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Preface to the Annotations

These Annotations discuss Marx’s Capital paragraph by paragraph and, if necessary, sen-
tence by sentence. They consist of a new translation of Marx’s text, printed in parallel with
the German, interspersed with comments. These comments try to make the micro-logical
development of Marx’s argument explicit, including those steps which Marx himself only
indicated through his terminology, or which he took for granted and did not think he had to
explain, or about which Marx was silent at this point for other reasons.

This interpretation of Marx is deeply indebted to Critical Realism, a philosophical current
founded by Roy Bhaskar which, in my view, is the best systematic development of Marx’s
methodology available today. Critical Realism arose from modern philosophical critiques of
positivism, and furnishes a derivation from first principles of many themes that are present
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in Marx’s reasoning, but which are rarely explained by Marx himself.

Marx himself used a method inspired by Hegel, in which he tried to sink his thoughts into
the subject-matter so deeply that he could see the subject-matter not from the point of view
of a consciousness alien to the subject-matter but through its own logic. His derivations look
therefore like a priori constructions but they are not; he is attuned to the subject matter in
such a way that the inner logic of the environment in which Marx has immersed himself,
shows itself as his spontaneous thinking. This can be justified by the fact that capitalism
is the society which we reproduce every day with our own actions; therefore an intelligent
introspection of our own acts should help us understand the structure of this society. Critical
realism does not require this immersion; its frame of reference creates a scaffolding which
allows us to see the structure of the society from the outside. This outside view makes all
those things explicit which Marx himself, in his state of immersion, left implicit—but which
nevertheless directed his thinking. The explanations given in these Annotations are not
always identical to Marx’s own explanations but I hope to show that they can nevertheless
make sense of Marx’s development at every step. I see my work not as a re-interpretation
of Marx in Critical Realist terms, but I am trying to use Critical Realism to pull Marx’s
intuitions and thought processes out into the open. It is a more pedestrian approach than
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Preface to the Annotations

Marx’s own, it is walking up the stairs of a well-organized scaffolding rather than climbing
the rock itself. I hope this scaffolding can traveled by many and therefore allows discussion
at a level which was formerly unaccessible.

In keeping with their purpose making Marx more accessible, these Annotations are writ-
ten for everyone, whether lay person or expert, who is interested in understanding Marx’s
Capital. Marx’s Capital is an important but difficult philosophical work. A modern reader
who is trying to work through it alone is likely to miss important aspects of it. The reading
of Capital has to be taught. On the other hand, anyone making the effort to understand how
Marx argues in Capital, acquires tools which also allow a better understanding of modern
capitalist society itself.

My interpretation of Marx is limited by the fact that I do not have a full understanding of
Hegel’s framework or, what would be necessary here, of Marx’s view of Hegel’s framework.
Therefore I am still groping when I am talking about Hegelian concepts themselves, and any
help by better experts than I will be appreciated.

These Annotations are freely available as pdf files. In their electronic version they contain
thousands of live links which enable the reader to quickly switch from one part of the text to
related passages elsewhere. They are part of a collection of pdf files with annotations to other
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economic writings of Marx. The comparison of different versions of the same argument is
often useful for a better understanding of the argument itself. This collection also includes
a glossary, which gives an overview how certain philosophical terms are used by Marx, and
which I hope will help in the difficult task of translating Marx. Again, this glossary takes
full advantage of the capability of the pdf readers to follow live links.

A special version of these Annotations is used as textbook for an on-line class which I
regularly teach at the University of Utah. This class edition only uses excerpts of the full
text, but has hundreds of study questions and additional material added. I owe thanks to
the students in these classes, whose insights and also misunderstandings have helped me to
refine my interpretation of Marx’s text.

Page references to Capital refer to the Vintage resp. Penguin edition [ ]. The Ger-
man text also displays the corresponding page number in the German Marx Engels Werke
[ ], which is a reprint of the Fourth German edition. Karl Dietz Verlag gave me kind
permission to use the page numbers and the translations of the footnotes from MEW. Along
with the page numbers, also a count of the paragraphs is given. Capital I, means:
the third paragraph starting on p. 164 in the Vintage edition. The “/0” indicates that this
paragraph is going over to the next page.
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Grundrisse, denotes a passage in Grundrisse, Marx’s first draft of Capital, which
is reproduced in Volumes 28 and 29 of the Marx Engels Collected Works [ ] and
[ 1, and which is also separately available in a Vintage/Penguin edition [ ]. This
latter page number is the one used here, and the German page numbers come from [ 1.
I also often refer to Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, which is an
earlier published version of the first part of Capital I. The English page numbers come from
Volume 29 of the Collected Works [ ], and the German page numbers from [ ].

Here are some of the other sources used: Marx’s manuscript Results of the Immediate
Process of Production is referred to in the translation included as appendix to the Vintage
edition of Capital I [ ]. Sometimes I also refer to the French translation of Capital,
which was done under Marx’s close supervision, and about which Marx commented in the
preface of Capital I, 105:3, that certain passages were clearer than the German. I have been
using the MEGA edition [ ]. I am also using MEGA for the German text of the first
edition [ ].

These Annotations here are one of a collection of interlinked pdf files; an overview of the
other files is available in overview.pdf.

The new translation contained in these Annotations has the purpose to make the precise
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meaning of Marx’s text better intelligible to the English-speaking audience. I consulted
the translations in [ 1, [ ], and also the excellent translation [ 1. 1 did not
try to reproduce all ambiguities of the German text. If the German can be understood in
two different ways, and interpretation a is, in my view, clearly right while interpretation b
is wrong, then my translation will only try to bring out interpretation a. Notes about the
translations are typeset in small print in three columns.

In the translation, I sometimes translated Marx’s examples in British currency into a dec-
imal currency (dollars), at the exchange rate £1=$4.80. £1 consists of 20 shillings, therefore
1 shilling=24 cents, and 1 shilling consists of 12 pence, therefore 1 penny=2 cents.

For the sake of this commentary, some chapters are divided into more sections and sub-
sections than the division made by Marx himself. The newly introduced subtitles are given
in square brackets.

These Annotations are under constant revision, but you will always find the current up-
to-date version at the web site of the Economics Department of the University of Utah
http://www.econ.utah.edu/ehrbar/akmc.htm. Hans is committed to keeping this
work freely available and eventually the I&TEX source code will also be published.

Hans G. Ehrbar
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Preface to the First Edition of
‘Capital’

This is the text of the preface to the first edition as it was included in the fourth edition. The
original text of the first edition is available as a separate file first.pdf.

The class edition does not bring the full text of the preface, but only a few excerpts with
interesting methodological remarks.

89:3/0 Beginnings are always difficult in 11:3/0 Aller Anfang ist schwer, gilt in
all sciences. The understanding of the first | jeder Wissenschaft. Das Verstindnis des
chapter, especially the section that contains | ersten Kapitels, namentlich des Abschnitts,
the analysis of commodities, will therefore | der die Analyse der Ware enthilt, wird daher
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Preface to the First Edition of ‘Capital’

present the greatest difficulty. I have pop- | die meiste Schwierigkeit machen. Was nun
ularized the passages concerning the sub- | nidher die Analyse der Wertsubstanz und der
stance of value and the magnitude of value | WertgroB3e betrifft, so habe ich sie moglichst
as much as possible.! ‘ popularisiert.

After this, the foreword to the first edition 11:3/0 says that especially the analysis of the
form of value in the first edition was difficult to understand, because Marx had made the di-
alectic much “sharper” than in Contribution. Therefore the first edition contained a special
appendix in which this analysis was explained in a simpler and even textbook-like (schul-
meisterlich) manner. Beginning with the second edition, this appendix was worked into the
main text, therefore the passage in the foreword explaining this appendix was omitted. De-
spite the reworking of this passage, it seems that Marx considered the analysis of the form of
value, i.e., Section |.3, to be the most difficult, because the most abstract, part of the book.

The value-form, whose fully developed | Die Wertform, deren fertige Gestalt die
shape is the money-form, is very simple and | Geldform, ist sehr inhaltslos und einfach.
slight in content. Nevertheless, the human | Dennoch hat der Menschengeist sie seit
mind has sought in vain for more than 2,000 | mehr als 2000 Jahren vergeblich zu er-
years to get to the bottom of it, while on | griinden gesucht, wihrend andrerseits die
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the other hand there has been at least an
approximation to a successful analysis of
forms which are much richer in content and
more complex. Why? Because the complete
body is easier to study than its cells.

Analyse viel inhaltsvollerer und kompli-
zierterer Formen wenigstens anndhernd ge-
lang. Warum? Weil der ausgebildete Korper
leichter zu studieren ist als die Korperzelle.

This is an explanation why he begins with the commodity.

Question 1 () What did Marx mean with his formulation “the value form is slight in con-

tent”? 2007fa, 2005fa.

Question 2 () Why is the complete body easier to study than the cells?

Moreover, in the analysis of economic
forms neither microscopes nor chemical
reagents are of assistance. The power of
abstraction must replace both.

Bei der Analyse der 6konomischen Formen
kann auferdem weder das Mikroskop die-
nen noch chemische Reagentien. Die Ab-
straktionskraft muf beide ersetzen.

1 Marx compares abstraction with a microscope or the setup of a chemical experiment.
Abstraction is therefore not the process which leads us from the empirical surface phenom-
ena to the underlying forces, but abstraction allows us to look at the surface phenomena in
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Preface to the First Edition of ‘Capital’

the right way (stripping off inessential contaminations, or cutting down to the simplest phe-
nomena eschewing the too highly developed forms) so that conclusions about the underlying

driving forces can be drawn.

But for bourgeois society, the commodity-
form of the product of labor, or the value-
form of the commodity, is the economic
cell-form. To the uneducated observer, the
analysis of these forms seems to turn upon
minutiae. It does in fact deal with minutiae,
but so similarly does microscopic anatomy.

Fiir die biirgerliche Gesellschaft ist aber die
Warenform des Arbeitsprodukts oder die
Wertform der Ware die 6konomische Zel-
lenform. Dem Ungebildeten scheint sich ih-
re Analyse in bloBBen Spitzfindigkeiten her-
umzutreiben. Es handelt sich dabei in der
Tat um Spitzfindigkeiten, aber nur so, wie es
sich in der mikrologischen Anatomie darum
handelt.

The “commodity form of the product of labor” is not the same as the “value form of the

commodity.” Their relationship is explained in

. Both forms share the honor of being

called here the economic “cell form” of capitalist society. L.e., capitalist society is not only
based on every product of labor being produced as a commodity, but also on the agents on
the surface of the economy treating the labor in these commodities as objective properties of
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the products.

Question 3 () Why does Marx say: the “commodity form of the product of labor” or the
“value form of the commodity” are the economic cell form? Explain what each of these two
forms is and how they are related. (Try this question only if you are able to answer question

below.)

Although Marx uses England as his main illustration, which had at his time the most
highly developed and purest capitalism, his study was also relevant for those countries where
capitalism was not yet developed as much, such as Germany:

90:2 The physicist observes natural pro-
cesses either in situations where they appear
in the clearest form with the least contam-
ination by disturbing influences, or, wher-
ever possible, he makes experiments un-
der conditions which ensure that the pro-
cess will occur in its pure state. What I
have to examine in this work is the capi-

12:2 Der Physiker beobachtet Naturpro-
zesse entweder dort, wo sie in der prignan-
testen Form und von stdrenden Einfliissen
mindest getriibt erscheinen, oder, wo mog-
lich, macht er Experimente unter Bedingun-
gen, welche den reinen Vorgang des Prozes-
ses sichern. Was ich in diesem Werk zu
erforschen habe, ist die kapitalistische Pro-
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Preface to the First Edition of ‘Capital’

talist mode of production, and the relations
of production and forms of intercourse that
correspond to it. Until now, their locus clas-
sicus has been England. This is the rea-
son why England is used as the main il-
lustration of the theoretical developments I
make. If, however, the German reader phari-
saically 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!

duktionsweise und die ihr entsprechenden
Produktions- und Verkehrsverhéltnisse. Thre
klassische Stitte ist bis jetzt England. Dies
der Grund, warum es zur Hauptillustrati-
on meiner theoretischen Entwicklung dient.
Sollte jedoch der deutsche Leser pharisdisch
die Achseln zucken iiber die Zustinde der
englischen Industrie- und Ackerbauarbeiter
oder sich optimistisch dabei beruhigen, daf3
in Deutschland die Sachen noch lange nicht
so schlimm stehn, so muf} ich thm zurufen:
De te fabula narratur!

The things which Marx says here are generally valid for all sciences, not only political
economy but also for physics. The subject of scientific inquiry are not the phenomena per
se, not even the degree to which the underlying forces have generated social antagonisms,
but these underlying forces themselves, which are as inexorably at work in Germany as they
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are in England. Germany will eventually look like England:

90:3/0 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 themselves, of
these tendencies winning their way through
and working themselves out with iron ne-
cessity. The country that is more developed
industrially only shows, to the less devel-
oped, the image of its own future.

12:3 An und fiir sich handelt es sich nicht
um den hoheren oder niedrigeren Entwick-
lungsgrad der gesellschaftlichen Antagonis-
men, welche aus den Naturgesetzen der ka-
pitalistischen Produktion entspringen. Es
handelt sich um diese Gesetze selbst, um
diese mit eherner Notwendigkeit wirkenden
und sich durchsetzenden Tendenzen. Das
industriell entwickeltere Land zeigt dem
minder entwickelten nur das Bild der eig-
nen Zukunft.

Marx’s remarks about the scientific method in general are very similar to Bhaskar’s ap-
proach in [Bha78], with one difference: in his Realist Theory of Science, Bhaskar does not
talk about the development of the generative forces studied by the scientist. Only much later,
in [Bha93], does Bhaskar say that his Realist Theory of Science must be dialecticized.

Now some important remarks about the purpose of this theoretical analysis: Marx thought
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that the social processes which lead to the abolition of capitalism were well under way

already in 1872:

91:3/0 Let us not deceive ourselves about
this. Just as in the eighteenth century the
American War of Independence sounded the
tocsin for the European middle class, so in
the nineteenth century the American Civil
War did the same for the European work-
ing class. In England the process of trans-
formation is palpably evident. When it has
reached a certain point, it must react on the
Continent. There it will take a form more
brutal or more humane, according to the de-
gree of development of the working class it-
self.

15:2/0 Man muf sich nicht dariiber tauscher
Wie der amerikanische Unabhéngigkeits-
krieg des 18. Jahrhunderts die Sturmglocke
fiir die europdische Mittelklasse ldutete, so
der amerikanische Biirgerkrieg des 19. Jahr-
hunderts fiir die europdische Arbeiterklas-
se. In England ist der Umwiélzungsprozefl
mit Hinden greifbar. Auf einem gewissen
Hohepunkt muf3 er auf den Kontinent riick-
schlagen. Dort wird er sich in brutaleren
oder humaneren Formen bewegen, je nach
dem Entwicklungsgrad der Arbeiterklasse
selbst.

The novel development in England is described as follows:

Apart from any higher motives, then, the

<XVl

Von hoheren Motiven abgesehn, gebietet al-



most basic interests of the present ruling
classes dictate to them that they clear out of
the way all legally removable obstacles to
the development of the working class. For
this reason, among others, I have devoted a
great deal of space in this volume to the his-
tory, the details, and the results of the En-
glish factory legislation.

so den jetzt herrschenden Klassen ihr eigen-
stes Interesse die Wegrdumung aller gesetz-
lich kontrollierbaren Hindernisse, welche
die Entwicklung der Arbeiterklasse hem-
men. Ich habe deswegen u.a. der Geschich-
te, dem Inhalt und den Resultaten der engli-
schen Fabrikgesetzgebung einen so ausfiihr-
lichen Platz in diesem Bande eingerdumt.

1+ Capitalists do not act altruistically but in their own most selfish interest if they make
room for the development of the working class. Why? Because the interests of the working
class allow the capitalist mode of production to flourish better than the narrow class interests
of the capitalists. Marx says something similar in 408:2/0.

One nation can and should learn from oth-
ers. Even when a society has begun to track
down the natural laws of its movement—
and it is the ultimate aim of this work to re-
veal the economic law of motion of modern

Eine Nation soll und kann von der andern
lernen. Auch wenn eine Gesellschaft dem
Naturgesetz ihrer Bewegung auf die Spur
gekommen ist—und es ist der letzte End-
zweck dieses Werks, das 6konomische Be-
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society—it can neither leap over the natural
phases of its development nor remove them
by decree. But it can shorten and lessen the
birth-pangs.

wegungsgesetz der modernen Gesellschaft
zu enthiillen—, kann sie naturgemifle Ent-
wicklungsphasen weder iiberspringen noch
wegdekretieren. Aber sie kann die Geburts-
wehen abkiirzen und mildern.

1+ This is against voluntarism. (Marx discusses voluntarism also in )

Question 4 () What is voluntarism? 2005 fa.

| Finally, Marx emphasizes that the target of his critique is the social structure, not the

individuals themselves.

92:1 To prevent possible misunderstand-
ings, let me say this. I do not by any means
depict the capitalist and the landowner in
rosy colours. But individuals are dealt with
here only in so far as they are the person-
ifications of economic categories, the bear-
ers of particular class-relations and interests.

XXX

16:1 Zur Vermeidung moglicher Mil3-
verstindnisse ein Wort. Die Gestalten von
Kapitalist und Grundeigentiimer zeichne ich
keineswegs in rosigem Licht. Aber es han-
delt sich hier um die Personen nur, soweit
sie die Personifikation 6konomischer Kate-
gorien sind, Trdger von bestimmten Klas-



My standpoint, which views the develop-
ment of the economic formation of society
as a process of natural history, can less than
any other make the individual responsible
for relations whose creature he remains so-
cially, however much he may subjectively
raise himself above them.

senverhiltnissen und Interessen. Weniger
als jeder andere kann mein Standpunkt, der
die Entwicklung der 6konomischen Gesell-
schaftsformation als einen naturgeschicht-
lichen ProzeB3 auffaflt, den einzelnen ver-
antwortlich machen fiir Verhiltnisse, deren
Geschopf er sozial bleibt, sosehr er sich
auch subjektiv iiber sie erheben mag.

1+ If the development of the social structure is a process of natural history, this means it
cannot be explained by the attitudes of the individuals living today. Marx says here that
one cannot blame today’s individuals for capitalism, because we all are the products of our
society (despite the fact that some may subjectively rise themselves far above this).

The preface concludes with some remarks about the sociology of economics and a sum-
mary of the contents of the different volumes of Capital (not included here).

93:2 T welcome every opinion based on

scientific criticism. As to the prejudices of

so-called public opinion, to which I have

17:2 Jedes Urteil wissenschaftlicher Kri-
tik ist mir willkommen. Gegeniiber den Vor-
urteilen der sog. offentlichen Meinung, der
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never made concessions, now, as ever, my
maxim is that of the great Florentine:

‘Segui il tuo corso, e lascia dir le genti.’

93:3 Karl Marx
93:4 London, 25 July 1867

YXX11

ich nie Konzessionen gemacht habe, gilt mir
nach wie vor der Wahlspruch des groflen
Florentiners:
‘ Segui il tuo corso, e lascia dir le genti!
17:3 London, 25. Juli 1867
17:4 Karl Marx
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|l Marx differentiates between the mode of inquiry and the mode of representation of the

results of this inquiry:

102:2 Of course the method of presen-
tation must differ in form from that of in-
quiry. The latter has to appropriate the ma-
terial in detail, to analyse its different forms
of development and to track down their in-
ner connection. Only after this work has
been done can the real movement be appro-
priately presented. If this is done success-

27:2 Allerdings muf sich die Darstellungs-

weise formell von der Forschungsweise un-
terscheiden. Die Forschung hat den Stoff
sich im Detail anzueignen, seine verschied-
nen Entwicklungsformen zu analysieren
und deren innres Band aufzuspiiren. Erst
nachdem diese Arbeit vollbracht, kann die
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fully, if the life of the subject-matter is now
reflected back in the ideas, then it may ap-
pear as if we have before us an a priori con-
struction.

wirkliche Bewegung entsprechend darge-
stellt werden. Gelingt dies und spiegelt sich
nun das Leben des Stoffs ideell wider, so
mag es aussehn, als habe man es mit einer
Konstruktion a priori zu tun.

Marx’s methodological Introduction to Grundrisse, [mecw28]37:2-38:1, illustrates this
distinction between research and representation in much more detail.

Term Paper Topic 5 (Fri Dec 3—-Mon Dec 6) Discuss Marx’s methodology as explained in
the Introduction to Grundrisse. 2009fa, 2007SP.

| The remark about a priori constructions refers to Hegel and his followers. Marx adds
some important remarks about the relation between his method and Hegel:

102:3 My dialectical method is, in its
foundations, not only different from the
Hegelian, but exactly opposite to it. For
Hegel, the process of thinking, which he
even transforms into an independent sub-

XXXV

27:3 Meine dialektische Methode ist der
Grundlage nach von der Hegelschen nicht
nur verschieden, sondern ihr direktes Ge-
genteil. Fiir Hegel ist der Denkprozef3, den
er sogar unter dem Namen Idee in ein selb-



ject, under the name of ‘the Idea’, is the
creator of the real world, and the real world
is only the external appearance of the idea.
With me the reverse is true: the ideal is
nothing but the material world reflected in
the mind of man, and translated into forms
of thought.

102:4/0 I criticized the mystificatory side
of the Hegelian dialectic nearly thirty years
ago, at a time when it was still the fash-
ion. But just when I was working at the
first volume of Capital, the ill humoured,
arrogant and mediocre epigones who now
talk large in educated German circles be-
gan to take pleasure in treating Hegel in the
same way as the good Moses Mendelssohn
treated Spinoza in Lessing’s time, namely

stindiges Subjekt verwandelt, der Demiurg
des wirklichen, das nur seine duBlere Er-
scheinung bildet. Bei mir ist umgekehrt das
Ideelle nichts andres als das im Menschen-
kopf umgesetzte und iibersetzte Materielle.

27:4 Die mystifizierende Seite der He-
gelschen Dialektik habe ich vor beinah 30
Jahren, zu einer Zeit kritisiert, wo sie noch
Tagesmode war. Aber grade als ich den er-
sten Band des ,Kapital® ausarbeitete, ge-
fiel sich das verdrieBliche, anmafliche und
mittelmiBige Epigonentum, welches jetzt
im gebildeten Deutschland das grofe Wort
fiihrt, darin, Hegel zu behandeln, wie der
brave Moses Mendelssohn zu Lessings Zeit
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as a ‘dead dog’. I therefore openly avowed
myself the pupil of that mighty thinker, and
even, here and there in the chapter on the
theory of value, coquetted with the mode of
expression peculiar to him. The mystifica-
tion which the dialectic suffers in Hegel’s
hands by no means prevents him from being
the first to present its general forms of mo-
tion in a comprehensive and conscious man-
ner. With him it is standing on its head. It
must be inverted, in order to discover the ra-
tional kernel within the mystical shell.

den Spinoza behandelt hat, namlich als ,,to-
ten Hund“. Ich bekannte mich daher offen
als Schiiler jenes grofien Denkers und ko-
kettierte sogar hier und da im Kapitel iiber
die Werttheorie mit der ihm eigentiimlichen
Ausdrucksweise. Die Mystifikation, wel-
che die Dialektik in Hegels Hianden erleidet,
verhindert in keiner Weise, daf} er ihre allge-
meinen Bewegungsformen zuerst in umfas-
sender und bewulter Weise dargestellt hat.
Sie steht bei ihm auf dem Kopf. Man muf3
sie umstiilpen, um den rationellen Kern in
der mystischen Hiille zu entdecken.

The comments about Hegel are followed by comments about the dialectical method in

general:

103:1 In its mystified form, the dialectic
became the fashion in Germany, because it

XXX V]

27:5/0 In ihrer mystifizierten Form ward
die Dialektik deutsche Mode, weil sie das



seemed to transfigure and glorify what ex-
ists. In its rational form it is a scandal and
an abomination to the bourgeoisie and its
doctrinaire spokesmen, because it includes
in its positive understanding of what exists a
simultaneous recognition of its negation, its
inevitable destruction; because it regards ev-
ery historically developed form as being in
a fluid state, in motion, and therefore grasps
its transient aspect as well; and because it
does not let itself be impressed by anything,
being in its very essence critical and revolu-
tionary.

Bestehende zu verkldren schien. In ihrer ra-
tionellen Gestalt ist sie dem Biirgertum und
seinen doktriniren Wortfiihrern ein Arger-
nis und ein Greuel, weil sie in dem positiven
Verstindnis des Bestehenden zugleich auch
das Verstindnis seiner Negation, seines not-
wendigen Untergangs einschlief3t, jede ge-
wordne Form im Flusse der Bewegung, al-
so auch nach ihrer vergédnglichen Seite auf-
fa3t, sich durch nichts imponieren 1d6t, ih-
rem Wesen nach kritisch und revolutiondr
ist.

1 Marx emphasizes here that dialectics not only looks at what is, but also at what is not,
at the absences. It explores how things negate themselves and how they must be criticized.

| Finally, from dialectic in general Marx goes over to dialectical contradictions:

103:2 The fact that the movement of cap-

28:1 Die widerspruchsvolle Bewegung
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italist society is full of contradictions im-
presses itself most strikingly on the prac-
tical bourgeois in the changes of the peri-
odic cycle through which modern industry
passes, the summit of which is the general
crisis. That crisis is once again approaching,
although as yet it is only in its preliminary
stages, and by the universality of its field of
action and the intensity of its impact it will
drum dialectics even into the heads of the
upstarts in charge of the new Holy Prussian-
German empire.

Karl Marx

London, 24 January 1873

YXX VIl

der kapitalistischen Gesellschaft macht sich
dem praktischen Bourgeois am schlagend-
sten fiihlbar in den Wechselfillen des peri-
odischen Zyklus, den die moderne Industrie
durchlduft, und deren Gipfelpunkt—die all-
gemeine Krise. Sie ist wieder im Anmarsch,
obgleich noch begriffen in den Vorstadi-
en, und wird durch die Allseitigkeit ihres
Schauplatzes, wie die Intensitédt ihrer Wir-
kung, selbst den Gliickspilzen des neuen
heiligen, preuBisch-deutschen Reichs Dia-
lektik einpauken.

Karl Marx

London, 24. Januar 1873



1. The Commodity

Moore and Aveling translate the the outward behavior of “the commodity” is the same as
chapter title “Die Ware” as commodities will be discussed, Fowkes’s.

“Commodities.” The plural is rather than the inner structure of

unfortunate, since it suggests that the commodity. Our translation

Chapters One, Two, and Three of the first volume of Capital are grouped into part One.
They discuss commodities and money, but not yet capital.



1. The Commodity

1.1. The Two Factors of a Commodity: Use-Value and
Value (Substance of Value, Magnitude of Value)

Marx uses the word ‘value’ in a very specific meaning. Value (sometimes Marx calls it
‘commodity value’) is that property inherent in the commodity which is responsible for its
ability to be exchanged on the market. “Value’ is not an ethical category. It also does not
indicate a subjective valuation (how much someone values something). Instead, it is an
economic category.

Also the word ‘use-value’ is used in a specific meaning: the use-value of a commod-
ity is the menu of possible uses of the commodity. Although ‘use-value’ and ‘value’ both
contain the word ‘value’, use-value is not a particular kind of value. In his Notes on Wag-
ner’s Textbook of Political Economy [mecw?24]545:1, Marx calls use-value the “opposite”
of value, “which has nothing in common with value, except that ‘value’ occurs in the word

L)

‘use-value’.

Question 6 (Mon Aug 23-ThuAug 26) The first thing that Marx says about the commodity
is that it presents itself to the economic agents as a thing with two different properties, use-



1.1. Use-Value and Value

value and exchange-value. Why does the title of the first section then say that the two factors
of the commodity are use-value and value, instead of use-value and exchange-value?
2008fa.

According to the title of section .1, the two factors of the commodity are use-value and
value. In the first unpublished draft version of this title in [ , p- 1], the factors had
been use-value and exchange-value—more about this in . The parentheses in the title

indicate that value is considered here under the aspect of substance and magnitude. The
third aspect of value, its form, will be analyzed later, in section

Although Marx does not subdivide section into subsections, the present Annotations
divide it into four subsections, numbered — , and use additional unnumbered sub-
titles in the first of these subsections.

Subsection (125-126:1) briefly surveys the use-value of things.

Subsection (126:2-127:1) begins with the observation that in addition to use-value,
the commodity has “exchange-value”—in other words, instead of using a commodity the
owner also has the option to exchange it. Then Marx takes a closer look at the exchange
relations between commodities, in order to conclude that the commodities’ ability to be
exchanged, i.e., their exchange-value, is the manifestation of a deeper-lying property of
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commodities, called “value.”

In subsection (127:2-128:3), Marx focuses on the question: “what is value?” Just as
a detective makes inferences about what actually happened from the traces left at the scene
of the crime, so will Marx make inferences about the “substance” of value from the “forms”
under which the economic agents deal with value. This so-called retroductive argument
leads to the conclusion that the substance of value is congealed abstract labor.

Subsection (128:4-131:1) discusses a different aspect of value: not its substance
but its magnitude; not why products must enter the market and be exchanged, but how the
exchange proportions are determined which the market generates for them.

Section concentrates once more on the substance of value, which plays a pivotal role
in Marx’s theory. Section | .7 takes a closer look at the form of value. Section | .4 represents
a switch in the level of the discourse: Marx points out a certain incongruity between content
and form and asks “why this content takes that form”
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1.1.a. [The Commodity as Natural Object and Use-Value]
[The Commodity Form of Wealth]

The two-column text which follows now is the first sentence of Marx’s Capital, in a new
translation, set side-by-side with the German original. These Annotations contain the full
text of relevant passages of Capital interspersed with commentary.

125:1 The wealth of those societies, in
which the capitalist mode of production
reigns, presents itself as an “immense heap

of commodities.”!

Ben Fowkes, the translator in
[Mar76], translates
“Warensammlung” as “collection
of commodities.” This is
unfortunate, since “collection”
connotes a systematic purposeful
act. Marx does not want to imply
that people are collecting

‘ rensammlun

commodities. His starting point is
the observation that all elements
of wealth are commodities. He
uses the word “Sammlung” as
synonymous to “Ansammlung.”
The Moore-Aveling translation
“accumulation” is better here. The
adjective “ungeheure,” which is

49:1 Der Reichtum der Gesellschaften,
in welchen kapitalistische Produktionsweise

herrscht, erscheint als eine ,,ungeheure Wa-
w1

colloquial German, underlines the
informal meaning of this sentence.
Our translation mixes the levels of
formality as well: it uses the more
formal “immense” (immeasurably
large) alongside the informal
“heap.”
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We will discuss this sentence word for word, first “wealth,” then “capitalist mode of pro-
duction,” “reigns,” “commodity,” and “presents itself.”

Wealth: “Wealth” is anything that enhances human life. Marx means here material wealth,
i.e., things which enhance human life.

Question 9 (Mon Aug 23-ThuAug 26) Can one say that happiness is the only true wealth?
2009fa, 2008fa, 2008SP, 2007fa, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 2003fa, 2002fa, 1999SP, 1998W1,
1997ut, 1997sp, 1997WI, 19965sp.

Question 10 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Wouldn't scarcity be a better starting point for un-
derstanding how a given society is functioning than wealth? When there is scarcity, this
means there is a need to act, whereas wealth consists of dead things. Scarcity leads us to
discover what drives society, wealth does not. 2008fa, 2005fa, 2003fa, 1997sp, 1997W1I,
1996ut, 1995ut.

Nowadays one often reads that the subject of economics is scarcity. Marx differs in two
respects: he does not call it “economics” but “political economy,” and he does not begin
with scarcity but with wealth. In Grundrisse, the first draft of Capital, he says on p. 852:1/0:



1.1. Use-Value and Value

Political economy has to do with the spe- | Die politische Okonomie hat es mit den
cific social forms of wealth, or rather of the | spezifischen gesellschaftlichen Formen des

production of wealth. Reichtums oder vielmehr der Produktion
des Reichtums zu tun.
A similar point of view is implied by the title of Adam Smith’s book [ 1 An Inquiry

into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. This title announces the topic of the
book as the wealth of nations. Here in the first sentence of Capital, Marx speaks not of the
wealth of nations but the wealth of societies.

One usually thinks of wealth as the wealth of individuals, as the amount of things owned
by an individual. This is a superficial view. Wealth is intrinsically social:

e Certain aspects of wealth can not be attached to individuals. Public parks or beaches,
clean air, lack of noise or crime, a livable city layout, are all elements of wealth which
either everybody in society has, or nobody has.

e Even private wealth, which only benefits one or few individuals, has a social dimen-
sion. A rich person not only has access to things but, more importantly, has the ability
to make others work for him or her. See . Someone must produce the things a
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wealthy person consumes.

Marx uses the word “wealth” not only for the abundance or extravagance of things enhanc-
ing human life; anything which enhances human life, however modest it may be, is part of
society’s wealth.

Capitalist Mode of Production: At this point, the phrase ‘capitalist mode of produc-
tion’ is only a name for the topic to be investigated. This name, however, already indicates
that capitalist society is characterized by its organization of production. 1t is one of the
basic tenets of Marx’s theory of society that the organization of production has a profound
influence on all the other social relations.

Marx’s Capital therefore offers an explanation of those aspects of capitalism which per-
tain to the economy.: money, wage-labor, economic growth, globalization, the business cycle,
the coexistence of wealth and poverty, the persistence of economic underdevelopment, etc.
Marx’s Capital does not give an explanation of capitalist democracy, international political
relations, or the recurrence of wars. Occasionally it is possible to draw inferences from the
economic structure about the political structures necessary to maintain this economic struc-
ture, compare s R . This information about the requirements which the
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state must meet in order to sustain capitalist economic relations does not yet constitute a
theory of the state itself.

The reference to the ‘capitalist mode of production’ in the first sentence indicates that
the subject of this chapter is not some historical “simple commodity production” or some
utopian “fair and equitable” society, but capitalism. Marx’s Capital is not a blueprint for
a socialist economy. It is an attempt to gain a thorough understanding of capitalism. It is
necessary to understand capitalism in order to overcome it.

Reigns: The word “reigns” has two meanings. One the one hand it simply means: where
the capitalist mode of production prevails, where it is the main form of production. However,
Marx’s word is not “vorherrscht” (prevails) but the shorter and stronger “herrscht,” whose
principal meaning is “to rule.” Perhaps Marx wanted to express one of the following points
with this:

e All relations of production known today, whether capitalist or not, can be said to
“rule”, because of the fundamental role of those social relations having to do with
production among the broader social relations.
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o If the capitalist mode of production comes in contact with other modes of production,
it tends to corrode them and supplant them by capitalist relations.

The French edition says “reigns,” transitive verb “dominates” pre-bourgeois modes of

while the Moore-Aveling (beherrscht), but the subject is not production, which are not
translation says “prevails.” In a capitalism but exchange: dominated to their full extent by
letter to Engels on April 2, 1858, “presupposes ... the elimination exchange.” [mecw40]298:5/0
Marx uses the unambiguous ... of all undeveloped,

Commodity: A commodity is something produced for sale or exchange. This is what
the reader needs to know about the commodity in order to follow the argument. In English
business parlance, the word ‘commodities’ is used for products which are available from
many suppliers, and which are standardized, so that there is no reason, apart from price, for
the buyer to prefer one supplier over another. Marx does not mean it this way. For him,
a commodity is everything, whether raw material or finished good, whether a specialized
brand name article or a staple, that is produced for sale.

Exam Question 11 What is a commodity? Marx does not give the definition of a commodity
but an analysis. How would you define the thing he analyzes? (The answer can be given

10
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in one sentence.) 2009fa, 2008fa, 2007fa, 2007SP, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 1999SP, 19981,
1997sp, 1996sp, 1995ut, 1995W1.

Presents Itself as an Immense Heap of Commodities: Two different assertions are
woven together in this clause:

o In capitalist society, wealth takes the form of commodities, i.e., almost all the things
which make up the riches of capitalist society are produced for and traded in markets.
They are produced not because they constitute wealth, but because they can be sold at
favorable prices. “Even during a famine, corn is imported because the corn-merchant
thereby makes money, and not because the nation is starving.” (Marx quoting Ricardo
in Contribution, 389/0.)

e This is obvious, everyone is aware of it, and the members of capitalist society handle
commodities and purposefully treat them as commodities every day. (We will see later
that many other important aspects of capitalist social relations do not enter general
awareness but arise “behind the back” of purposeful activity.)

11
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The word that is translated here as “presents itself” is in German “erscheint,” i.e., literally,
“appears.” Marx conscientiously uses the word “appear” whenever he discusses the manifes-
tation of some invisible background on an accessible stage. Here this invisible background is
social wealth. Much of what is done in any society has to do with the production and dispo-
sition of wealth. In capitalism, this wealth confronts the practical activity of the individuals
mainly in the form of commodities.

Fowkes translates “erscheint” with (“presents itself”’) and the French manuscripts separate these two
“appears,” i.e., he, like Marx translation (“s’annonce comme’) assertions more clearly than the
himself, emphasizes the first emphasize the second assertion. very condensed formulation here
assertion; by contrast, the Earlier versions of this sentence in in Capital. Compare Contribution,
Moore-Aveling translation Marx’s other publications or 269:1 and Grundrisse, 881:2.

Question 15 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Give examples for alternative forms, other than
the commodity form, in which material wealth confronts the individual member of society
(either in non-capitalist societies, or non-commodity wealth in capitalist societies). 2008fa,
2001fa, 1997sp, 1997WI.

12
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First Sentence as a Whole: The clause “wealth presents itself as an immense heap of
commodities” is critical of the social form taken by wealth in capitalist society, not of wealth
itself. Wealth has become a collection of things, and therefore has only a very extraneous
relation to the individuals who avail themselves of this wealth. The ownership of money
or commodities does not require any essential relation between the owner and the object—
while wealth of sheep, for instance, in earlier societies was only possible if the owner was a
capable shepherd; see Grundrisse 221/222.

Question 20 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) Describe a situation in daily life in which the ex-
traneous character of the relation between wealth and wealth holder becomes an issue.
2008fa, 2004 fa, 2001 fa, 1998WI, 1995W1.

Question 23 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Is capitalism the only type of society known to us in
which all wealth takes the form of commodities? (In order to answer this question properly
you should already have some knowledge of Marx’s Capital.) 2000 fa.

Question 24 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) What does the study of commodities have to do
with the classes in capitalist society (capitalist class and working class)? 2008fa, 2005fa,
2004 fa.

13
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[Invitation to Begin the Analysis of Capitalism with the Commodity]

All this was a discussion of the first sentence only. It is time to go on:
The single commodity appears as the ele- | ... die einzelne Ware als seine Elementar-
mentary form of this wealth. Sform.

1+ This means on the one hand that the commodity is a simple or elementary (as in elemen-
tary algebra) form of wealth. Indeed, a one-line definition sufficed to define the commodity,
a commodity is anything produced for sale or exchange. In the Introduction to Grundrisse,
[mecw28]37:2-38:1, Marx says that the mind has to begin with such simple categories in
order to assimilate the world, even though these simple categories may not refer to the most
fundamental relations in reality. In his Notes on Wagner, [mecw24]545:2/0 Marx calls the
commodity “the simplest economic concretum,” i.e., it is not an abstract concept but some-
thing concrete that one can touch, but it is the simplest such thing. Instead of saying that
in capitalism, most wealth takes the form of commodities, it would also have been true to
say that most labor takes the form of wage-labor—but the definition of wage-labor is not
elementary but presupposes the definition of many other economic categories first.

On the other hand, Marx says here that the commodity is the elementary form of wealth,
i.e., that other forms of wealth can be reduced to, or are developments of, the commodity
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form. In the preface to the first edition of Capital, p. , Marx brings a fitting metaphor:
the study of the commodity is just as important for an understanding of the capitalist econ-
omy as the study of a single undifferentiated cell is for an understanding of the human body.
We cannot yet know at this point whether this is true, i.e., Marx announces here how one
will be able to justify this starting point once the investigation of all social forms of wealth
is complete.
The analysis of the commodity will there- | Unsere Untersuchung beginnt daher mit der
fore be the starting point of our investiga- | Analyse der Ware.
tion.

This sentence has a “therefore” in it, i.e., Marx is drawing an inference from what was
just said about the commodity. Regarding the character of this inference, textual evidence is
ambiguous.

o The Moore/Aveling translation says that the analysis of the commodity “must the the
starting point,” which is stronger than the German “will be the starting point.” We
can assume for sure that Marx and Engels knew about and approved the “must” in the
English version. This text variant indicates that Marx has convinced himself that the
commodity is the necessary starting point, perhaps because it is the elementary form
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of wealth as just explained, even though he cannot give a full proof of this here.

o In the formulation in the German edition, “will be the starting point,” Marx uses what
was just said as grounds to begin his book with the commodity, without claiming
that this is the only possibility. It can be seen as an invitation: if commodities are so
prevalent in capitalist society, then an analysis of the commodity looks like a good
place to begin the investigation of capitalism. Therefore let’s do it!

In the debate around “where to begin,” two questions should not be confused. One is
whether certain things must be explained before others, for instance, whether it is necessary
to explain the commodity before one can explain capital. Marx clearly argues that it is.
Reality has different layers, i.e., certain real things are built on top of other things (which are
themselves equally real). Somehow, the commodity is “simpler” than money, and money
“simpler” than capital. In Grundrisse, 259, Marx writes:

In order to develop the concept of capital, it | Um den Begriff des Kapitals zu entwik-
is necessary to begin not with labor but with | keln, ist es notig nicht von der Arbeit, son-
value or, more precisely, with the exchange- | dern vom Wert auszugehen, und zwar von
value already developed in the movement of | dem schon in der Bewegung der Zirkulati-
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circulation. It is just as impossible to pass | on entwickelten Tauschwert. Es ist ebenso

directly from labor to capital as from the dif- | unmoglich, direkt von der Arbeit zum Kapi-

ferent human races directly to the banker, or | tal iiberzugehen, als von den verschiednen

from nature to the steam engine. Menschenrassen direkt zum Bankier oder
von der Natur zur Dampfmaschine.

The other question is whether it is necessary to furnish a proof, already at the beginning,
that this is where one should begin. This is impossible and also unnecessary. In order to
know what a good starting point is one must have results, but we are just at the beginning,
i.e., we do not yet have any results. As long as the reader cannot take issue with the content
of the writer’s arguments, he or she should therefore not interrupt the writer at the beginning
with the question “why do you begin here?”

Question 25 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Would it have been possible to start the book Cap-
ital with a more common-sense definition of capitalism, such as, capitalist production is
production for profit? 2008fa, 2005fa, 2003 fa, 1997ut, 1996sp, 1995I1.
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Exam Question 27 [f Marx wanted to start his book with first principles, why did he pick
the analysis of the commodity and not the analysis of the production process or the analysis
of value? 2008fa, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 2001 fa, 1995ut, 1995WI.

Question 28 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) How does Marx’s starting point differ from usual
approaches to economics? 2009fa, 2008fa, 2007fa, 2005fa, 2000 fa, 1996ut.

After Marx’s two-sentence justification why one should begin with the commodity, the
analysis of the commodity begins without further ado. It will take up the whole chapter
One.

[Every Commodity is a Useful Thing]

In his Notes to Wagner, [mecw?24]544:6/0, Marx writes that his point of departure is the
“form of appearance” of the commodity, i.e., the form in which the commodity enters the
practical activity of the economic agents. |} Let us therefore imagine that Marx is interview-
ing someone living in a capitalist society. Marx gives this person a commodity and says:
“Here is a commodity. I would like to know what this commodity is for you. Please describe
to me what you see.” The first answer Marx is likely to get is: “Oh, I see a useful object.”

18



125:2 The commodity is at first an exte-
rior object, a thing, which by its properties
satisfies human wants of one sort or another.

Fowkes translates this sentence as:
“The commodity is, first of all, an
external object, a thing which
through its qualities satisfies
human needs of whatever kind.”
The formulation “first of all” can
be misunderstood to mean that this
is the main property of the
commodity, that the other
properties of the commodity are
secondary. It is not Marx’s
intention to say this. Even if one
interprets the formulation “first of
all” as a matter of order in the
representation, not a matter of
importance, it wrongly evokes the

1.1. Use-Value and Value

49:2 Die Ware ist zunidchst ein dufle-
rer Gegenstand, ein Ding, das durch seine
Eigenschaften menschliche Bediirfnisse ir-

gendeiner Art befriedigt.

image that we could say many
things about the commodity, but
this is what we choose to say first.
However we do not have this
choice: the other things cannot be
said without saying this thing first,
they should therefore not be
imagined to be coexistent with this
first thing. The “all” of which this
is the “first” do not yet exist.

And looking at the end of the
sentence, Fowkes’s formulation
“of whatever kind” collapses two
steps into one: (1) the commodity
satisfies some want, and (2) it does
not matter which want it satisfies.

Step (2), the indifference towards
the kind of want, comes only in
the next sentence. But in defense
of Fowkes one could say that the
French translation, which was
closely edited by Marx himself,
collapses these two steps as well.
The Moore-Aveling translation is:
“The commodity is, in the first
place, an object outside us, a thing
which by its properties satisfies
human wants of some sort or
another.”” The formulation “in the
first place” makes this first step too
static: it gives it a permanent
“place” instead of formulating it as
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a transient point of entry, which the commodity “an object outside although I think Marx is

one has to pass through in order to us” adds the interpretation to the describing here what the

get to the other things. And calling text that this is what the commodity is for those handling
commodity is for us, the reader, the commodity.

The commodity is called an “exterior” object because it exists outside humans. Despite
its independent existence, this object “satisfies human wants of one sort or another.” This
has important implications. In order to survive, humans must consume exterior things which
they must produce socially with the help of other exterior things. If the social control over
these things is such that one part of society is forced to work for another part of society, this
is called “exploitation.” Marx is therefore very aware of the exterior character of these useful
things. He addresses it in his Introduction to Grundrisse [mecw?28]31:2/0 with respect to the
finished product, and in his Critique of of the Gotha Programme [mecw]| with respect to the
means of production. In Capital itself, he takes up this theme in chapter Two, p. ,
and chapter Nineteen, p.

Although a commodity is more than just a useful object—the reader should think of it as
a useful object produced for the exchange—the first thing the practical agents notice when
they hold a commodity in their hands is that it is such a useful object. This is the place where
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one has to start if one wants to know what the commodities are for the practical agents and
what they, therefore, do with the commodities. Despite its familiarity, the concept of a useful
object it is not entirely trivial. Marx is using almost a page to elaborate on it. The remainder
of the current paragraph clarifies what “useful” means, the next paragraph will say a few
things about “exterior objects,” and the paragraph after this asks how such exterior objects
can be useful.

The nature of such wants, whether they | Die Natur dieser Bediirfnisse, ob sie z.B.
arise, for instance, from the stomach or from | dem Magen oder der Phantasie entspringen,

2

imagination, makes no difference. ‘ dndert nichts an der Sache.?

“Phantasie” is translated here with has no use whatever, but people
imagination. A commodity which think it does, has a use-value.

1 Marx does not mean to say here that all human wants are equal. He merely says that
the nature of the want which a commodity satisfies has no bearing on its economic role as a
commodity. Market relations do not ask whether a product is socially desirable or not. They
do not distinguish between use-values that satisfy some basic needs, and those that are not
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immediately necessary for human survival. The only thing that matters is whether it can be
sold at a favorable price.

Because of this indifference, the commodity form can become the general form of wealth
only in societies which have achieved material abundance. Productivity must be quite high
for society to be able to “afford” a social form of wealth which is indifferent towards the
use-value. Marx says something to this effect in his Introduction manuscript, p. [mecw?28]
41:2-42:0. Even today, some branches of production are exempted from the commodity
form because the commodity form has socially undesirable ramifications: education, roads.
Increases in wealth and productivity allow more and more of such services to be “privatized.”

Question 31 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) Using modern experience, describe some implica-
tions, good or bad, of the indifference of market relations towards the nature of the needs
which the commodity satisfies. 2008 fa, 2005fa, 1998WI, 1996ut, 1995/1.

This indifference makes it possible that some people are undernourished and homeless in
the midst of great wealth and waste. However this indifference is also a liberation from the
mediocrity and boredom of a strictly needs-based production.
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| The next sentence in the main text clarifies that producer goods satisfy human wants,
but they do so indirectly.

Nor does it matter here how the object sat- | Es handelt sich hier auch nicht darum, wie

isfies these human wants, whether directly | die Sache das menschliche Bediirfnis befrie-

as object of consumption, or indirectly as | digt, ob unmittelbar als Lebensmittel, d.h.

means of production. als Gegenstand des Genusses, oder auf ei-
nem Umweg, als Produktionsmittel.

In the Moore/Aveling translation, this last sentence begins with “neither are we here con-
cerned to know how” instead of “nor does it matter here.” Also the French edition has the
word “savoir” (to know) in this sentence. This reference to “our concerns to know” is out
of place. Marx is discussing here the social properties of commodities: although they are
inanimate things they harness human activity. The commodities’ practical usefulness acts as
a lense which focuses the diffuse activities of those human individuals who deal with them.
This focusing power is so strong that it is no longer correct to say that the commodities are
the objects of individual actions; instead, the actions of the individuals handling the com-
modities must be seen as the effects of the social power located in the commodity. It is not
the commodity owners who act, but the commodities act through their owners.
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The commodity’s ability to focus human activity is the same whether the commodity sat-
isfies the needs of the stomach or the needs of human imagination, whether it satisfies them
directly as means of consumption or indirectly as means of production. This is relevant
information about capitalist society. It is a statement about the real world, not an announce-
ment of the topics Marx chooses to discuss here. In other words, it is meant as an ontological
statement, whereas the Moore/Aveling translation converts it into an epistemological state-
ment. This transposition of ontological into epistemological facts is called the “epistemic
fallacy.” It is a form of irrealism, since it shifts all the activity into the head and does not
see the activity in the world. Fowkes’s translation has it right this time, but similar errors
appears many times in both translations.

From the indifference of the social powers of the commodity towards the nature of the
use-values follows that the key to an understanding of the commodity cannot be found in
the wants it satisfies! This is the point where Marx parts ways with all of utility theory.
Had Marx foreseen how entrenched the “subjective” concept of value would become (which
does derive the value of a thing from the wants it satisfies), he would probably have said
more about it at this point. The only place where he addresses the subjective concept of
value is a brief remark about the disutility of labor in footnote 16 paragraph in section
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. Also Marx’s criticisms of Jeremias Bentham (see for instance footnote 63 to paragraph
758:1/00 in chapter Twenty-Four) are criticisms of the foundations of modern neoclassical
utility theory.

Question 32 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) What might Marx have said about the subjective
value concept at this point? 2008fa, 1997ut.

Although Marx is right to emphasize here, at the very beginning of the investigation, that
the social powers of commodities have nothing to do with their use-values, we will get to
know later several important cases in which the use-value does have economic implications.
The use-value of gold mimics the social properties of value (this is why gold became the
money commodity) , the use-value of labor-power is the value which it creates ,
the use-value aspects of production give rise to the economic categories of constant capital
and fixed capital, etc.

Exam Question 33 Does the use-value of a commodity depend on the person using it?
2008fa, 2008SP, 2007fa, 2007SP, 2004 fa, 2002fa.
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125:3/0 Every useful thing, such as iron, 49:3/o0 Jedes niitzliche Ding, wie Eisen,
paper, etc., is to be looked at under two as- | Papier, usw., ist unter doppeltem Gesichts-
pects: quality and quantity. punkt zu betrachten, nach Qualitit und

Quantitdt.

By “quality of a thing” Marx means those characteristics which distinguish different kinds
of things. Such qualitative differences have a deep significance for commodities; if all com-
modities were qualitatively equal, there would be no need for exchange. But even if the
qualities are the same, things can still differ quantitatively. Quantities play an important role
for commodities as well; in order to exchange different kinds of commodities, the quantities
must be adjusted accordingly. Marx is therefore discussing here the foundations, the basic
alphabet, from which commodity relations are constructed. |} He discusses quality first:
Every such thing is an assemblage of many | Jedes solche Ding ist ein Ganzes vieler Ei-
properties, and can therefore be useful in | genschaften und kann daher nach verschie-
various ways. The discovery of the differ- | denenen Seiten niitzlich sein. Diese ver-
ent aspects of things and therefore of their | schiedenen Seiten und daher die mannig-
manifold uses is a historical deed.’ ‘ fachen Gebrauchsweisen der Dinge zu ent-

| decken ist geschichtliche Tat.?
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1 How can a thing have properties which are not obvious but must be discovered? The
answer lies in a throwaway remark of Marx’s in , according to which the properties
of things manifest themselves in their relations with other things. This is a secret critique
of Hegel’s Logic. In Hegel’s system, the properties of things are more basic than the things
themselves. For Marx, the existence of the things is the bassic given. The properties slumber
inside the things and must be awakened through practical interaction with them.

The example in footnote 3 illustrates the importance of this historical process of discovery:

3 “Things have an intrinsick vertue” (this is
Barbon’s special term for use-value) “which in
all places have the same vertue; as the loadstone
to attract iron” [Bar96, p. 6]. The property which
the magnet possesses of attracting iron, became
of use only after discovery, by means of that
property, of the polarity of the magnet.

3 ,Dinge haben einen intrinsick vertue (dies
bei Barbon die spezifische Bezeichnung fiir Ge-
brauchswert), ,der iiberall gleich ist, so wie der
des Magnets, Eisen anzuziehen™ [Bar96, p. 6].
Die Eigenschaft des Magnets, Eisen anzuziehen,
wurde erst niitzlich, sobald man vermittelst der-
selben die magnetische Polaritéit entdeckt hatte.

1+ Marx does not agree with Barbon that the use-value of something is always the same.
The magnet’s ability to attract iron, which has been known for centuries, for a long time
remained a mere curiosity. The main use of magnets was not their ability to attract iron,
but the compass (there is no iron at the North Pole, and the North Pole does not attract the
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compass needle, it only turns it). Only after scientists, in their attempts to explain these
magnetic phenomena, discovered the electromagnetic field (Marx calls it “magnetic polar-
ity”), did electromagnetic phenomena obtain a major impact on human life (electric lights,
telegraph, radio waves).

Things which have the same quality can still differ quantitatively. Hegel’s basic definition
of quantity is that it is a characteristic of the thing which does not define the thing. Even if
you change the quantity of a thing you still have the same thing. However if this was the
whole truth then one would find everything in all quantities. But elephants are always big
and mice always small. To do justice to this, Hegel introduces the concept of “measure” for
the right quantity for a given quality.

For Hegel, the measures, just like the qualities, are intrinsic to the things. In Marx’s
paradigm, not only the qualities but also the measures depend on practical (social) activity:
So is also the establishment of social mea- | So die Findung gesellschaftlicher Mafe fiir
sures for the quantities of these useful ob- | die Quantitdt der niitzlichen Dinge.
jects.
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Fowkes’s “socially recognized sociality. On the other, Marx measurement but to discover
standards of measurement” is distinguishes between Maf3 and qualitatively how something
imprecise. On the one hand, social Mapstab. The main historical deed should be measured.
recognition is only one part of is not the finding of a unit of

Since the qualities are different, also the measurements for the different use-values are

different. In Contribution, 269:2, Marx gives examples:
Different use-values have different mea- | Threr natiirlichen Eigenschaften gemill be-
sures appropriate to their different charac- | sitzen verschiedene Gebrauchswerte ver-
teristics; for example, a bushel of wheat, a | schiedene MaBle, z.B. Scheffel Weizen,
quire of paper, a yard of linen. Buch Papier, Elle Leinwand, usw.

These examples show that not only the measuring units themselves, but also the question
whether the object is measured by its weight, volume, length, energy content, etc., are de-
termined socially. Some things have more than one measure. For instance, wages can be
measured in several different ways, see

Question 36 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) Can you think of an example in which the quantity
of something affects its quality, for instance some physical matter two litres of which are
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qualitatively different than one litre of it? 2008fa, 2008SF, 2007SF, 2005fa, 2003fa,
1995ut.

Marx concludes his brief discussion of quantity with the observation that the quantitative

measures are only in part determined by the qualities of those things; in part, they depend
on social convention—for instance, the measuring units:
The diversity of these measures of com- | Die Verschiedenheit der Warenmale ent-
modities originates in part from the diverse | springt teils aus der verschiedenen Natur der
nature of the objects to be measured, and in | zu messenden Gegenstinde, teils aus Kon-
part from convention. vention.

After these general considerations about the nature of the things themselves Marx goes
into more detail how these things can be useful for humans. One might say that the preceding
paragraph discussed the useful thing, while the next paragraph will discuss the useful thing.

126:1 The usefulness of a thing makes it ‘ 50:1 Die Niitzlichkeit eines Dings macht
a use-value.* ‘ es zum Gebrauchswert.*

This introduction of the term “use-value” sounds like a tautology—but it is not. For a
correct understanding of this sentence, it is necessary to clarify the difference between the
properties of a thing, its usefulness, and its use-value:
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e Properties are intrinsic to a thing. One should consider them as something dormant,
the thing’s potential. These properties wake up and manifest themselves only when
the thing is placed in a relation with other things.

e The usefulness of a thing (in the first edition of Capital, 18:2, Marx writes more ex-
plicitly: usefulness for human life) is the manifestation of its properties in one particu-
lar relation, namely, in its relation to humans. The usefulness of a thing is therefore not
intrinsic to the thing itself, but it is a relationship between the thing’s properties and
human needs. It depends not only on the thing but also on humans. “A sheep would
hardly consider it to be one of its ‘useful’ qualities that it can be eaten by human be-
ings” [mecw24]538:6/0. A thing is useful if its properties are able to serve human
needs. Since human needs depend on social factors, such as fashions, technology, and
customs, usefulness inherits this dependence.

e The sentence “the usefulness of a thing makes it a use-value” is the definition of “use-
value.” The use-value of a thing is its usefulness—which, as was just explained, is
a relative concept—considered as a property of the thing itself. The use-value of a
thing is therefore not one of the properties of the thing, but the relationship between
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these properties and human needs or wants that is attributed to the thing as if it was a
property of the thing. (The modern concept of “utility function™ attributes this same
relationship to the human rather than the thing.)

There are many other examples of such relative “properties”; beauty is perhaps the most
familiar one. It is, strictly speaking, not a property of a thing to be “beautiful.” Rather,
“beauty” is a relationship between the properties of the thing and the human senses and
feelings, which is neverthless attributed to the thing alone. The proverb “beauty is in the eye
of the beholder” reminds us of the relative character of the concept.

Question 37 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Bring other examples of relative “properties” such
as beauty or use-value. 2008fa, 2008SF, 1995/1.

Things which are useful for human life are given special names, they are called “goods”
or “articles,” because people are practically appropriating them in the production process
and also have to haggle with others over these things. This is why they first practically and
then theoretically distinguish the things which are useful to them from all other things. All
this is explained in Marx’s notes on Wagner, beginning with [mecw?24]538:6/0.
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The attribution of the usefulness to the thing itself is not just a theoretical exercise but it
reflects social reality. There is a subtle difference between saying: “I am using the thing”
and: “the thing has use-value for me.” In the first phrase, the human is the agent in control,
in the second phrase, the human has become the consumer of the beneficial properties of the
thing. The individual’s ability to use external things to serve his or her needs has become a
power of the thing itself. Marx’s statement that commodities have use-value is a statement
about how commodity-producing society relates to things: things are viewed as imbued with
powers.

Question 38 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) Why is the usefulness for human life attributed to
the thing as if it was a property of the thing itself? 2008fa, 2007fa.

Locke’s definition of use-value (which he calls “natural worth”) in footnote 4 is in full
accord with Marx’s: it vividly describes how a relative concept (“fitness for human life”)
becomes an attribute of the thing itself.

4 “The natural worth of anything consists in its 4 Der natiirliche worth jedes Dinges besteht
fitness to supply the necessities, or serve the con- | in seiner Eignung, die notwendigen Bediirfnisse
veniences of human life.” John Locke, | , p- zu befriedigen oder den Annehmlichkeiten des
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28]. menschlichen Lebens zu dienen. John Locke
[Loc77, p. 28].

Question 39 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) What is the meaning of “natural” in the term “nat-
ural worth”? 2008 fa, 2005fa.

Question 40 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) Take some simple object, a shoe or a rubber ball,
and differentiate between its properties, its usefulness, and its use-value. 2008fa, 1997W1I,
1995W1.

| The practical mind does not notice the difference between the use-value of a thing and
its properties, because one needs possession of the thing in order to be able to take advantage
of its usefulness. Marx formulates this as follows:
But this usefulness does not dangle in mid- | Aber diese Niitzlichkeit schwebt nicht in
air. Conditioned by the physical properties | der Luft. Durch die Eigenschaften des Wa-
of the body of the commodity, it has no ex- | renkorpers bedingt, existiert sie nicht ohne
istence apart from the latter. denselben.
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The translation “derived” is consider the humans involved, modern meaning emphasizes more
wrong. The usefulness of a thing both physically and socially. Marx its restrictive dimension.

cannot be derived from its physical means “conditioned” mainly in an

properties; one also needs to enabling sense here, although the

The terminology “body of the commodity” shows that for Marx, the thing which physi-
cally makes up a commodity cannot be identified with the commodity itself—just as a person
cannot be identified with his or her body. (The social “soul” of a commodity, its value, will
be discussed shortly.)

To paraphrase Marx’s argument: what people really want is the use-value of the things,
not the things themselves, but they can only benefit from these use-values when they have
possession of the things themselves. This is the basis for the social rules in a commodity
society regulating who can have access to which things.

Question 42 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Do transportation, electricity, information, ser-
vices, patents, other so-called “immaterial” commodities, fit under the definition of a com-
modity given here? 2008fa.

Some products have a use-value which does not require the presence of the original prod-
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uct but which can be conveyed by simple copies of the product. Often, capitalism has created
institutions (patents and copyrights) which mimic the basic relationship described here that
the use-value is only available if the unique original product is present. While capitalism
extends commodification in some areas, it also restricts it in others. Things which accord-
ing to their use-values are perfectly capable of being traded as commodities, do not take
commodity form for overriding social reasons: the use of roads, public education, radio/TV,
certain banking services, etc.

Finally it may be worth pointing out that the formulation “does not dangle in mid-air” is
again a critique of Hegel and of all idealist philosophy. For Plato and Hegel, the properties
of things were dangling in the air, they had their separate existence as ideals.

After having introduced, ever so briefly, the relationship between use-value and the prop-
erties of the commodity, and the distinction between the commodity and the body of the
commodity, Marx obtains permission from the reader to simplify his wording by calling the
body of the commodity “a use-value.”

The body itself of the commodity, such as | Der Warenkdrper selbst, wie Eisen, Weizen,
iron, wheat, diamond, etc., is therefore a | Diamant usw., ist daher ein Gebrauchswert
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use-value or a good. ‘ oder Gut.

This sentence cannot be as iron, corn, or a diamond, is useful.”
understood in the Moore-Aveling therefore, so far as it is a material

translation: “A commodity, such thing, a use-value, something

The version of this sentence in the First Edition of Capital, 18:2, leaves no doubt that this

is a terminological convention:
For the sake of brevity, the useful thing itself | Abkiirzend nennen wir das niitzliche Ding
or, in other words, the body of the commod- | selbst oder den Warenkorper, wie Eisen,
ity, such as iron, wheat, diamond, etc., will | Weizen, Diamant usw., Gebrauchswert,
be called a use-value, good, article. Gut, Artikel.

In the later editions, it is still a terminological convention, but since Marx furnishes a
better logical justification for it, and at the same time uses a terser formulation, it has become
more difficult to see that it is merely a convention. The argument is: In order to avail onself of
the use-value of a commodity, nothing more nor less is necessary than its physical presence.
Therefore it is justified, when speaking about the body of the commodity, to simply call it
“a use-value.” The word is therefore used in two meanings, which do not conflict with each
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other.

Use-value can also be attached to the absence of things: the absence of illness, crime,
pollution, etc. Since these use-values cannot be commodified as readily, they are neglected
in a commodity society.

| After saying that for the enjoyment of the use-value the physical presence of the com-
modity is needed, Marx emphasizes that this is all that is needed.

This characteristic of a commodity does not | Dieser sein Charakter hingt nicht davon ab,

depend on whether appropriating its useful | ob die Aneignung seiner Gebrauchseigen-

properties costs more or less labor. schaften dem Menschen viel oder wenig Ar-
beit kostet.

It is the physical properties of the good and only those that convey its use-value. The
labor producing the product is no longer there. It has disappeared into the product; it is
sublated (aufgehoben) in its result. About Aufhebung compare Hegel’s Logic, [Heg69a, pp.
106-108].

| The usefulness of a commodity not only depends on its properties with reference to
human needs (its use-value), but also on its quantity. One milligram of milk will not do for
the baby. This is the reason why society does not abstract from the quantities of the use-
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values—they play an important part in exchange relations. Our theoretical discourse about

economic relations has to follow suit:
When examining use-values, we always as-
sume to be dealing with well-defined quan-
tities, such as dozens of watches, yards of
linen, or fons of iron.

Bei Betrachtung der Gebrauchswerte wird
stets ihre quantitative Bestimmtheit voraus-
gesetzt, wie Dutzend Uhren, Elle Leinwand,
Tonne Eisen usw.

This is all Marx says about use-value here. Since the commodity form is (at first) in-
different towards the kinds of use-values, any closer consideration of the particularities of
use-values cannot enlighten us about the character of social and economic relations in capi-
talism. Of course, this does not mean that use-values are irrelevant for practical life:

The use-values of commodities furnish the
material for a special branch of knowledge,
whose textbooks are the commercial prod-
uct manuals.’

5 In bourgeois societies the legal fiction pre-
vails that every one, as a buyer, possesses an en-

Die Gebrauchswerte der Waren liefern das
Material einer eignen Disziplin, der Warenkun

3 In der biirgerlichen Gesellschaft herrscht die
fictio juris, da3 jeder Mensch als Warenkiufer ei-

30



1. The Commodity

cyclopedic knowledge of commodities. ‘ ne enzyklopéddische Warenkenntnis besitzt.
1 This knowledge is not taught in schools but passed on informally: hardware is a popular
conversation topic.

Transition to Exchange-Value

The remainder of the paragraph paves the ground for the discussion of the next major topic,

the exchange-value.
Use-value actualizes itself only by use or | Der Gebrauchswert verwirklicht sich nur im

consumption. Gebrauch oder der Konsumtion.
The Moore-Aveling translation has the next. I replaced it with a the Fowkes translation. I see no
a colon between this sentence and period, as in the German and also reason for a colon here.

A thing may have the most beneficial properties for humans, people will not benefit from
it unless they take a specific act of “using” the thing. This act of using is often, but not
always, at the same time the “consumption” of the things, i.e., it destroys the thing or makes
its use-value unavailable for others.
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The above sentence also clarifies the terminology: if one exchanges things, or also if one
collects them in the basement in the hope that they will appreciate, one does not use them.
“Use” is seen here in contradistinction to exchange.

Question 45 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Is it also true that exchange-value only realizes
itself in exchange? (Difficult question which requires good knowledge of Marx.)

Question 46 (Mon Aug 23—Thu Aug 26) Certain use-values are produced with the purpose
never to be used. For instance nuclear weapons which are developed for the sake of deter-
rence. It is true for these use-values too that their use-value actualizes itself only in its use?
2008fa, 2007fa.

Use-values constitute the material content | Gebrauchswerte bilden den stofflichen In-

of wealth, whatever its social form may be. halt des Reichtums, welches immer seine
gesellschaftliche Form sei.

1+ A thing which has properties useful for human life, considered from the point of view

of its possible uses by humans, is called “use-value.” People handle use-values every day.
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Their existence depends on use-values. This is true in every society. The available use-
values constitute the material wealth of a society. || But in capitalism, useful things have an
additional specific social power: they can be traded or sold on the market.

In the form of society we are about to con- | In der von uns zu betrachtenden Gesell-
sider, they are, in addition, the material car- | schaftsform bilden sie zugleich die stoffli-

riers of—exchange-value. chen Tridger des—Tauschwerts.

I avoided translating “stoffliche on someone or something whose use-value is intact has the
Trdger” with “material depositing exchange-value in the additional power of being
depository.” The emphasis is not article, but that any commodity exchangeable.

1+ Exchange-value is that social relation or social custom which allows commodities to be
traded for each other or for money. Marx’s short sentence introducing the exchange-value
makes the following implicit claims:

e Exchange-value is social, not individual. If two individuals decide to exchange some-
thing which is not commonly exchanged, this does not give this thing an exchange-
value.
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e Exchange-value resides in the commodities themselves. The exchange of commodi-
ties is not embedded in a bigger social ritual (as the exchange of wedding rings is
embedded in the marriage ceremony), but the things themselves are exchangeable (if
they are commodities). Exchange-value is also not attributed to the commodity owner,
but the commodity itself. Although the commodity owner names the exchange pro-
portions and decides on the exchange, these exchange proportions are considered to
belong to the commodity, not its owner.

e Exchange-value cannot be derived from the use-values involved. Rather, commodities
have a second quality, separate from their use-values, which allows them to be traded
on the market.

Marx characterizes the relation between use-value and exchange-value with the words: use-
values are the material “carriers” of exchange-value. What does this mean? If a commodity
loses its use-value then it also loses its exchange-value. Nevertheless the use-value is not the
source of the exchange-value: if a certain use-value becomes freely available to all (bread
growing on wild trees) then it still is a use-value but no longer has exchange-value. Marx will
elaborate on this relationship in , after we know better where exchange-value comes
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from.

Question 47 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Which of the following did Marx say, and could he
also have said any of the others?

(a) The commodity is the carrier of exchange-value.

(b) The use-value is the carrier of exchange-value.

(c) The commodity is the carrier of value.

(d) The use-value is the carrier of value. 2009fa.

Exam Question 50 What is the exchange-value of a commodity? (Give its definition, not
an analysis where it comes from). 2009fa, 2008fa, 2007SP, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 1999SP,
1998WI, 1997sp, 1996ut, 1996sp, 1995W1.

Question 51 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) Joseph, who lives in a capitalist society, regularly
swaps his wife with the wife of his friend. Does this mean Joseph’s wife has exchange-value
in capitalism? 2008fa, 2005fa, 2003fa, 1997ut, 1996ut, 1996sp.
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Question 52 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) In the United States of America, children who lose
their baby teeth often get a quarter for each tooth from their mother who pretends to be the
tooth fairy. Does this mean that baby teeth have exchange-value in this society? 2008fa,
20057 a.

Question 53 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) If husband and wife exchange wedding rings dur-
ing their marriage ceremony, does this establish a special exchange-value for these rings?
2008fa.

Question 54 (Mon Aug 23-Thu Aug 26) What would a Marxist say about the following ar-
gument: the exchange-value of an item is created through demand, not by the item itself. If
nobody demands the item, it cannot be traded for anything. In other words, exchange-value
is created by people wanting the item. 2008fa, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 2003fa, 1998W1.

Exam Question 55 Explain in your own words what it means to say that use-values are

the “material carriers” of exchange-value. 2009fa, 2008fa, 2005fa, 2004 fa, 2002fa,
2001fa, 1995ut, 1995W1.
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Question 57 (Mon Aug 23—-Thu Aug 26) If the exchange-value of a commodity cannot be
derived from its use-value, then a used commodity should have the same exchange-value as
a new commodity, as long as it is not broken. Right or wrong? 2008fa, 2003fa, 1997ut.

Question 58 (Mon Aug 23—Thu Aug 26) The use-value of a commodity is the utility one gets
from using it; the exchange-value is the utility one gets from using those things one can trade
the commodity for. Right or wrong? 2008fa, 2007fa, 1998IW1.

1.1.b. [From Exchange-Value to Value]

In the practical activity involving commodities, two different aspects of each commodity
demand the attention of its owner: on the one hand, its use-value, and on the other, the
quality which was just introduced, namely, its exchange-value. This double character of the
commodity is so basic that in Contribution, 269:1, it is the first thing Marx says about the
commodity. In Capital, by contrast, these two aspects are introduced sequentially. Marx
first gives a brief discussion of use-value and only afterwards introduces exchange-value.
Right now we are at the beginning of the discussion of exchange-value. Imagine Marx

46



1.1. Use-Value and Value

still interviewing the individual in capitalist society, this time asking “tell me about the
exchange-value of your commodity.” Most likely, this person would reply: “The exchange-
value consists in the amount of other commodities which I can get for mine.” This is the
most striking practical implication of the exchange-value of a given commodity:

126:2 Exchange-value manifests itself at 50:2/0 Der Tauschwert erscheint zunéchst
first as the quantitative relation, the pro- | als das quantitative Verhdltnis, die Pro-
portion, in which use-values of one sort | portion, worin sich Gebrauchswerte ei-
are exchanged against use-values of another | ner Art gegen Gebrauchswerte anderer Art
sort®— . .. ‘ austauschen,® ...

Marx writes here “at first” because (a) on the one hand, the quantitative exchange propor-
tion between two use-values is the first thing one sees of the exchange-value of a commodity,
but (b) on the other hand, the exchange proportion between two isolated commodities is not
a full manifestation of exchange-value. For instance, Marx will show in section that the
existence of money, the thing that can buy every commodity, is also a manifestation of the
exchange-value of the commodities.
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[Discovery of a Contradiction]

Interestingly, the first manifestation of exchange-value does not fit together with the things
said (or implied) about exchange-value when it was introduced just a paragraph ago. Exchange.
value was introduced as something attached to (or “carried” by) a commodity’s use-value.
The obvious first manifestation of exchange-value, the exchange proportion, however, can-
not be attributed to any one commodity; rather it is a relation between two commodities.

|l Marx will remark on this discrepancy shortly, but first he points out that exchange
proportions are relative also in a different sense: they are affected by exterior circumstances.
At different times and different places, the same commodities may be exchanged at wildly
different proportions.

...—aproportion which constantly changes | ...ein Verhiltnis, das bestindig mit Zeit und
with time and place. Ort wechselt.

Everybody living in capitalism is familiar with the relativity and variability of exchange-
proportions, i.e., Marx is not saying anything new here. But this variability seems to refute
the things said or implied when exchange-value was first introduced. If exchange-value
is something immanent in the commodity, one should not expect it to manifest itself as a
relation between commodities, a relation which is moreover highly variable depending on
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the circumstances:

Hence exchange-value seems to be some- | Der Tauschwert scheint daher etwas Zufilli-
thing accidental and purely relative. A | ges und rein Relatives, ein der Ware inner-
“valeur intrinseéque,” i.e. an immanent ex- licher, immanenter Tauschwert (valeur int-
change-value, that resides in the commodi- | rinséque) also eine contradictio in adjecto.’

ties, seems therefore a contradiction in
7

terms.

An “accidental” outcome is an indeterminate outcome which is not subject to an inner
necessity. “Purely relative” means: it does not come from the commodities themselves, but
only from their relation to each other.

Although Marx makes is sound as if this was a contradiction in his reasoning about the
exchange-value, this is really a contradiction in the thinking and the experiences of people
living under capitalism. Both of the discrepant notions which Marx contrasts here with each
other are part of common consciousness. Not only is the variability of exchange-proportions
obvious to all, but on the other hand people also have the intuition that exchange-value is
something anchored in the commodity, it is a second property which commodities have in
addition to their use-values. (This is how exchange-value was introduced earlier.) People
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have contradictory notions in their heads because their lived experience is contradictory.

Marx shared the view of many Hegelians of the time that empirical evidence is full of
contradictions, although people often do not recognize them as such. Compare Contribu-
tion, 275:1/o, and the postface to the Second edition of Capital, p. 103:2. Just as Marx
considers it a contradiction that money is at the same time a thing and a social relation, so
he also considers it a contradiction that exchange-value is at the same time immanent to the
commodities and a relation between commodities.

Exam Question 60 Which empirical evidence might lead to the conclusion that exchange-
value is not something inherent in the commodity? 2008fa, 2007SF, 2004 fa, 2003fa,
2001fa, 1999SP, 1997ut, 1996ut, 1996sp, 1995W1.

Question 62 (FriAug 27-Mon Aug 30) In , Marx says that certain superficial evi-
dence seems to indicate that exchange-values are accidental and relative. How much truth
is there to this? To what extent are exchange-values indeed accidental, and to what extent
are they indeed relative? (This question requires familiarity with things Marx says later.)
2008fa, 2007fa.
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Question 63 (FriAug27-Mon Aug 30) Are there other places in Capital where Marx says
that the exchange values seem accidental? 2008fa, 20075P, 2005f a.

In a dialectical investigation, the discovery of contradictions is as important as their
subsequent resolution. Marx just pinpointed a contradiction in the empirical evidence of
commodity-producing economies. This is a scientific achievement. People living in commodit;
producing societies typically do not notice that this is a contradiction.

Question 64 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) Marx discusses at length the question whether value
is intrinsic to the commodity or relative. What is the view of mainstream economics? Does
it consider value to be intrinsic or relative? 2008 fa, 2008SP.

Evidence which is contradictory cannot be used as a basis for logical inferences. What
should a scientist do if the evidence is contradictory? Marx’s formulation that the exchange-
value “seems” accidental is a hint. The word “seems” stresses the limited character of this
inference, which was obtained by looking only at the first manifestation of exchange-value
and nothing else. |} If this limited viewpoint leads to contradictions, then it is necessary to
take a more thorough look at the evidence:

Let us consider the matter more closely. \ Betrachten wir die Sache néher.
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Exam Question 66 Why does Marx’s inquiry sometimes reach an impasse which can only
be resolved by “considering the matter more closely”? 2008fa, 2007SP, 2004 fa, 1997ut,
1996ut, 1995WI.

1+ This is a standard formulation of Marx’s when his investigation reaches an impasse
(compare e.g. pp. and ). Such an impasse does not mean that an error has been
made, but that it has become necessary to probe into deeper layers of reality. The next three
paragraphs will be devoted to this “closer consideration of the matter,” but let us first look at
the footnotes to the above paragraph.

[Footnotes]

In the Preface to the Third edition, p. 108:1, Engels writes that the footnotes document
“where, when and by whom an economic idea conceived in the course of development was
first clearly enunciated.” |} The first footnote 6 justifies Marx’s entry point into exchange-
value by documenting that the view of exchange-value as mere quantitative proportions can
be found in the literature.
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6 “The value consists in the exchange propor- 6 Der Wert besteht in dem Tauschverhiltnis,
tion between one thing and another, between this das zwischen einem Ding und einem anderen,
amount of one product and that of another”” Le | zwischen der Menge eines Erzeugnisses und der
Trosne [LT46, p. 889] eines anderen besteht. Le Trosne [LT46, p. 889]

1+ This point of view reflects the practical concerns of the commodity traders, see footnote
17 to , but it is one-sided. A theoretical analysis has no hope of uncovering the real
connections if it does not take all aspects into consideration, even if (or especially if) they
are contradictory.

Question 67 (FriAug27-MonAug 30) The French economist Le Trosne wrote that the
value of a thing consists in its exchange-proportions with other things. Does Marx agree with
this, or how would he re-formulate this proposition to make it correct? 2009fa, 2008fa,
2008SP, 2007fa.

| Footnote 7 shows that also the subsequent step in Marx’s argument, which seems to
come to the conclusion that exchange-value cannot be inherent in the commodity, has prece-
dents in the literature.

7 “Nothing can have an intrinsick value” Bar- 7 Nichts kann einen inneren Tauschwert ha-
bon [Bar96, p. 6] or, as Butler says, “For what ben* Barbon [Bar96, p. 6], oder wie Butler sagt:

5§53



1. The Commodity

is worth in anything but so much money as ’twill | ,.Der Wert eines Dings ist grade so viel wie es
bring.” einbringen wird.”

1 Marx takes the perceptions of these earlier economists seriously. They usually have
their justification, even if the authors themselves do not place them in the right context.

Question 68 (FriAug27-Mon Aug 30) The English economist Barbon wrote that nothing
can have an intrinsic exchange-value. Does Marx agree with this, or how would he re-
formulate this proposition to make it correct? 2008fa.

Question 69 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) How is Barbon’s statement that nothing can have an
intrinsic exchange-value related to Butler’s statement that the worth of something consists
in the amount of money for which it can be exchanged? 2008fa, 2007 fa, 2007SP.

[First Thought Experiment]

After this look at the footnotes let us go back to the main text. The “closer considera-
tion” announced by Marx consists of two thought experiments in which Marx draws out
the implications of two additional familiar facts. Each of these thought experiments picks
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out a familiar aspect of the activity of individuals when they deal with commodities, and
then makes inferences about the social relations which induce individuals to engage in these
activities.

|l The first thought experiment reminds us that one quarter of wheat can not only be
exchanged for one other commodity, say a lbs. of iron, but for many different commodities:

127:1 Any given commodity, one quar- 51:1 Eine gewisse Ware, ein Quarter Wei-
ter of wheat for instance, is exchanged for | zen z.B., tauscht sich mit x Stiefelwichse
x shoe polish, or y silk, or z gold, etc—in | oder mit y Seide oder mit z Gold usw., kurz
short, for other commodities in the most di- | mit andern Waren in den verschiedensten
verse proportions. Proportionen.

The evidence of actual exchange-value yields therefore two variabilities. Exchange pro-
portions not only vary with time and place, but also with the nature of the equivalent ex-
changed. While the first variability is beyond the control of individuals and is consid-
ered an irregularity, the second variability is a generally accepted and expected property
of exchange-values.

Marx focuses on this second kind of variability, the ability of the wheat to be exchanged
for many different other goods, because it makes the explanation implausible which offered
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itself for the first variability. If we consider only one pair of commodities, say 1 quarter
wheat versus a Ibs. of iron, then it might be plausible to conjecture that their exchange pro-
portion depends on a special relationship between the wheat owner and the iron owner, or
on the circumstances of the exchange. But if the wheat is exchanged for many other com-
modities, it is much less plausible to assume that each of these many exchange proportions
depends on specials relationship which the wheat owner has with the owners of the many
other commodities. Rather, this evidence is consistent with it that those different exchanges
are but different ways of signaling something that has to do with the wheat owner himself or
herself.

Since this may be an unfamiliar kind of reasoning, I will give here an example where
something happened to me personally which prompted me to apply the same logic in a
different context. Once I was driving my car in the evening hours, and some car facing me
in the opposite lane blinked its lights at me. First I thought: this must have been someone
who knew me, i.e., I assumed that the reason for the blinking was something between the
driver of the other car and myself, something relative. But since it was getting dark I couldn’t
make out who was sitting in the other car. Only after other cars blinked their lights at me,
too, did I realize I had forgotten to turn on my own headlights. I.e., their blinking did not
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signal a relationship between them and me, but it signaled something about me alone.

This kind of conclusion is often drawn—even in situations where it is the wrong con-
clusion. Every member of a social group that is the target of discrimination, be it women,
blacks, jews, or Marxists, experiences that everyone they meet, with the regularity of a
clockwork, acts towards them in a specific manner defined by the social prejudice against
the discriminated group. This makes it difficult for the member of this discriminated group
not to draw the conclusion that others acts this way because there is something wrong with
him or her personally, instead of recognizing the secret choreography of a social prejudice.

Marx, of course, does not bring the example with the blinking cars, but he makes essen-
tially the same argument in terms of a dialectical negation of negation. || The present step
is the negation of the original “use-values are the material carriers of exchange-value,” in
which it had been tacitly understood that each use-value has one exchange-value only:
Instead of one exchange-value, the wheat | Mannigfache Tauschwerte also hat der Wei-
has, therefore, a great many. zen statt eines einzigen.

| The negation of the negation uses the fact that shoe-polish, silk, etc., are all received in
exchange for wheat. One does not need to be a friend or relative of the owners of shoe-polish
or silk to make these exchanges, all that is necessary is that one owns wheat. Therefore each
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trader who made one of these exchanges could in principle also have made any of the others.
This is the meaning of the word “replaceable” in the next sentence:
But since x shoe polish, as well as y silk, as | Aber da x Stiefelwichse, ebenso y Seide,
well as z gold, etc., is the exchange-value of | ebenso z Gold usw. der Tauschwert von ei-
one quarter of wheat, x shoe polish, y silk, z | nem Quarter Weizen ist, miissen x Stiefel-
gold, etc., must be exchange-values replace- wichse, y Seide, z Gold usw. durch einan-
able by each other or equal in magnitude. der ersetzbare oder einander gleich grofe
Tauschwerte sein.

1+ How did Marx make the step from “replaceable” to “equal in magnitude”? The “re-
placeability” has the implication that none of these exchanges is inherently more favorable
than the others. The trader who exchanged his quarter of wheat against 5 Ibs of shoe polish
cannot say he got a worse deal than the one who exchanged her quarter of wheat against 1
yard of silk. Had he preferred the silk he could have exchanged his wheat for silk instead of
shoe polish. |} But if the exchange-values can be compared with each other quantitatively,
they must be based on an equal quality. All the exchange-values of the wheat therefore are
just different ways to say the same thing about wheat (just as the different cars blinking their
headlights said the same thing about my own headlights).
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It follows therefore, firstly: the valid ex- | Es folgt daher erstens: Die giiltigen Tausch-
change-values of a given commodity ex- | werte derselben Ware driicken ein Gleiches

press an equal content. aus.

Moore-Aveling and Fowkes both Gleiches aus” he uses the slightly social relation can be reduced to a
write: express something equal. more awkward formulation “. .. substance (i.e., a “thing”) inside
The word “something” is driicken ein Gleiches aus.” Indeed, each commodity. It is therefore
unfortunate here because it right now we only know that all important that the translation not
suggests that the equal content is a the different exchange-values are already anticipate the result of this
thing. Marx himself avoids this the expression of some equal second thought experiment,
connotation: instead of writing underlying social relation. Only because otherwise the reader will
“die giiltigen Tauschwerte Marx’s second thought experiment not be able to understand the point
derselben Ware driicken etwas will show that this underlying of the second thought experiment.

It Marx writes here “valid exchange-values” presumably because only those exchange-
values are replaceable with each other which have general validity, not those coming from
special circumstances such as the trader having to make a fire sale or being mis-informed
about the exchange-value of his or her product.
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Question 70 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) Why does Marx write in “the valid exchange-
values,” instead of simply “the exchange-values”? 2009fa, 2008fa, 2007fa, 2007SP,
2005fa, 2004 fa, 2003fa, 2002fa, 2001 fa.

So far Marx has argued from the point of view of the individual commodity-owners. These
commodity-owners treat the many exchange-values of their commodities as replaceable ex-
pressions of the same thing. | In a second step, Marx argues that this expression is the
reason why commodities have to go through the exchange:

But secondly, exchange-value itself cannot | Zweitens aber: Der Tauschwert kann iiber-
be anything other than the mere mode of | haupt nur die Ausdrucksweise, die ,,Erschei-
expression, “form of appearance,” of some | nungsform* eines von ihm unterscheidbaren

content distinguishable from it. Gehalts sein.

Moore-Aveling has: “secondly, from it.” This is problematic for reducible to some substance
exchange-value, generally, is only the reason already pointed out in contained in the commodities.

the mode of expression, the the preceding translation note. The Although this is true, it will only
phenomenal form, of something word “something contained in it” be derived in the second thought
contained in it, yet distinguishable suggests that exchange-value is experiment. If this result is already
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pronounced now, then the purpose source of exchange-value does not substance residing in the
of the second thought experiment lie in the sphere of circulation but commodities.

becomes unintelligible. At the elsewhere. Nothing is said yet

present time we only know that the about it that this source is a

1 In other words, exchange-value is a social relation which allows the expression of some
deeper content in the sphere of exchange. This means, exchange-value does not originate in
the sphere of exchange at all, it is so-to-say remotely controlled: it is the form in which a
deeper social relation manifests itself on the surface.

Question 71 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) What is the difference between mode of expression
and form of appearance? 2008fa, 2007fa, 2005 fa.

Question 72 (FriAug 27-Mon Aug 30) First give Marx’s arguments how one can come to
the conclusion that exchange-value is not something inherent in the commodity. Then repro-
duce, in your own words, Marx’s rebuttal that, despite these arguments, exchange-value
seems to be something inherent to the commodity after all. 2009fa, 2008fa, 2008SP,
2007fa, 2005fa, 19965p.
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Although Marx says here only that the content underlying the exchange-value must be dif-

ferent from exchange-value, the understanding is that this content, which drives the exchange-
value, does not originate in the sphere of exchange at all but in production. Obviously, the
commodity exchange is only the second act in a two-act drama, the first act being the pro-
duction of the commodities. Production is private, and the market is the only arena through
which the producers come in contact with each other and the consumers. These basic facts
about our society must be kept in mind to understand the development here. Marx wrote in
the Introduction to Grundrisse, [mecw28]37:2-38:1:
“The subject, society, must always be en- | Auch bei der theoretischen Methode daher
visaged ... as the pre-condition of compre- | muf} das Subjekt, die Gesellschaft, als Vor-
hension even when the theoretical method is | aussetzung stets der Vorstellung vorschwe-
employed.” ben.

Question 73 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) Is there other surface evidence, other than the vari-
ability of exchange proportions, indicating that exchange-value is the expression of some
deeper relation of production? 2008fa, 2007fa, 20075P, 2004 fa.

If exchange-value is the form of appearance of some social relation located not in the
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sphere of circulation itself, this explains the variability of exchange-value with time and
place which prompted us to embark on our thought experiment. If exchange-value is only
the surface-echo of an underlying social relations having to do with the production of wheat,
then we should expect that this echo might also be affected by other circumstances. Marx
will say more about this in chapter Three, p.

[Second Thought Experiment]

This was only the first of two thought experiments constituting Marx’s “closer consideration
of the matter.” It came to the conclusion that exchange-value is remotely controlled; it is the
surface expression of some deeper but invisible social relation. This explains the variability
of exchange-value, but it does not yet explain how exchange-value can also be inherent. How
can something as relative and symmetric as an exchange relation between two commodities
be attached to one of the two commodities, i.e., be considered an exchange-value of the

wheat? In order to solve this puzzle, Marx makes a second thought experiment:
127:2 Let us furthermore take two com- 51:2 Nehmen wir ferner zwei Waren, z.B.

modities, e.g., wheat and iron. Weizen und Eisen.
Marx goes back to the exchange relation between rwo commodities. He picks two com-
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modities which were politically relevant at his time; wheat and iron are a reference to the
corn laws. [Cle79]

The proportions in which they are ex- | Welches immer ihr Austauschverhiltnis,
changeable, whatever the numbers may be, | es ist stets darstellbar in einer Gleichung,
can always be represented in an equation in | worin ein gegebenes Quantum Weizen ir-
which a given quantity of wheat is equated | gendeinem Quantum FEisen gleichgesetzt
to some quantity of iron, say 1 quarter wheat | wird, z.B. 1 Quarter Weizen = a Ztr. Eisen.
= x lbs. iron.

In his first thought experiment in the previous paragraph , Marx had pointed out that
not only one, but many different commodities give a signal to the wheat. Their signal can
therefore not be a private communication between each commodity and the wheat, but the
reflection of a social property of wheat itself, i.e., of the social relations which govern the
production of wheat. He could have made this argument even if the signal between the com-
modities had not been a relationship as symmetric as an exchange relation (but, for instance,
cars blinking their lights). Now Marx takes the additional fact into his argument that the
signal sent by the other commodities is the symmetric relationship of exchangeability.

Since exchangeability of wheat for iron also implies exchangeability of iron for wheat,
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the iron itself possesses that what it attests to the wheat (while, by contrast, the cars blinking
their lights at me had most likely not forgotten to turn on their own headlights). In other
words, this relationship between wheat and iron is the expression of an equality. It is a
different equality than that which had been the focus of the first thought experiment. There,
in , Marx referred to the equality of shoe polish, silk, gold, (and also iron) with each
other as expressions of the exchange-value of the wheat. Now he refers to the equality
between any one of these expressions, say iron, and the wheat itself.
What does this equation say? ‘ Was besagt diese Gleichung?

1+ This is a surprising question, which seems more appropriate to literature critique than
economics. Why is Marx interested in what the surface interactions “say”? Answer: he looks
at the surface interactions in order to understand the relations of production that are reflected
in and mediated by them. By asking what these interactions “say” he is investigating the
messages filtering down to the private producers if the commodity traders on the surface
routinely exchange their commodities.

Question 74 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) Comment about the following critique of Marx:
When Marx asks what is the meaning of the exchange relation between two commodities,
he commits the error of treating the economy like a literary text. The actions of the eco-
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nomic agents must be causally explained, but any reflection about their “meaning” is an
interpretation which does not help us understand what is really going on. 2008fa, 2005fa.

That in two different things—in 1 quarter of | Daf} ein Gemeinsames von derselben Grofie
wheat and in x lbs. of iron—exists a “com- | in zwei verschiedenen Dingen existiert, in 1
mon something” in the same quantity. Quarter Weizen und ebenfalls in a Ztr. Ei-
sen.

1t By exchanging their commodities, the market agents act as if their commodities, despite
their different use-values, were equal. |} Since the messages which these exchange relations
send down to the producers say that all commodities are equal, Marx concludes that, from
the point of view of production, these commodities are indeed equal:
The two things are therefore equal to a third, | Beide sind also gleich einem Dritten, das an
which is in itself neither the one nor the | und fiir sich weder das eine noch das andere
other. ist.

1+ This step from the surface expressions to the underlying relations is based on the as-
sumption that the surface activity on the market is congruent with the structures in the hid-
den sphere of production. In other words: exchange, in which the commodities are treated as
equals, can only then play the important role in the capitalist economy which it does play, if
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the commodities are not made equal through the exchange but already equal before beiung
exchanged.

| Marx concluded from his first thought experiment that exchange-value is only a form
of appearance of some content different from exchange-value, but he left the nature of this
content unspecified. All we know is that it is some underlying social relation, presumably
having to do with the production of the wheat. The second thought experiment allows him
to say more about this content: it is some equal substance which the commodities contain
already before they are exchanged. This greatly simplifies the task of understanding the
exchange relations. All we need to know is: what is this substance, and how much of it is in
each commodity? Marx formulates this idea as follows (and the use of the word “reduce” is
significant here):
Each of the two, so far as it is exchange- | Jedes der beiden, soweit es Tauschwert, muf}
value, must therefore be reducible to this | also auf dies Dritte reduzierbar sein.
third.

1+ In the first edition, p. 19:1, and in Value, Price, and Profit, p. [mecw20]121:2, this sen-
tence contains the additional clause that each must be reducible to this third independently
of the other (my emphasis). This makes it clearer what Marx means with the word “reduce”
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here. It is the reduction of a relation berween the things to a substance contained within each

of the partners in the relation.

[Polygon Analogy]

| The next paragraph brings a metaphor clarifying this reduction.

127:3 A simple geometrical example may
make this clear. In order to determine and
compare the areas of polygons, one decom-
poses them into triangles. Every triangle is
then reduced to an expression that is quite
different than the triangle’s visible shape,
namely, half the product of the base times
the altitude ba/2.

51:3 Ein einfaches geometrisches Bei-
spiel veranschauliche dies. Um den Flidchen-
inhalt aller gradlinigen Figuren zu bestim-
men und zu vergleichen, 16st man sie in
Dreiecke auf. Das Dreieck selbst reduziert
man auf einen von seiner sichtbaren Figur
ganz verschiednen Ausdruck—das halbe
Produkt seiner Grundlinie mit seiner Hohe.

1t The clearest formulation of this polygon illustration can be found in Value, Price, and
Profit, p. [mecw20]121:3. Here is my own explanation of the point Marx is trying to make.
Polygons (i.e., figures bounded by straight lines) are related with each other in the following
way: of two arbitrary polygons the first is either bigger than, smaller than, or equally large
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as the second. In order to show that polygon A is bigger than or equally large as polygon
B, one might proceed as follows: cut polygon A into pieces and place these pieces on top
of B in such a way that B is completely covered by them. Although this is a conceptually
simple prescription, in practice this cutting can be a tricky geometrical exercise. There is
indeed a procedure which can be implemented much more easily in practice. All one has to
do is to measure the area of both polygons separately, by decomposing each into triangles
and adding the areas of these triangles. These two numbers fully indicate which is bigger
and by how much. The existence of such a procedure, which only requires one to look
inside each polygon separately in order to know how they relate to each other, is what Marx
means by the formulation that, for the purposes of this relation, “each is, independently of
the other, reducible to a third.” |} After this metaphor, Marx announces what the next step in
the derivation must be:

In the same way, it is our task to reduce | Ebenso sind die Tauschwerte der Waren zu
the exchange-values of the commodities toa | reduzieren auf ein Gemeinsames, wovon sie
common substance of which they represent | ein Mehr oder Minder darstellen.

a greater or smaller amount.

Question 77 (Fri Aug 27-Mon Aug 30) Marx argues that commodities are exchangeable
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only because they contain some common substance. Bailey denies this. He compares the
exchange-value of commodities with the distance between points, which is not based on a
commonality between the two points but is purely relative: “As we cannot speak of the
distance of any object without implying some other object between which and the former
this relation exists, so we cannot speak of the value of a commodity but in reference to
another commodity compared with it. A thing cannot be valuable in itself without reference
to another thing any more than a thing can be distant in itself without reference to another
thing.”