productions, the synchronism of different historical temporalities.
Fred Moseley (Mount Holyoke College, USA)

The Whole and the Parts. The Beginning of Marx's Theory of the Distribution of Surplus-Value in the Grundrisse
The Grundrisse is mainly about the production of surplus-value, i.e. the determination of the total surplus-value produced in the sphere of production in the capitalist economy as a whole.  However, there are several brief discussions or comments about the distribution of surplus-value, i.e. the division of the total surplus-value into individual parts, especially the equalization of rates of profit across industries.  This paper reviews these initial discussions of Marx’s theory of the distribution of surplus-value in the Grundrisse.  It is seen that in this early work Marx clearly stated the key logical premise of his theory that the total surplus-value is determined prior to its distribution, and that this total amount is not affected by the distribution of surplus-value.  It is argued further this relation between the production of surplus-value and the distribution of surplus-value is the quantitative dimension Marx’s  logical structure of capital in general and many capitals (or competition).

Tony Smith (Iowa State University, USA)

The Role of the General Intellect in Marx's Grundrisse and Beyond

For a number of years Marxian theorists in Italy and France have drawn attention to the importance of the section of the Grundrisse titled “Fragment on Machines,” the sole place in Marx’s corpus where the term “general intellect” is used.  The journal Historical Materialism has made some of their writings available to English-speakers who do not know Italian or French (a provincial audience to which the author unfortunately belongs.)  This paper will discuss questions raised in recently translated papers by Paolo Virno and Albero Toscano:  To what extent does this text from the Grundrisse present an account of capitalist development diverging from the views Marx presented elsewhere?  Does the increasing importance of the “general intellect” in capitalism make value theory less central to the comprehension of capitalism?  Is there a sense in which post-Fordism institutionalizes the general intellect?  Did Marx in fact hold that the general intellect fully coincides with the scientific power objectified in machinery /fixed capital?  Should the increasing importance of “diffuse intellectuality” be conceptualized as a sublation of real subsumption, and a transition to a new historical period in which forms of formal subsumption dominate?  What are the direct practical consequences of the rise of “mass intellectuality”?  More specifically, is the “cognitariat” becoming more autonomous from capital?  And, finally, what are the long-term political possibilities opened up by role of the general intellect in contemporary society?

Geert Reuten (University of the Netherlands) & Peter Thomas (Historical Materialism)
From the 'fall of the rate of profit' in the Grundrisse to the cyclical development of the profit rate in Capital: a fundamental change in Marx's notion of the capitalist mode of production.

Karl Marx’s notion of “the tendency of the rate of profit to fall” has long constituted one of the most controversial elements of Marx’s and marxian theory. This paper will examine the role played by this concept in the development of Marx’s notion of the capitalist mode of production. Our thesis is that Marx’s views on the “law” or “tendency” of the rate of profit to fall developed from a law about the historical destination of the capitalist system as tending towards breakdown, to a theory about the functioning of the capitalist mode of production as a (potentially) reproductive system. We analyse the transformation of Marx’s thought on this issue in texts from the period of the notebooks published as the Grundrisse to the drafts for Capital Volume III. We will argue that Marx’s analysis of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall in the Grundrisse, as in his earlier economic writings from the 1840s, remains indebted in many key respects to the conceptual matrix in which this theme had been previously developed in classical political economy, particularly in Smith and Ricardo. As his research project develops, Marx’s texts begin to display a development away from a notion of an “empirical” trend fall in the rate of profit, and towards a notion of tendency as operative power, which results in a notion of the cyclical variation of the rate of profit in an economic system founded upon capital. On the basis of this textual analysis, we will attempt to indicate some of the theoretical and political reasons that may have encouraged Marx to undertake this development. In conclusion, we outline some themes for future research that arise from this understanding of Marx’s intellectual development, including a reassessment of the relative weight of Marx’s debts to classical political economy, on the one hand, and Hegel’s thought, on the other; the relationship between politics and economics in Marx’s mature critique of political economy; and the implications of this analysis for contemporary debates regarding both the tendency of the rate of profit to fall and the status of marxian-inspired research as social theory.

Roberto Fineschi (University of Siena, Italy)

Can we consider the Grundrisse the dialectically most developed version of

Marx's theory of Capital?

In the German debate of the ‘60s and ’70s emerged a position, which pointed out a ‘logical’ attitude in Marx’s method. According to Backhaus and Reichelt, in the Grundrisse we have a pure dialectical development of categories, which became weaker and weaker in the following drafts of Capital and in the published edition of Book I. A ‘reduction’ of dialectics was maintained by Goehler, as well. The most important  topics in this debate were value-form and commodity circulation (misinterpreted by Engels as Simple Commodity Production). A few MEGA-Editors such as Hecker, Liezt, who  in that period were publishing those editions of Capital book I personally edited either by Marx or Engels, maintained that the dialectic was not weakened at all: it was the presentation, which was ‘popularized’. However, they too dealt only with value-form and simple circulation. Others thought that the theory was effectively improved, but especially because the dialectics was weakened and the theory as a whole became less dialectical than before. I think that considering not only value-form but other topics sketched in the Grundrisse, we may say, that Marx’s theory of Capital became at the same time more dialectical and more consistent, even if the ‘final’ version of it did not find a proper solution for all the new problems posited by the new setting.

Riccardo Bellofiore (University of Bergamo, Italy)

The Grundrisse after Capital, or how to re-read Marx backwards

The paper presents a novel reading of the Grundrisse and its ambiguities. The main thrust of the argument is that a continuity from the 1844 Manuscripts to Capital can be reasonably put forward, but reading Marx ‘backwards’. The Grundrisse is a watershed in Marx because of the divide between ‘natural’ and ‘historical’ situations as defined in the “Precapitalist forms of production”. At the same time, it is in the Grundrisse that the ‘universality’ of labour is recognized as a peculiar potentiality starting with capitalist production: the theme will be pursued in Capital’s inquiry about cooperation, the division of labour, and machines. A most rich and ambiguous theme in the Grundrisse is the one concerning ‘labour’: a term interchangeably used by Marx both for capacity to labour as well as living labour, and also the bearers of labour-power, i.e. workers. These ambiguities will disappear in Capital. Another rich and ambiguous theme is ‘money’: here money starti with a symbolic view, stressing money as ‘command’; a second deduction is convergent to subsequent Marxian deductions of money as a commodity, leading to Capital’s first section of Volume 1. These ambiguitities have allowed for interpretative serious distortions, which however have also been instrumental in revealing new sides of Marx’s argument in the same Capital. Two intriguing arguments of the Grundrisse are the presentation of ‘abstract labour’ (this time linked to the capitalist social situation as well as generalized commodity exchange) and ‘crisis theory’ (in 1857-8 Marx connects relative surplus value extraction, disproportionalities, and overproduction of commodities: this organic unit is either absent or implicit in later works). Capitalist development and crises lead however to a tendential fall in the rate of profits which looks rather mechanical, though another (positive) ambiguity is that the Grundrisse are open to a quite different accent on struggles over living labour as the source of new value . The “Fragment on machines” is interpreted against this background.

