MODULE 12
METHOD IN MARX
The method that Marx uses in his study of capitalism and, to a lesser degree, earlier modes of production, differs in important respects from what we typically associate today with more mainstream methods. Marx's social science stands in sharp contrast to what usually passes for social science. In these notes I want to set out and exemplify some of the distinguishing traits apparent in Capital, The Grundrisse, The German Ideology and Marx's other works.

The Importance of Abstraction 
One of the problems that social science confronts when compared with physical science is that it studies open systems that are impossible to control. In physical science the properties of the objects it studies can be progressively uncovered through the use of controlled experiments. But: "...in the analysis of economic forms neither microscopes nor chemical reagents are of assistance. The power of abstraction must replace both." (Capital Vol.1 p.90). It is through abstraction that Marx hopes to separate what is necessary about the social forms he observes from what is contingent or incidental: to develop abstractions, that is, that apply regardless of the particularities of circumstance:

"The physicist either observes natural processes where they occur in their most significant form, and are least affected by disturbing influences, or, wherever possible, he makes experiments under conditions which ensure that the process will occur in its pure state. What I have to examine in this work is the capitalist mode of production, and the relations of production and forms of intercourse that correspond to it. Until now, their locus classicus has been England. This is the reason why England is used as the main illustration of the theoretical developments I make. If, however, the German reader pharisaically shrugs his shoulders at the condition of the English industrial and agricultural workers, or optimistically comforts himself with the thought that in Germany things are not nearly so bad, I must plainly tell him De te fabula narratur! ('The tale is told of you'). Intrinsically, it is not a question of the higher or lower degree of development of the social antagonisms that spring from the natural laws of capitalist production. It is a question of these laws working themselves out with iron necessity. The country that is more developed industrially only shows, to the less-developed, the image of its own future" (Capital Vol.1, 90-91).

(1) Rational Abstractions 

In the process of abstraction one isolates one-sided aspects of objects which allow their comparison and contrast. We might compare the states of the world in terms of whether or not their institutions are authoritarian. We might look at these more-or-less authoritarian countries in terms of how they compare on another abstracted property: level of economic development. In this instance we are characterizing objects in terms of their formal relations of similarity and difference. This is a very descriptive approach to the problem of abstraction.

The abstractions Marx is interested in are those which shed light on why particular social forms occur: what produces them. These are abstractions which characterize objects in terms of their necessary relations with other objects: the relations, that is, which make them what they are. A serf, for example, is what he/she is by virtue of a relation to a feudal lord; take that away and the serf is no longer a serf with all the obligations (and some privileges) that go with it. These relations are known as internal relations. This is in contrast to external relations. External relations are ones that are possible but not necessary. While it is necessary that a capitalist employ wage labor if he/she is to continue to be a capitalist, it is a contingent matter whether that labor is male/female, black/white, immigrant/native, etc. Abstractions which characterize objects in terms of the necessary relations with other objects are called rational abstractions. So in examining a particular set of social objects Marx tries to identify what attributes they have by virtue of their relations with one another: how they might constitute a totality. Sets of objects interrelated in this way constitute what Marx calls an 'organic system':

"While in the completed bourgeois system every economic relation presupposes every other in its bourgeois economic form, and everything posited is thus also a presupposition, this is the case with every organic system. This organic system itself, as a totality, has its presuppositions, and its development to its totality consists precisely in subordinating all elements of society to itself, or in creating out of it the organs which it still lacks. This is historically how it becomes a totality. The process of becoming this totality forms a moment of its process, of its development" (Grundrisse, p.278)

According to the way in which Marx abstracts the properties of its constituent objects and practices capitalism is such an organic system. Objects and practices like 'wage labor', 'capital', 'profit', 'value', 'surplus value', 'the money form of value', 'competition', 'the value of labor power', 'the reserve army of labor', 'accumulation' etc., are all mutually presupposing: you cannot have one without the other. Note, incidentally, what an important role the word 'presupposition' plays in Marx's vocabulary. This is not incidental but a crucial aspect of his method.

Such organic wholes, totalities or structures of relations are subject to transformation. In class societies, for example, the structure is contested. This contestation and struggle can result in qualitative change in the system -- from formal to real subsumption, for example -- and ultimately to its abolition. In this way a structure of relations like feudalism can be replaced by another: capitalism. Marx's concept of transformation depends on his concept of contradiction and we will discuss that below.

(2) Hierarchies of Abstractions 

Marx thought of abstractions in terms of their variable degrees of abstractness-concreteness. This is apparent in the way he contrasts what he calls the general conditions of production with those more concrete conditions specific to particular modes of production. Thus there are very general conditions of production which we can abstract from the complete range of societies that have ever existed. We need labor power, materials to work on and with, other people from whom to learn particular skills. Likewise a general condition is the reproduction of labor powers, instruments of labor, raw-materials. But these general conditions and metabolisms always assume historically specific social forms according to the society we're talking about. Under capitalism labor = wage labor; and reproduction is expanded reproduction. Under feudalism labor = servile labor and reproduction is simple reproduction. At a number of points in Parts Two and Three there are discussions of general conditions as abstractions from historically specific conditions: Chapter 7 on the labor process is especially good; likewise Chapter 8 on constant and variable capital. At a more intermediate level of abstraction -- intermediate between general conditions of production and the CMP -- there are class societies. These are all characterized by exploitation of immediate producers by a dominant class but the social form of exploitation varies: consider, for example, the contrast drawn early on in Chapter 10 between capitalist and feudal societies.

However, in raising these issues we need to be very careful. Marx's use of hierarchies of abstractions was quite specific and intended as a critical device. There are shortcomings in this approach to abstraction - what is now associated with critical realism - and he was very aware of them. First, recall here from the Module on Ideology how Marx draws attention to the way in which levels of abstraction are turned to ideological effect by the apologists for capitalism: there is a confusion of levels in order to demonstrate the eternal, necessary character of capital. This is what Marx is talking about when he says that capital is a social relation and not a thing.

Furthermore, in moving from the more abstract to the more concrete through hierarchies of rational abstractions there is implicit an assumption about the relations between the different structures of relations - capital, the division of labor, gender, perhaps - that are combining in order to create more concrete structures of social relations - like the capitalist state or the capitalist division of labor. The problem is that this view of the matter, one of the combination of independent structures of social relations is antithetical to historical materialism's totalizing view of the world and to how capitalism is a totalizing force. They may be independent prior to their encounter with capitalism but they tend to get reworked and become necessary aspects of capital's functioning and day-to-day reproduction.

For example: 

i) the state is subordinated to the needs of capitalist reproduction; its reliance on accumulation for its own revenues make it hostage to the needs of big business; its reliance on private bond markets in order to roll over its debts and finance long term investments have a similar subordinating effect. 

ii) the division of labor is re-worked by the logic of capitalism. Only under capitalism, according to Marx, does labor become divided within the workshop. The deskilling of tasks at the same time as the knowledge of the labor process is concentrated in the minds of a few is another way in which capital reorganizes the division of labor in accord with the drive to accumulate. 

This notion of totalization will become clearer once we have discussed Marx's dialectics. But to return to Marx's own approach to abstraction, this is historical. For him, the abstract nature of something is only revealed through its concrete development and differentiation (See the Grundrisse pp.102-108 - not easy going, but worthwhile in exploring this idea). Thus, under capitalism, the abstract concept of the division of labor is clarified as a result of the way in which it differentiates under capitalism into both a technical and a social division of labor (the division of labor is always both technical and social but the fact that under pre-capitalist conditions the unit of production tends to be small and the division of labor within it very limited tends to obscure the fact that labor is both a concrete skill and directed towards a concrete end).

Dialectics 

In terms of method Marx is often associated with what is called 'dialectics'. Dialectical method is not easy to summarize, though see Harvey's excellent discussion in the assigned reading. Dialectical argument, however is committed to a prioritization of change as the fundamental character of reality; and in the understanding of that change and flux, to a concept of contradictory development and qualitative transformation. According to Harvey, "Change is characteristic of all systems and all aspects of all systems. This is perhaps the most important of dialectical principles...The implication is that change and instability are the norm and the stability of 'things' or systems is what has to be explained" (p.36). It recognizes the ephemerality of the social world while at the same time holding on to a concept of development through contradiction and the suspension of contradiction. I confine myself to some of the distinctive and central ways in which Marx used dialectical argument.

First, there is the assumption that human beings strive to fulfill a potentiality in their nature as human beings. This striving, a conflict ridden process, gives direction to history. Because human beings are internally related to their environment, they cannot realize this potential in isolation, but only in and through others, and in interaction with nature.

Second, in pre-capitalist societies there was a unity between the individual and society and nature. Through rights of possession people related to nature as the objective conditions for their activity; there was a unity of immediate producer and the objective conditions for production. Likewise, people related to others as essential preconditions for who they were: so-and-so's father, someone else's brother, the serf of such-and-such a feudal lord. They were locked into very specific definitions of themselves. The advent of capitalist society is heralded by the dissolution of these relations:

"... the relation of labor to capital or to the objective conditions of labor as capital, presupposes a process of history which dissolves the various forms in which the worker is a proprietor, or in which the proprietor works. Thus above all (1) Dissolution of the relation to the earth -- land and soil -- as natural condition of production -- to which he relates as to his own inorganic being; the workshop of his forces, and the domain of his will. All forms in which this property appears presuppose a community, whose members, although there may be formal distinctions between them, are, as members of it, proprietors...(4) Dissolution likewise at the same time of the relations in which the workers themselves, the living labor capacities themselves, still belong directly among the objective conditions of production, and are still appropriated as such -- i.e. are slaves or serfs. For capital, the worker is not a condition of production, only work is. If it can make machines do it, or even water, air, so much the better. And it does not appropriate the worker, but his labor -- not directly, but mediated through exchange" (The Grundrisse, 497-498).

Under capitalism people relate to the objective conditions of their existence -- raw-materials, instruments of labor, land -- as belonging to another and hence as separate. Likewise the social connection with others is thought of in contingent fashion: as something one engages in as and when the occasion requires it. This is apparent in our tendency to conceptualize the world in terms of binary opposites: individual and society, public and private, economic and political, etc. What were formerly unities have become unities of opposites, and the sites of intense contradiction and struggle: the sites of social transformation through the working out of those contradictions. This dissolution of erstwhile unities is a result of what Marx defined as alienation: the separation of people's activity from themselves and its objectification in the form of commodities. These commodities in their interaction then confront them in the form of capital as an alien, dominating power.

Unlike pre-capitalist societies, however, capitalism is extraordinarily powerful in the development of the productive forces and hence in the development, cultural, intellectual as well as economic, of the agents which act out its roles. In pre-capitalist societies, on the other hand, the possibilities of developing the productive forces are quite limited:

"All forms (more or less naturally arisen, spontaneous, all at the same time however results of a historic process) in which the community presupposes its subjects in a specific objective unity with their conditions of production, or in which a specific subjective mode of being presupposes the communities themselves as conditions of production, necessarily correspond to a development of the forces of production which is only limited, and indeed limited in principle. The development of the forces of production dissolves these forms, and their dissolution is itself a development of the human productive forces. Labor begins with a certain foundation -- naturally arisen, spontaneous, at first -- then historic presupposition. Then, however, this foundation or presupposition is itself suspended, or posited as a vanishing presupposition which has become too confining for the unfolding of the progressing human pack." (The Grundrisse, 496-497)

Indeed, the contradictions set up between the different parts of these erstwhile unities result in social struggle which is the immediate condition for developing the productive forces. Yet it is a one-sided development. Not all share in its fruits but some develop at the expense of others. It is also a world of things which is seemingly beyond human control. Ultimately, however, or so Marx believed, contradiction will reach a point at which it can only be resolved by qualitative change. This change will then restore the necessary unities of individual and society, labor power and the conditions for realizing his/her productive powers. But this will be in a universal way, in contrast to the parochiality and narrowness of pre-capitalist social formations; and without the inequalities and subjection to a world of things characteristic of capitalism:

"This 'alienation'...can, of course, only be abolished given two practical premises. For it to become an 'intolerable' power, i.e. a power against which men make a revolution, it must necessarily have rendered the great mass of humanity 'propertyless', and produced, at the same time, the contradiction of an existing world of wealth and culture, both of which conditions presuppose a great increase in productive power, a high degree of its development. And, on the other hand, this development of productive forces (which itself implies the actual empirical existence of men in their world-historical instead of local, being) is an absolutely necessary practical premise because without it want is merely made general, and with destitution the struggle for necessities and all the old filthy business would necessarily be reproduced; and furthermore, because only with this universal development of productive forces is a universal intercourse between men established, which produces in all nations simultaneously the phenomenon of the 'propertyless' mass (universal competition), makes each nation dependent on the revolutions of the others and finally has put world-historical, empirically universal individuals in place of local ones" (The German Ideology, 56).

We now consider some aspects of this conception in more detail.

The unity of opposites, alienation and contradiction can usefully be considered together. Contradiction refers to a situation where a course of action generates a countervailing, inhibitory, undermining or otherwise opposed course of action or sequence of events which subverts or annuls it.

Historical Contradictions 
Two of the most important contradictions in capitalism are those between the forces of production and the relations of production; and between the working class and the capitalist class. The development of the forces of production enter into contradiction with capitalist social relations of production because those social relations impose on the development of production a crisis-ridden path. This in turn is due to the implications of capitalist development for the rate of profit and crises of overaccumulation. So the pursuit of profit sets in motion a sequence of changes which undermine profitability. In their zeal for profit capitalists, through the continuing displacement of variable by constant capital in the labor process, undermine the conditions for maintaining the rate of profit; overaccumulation and crisis occur, interrupting the course of accumulation and hence the development of the productive forces.

The other central contradiction is between the capitalist class and the working class. This is related to the forces-relations contradiction in that it is through the struggle between capitalist and wage worker that the forces of production develop. The unrelenting effort of the capitalist class to extort more surplus labor from the working class results in their opposition and open conflict. This opposition creates barriers to the extraction of surplus value (e.g. limits to the workday, enhanced rates of pay) which then provide the condition for renewed and successful attempts on the part of capitalists to increase exploitation (e.g. the shift from absolute to relative surplus value, the creation of the industrial reserve army to the extent that increasing wages threaten valorization). The ongoing expulsion of living labor from the labor process, however, generates new obstacles to the valorization of capital (i.e. the tendency towards a declining rate of profit) and crisis.

In Marx's contradictions, what is really an internality is grasped as an externality. The capitalist class cannot do without the working class: it is the absolutely necessary precondition for the appropriation of surplus labor. But it treats the working class, or at least its individual capitalist components do, as if it were dispensable: a contingent condition which is possible but not necessary since -- e.g. -- it can be replaced by machinery or by other workers from elsewhere. By extending the length of the workday it risks the ruination of those labor capacities on which it must, collectively, depend. By expelling living labor from the workplace it expels that one element of capital -- variable capital -- capable of expanding itself and so brings about the declining rate of profit.

Likewise there is a necessary relation between the productive forces and the relations of production. Through the productive forces -- particular work skills, technologies, divisions of labor -- human beings relate to nature (or, to be more accurate, nature and transformed nature as in raw-materials and instruments of labor). But that relation to nature is always, necessarily, mediated by social relations of property. It is only in and through our relations to others that we gain access to the productive forces: to labor power, instruments of labor, etc. Under capitalism these are relations of commodity exchange underpinned by private property rights. Under feudalism they are relations of servility.

Under capitalism the working class and the capitalist class, the forces and relations of production respectively, constitute what Marx called unities of opposites: unities in the sense that they are mutually presupposing -- one side cannot do without the other; but 'opposite' in the sense that, they enter into contradiction with one another. One side proceeds as if it can do without the other. The capitalist acts as if he/she can do without the working class. Capitalists believe that in developing the forces of production they do not need to coordinate their activities with those of other capitalists so as, for example, to achieve a rational devaluation and retirement of existing capital, but can proceed as if the relations of production were not a necessary condition for the ongoing and smooth, crisis-free development of the productive forces.

Treating these unities as if they were not unities, but externally, contingently related elements -- and capitalists, as a result of their relations of production, are compelled to so behave -- generates contradictions:

"So far in the realization process, we have only the indifference of the individual moments towards one another; that they determine each other internally and search for each other externally; but that they may or may not find each other, balance each other, correspond to each other. The inner necessity of moments which belong together, and their indifferent, independent existence towards one another, are already a foundation of contradictions" (The Grundrisse, 414-415).

These contradictions eventually result in crisis and the reassertion of the underlying unity of opposites. But while the contradiction may seem to have been resolved, it really hasn't been. This is because it continues to be latent within capitalist social relations and can only be eliminated with their abolition:

"But from the fact that capital posits every such limit as a barrier and hence gets ideally beyond it, it does not by any means follow that it has really overcome it, and, since every such barrier contradicts its character, its production moves in contradictions which are constantly overcome but just as constantly posited. Furthermore. The universality towards which it irresistibly strives encounters barriers in its own nature, which will, at a certain stage of its development, allow it to be recognized as being itself the greatest barrier to this tendency, and hence will drive towards its own suspension" (The Grundrisse, 410).

There is a good illustration of Marx's thinking about the unity of opposites, contradiction and crisis in his discussion of the separation in space and time of the acts of buying and selling that money facilitates:

"In so far as purchase and sale, the two essential moments of circulation, are indifferent to one another and separated in place and time, they by no means need to coincide. Their indifference can develop into the fortification and apparent independence of the one against the other. But in so far as they are both essential moments of a single whole, there must come a moment when the independent form is violently broken and when the inner unity is established externally through a violent explosion. Thus already in the quality of money as a medium, in the splitting of exchange into two acts, there lies the germ of crises, or at least their possibility, which cannot be realized, except where the fundamental preconditions of classically developed, conceptually adequate circulation are present" (The Grundrisse, 198).

A common dualism in Western thought is that between individual and society. Yet, as Marx stresses at numerous points, social conditions are necessary to what individuals are. They remain agents, capable of new forms of practice, but the opportunities they exploit, the constraints they experience are defined by their social relations. The most famous quote is from the introduction to the Eighteenth Brumaire: "Men make their own history, but not of their own free will; not under circumstances they themselves have chosen but under the given and inherited circumstances with which they are directly confronted" [Surveys from Exile, Penguin. p.146]. But we can also gain insight into Marx's thinking on this matter in his discussion in The Grundrisse of the concept of private interest:

"This reciprocal dependence is expressed in the constant necessity for exchange, and in exchange value as the all-sided mediation. The economists express this a follows: Each pursues his private interest and only his private interest; and thereby serves the private interests of all, the general interest, without willing or knowing it. The real point is not that each individual's pursuit of his private interest promotes the totality of private interests, the general interest. One could just as well deduce from this abstract phrase that each individual reciprocally blocks the assertion of the others' interests, so that instead of a general affirmation, this war of all against all produces a general negation. The point is rather that private interest is itself already a socially determined interest, which can be achieved only within the conditions laid down by society and with the means provided by society; hence it is bound to the reproduction of these conditions and means. It is the interest of private persons; but its content, as well as the form and means of its realization, is given by social conditions independent of all" (p.156; emphasis added).

Agents act in terms of their understandings of social relations. We have seen from our discussion of ideology that under capitalism there is a dislocation of form from content. Agents enter into relations on the basis of form and not of content. They relate as indifferent individuals rather than as classes necessary to each other. The wage worker relates to the employer as one of many and his/her so-called freedom is celebrated by the ideologists. For the capitalist likewise there are always other fish in the sea. Yet as we have seen while the individual worker is free to choose his/her employer he/she is not free to seek means of subsistence outside the capital-labor or wage relation. Likewise, while capitalists are free to hire and fire, they remain dependent on wage workers as a class and are rudely reminded of it in crises of the reproduction of labor power or in general strikes. The viewpoint of political economy is rooted in the circulation of commodities and not in their production. Penetration of the hidden abode of capitalism reveals that the freedom and equality of individuals turns into the unfreedom and inequality of classes.

For the capitalist it could not be otherwise. On the one hand competition drives him to accumulate. On the other hand, he has no incentive to penetrate the secret of capital and seek the content behind the form because he does very well out of acting in accord with the form. For the working class it is different. Their experience of crisis is altogether more threatening. The social power of money gives capitalists a means of mitigating dependence on production mediated by commodity exchange in a way not open to the working class. At the same time inequality advantages the capitalist at the expense of the worker. It is for these reasons that the working class, according to Marx, has to be the one that penetrates capital's inner secret and becomes the vehicle for its overthrow.

Structural or Systemic Contradictions 
In addition to these historical or temporal dialectical contradictions there are also structural or systemic dialectical contradictions. These provide the necessary conditions for the historical or temporal contradictions discussed above. For Marx the most important of these is the contradiction between the use value and the value of the commodity: The commodity is a unity of opposites. If it is an exchange value for someone then it cannot be a use value; if it is a use value for someone then it cannot be an exchange value (i.e. something they want to exchange). This difference sharpens into a contradiction with the emergence of money as a means of exchange. Once that happens then exchange is greatly facilitated and with it the division of labor. The result is that the for the individual producer the product now assumes a social form, money; and the amount of money received for his/her product or which is given up for the product of another is beyond the individual's control. The exchange value of a product, therefore, appears to be divorced from individual activity, as not produced, but as arising in the market:

"The social character of activity, as well as the social form of the product, and the share of individuals in production here appear as something alien and objective, confronting the individuals, not as their relation to one another, but as their subordination to relations which subsist independently of them and which arise out of collisions between mutually indifferent individuals. The general exchange of activities and products, which has become a vital condition for each individual -- their mutual interconnection -- here appears as something alien to them, autonomous, as a thing" (Grundrisse, p.157)

And:

"...the way in which their own exchange and production confront individuals as an objective relation which is independent of them" (p.161).

Once this happens then exchange value is constituted as something seemingly independent of use value. The pursuit of exchange value as a thing in itself then brings it into contradiction with use value. This is most apparent in the work of Marx once commodification extends to labor power and exchange value separates into exchange value (price) and value. Value is now constituted as something seemingly independent of the use values on which its appropriation must ultimately depend. The locus of these contradictions is in the capital-labor relation. Their emergence results in crisis until some sort of resolution is brought about, albeit temporarily since the underlying contradiction has not been confronted.

For example: Pursuit of value as a thing in itself regardless of the use values on which its appropriation depends results in: 

i) failures to reproduce labor power: an educational problem, a public health problem, an unemployment problem: crises of social reproduction. 

ii) the rebellion of the guardians of those use values, the workers, as in the revolt over the length of the workday: crises of labor relations 

iii) the tendency to a declining rate of profit: labor power, the only possible source of surplus value, is expelled from the labor process in favor of machines 

iv) crises of realization as value moves into the production of new products but downward pressure on wages makes it hard for workers to purchase them
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