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Introduction 

In the first volume of this book, published in 1989, we considered the history 
of Marxian economics from the death of Karl Marx in 1883 until 1929. Thís 
second volume brings the history up to the present day. 1t is ín many ways a 
very dífferent kind of story. The works of German and Russían Marxists 
domínated the fírst volume because they virtually monopolised intellectual 
discussion in Marxian economics prior to 1929. Beginning in the 19305, 
however, the centre of gravity of theoretical analysis began to shift 
westwards. so that in the post·war era the heartlands of Marxian polítical 
economy now lay in Western Europe and North America. New problems 
al50 arose in this periodo and elements of Marx's economics which had 
earlier received seant attention were elevated to greater prominence; for this 
reason we deal in sorne of the following chapters with Iiterature which 
antedates the years wíth which this volume is principally concerned. Al the 
same time, Marxian political economy recame less well·defined as non· 
Marxian ideas were used to overcome analytical deficiencíes or otherwise 
strengthen Marxian analysis. Perhaps the most dramatic change after 1929, 
though, was the way in which theoretical developments in Marxían 
economics became detached from successful revolutionary practice. Early 
Bolshevism was unique in the Sense that those who made a revolulíon in the 
name of Marx were frequently theorists of the highest calibre; this 
combination has not recurred. 

This, however, is not how matters appeared in 1929. which was ayear of 
considerable pro mise for Marxism. In the East, Stalin secured the seizure of 
power in 1917 by carryíng through a 'revolution from aboye' which created 
a new mode of production, rapidly accelerated economic development, and 
gave birth to a new orthodoxy. In the West, the onse! of the Great 
Depression promised both the economic collapse of capitalísm and the 
ending of Soviet isolatíon. If practice and experience were the measures of a 
theory's worth, Marxists could take heart from events while líberals might 
ríghtly have feared that theír social and intellectual worlds were shattering. 
But these appearances proved iIIusory. Staliníst Marxism, which is outlined 
in Chapter 2, W3S theoretically weak and, according to the Marxian critics 
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reviewed in Chapter 3, either a guise for a new expJoitatíve arder or a social 
formation that was socialist only in potentía! and already showed signs of 
degeneration. The post-war years have confirmed that these views were 
essentially correct, but already in the 19305 there were clear signs that Soviet 
Marxism was pathologícal. It is something of a paradox, though, that 
Marxian theorists themselves led the way in documenting this phenome
non; conserva ti ves and liberals have been much stronger on condemnation 
than analysis. On the other hand, contemporary Marxian explanations of 
the Great Depression, which are outlined in Chapter 1, proved to be 
disappointing; although they were sometimes insightful, rather hUle prog
ress was made in comprehending the economícs of capitalíst crisis. Despite 
the fact that Marxian economists were better-equipped than mainstream 
theorists to deal with crisis theory, it was from the ranks of the latter that the 
most notable intellectual development occurred: namely, Keynes's General 
Theory. 

The failure of Stalinism should not occasíon great surpríse. Marx's ideas 
were never meant to serve as an ideology of modemisation, and his own 
account of the transformation brought about by industrialisatíon virtually 
precludes the possibility that Marxism could be adapted to the task while 
retainíng its integrity. The def1ciencies in Marxian work on the Great 
Depression are more difficu!t to explain, but probably result in part from 
hostility to subjectivist theory. While this hostility is to a large extent 
rationally founded, it did create difficulties in analysing realisation pro
blems, which must ínvolve an insuff1cíency of demand and thus reflect 
expendíture decísions. It í5 true that. arter 1917, Marxists of various shades 
did become more aware of the 'subjective factor', but in the 1930s theorists 
límited their coocerns lo íts role in the superstructure aod in revolutionary 
politics, and díd not qualífy their objectívísm in economic analysis. Jt was 
only io the post-war years that Manian economists became more aware of 
the importance of treating economic phenomena as the result of actions 
which may not be fully determined by structure; and only then did they 
come to recognise that, even if economic behaviour is structurally deter
mined, it is nevertheless important to have a disaggregated description of the 
mechanisms through which it takes place. 

Pan II of this book outlines ¡he most significant innovation, the 
incorporation of Keynesian theory into Marxism. Chapter 4 reviews the 
ways in which Marxian economists believed Ihat capítalism had changed io 
the post-war years, while Chapter 5 consíders the complex relationship 
between Keynes and Marx. Both chaplers províde the background for 
understanding how the principie of effective demand has contributed to 
Marxian economists' understanding of the 'long boom' in Western capital-
15m. Two of the three principal accounts the theory of monopoly capital 
outlined in Chapter 6, and the analysís of the arms economy in Chapter 8 -
involve ideas which are recognisably Keynesian. The third theory, based on 
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Marx's treatment of the falling rate of profit, is very much a fundamentalist 
reaclion lo any form of Keynesian revisionism, and maintains that whatever 
is valíd in the theories of monopoly capital and the arms economy is besa 
understood in lerms of the production of surplus value rather Ihan ¡as 
realisation, which is a secondary issue 10 which Keynesian ideas are 
necessarily limited. There are important elemenls of truth in Ihis claim, 
bul grounding it in Marx's analysis of the falling rate of profit ís a grave 
weakness. In the l890s Tugan-Baranovsky showed that Marx's law was 
realIy no law al aH; this has been repeatedly confirmed over the last 60 years, 
as Chapter 7 documents. To reassert in the face of this the relevance of the 
falJing rate of profit, as analysed by Marx, has done much damage lo the 
inteUectual credentials of Mandan polítical economy. 

Al the same time as they analysed the 'long boom', Marxian economists 
tried lo explain why capitalíst dynamism had not extended to the Third 
World. Chapters 9 and 10 of Part III provide an account of theories of 
underdevelopment, in which it was argued that (contrary to the view held by 
most Marxists before the Second World War) the very nature of the world 
economy precluded autonomous development in the periphery. Undoubt
edly much support for the new position derived from the fact thal 
revolutions led by Marxists occurred in backward countries like Russia 
and China; the theory of underdevelopment seemed able to explain ¡his, 
while earHer forms of Marxism could not. Indeed, sorne critics of Marxism 
saw this as evídence Ihat classical Marxism was fallacious. But this was 
incorrect. Prior lo the Fíest WQrld War, Marxists had argued that socialism 
and backwardness were incompatible, and experience has borne this out 
very well. In addition, although early Marxists did not in general recognise 
the possibility tha! Marxism itself míght become an ideology of a new class 
society, the very structure of their theory allowed for this eventuality, and 
many Marxists quickly accepted that it had actually occurred in Soviet 
Russia after 1917. A similar reaction occurred in the late 1 970s in relation to 
the theory of underdevelopment, which we discuss in Chapter lI. In this 
context, too, there was a 'return to Marx', bu! the resulting criticism of the 
neo-Marxian theory of underdevelopment produced sorne of the very bes! 
work in the perlod under review, and could in no way be dismissed as 
obscurantismo 

Nevertheless, Chapters 9, 10 and 11 do lndicate that a dramatíc change 
has taken place in the nature of Marxían polítical economy, since suecessful 
revolutíonary action and its theoretical comprehension have beeome 
separated. What Leszek Kolakowski writes of Mao Tse Tung is in faet 
true of the economic ideas of Third World revolutionaries in general: they 
have been 'extremely primitive and clumsy, sometimes even childish; in 
comparison, even Stalin gives the impression of a powerful theorist'.1 Many 
Western Marxists have agreed - though rarely explicitly - and have in elTeel 
repudiated Marx's eJeventh thesis on Feuerbach:2 that ¡s, their COficern has 
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been less to change the world than to understand it. The great expansion of 
universities in Western Europe and North America dunng the 1960s greatly 
facilitated this trend, for it atlowed the institutionalisation of theoretical 
Marxism outside socialist parties and brought into being a 'Left Academy' 
substantially isolated from polítical activity. Whatever the implications ror 
Marx's theory of praxis, there was the beneficial consequence of allowing 
Marxism to reta in intellectual credibility, rather than succumbing wholly to 
the stultifying dicta tes of practice. 

Sorne times the results were quite unexpected. They certainly did not 
conform to the views of those extreme anti-Marxists who saw only a fifth 
column of academíc bigotry. Their error became most evident in the deba tes 
on value theory in the 1960s and 1970s, which are discussed in Part IV: it was 
precisely Marxians who dominated what has become the single most 
important critique of Marx's formal economic theory. However, by coupling 
this with an attack on traditional neoclassical economics they were able also 
to argue that only a materialist reconstruction of polítical economy allowed 
the tmths of Marxism to be preserved and integrated with those of Keynes. 
Mainstream theonsts were put on the defensive and, although they fought 
back with sorne success, neoc!assical theory was modified in the process. 
Moreover, the controversies showed that sorne convergence between Marx
ian economics and neoc1assical theory could occur. Marxian polítical 
economy had c1early come of age in terms 01' methodological rigour, and 
this allowed substantial agreement about what was invalid both m Marx's 
own economics and in early neoclassical theory, even if that agreement did 
not extend to modern versions of these paradigms. This may be regarded as a 
general trend, since increasing rigour and a convergence with non-Marxian 
economics is also manifest in the issues discussed in Part 11 and in Chapter 11. 

'Rational choice Marxism', which forms the subject of Chapter 17, is an 
extreme version of these tendencies, where the tools of analytical philosophy 
and neodassical economics are used to treat established issues of Marxian 
polítical economy. Many of the c1aims made by the rational choice Marxists 
are exaggerated, bu! new Iight has been shed on a host of issues which 
concern both Marxians and liberals: the nature of rationality, the limitations 
of structuralism, the meaning of exploitation, and the means through which 
economic theory might advance. AH these matters are however contentious, 
as are the other two subjects treated in the final part of this book: the causes 
of slowdown in the growth of advanced capitalist economies since the early 
1970s, and the feasibility of socialist economic organisation_ Marxian 
analyses of the 'second slump' are considered in Chapter 16, and the 
economics of post-capitalist society in Chapter 18. In both cases the 
teleological and optimistic strands evídent in earlier Marxism ha ve suc
cumbed to a more analytical and robust hard-headedness, as can be seen by 
comparing discussions of these issues over time. The relative sophistícation 
of sorne ofthe writers dealt with in Chapter 16 may be set favourably against 
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the work of their predecessors who anaiysed the Great Depression In 
addítion. the complex problems which Marxian economists now accept as 
necessarily involved in organising a socialist economy represen! a sharp 
contras! with both the unworldly confidence of many Bolsheviks in 1917 and 
¡he unimaginative authoritarianism of the Stalinists. 

Notes 

1. L. Kolakowski, Main Currenls o/ Marxism. Volume IJI. The BreakdowlI (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1978), p. 494. 

2. T. B. Bottomore and M. Rubel (eds). Karl Marx: Selecled Wrilings in Sociologr 
and Social Philosophy (Hannondsworth: Penguin, 1963), p. 84. 





Part 1 
The Great Depression 
and Stalinism 





1 
M arxian Economics and the 
Great Depression 

1 The Last Crisis of Capitalism? 

The Great Depression was by far the most severe economic crisis in the 
history of capitalism. In ¡he United Sta tes real GNP fell by 9.9 per cen! in 
1930, a further 7.7 per cent in 1931, and by 14.8 per cent in 1932. In the latter 
year industrial production in both Germany and the US was no less than 47 
per cent below its 1929 level (for the other capitalist powers the collapse was 
les s complete, but nevertheless severe).l Marxian economists asked two 
questions about this cataclysm. What did il mean for the future of the 
capitalist system and the prospects for socialism? And how could it be 
explained consistently with Marx's theory of crisis? Neither question was 
simple. Marx's theory of capitalist crisis was nowhere well worked out, nor, 
indeed, even organised systema tically, while the poli tical history of the 1930s 
involved novel developments. The most notable phenomena were the success 
of fascism in Germany, the New Deal in the United Sta tes and the growth of 
state intervention elsewhere. They raised once again the question of the 
state's role in modern capitalism and the basis of mass support for reaction 
or reform rather Ihan revolution. 

There was no agreement among Marxian theorists concerning the nature 
of the crisis. Initially, at least, German Social Democratic economists found 
little to be excited about. The Great Depression was 'neither Young-crisis 
nor rationalisation-crísis, nor total breakdown of the capitalist system nor 
herald of the world revolution', Fritz Naphtali wrote in 1930, 'but Iypica! 
crisis 01 the capitalisl system 1I'ith hislorical peculiarilíes, as are revealed by 
every crisis'? In the following year Karl Kautsky attacked radical elements 
in the German SPD (Social Democratic Party) who argued that only 
socialism could end the crisis: 'rhis view reminds me of people who, in a 
cool wet summer, assume that it will never get warm and that a new ice age 
is beginning d As wíth aH previous crises, a recovery was inevitable; it would 
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increase the econornlc and polítical strength of the working class sufficiently 
to ensure that the current crisis would be the last of its kind. 'We have every 
reason to expect', Kautsky concluded, 'that the coming prosperity will 
introduce an era of lasting well-being, lasting security and rapidly progress
ing adjustment of the productíon process to the needs of the working class, 
an era which we must characterise as the proletarian revolution.' 4 Instead 
fascism triumphed in Oermany, while elsewhere recovery was slow and 
incomplete. but neither Kautsky nor the SPD's leading economic theoreti
cian, Rudolf Hilferding, appear to have revised their remarkably complacent 
interpretation of the depression. s 

Most Marxists, however, agreed with Friedrich Pollock of the Frankfurt 
Institute that the Oreat Depression was deeper, geographically more 
extensive and longer-Iasting than its predecessors, even that of 1873-9, 
and that it therefore needed a special explanation.6 A mínority pointed to 
the existence of 'long waves' of capitalist development. In addition to the 
accepted 7-10 year trade cycle, it was suggested. there were regular 
f1uctuations over half a century. During the long downswing, cyclical 
booms were weaker, and depressions stronger and more protracted, than 
in the upswing of the long wave. This notion originated before the First 
World War with the Russian Marxist Alexander Helphand (Parvus). In the 
1920s it attracted the attention of both German economists such as de Wolff 
and Wagemann and, in the Soviet Union, the former Social Revolutionary 
N.D. Kondratiev, after whom the 50 year cycle has come to be named. 7 Very 
approximately, long upswings were identified with the periods 1851-73 and 
1896-1914 (or 1920), and the corresponding downswings were located in 
1826-50, 1873-95 and from 1920 onwards. A long-wave explanation of the 
Oreat Depression was advanced, somewhat tentatively, by Fritz Naphtali, 
and with much more confidence by the Austro-Marxist atto Bauer, both 
stressing ahe role of falling agricultural prices in long downswings 8 But this 
hypothesis received hule support, Pollock, for example, dismissing long 
waves as 'metaphysical', and as depending upon 'unreliable generalisations' 
from isolated circumstances.9 

Ir the crisis represented neither the downturn of a regular trade cycle nor 
the amplification of such a depression by the Kondratiev long wave, thefe 
seemed lO be no grounds for expecling a sustained recovery in the rate of 
accumulation, or in output and employment. lt could be argued, therefore, 
that capitalism was doomed, either to protracted stagnation or to imminent 
economic breakdown. In general the breakdown Ihesis in ils slrict sense - the 
assertion that profitable growth would soon become impossible, for nar
rowly economic reasons - was more widely supported before 1914 than 
thereafter, though it had been advocated with greal vigour by Henryk 
Orossmann on the very eve of the Wall Street crash. 10 However, by the 
mid-1930s the official Soviet line, enunciated by Stalin at the 17th Party 
Congress, referred to 'a depression of a special kind', with a 'Iimited revival' 
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Biography of 
Friedrich PoUock 

Pollock was born in Freiburg in 1894, the son of a Jewish merchant. 
Initially he trained for a commercial career, but arter 1918 he studied 
economics and politícs at Munich, Freiburg and Frankfurt, where he 
wrote a dissertation on Marx's theory of money. From 19240nwards 
Pollock worked with Cari Grünberg, the patmn of the Frankfurt 
Institute, and was acting Director of the Institute in 1928-30. Poli oc k 
visited the Soviet Union in 1927 at the invitation of David Riazanov. 
and drew upon his field research in a major book on Soviet planning 
which appeared two years latee Hitler's seizure of power drove 
Pollock to New York with his friend Max Horkheimer and the other 
leading members of the Frankfurt School. whose principal economic 
theorist he had become. Pollock was a strong crilic of economic 
determinism, and in his analysis of state capitalísm he asserted the 
primacy of political and ideo!ogical ¡niluences. After 1945 he ¡¡ved for 
a while in California before returning to Germany. He died in 
Switzerland in 1970 

which amounted to neither a real recovery nor a relapse into the depth of 
slump. In the words of the Comintern 's leading economlc spokesman. Eugen 
Varga, the Great Depression had 'caused a profound disturbance of the 
entire capitalíst system. inihated a new and higher stage of the general crisís 
of capitalism and resulted in the maturing of the objective pre-requisítes for 
the revolutionary crisis'. The former theoretician of the Left Opposition, 
Evgeny Preobrazhensky, temporarily back in favour in the early 1 930s, 
concurred: 'if it does not lead to a world war, or is not interrupted by a 
technological revolution, a general economic crisis under monopolism must 
outgrow its economic framework and beco me a general social crisis of the 
entíre historical system of capitalism'. Renewed expansíon in sorne parts of 
the capitalíst world (for example in the United Sta tes) might be possíble, but 
only at the expense of others (especiaJly Brítain and France).'1 

More independent Marxists took a similar line. While recognising that 
'decline is not eollapse', the maverick American Communist Lewis Corey 
nevertheless saw the Depression as proof of increasing instability and a 
growing tendency for stagnation, indicating a 'final, permanent crisis' for the 
capítalist system. 

In Germany Natalie Moszkowska interpreted the increasing severíty of 
erises as evidence of the danger of a permanent crisis, which testified to the 
impending downfall (Niedergang) of capitalism. Her compatriot, Fritz 
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Biography oC 
Lewis Corey 

Bom Louis Fraina in Italy in 1892, Lewis Corey (who adopted the 
name in 1926) came to the United Sta tes at the age of three. He was 
brought up in poverty in New York, leaving school at fourteen. Corey 
was active in the Socialist Party, Socialist Labor Party and Industrial 
Workers of the World, and was in 1919 brietly jailed for hls earlier 
antl-war actlvities. He was one of the first members of the US 
CommunIst Party, but resigned in 1922 in protest against its sub
servience to Moscow; however, he remained a Marxist for more than a 
decade. Corey worked first as a clerk and proof-reader, then as a 
researcher and editor, as educational director for a trade union, and (in 
1942-51) as professor of economics at Antioch College. Although now 
a liberal, and a vociferous anti-Communist, Corey was under intense 
pressure from McCarthyite investigators at the time of his death in 
1953. 

Sternberg, found three reasons for believing that recovery would be 
exceptionally difficult: new overseas markets were no longer available; the 
unprecedented impoverishment of salaried employees, civil servants and the 
independent middleclass had removed an important built-in stabiliser; and 
the sheer sea le of unemployment and real wage cuts made the reviva! of 
domestic demand unusually problematical. l2 

A few Marxists went even further. Both Trotsky and the Council 
Communist, Paul Mattick, reterred to the Depression as the 'death agony' 
of capitalismo 'For the first time', Mattick wrote in 1933 in the programme 
of the Industrial Workers of the World, 'in the final phase of capitalism 
surplus value no longer suffices to sustain both a sufficient wage leve! and 
the necessary accumulation.' Not only did this represent the objective 
economic conditions for proletarian revolution, it forced humanity to 
choose between 'Communism or Barbarism'. In similar vein Trotsky saw 
the Great Depression as a dramatic vindication of his 'conception of the 
epoch' inaugurated by the First World War, which signified that the further 
development of the productive forces in Europe was constrained by the 
nation-state structure of advanced capitalismo Expressing himself in the 
language of Lenin's Imperialism, he wrote: 

The life of monopolistic capitalism in our time is a chaio of cnses. Each 
crisis IS a catastrophe. The need for salvatíon from these partial 
catastrophes by means of tariff walls, inflation, increase of government 
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spending, and debts lays Ihe ground for additional, deeper and more 
widespread crises. The struggle for markets, for raw materials, for colonies 
makes military catastrophes unavoidable. AH in all, they prepare revolu
tionary catastrophes ... there is no doubt that the 'theory of collapse' has 
triumphed over the theory of peaceful development'. 13 

There was evidently some imprecision here. What is meant by the 'new 
and higher stage of the general crisis of capitalism'? 1s increasing inslGbiliry 
consistent with stagnation? What, exactly, is a 'permanent crisis'? These 
questions were not satisfactorily answered by any of these writers. Trotsky in 
particular relied on rhetoric and asserlion, and failed to provide any solid 
economic argument lo support his view that a new epoch of proletarian 
revolution had begun in 1917 (see Chapter 13 of volume 1 of this book). His 
secretary for much of the 1930s, lean van Heijenoort, writes of a possible 
'Iack of confidence on Trotsky's part in his command of economics', an 
ímpression contirmed by Sternberg's account of his informal tutoríals with 
Trotsky in 1934. 14 

By far the most coherent theory of stagnation ca me (in 1942) from the pen 
of Paul Sweezy. Emphasising mass underconsumption and the curtailment 
of investment opportunities. it owed as much to liberal theorists like 1.M. 
Keynes and Alvin Hansen as it did to Marx, 15 while also drawing heavily on 
Hilferding and Lenin. Like many Marxist writers, Sweezy was more 
interested in qualitative than in purely quantitative economic change, and 
pointed to the emergence of a new stage of capitalist development. He 
critícised Hilferding and Lenin for mistakenly generalising, in their ootíon of 
'finance capital', a specific, brief phase of banker dominance over industry 
to characterise twentieth-century capitalism as a whole (see Chapters 5 and 
14 of volume 1 of this book). Anticipating his later collaboration with Paul 
Baran, Sweezy proposed the term monopoly capital to encapsulate the era of 
giant corporations, price rigidity, growing profit margins, sluggish invest
ment and rising selling costs to offset the tendency to underconsumptionist 
stagnation. 16 Natalie Moszkowska's concept of late capitalism was quite 
c10se to this. 17 

By comparison with the European Marxists, Sweezy's treatmenl was 
'economistic', and he paid rela tively Iittle attention to the increasing 
economic role of the sta te. For Qtto Bauer, drawing heavily on contempor
ary German experience, the Great Depression had been the herald of a new 
bureaucratically directed monopoly capitalismo The limited industrial recov
ery in Europe after 1932 had be en based upon expanding armaments 
expenditures, Bauer argued, together with rigid state control of both foreign 
trade and domestic price and wage forma tion. Defunct banks had been 
nationalised, and through ¡ts special employment measures the government 
had gained control over what had become a 'military reserve army' of the 
unemployed. A return to the liberal capitalism of free competition and free 
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(rade was impossible, Bauer believed, and the rise in the state's economic 
power was irreversible. But the new system offered only the appearance of 
economic planning, not the reality; it could only suppress the fundamental 
contradictions of the capitalist economy, and could not overcome them. A 
new world war was inevitable. lB 

Eugen Varga tumed to Lenin's account of wartime capitalism (and 
implicitly to that of Bukharin) to reach a conclusion similar to Bauer's: 
'The principal results of the efforts to overcome the crisis artificially (and of 
a1l capitalist economic policy during the crisis) is [sic] the intervention of the 
state in every detail of economic life in favour of the ruling c1asses in general, 
and of monopoly capital and the big agrarians in particular. Monopoly 
capital makes use of its control of the state machinery to elTect a systematic 
shift of national income in its favour and to rob the state treasury in various 
ways and under aH sorts of pretexts. "State capitahst" tendendes have 
grown considerably. A transition from monopoly capitalism to a "sta te war
monopoly capitalism", as Lenin called capitalísm in the period of the Fírst 
World War, is taking place to a certain extent. 

Biography of 
Eugen Varga 

Bom in Budapest in 1879, Varga studied in Budapest, Berlín and Paris, 
joining the Hungarian Social Democratic Parly in 1906. In 1918 he 
beca me Professor of Political Economy al the University of Budapest, 
and in the following year served as People's Commissar of Finance and 
then as Chairman of the Supreme Economic Council of the short-Iíved 
Hungarian Soviet republic. On its overthrow Varga fled to the Soviet 
Union, where he worked for the Comintern and soon became its most 
promment economic spokesman. In 1927 Varga began a 20-year term 
as chairman of the Institute of World Economics in Moscow, and 
editor of its journal. A prolific author from the early 1920s onwards, 
he was elected to the Soviet Academy of Sciences in 1939. His 
unorthodox views on the post-war prospects for capitalism cost Varga 
his offícial positions in 1947 and forced a total recantation two years 
la ter. After the death of Stalin, however, Varga's rehabílítation was 
rapid and complete, eaming him the Order of Lenin twice (in 1954 and 
1959), a Stalin Prize (in 1954) and a Lenin Prize (in 1963). He died in 
October 1964. 

'In fact the present situation of capitalism very much resembles (hat 
during the World War ... the preparations for the next world war dominate 
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the economic policy of all nations more and more.' State II'GI'-monopoly 
capitalism is thus distinguished by the predominance of military considera
tions in economic policy, and by a substantial growth in the economic power 
of the state. 19 Like Bauer, Varga insisted that capitalism remained pro
foundly contradictory. 

Lewis Corey, who used the terms 'state capitalism', 'monopoly capitalism' 
and 'monopoly state capltalism' interchangeably,2() denied that the system 
represented a new sOCJal order: 

The 'national planning' which accompanies state capitalism is not 
planning in any real sense, for planning depends upon abolition of the 
anarchy of private profit relations; it is merely piecemeal aid to capitalist 
industry and planned limitation of output to prevent complete breakdown 
and a revolt of the workers. State capitalism is an unworkable compro
mise between the old and the new (a negative expression of the need ror a 
new sOCJal order) and aggravates the antagonisms of declining capitalism. 

As we have seen, Trotsky, for all his other differences with both Bauer and 
Varga, took a similar view. Since the basic contradiction was that the 
productive forces had outgrown the bounds of the nation sta te, any solution 
to the crisis through state economic management was impossible. 
New imperialist wars were inevitable unless proletarian revolution inter
vened. 21 

A radicalIy different view was expressed by Friedrich PoIlock. Initia.1ly 
Pollock had emphasísed capítalists' opposítion to planning, whích would 
convert them into rentiers and, by exposing its parasític nature, threaten the 
legitimacy of their prívileged position. 22 But he soon carne to stress the 
increasing economic functions of the state, citíng the Roosevelt National 
Industrial Recovery Act as a prime example. Neither a new world war nor 
complete economic breakdown could be regarded as inevitable, Pollock 
argued. A planned, stable capitalist economy was entirely possible, given a 
further growth of state regulation and a corresponding transformation of 
the polítical system. Power would be increasingly concentrated in the hands 
of an economic oligarchy. The middle class would lose its independence. 
while technological unemployment and ¡abour market segmentatíon would 
blunt the strike weapon and destroy the proletariat's will to resist. 'What is 
coming to an end', Pollock concluded in 1933, 'ís not capítalism but merely 
its liberal phase. Economically, politically and culturally. there will in the 
future be less and less freedom for the majority of mankind.' Parliamentary 
government would give way to plebiscitary dictatorship. and the burgeoning 
apparatus of psychological mass control would render the state apparatus 
índependent of al! c1asses, allowing it to assume an autonomous 
[ullparteiisch] position over and aboye society.23 
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By 1941 Pollock was writing of a new state capitalism in which the market 
no longer controls production or distribution, and economic laws have 
disappeared. These functions are now vested in the sta te, which regulates 
economic life to ensure the full employment of resources using a 'pseudo
market' as one of íts instruments. Sta te capitalism 'signifies the transition 
from a predominantly economic to an essentially political era ... the profít 
motive is superseded by the power motive' to whích profit is subsidíary, and 
capitalists are reduced to rentiers. 24 Pollock identifíes two variants of the 
new system. In a democratic state capitalism the state is controlled by the 
people, while in the lolalitarian version it is the tool of a 'new rulíng group' 
of top business management, the leading state bureaucrats (including the 
miJitary) and the upper echelons of the (single) party apparatus. Pollock 
expecIs the latter to triumph. In a dystopia similar lo George Orwell's 1984, 
war and preparations for war are paramount, since the system cannot 
survive mass unemployment but musl also hold back the living standards 
of the masses, lest increased leisure offers 'more oppoi-tunity for critical 
thinking, out of which a revolutionary spirit mighl develop,.25 Subject to 
these conditions state capitaJism faces no insunnountable economic barners, 
for 'we are unable to discover any ínherent economic forces, "economic 
laws" of the old or a new type, which could prevent the functioning of sta te 
capitalism ... we may even say tha! under state capitalism economics as a 
social science has lost i ts object'. 26 

Closely related to this is the question of fascismo For Karl Kautsky, who 
never understood lts appeal lO big business, fascism was an irrational 
product of economic backwardness, suited to ltalian but not to German 
circumstancesY At the other extreme Pollock saw fascism as a paradigm of 
the new social order, in which politics had established primacy over 
economics and the state had come to dominate economic life. This was 
the majority position in the Frankfurt School,28 but a minority of Pollock's 
colleagues, notably Herbert Marcuse and Franz Neumann, took the more 
orthodox Marxisl line Ihat fascism was a form of capitalist dictatorship. In 
his inf1uential book Behemoth, Neumann dismissed 'state capitalism' as a 
contradiction in terms, and described !he con!emporary Gennan economy 
as totalitarian monopoly capitalism. 29 This conclusion, 'substantially identi
cal' with that of Paul Sweezy on the nalure of Nazi Gennany and having 
close affínities with Hilferding's concept of IOta/itarian state econonly,30 
resembled ¡he o illci al communist position. Trotsky's analysis was more 
subtle, recognising the petit-bourgeois basis of Fascism, bu! its concIusions 
were much the same. For most Marxists fascism was 'the open, terrorist 
dictatorship of the most reactionary, most chauvinist and most imperialist 
elements offinance capital', as Dimitrov told the Seventh World Congress of 
the Comintern. 31 In Lewis Corey's words, 'Fascism is merely the old order, 
only more so and without the progressive features which that order formerly 
possessedd2 The contrast with Pollock could not be more pronounced. 
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11 The Causes of tbe Great Depression 

Since there was so hule agreement about the nature of the Great Depression, 
it is hardly surprising that no smgle theory of its causes commanded general 
support. Writing in 1942, Paul Sweezy dislinguished two Iypes of crisis: 
those resulting from the tendency for Ihe rate of profit lo decline, and those 
due to difficultíes in the realisation of surplus value. 33 It ¡s, however, 
apparent from Sweezy's presentatíon that there are two distinct crisis 
theories under each heading. making four in aH. The rate of profit may 
decline either beca use of a tendency for technical progress to force up Ihe 
organic composition of capital faster than the rate of exploitation, as 
stressed by Marx in volume III of Capital; or as a result of a declining 
rate of exploitation, due to arate of capital accumulation fast enough to 
exhaust the reserve army of the unemployed and drive up wages, which 
Marx hinls at in volumes 1 and lII. 34 Realisation problems may arise both 
beca use of disproportionalities between the different branches of produc
tion, and in consequence of a deficiency in aggregate demand caused by 
underconsumption 35 These theories are not necessarily mutually exclusive: 
Sweezy himself rejected the fírst and third versions in favour of the second 
(for short-term lluctuations) and the fourth (as a theory of secular 
stagnation). Nor, as will beco me apparent, were they all entirely indepen
dent of each other. But they are sufficiently dislinclive for there lo have been 
considerable controversy over their suitability as Marxist explanations of Ihe 
depression, and for them to require separate discussion. 

Before 1929 the first varíant of Ihe falling rate of profit argument had 
generally been accepted, but only rarely was it taken seriously as a theory of 
crisis. Sorne economists on the fringes of Marxism had indeed rejected the 
entire analysis, suggesting that capitalists would (in the absence of rising 
wages) adop! a technical innovation only if the rate of profi! would be raised 
by so doing36 Among orthodox Marxian political economists, however, it 
was standard practice to accep! Marx's analysis as a correet exposition of 
the consequences of technical change, without deeming it at aH relevant to 
capitalist crises: the most extreme example of this is Rosa Luxemburg, but 
there are many others 37 Hilferding did connect the falling rate of profit and 
the occurrence of crises, bUI without emphasísing it (he relied to a greater 
extent on disproportionalities).38 With only rare exceptions this neglect was 
repeated in Ihe 1920s, and ín the case of Soviet economists such as Varga ít 
eontinued throughout the following decade. Richard Day's thorough survey 
of the contemporary Russian-Ianguage hterature on the Great Depression 
yields just one reference to the falling rate of profit. 39 

This began to change in 1929 with the publicatíon of Henryk Gross
mann's massive text on breakdown theory. Grossmann's numerical model, 
based on a 1913 artide by Otto Bauer, was one in which technical progress 
requires capitalists to increase their constan! capital at arate of 10 per cent 
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per period and theír variable capital by only 5 per een!. He assumed a 
constant rate of exploítation, and had Iittle difficulty in showing that 
aceumulation would eventually (after 35 periods) become impossible due 
to a shorlage of the surplus value needed to finance ía,4() In his numerical 
example crisis breaks out when capitalíst consumption falls to zero. and this 
occurs whíle the rate of profit (though decIining) is stíU positive. For this 
reason it is perhaps incorrect to characteríse Grossmann as a falling rate of 
profil theorist in the striet sense, but the mechanism underlying his analysis 
is idenlÍeal with that of volume III of Capital. Grossmann was severely 
critícised by communists, Social Democrats and ¡ndependent Marxists 
alike;u bUI within a few years the rísing organíc eomposition of capital 
began to playa prominent role in several Marxían crisis theories. Fírst mto 
the arena was Lewis Corey, who cited official statisties to demonstrate a 
sustained ¡ncrease in the organic eomposition in the United States both in 
the long term (from 1849 to 1914) and in the build-up to the Grea! 
Depression: 'In 1923-29, constant capital in manufactures rose over four 
times as much as variable capital: 24.4"/0 compared with 5.7%: This could 
be offset by an increased rate of exploitation, Corey admitted. but only 
exceptionally would the rate of profit fail to decline. Between 1923 and 1931 
il had. in fact. fallen from 9.2 per cent to les s ahan zer042 (though, as we shall 
see, Corey attributed par! of this decline to realisation difficulties). In 
Britain, rírst John Strachey and then Maurice Dobb invoked the faUing 
rate of profit as one element in their. somewhat eclectic. theories of crisis, 
while on the Continent Otto Bauer was drawing similar conclusions from the 
rapíd post-war rationalisation of capítalist productíon.43 

There was, however, no shortage of díssenters from this posilion. For the 
first time. writers within the Marxíst maínstream díspuled the validity of 
Marx's argumenl. Rather oddly, no one raised against Corey the obvíous 
objection Ihat his empírical evidence was suspect, since it related to prices 
rather than lo labour value magnitudes, Inslead the law was challenged at 
Ihe theoretical leve!. Moszkowska pointed oul Ihat the mere fact of a fall in 
the rate of profit was ínsufficíent support for the volume IU analysis, since 
the decline míght have occurred for quite differenl reasons (for example, as 
the result of realisation difficulties),44 She also criticised Marx's conclusions 
on the grounds that - as Tugan-Baranovsky and Bortkiewcz had suggested
Ihe produclivity growth associated with teehnical progress would produce a 
rising rate of profit, unless real wages rose rapidly enough to keep the rate of 
exploitation unchanged. It made as much sense, she argued, lO speak of a 
'Iaw of Ihe rising rate of exploitation' as of a 'falling rate of profit'.45 Marx 
hímseJf had discussed the countervailing tendendes which operated agalns! 
the tendency ror the protit rate to fal!. The 'cheapening of the elements of 
constant capital' would lower the organic composition, while a reduction in 
necessary labour time would raise the rate of exploitation.46 For Sweezy and 
- more hesitantly - Dobb. these factors made il impossible to draw any 
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Biogrsphy or 
Maurice Dobb 

Dobb was born in London in 1900, ¡nto a Nonconformist family of 
small businessmen. Educated at Charterhouse and Pembroke College, 
Cambridge, he first joined the Independent Labour Party, becoming a 
Communist in 1922 after he had moved to the London School of 
Economics as a research student. Dobb remained an active and loyal 
(though sometimes crítical) member of the Party throughout his life, 
serving on the editorial boards of Labour Monthly, Modern Quarterly, 
Mar.>:ism Quarterly and Marxism Today. He returned to Cambridge in 
1924 as a lecturer and spent the rest of his !ife there, becoming a FeUow 
of Trinity College in 1948 and University Reader in Economics in 
1959. Dobb was an early visitor to the Soviet Union and publíshed two 
important books on the Soviet economy, together with major works on 
the history of economic thought, planning Iheory, economÍc history 
and economic development. Something of an outsider al Cambridge, 
Dobb was nevertheless elected Fellow of the Brítísh Academy. He died 
in 1976. 

firm conclusions about the long-run tendency of the rate of profit, and 
rendered Marx's law of doubtful validity as a theory of crisis (see Chapter 7 
below).47 

A declining profit rate could be deduced, with much greater confidence, 
from aJall in the rate of exploitation due to rising real wages in conditions of 
prosperity. This 'overaccumulation' theory can be traced back lo Marx, and 
was revived by Qtto Bauer in 1913 (see Chapter 6 of volume 1 of this book). 
It offers a c1ear and plausible model of cyclical fluctuations along the 
following lines. Accumulation commences while there is still a substantial 
reserve army of Ihe unemployed, relatively low real wages, and high rates of 
exploítation and of profit. Although constant capital is accumulated more 
rapidly than variable capital, the demand for labour power expands. The 
reserve army shrínks, and real wages begin to rise. Soon they outstrip ahe 
growth in the productívity of labour, depressing the rate of exploitatíon and 
lowering the profit rateo This chokes off investment and brings accumulation 
lo a hall. Unemployment ¡ncreases, real wages fall, the cate of exploitation 
recovers, and the rale of profit rises again, allowing the cycle lo repeat 
itself.48 Moszkowska had argued in these terms in her first book, though she 
abandoned the position in her later works.49 Strachey cited the ¡nccease in 
real wages al the peak of the Irade cycle as decisive evidence againsl 
underconsumptlonism. 50 while both Sweezy and Dobb regarded overaccu-
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rnulation as the principal elernent in Marxian crisis theory (without using Ihe 
terrn).5I 

As a theoretical possibility over-accurnulation was difficult to deny, but its 
empirical relevance was another matter. Corey and Varga cited US statistics 
tú show that unemployment had remained high, and real wages had been 
stagnant, in the years leading up to 1929. Both saw this as evidence that 
underconsumption rather than overaccumulalÍon ¡ay behind the Oreat 
Depression. 52 However, before this - the most common Marxist interpreta
tion of the slump - can be examined, it is useful to deal with the 
disproportionality variant of realisation theory beca use it sometimes 
became indistinguishable from a theory of underconsumption. 

The anarchy of capitalisl production had long been regarded by Marxists 
as a major cause of economic crisis. Since investments are undertaken by 
individual capitalists in isolation from ea eh other, with no overall plan lO 
guide their decisions or lo render thern consistent with each other, over
production in particular seclors is almost unavoidable and is likely to spill 
over into other branches of industry, giving rise to general overproduction. 
The exact mechanism by which Ihis comes about was never fully specified. 
No more than orthodox theorisls did Marxian economists have a precise 
conception of effective demand and the multiplier process. However, they 
were much closer lo these concepts than was pre-Keynesian orthodoxy, and 
the notion of disproportionality also allowed Ihem lo recognise the 
functional role of crises in capitalist economies. Crises have a cathartic 
effect, eliminating false investments and restoring the correct proportions in 
accordance with the 'Iaw of value' (thal ¡s, establishing an allocation of 
resources such that the rate of profit tends towards equality in all 
industries).'J 

Elements of a disproportionality theory are found in both Qtto Bauer's 
and Fritz Naphtali's accounts of capitalist rationalísation in the 1920s. 
Naphtali and Fritz Stemberg took the argument further by linking it to the 
growlh of monopoly whích, they argued, had made matters worse by 
encouraging overinvestment in initiaIly profitable monopolised industries 
and transferring the fuI! burden of the necessary adjustrnents to the 
competitive sector54 According to Friedrich Pollock, state support for 
ailing monopolists further weakened the system's automatic self-stabilising 
capacities. It introduced a form of 'guaranteed capitalism'. in which the 
regulatory power of competítion, operating through the inllicting of minous 
losses upon unsuccessful enterprises, was no longer effective. This was one of 
the most important reasoos why the Oreat Depression had proved so 
intractable. 55 It also indicated a serious weakness in the General Theory, 
Po!lock believed. Keynes's analysis of investment-goods and consumer
goods industries in aggregate led him to ignore the problems of proportio
nality between their various branches, and thus to misjudge the laws of 
disturbance of the capitalist economy. 56 
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Preobrazhensky's explanation of the crisis hínged on Ihe proposition Ihal 
disproportionalities had become much more serious in the new, monopoly, 
stage of capitalism. Under competitive conditions resources could be moved 
quickly from one branch of the economy to another through the stimulus of 
the price mechanism, and the general level of oulput responded rapidly to 
increases in aggregate demando In monopoly capitalism, however, resource 
mobilily was impeded and demand fluctualions had asymmetrical effects: 
output fel! when demand decreased, bul an increase in demand raised prices 
rather than production. There were several reasons why investment, in 
particular, was slow to expand in reaction lo growing demand. Monopolísts 
held huge reserves of excess capacíty, which discouraged new investment. 
Barriers to en!ry made !he establishment of new enterprises more difficult. 
Inefficient units of production took longer to be elímínated, and the 
increasing weakness of a conservative and bureaucratic trade union move
ment reduced the incentive to innovate which was previously provided by 
rising wages. Hence crises were more intense, and recovery slower, Ihan in 
the competítíve phase of capítalisl hístory. Even the temporary breathing
space offered by the growth of non-capitalist demand (here Preobrazhensky 
cites Rosa Luxemburg) was no longer avaílable to monopoly capitalism57 

Since the turn of the century, however, disproportíonality theory had been 
highly controversial among Marxian economists, as it seemed to carry 
revisioníst implications. If crises resulted from anarchic indívidualism, they 
could presumably be overcome through the collective planning of accumula
tion by capitalists themselves, either privately or in association wíth the 
state. This prospect of a largely crisis-free capitalism had attracted fírst 
Eduard Bernstein and then the theorists of 'organised capitalism' after 1914, 
while simultaneously repelling revolutionary Marxists from Luxemburg to 
Lenín and Varga. 58 Somewhat inconsistently, Natalie Moszkowska ralsed 
against disproportionalíty explanations of the depression both the increase 
in private planníng under monopoly capital and the effective regulatory 
function which continued to be exercised by the price mechanism; she even 
cited Hayek on. the latter poínt. Moszkowska contrasted what she terrned 
the old and new theories of disproportionality. The new theory stressed the 
imbalance between wages and profits, between consumption and saving, and 
hence between investment- and consumer-goods industries. 'If the old theory 
looks for the cause of che crisis in production, the new theory looks to 
distribution ... Low wages and high profits weaken the power to consume 
and encourage accumulation.' For Moszkowska, disproportionality meant 
underconsumption. 59 

Her theory of crisis may be summarised as follows. Competition between 
capitalists reduces real wages, either absolutely or in relation to profits. Thus 
the rale of exploitation rises, makíng it increasingly difficult for capitalists to 
find sufficient consumption demand for them lo realise the surplus value 
conlained in their commodities. So long as real wages grow less rapidly than 
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¡abour produetívity, there is disequilibrium in tbe market for ¡abour power. 
This gives rise to disequilibrium in eommodity markets, causing a growing 
disproportion between prod uchon and consumptíon. One result is an 
¡nerease in circulation eosts, as capitalísts try desperately to create demand 
through varíous forms of sales promotion.60 In monopoly eapitalism under~ 
eonsumptionist forees are stronger as, due to the suppression of prlee 
competition, the rate of exploitation rises even if money wages remain 
eonstant.61 Moszkowska denies Ihat underconsumptionism entails stagna
tíon rather tban sbarp íluctuatioos in economic activity. She argues that the 
necessary adjustment of production to consuroptíon is achieved, temporarily, 
in each cyclical downswing, by the operation of three endogenous stabilisers: 
the maintenance of consumption spending by unemployed workers and noo
capitalíst classes; tbe growing importance of fixed costs, which means that 
productivity falls faster than ¡ncome payments; and an intensification of the 
sales effort and a correspondíng ¡nerease in wages of unproductíve workers.62 

A more sophisticated underconsumptionist theory was provided by Otto 
Bauer, who made explícit much of what Moszkowska's analysis had left 
ímplicit. Bauee begins wíth the assumption that the savings propensity of 
capitalists ís much greater Ihan that of the working class (which tends to 
zero): 

The relation between the development or mass consumption and the 
development of social produetion i5 thus determined by the relation 
between wages and profits. The slower the sum of wages and the fas ter 
the sum of profits in society grows, the slower is the growth of mass 
consumption and the raster the growth of the social productive apparatus. 

Thus everything hinges upon the relalive shares of wages and profits. If 
profits ínerease fas ter than wages, so that the rate of exploitation rises, 
saving grows more rapidly (and consumption less rapidly) than outpUt.63 

Bauer fonnalises these insights in the first-ever mathemalieal model of 
undereonsumption lo come from a Marxist writer, He defines accumulatíon 
as the difference between net output and eonsumption. Ir the rate of 
exploítation inereases, accumulation will acceIerate. This gives the actual 
¡ncrease in productive capacity. The ¡nerease in eapacity which is required, 
however, is related to the growth in consumption by a coefficient which 
'depends on the prevailíng degree of development of teehnology', and 
corresponds loosely to the accelerator coefficient of Keynesian macroeco
nomic theory. Bauer concludes that, so long as the growth of consumption 
lags behind the growth of income, actual accumulatíon wíll exceed what is 
needed, so that 'socíety's constant capital grows faster than the requireroent 
for constant capital foc the production of the increase in consumption; 
consumption lags behind the capacity to produce'. The eventual result is a 
crisis of underconsumptíon.64 
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Communist theoreticians were inclined to repudiate such arguments on 
the grounds both of textual authority and political expediency. As to the 
fírst, Marx himself had denounced undereonsumptionist theories of crisis as 
'sheer tautology', and had pointed to the inerease in real wages which 
commonly oecurred at eyclieal peaks and produeed erises of overaceumula
tíon65 As to the seeond, underconsumptionism was attacked as a counter
revolutionary heresy whieh eneouraged the belief that crises eould be 
overeome by reformist methods, through raísíng wages, without abolishíng 
the eapitalist mode of production. It was a doctrine 'adapted to the tasks of 
Social-Democratie practice', as one party textbook pronounced.66 Against 
this, the ambiguities of Marx's own positlon were also recognísed.67 He 
shared with the undereonsumptionists both the rejection of Say's Law and 
the belief that c:rises ensued wben 'consumption lags behind tbe development 
of production under capitalism" and so expressed 'the contradiction 
between the social character of production and the capitaltst form of 
appropriation,68 Thus Paul Sweezy, a non-party scholar sympathetíc to 
the communist movement, took over Bauer's model in its entirety,69 while 
Corey and Varga argued in a similar, if les s elegant, way. Corey linked 
technical progress, the resuhing ¡ncrease in the organic composilion of 
capital, growing productivlty, and a ehronic increase in the cate of 
exploitation whích: 

imposes limitations upon the purchasing power and consumption of the 
workers. Wages always lag behind profits, and wages always fal! relatively 
to output and profíts, This measurably restricts (he growth of markets, 
crea tes disproportions in the output 01' means of productíon and means of 
consumption and sets in motion the forces of cyclical crisis and break
down70 

Varga insisted tha! lhe rising unemployment ereated by tbe increasing 
organic composition had led lo the absolute. nol merely relatíve, immisera
tion of (he working class: 'The relatívely dedining power of consumption of 
capitalíst society therefore al50 puts ¡¡mits to the sale of (he means of 
production , .. The límitedness of the power of society to consume, the 
proletarian situation of the masses, is the cause of al! true crises of over
production'. This was the offieial Soviet explanation of (he Great Depres
sion71 

UI Condusion 

Varga was unusuaJly single-minded; only the later Moszkowska shared his 
commitment to an undereonsumptionism which excluded all other variants 
of Manían crisis theory. Most writers combíned two or more of the four 
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approaches considered in the previous section and even Moszkowska. in her 
1929 text, slid effortlessly from underconsumptíomsm to what we ha ve 
described as 'overaccumulatíon', but used the term itself to denote her rather 
uneasy synthesis of the two analyses71 Bauer and Carey added a vo!ume III
style falling rate of profil theory 10 their underconsumptionism, while FelIZ 
Naphlali drew upon both the latter theory and on disproportionalily. Dobb 
and Sweezy were equally eclectíc. Only the falling rate of profit explanation 
was completely rejected by Sweezy, while elements of all four crisis theories 
are mingled in Dobb's subtle, if rather confusing, discussion73 

Several wríters attempted an explicit synthesís. Sweezy's was probably t 
mos! coherent, adding overaccumulatíon as a source of short-run fluctua
lions to underconsumption as the root cause of secular stagnation. Preo
brazhensky's contribution was also impressive, going well beyond the 
generally vague idea or disproportionality to formula te a rather convincing 
theory of underinvestment in monopoly (as compared with competitive) 
capitalísm. At the other extreme carne Strachey's baming conclusion: 'It is of 
the natufe of capitalism's present dilemma tha! consumers' demand may be 
simulraneously loO low lo pro vide a markel, and too high to allow of 
profitable production. This is what Marx mean! when he spoke of the 
contradictions of capitalism.'14 It is impossible 10 accept the notion tha! 
effective demand may be, al one and the same time, too high and too low. It 

however, possible, first that demand will normally be eirher too high or 
too low; and second tha! the equilibrium level of demand represents a knife
edge, departure from which in either dírection is self-perpetuating. Otto 
Bauer carne c10ser to such a model of macroeconomic instability in his 
discussion of government intervention in the era of bureaucratically directed 
monopoly capitalismo The state could not overcome the basíc contradictions 
of capitalism, Bauer argued. If ils intervention served to raise the rate of 
exploitation, underconsumption would ensue, while slate action which 
reduced the rate of exploitatíon would spark off a crisis by lowering ¡he 
rate of profit,15 However, Bauer made no attempt 10 formalíse this intuítion, 
and ít would be bOlh wrong and unnecessary to read into his work the 
theoretical advances of a la ter generation.16 

Nevertheless, despite their differences and hesitations, Mandan econom
ists had done rather well by comparison wíth neoc1assical theorists, both in 
explaining the developments of the inter-war years in general and in 
accounting for the specific problem of the Oreat Depression in particu
lar.77 The reasons are no! difficult to understand. Orthodox economists had 
no overall social theory which went beyond the cosmopolita!l Iíberalism of 
the nineteenth century, so that world wars and fascism were entirely outside 
their paradigm. By contrast the Marxists had a much more sophisticated 
framework wíthin which to understand such phenomena. 

There was between the wars considerable depth and variety in orthodox 
non-Marxian analysis of the trade cycle. 78 But non-Mandan orthodoxy was 
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wedded to a theory which maintained that deficiencies in effective demand 
were impossible. Those economists who favoured publie work projects ean 
be admired for their íntuítion, but prior to 1936 (hey had no coherent 
theoretical rationale for them. The analytícal impedíments faced by the 
Marxists were less seríous. Crises were an integral part of theír perspeetive, 
and Marx's economíes provided many points of departure [ram which they 
eould be explaíned. If anything their problem was the exact opposite 10 that 
faced by the non-Marxians: an embarrassment of riches. Hence the diversity 
of views which emerged. 

Nonetheless, Marxist analyses of the Depression proved deficient, and the 
ultimate reason is similar to that applying in the case of bourgeois 
economics: they lacked an adequate theory of effeetive demando Marx 
himself had both employed a neoclassieal eoneeption of demand and 
provided an excellent cntique of it, indicating that it was not generally 
valid. He had also formulated a quantHy-eonstraíned eoneeption ofworkers' 
demand for consumption goods, but he had not extended this to other 
categories of demand, nor had he consístently accepted any version of 
underconsumptionism. 79 The Marxists of the 1930s faíled to overeome 
these defects, but the dominant strands of disproportionality and under
consumptionism indicated that they were working towards doing so. In this 
sense Joan Robinson was correet to conclude (in 1942) that: 'Marx, however 
imperfectly he worked out the details, set himself the task of discovering the 
laws of motion of capitalism, and ir there is any hope of progress in 
economics at aH, it must be in using academic methods to solve the 
problems posed by Marx.'so Robinson's 'academic methods' were, of 
course, those of Keynes. 

Post-war discussion of other questions raised in this ehapter is consídered 
in Part n. The ways in which Manían economísts tried to under¡¡tand the 
struetural ehanges in modern capitalism are outlined in Chapter 4. Chapter 6 
provides an aceount or (he theories of monopoly capitalism and under
consumption as they were modified to explain the 'long boom' after 1945. 
Developments in the theory of the falling rate of profit are assessed in 
Chapter 7 and, finally, in Chapter 8 we analyse the Marxian literature on the 
significance of military expenditure. Sorne of these Issues will reappear in 
Part III, as they were adapted to explain the apparent lack of capitalist 
development in the Third World, and again in Chapter 16, in the eontext of 
the so-called 'second slump' of the 1970s. First, however, we lurn lo the 
other major events of the 1930s which were of coneern to Marxían política! 
economy: the nature of the Soviet mode of production and the Stalinist 
daím that ít represented genuine socialismo 
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2 
The Political Economy 01 Stalin 

I The Statinist System 

As the Oreat Depressíon engulfed the eeonomies of Western capitalism, the 
rate of growth in the Soviet Union dramatícal1y acce!erated. Between 1928 
and 1937 industrial production increased threefold. rismg from less than 
one-third of national produet to nearly one-halL It more than doubled again 
between 1937 and 1953, constituting close to 60 per eent of total output at 
the time of Stalin 's death Only through large investments was tbis made 
possible. On average, over 20 per cent of output was devoted to aecumula
tíon in eaeh year. The consumption of workers and peasants fel! sharply; it 
was not until the early 19505 that real wages regained their level of 1928, 
while peasant living standards fell even more, and took longer to recover.! 

Accompanying the 'great ¡eap' forward, a 'revolution from aboye' 
established a new mode of produetíon. The graín crisis whieh began in late 
I brought mea sures of proeurement reminisccnt of War Communism, 
and was followed after 1928 by a poliey aíming to 'eliminate the kulaks as a 
c1ass' and quickly to collectivise peasant agriculture? This was substantially 
achieved by 1934, and virtually compleled by the end of Ihe 1930s. It 
brought with it the requisite political control over the alloeatíon of 
agricultural output, so removing the constraint on the expansion of 
industry which had operated through much of the 1 920s. Rapíd industria
¡¡sation in íts turn allowed a signirícant mechanisation of agriculture to take 
place during the 19305. 3 Rena tionalisation of non-agricultural enterpríses 
occurred simultaneously with collectivisatíon, and administrative allocation 
largely replaced market transactíons. A series of five year plans became the 
guiding force ror most productíon. 

Nevertheless the 'eommand economy' was only imperfectly planned. In 
the early years especially, voluntarism and war imagery were pervasive; there 
were 'no fortresses ... Bolsheviks cannot capture,4 Output targets were 
raísed without regard to capacíty límits, pressure for overfulfilment was 
intense, and 'shock tactícs' were employed on specific projects. Concepts of 

24 
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proportionality and equilibrium were condemned as 'bourgeois prejudices', 
and the standards set by scíence were considered inappropriate on the 
grounds that they failed to take full account of the 'enthusiasm of the 
masses,.5 Stalin justified the high tempo by the threat of imminent 
imperialist attack and ¡he intensity of the cIass struggle on the home 
front. failures lo attain output forecasts were concentrated in low-priority 
sectors by diverting inputs into heavy industry if their outputs fel! below 
planned targets. 6 

Social policies were moulded to facilitate economic transformation and 
polítical domination. Residues of workers' control in industry were com
pletely eliminated, to be replaced by 'one-man management', and new 
legislation on work discipline was draconiano Inequality increased signific
antly, not only in monetary remuneration but also through the provision of 
special retail outlets and social services ror the upper echelons of admin
istration, the reinstatement of ranks in the armed forces, and the encourage
ment of traditional family relationships. The penal system lost its educative 
character and 'Iabour correction camps' (the gulag) beca me integral parts of 
the economic system - the consequence in large part of the repression of 
peasant resistance to collectivlsation, purges of 'counter-revolutionaries', 
and (he severe penalties governing the theft of state property. Organs of 
internal security swelled both in size and in powers to meet the needs of 
running the gulag and to ensure general surveillance of a people suffering 
immense deprivation 7 

The magnitude of the repression was staggering. Between 1929 and 1937 
11000000 peasants died as a result of deklllakisalioll and collectivisation. In 
the years of the 'blood purges'. 1936-8. 5000000 people were arrested for 
political reasons. of whom at least 1000000 were shot and 2000000 died in 
prison. The decade after 1929 was one in which Stalin effectively wiped out 
al! the 'old Bolsheviks', including many Stalinists as well as those who had 
constituted the various opposition groups in the 1920s. Peasants were 
controlled through a system of internal passports and subsisted only on 
the produce of their prívate plots, so that agrarian relations of productíon 
approximated those of serfdom. The prison camps housed more than 
!O 000 000 inmates at the end of (he 1930s, and it would be no exaggeratíon 
lo say tha! their conditions of !ife were analogous to those of slavery8 

The cultural diversity evident in the NEP (New Economic Policy) period 
did not survive it. The arts, the natural sciences and Marxísm itself all 
beca me subject to the party line. The cult of Stalin was married to Ihat of 
Lenin, and ultimately overshadowed it. Stalin was proclaimed the leading 
Marxist theoretician, universal genius and chief source of inspiration ror 
progressive humanity.9 Purges decimated the institutes of economic research 
and agencies of planning which had produced work of the very highest 
quality in the 1920s. beginning with the so-called 'geneticist' school who 
pointed to the constraints posed by past economic development, the 
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importance of market relationships, and the costs of rapid structural change. 
Their opponents, the teleologists, who emphasised the transforming poten
tíal of state planning using administrative measures, were inítially less 
severely treated, but the expression of such ideas after the relative stabilisa
tion of the regime in the later 1930s often met with a similar fate. 
Mathematical economics in Ihe Soviet Union suffered asevere setback, 
and even loyal ideologues like Eugen Varga could fall from favour if their 
work was deemed revisionist. 1o 

Vet, despite all the attempts at regimentation. social and intellectual 
autonomy was not wholly eradicated. Much of what subsequently beca me 
orthodoxy in Marxism-Leninism originated from below, entering into state 
ideology only after the protagonists of rival positions sought omeial 
adjudicabon. This was also true for Marxian political economy, research 
00 which never beca me completely barren. Even the 'blood purges' after 
1936 had a 'popular' dimension, which partially escaped attempts to confine 
it to channels laid down by the Stalinist centre. The social, economic and 
cultural transformation initiated from aboye frequently met with genuine 
enlhusiasm from below, often motivated by a variety of Utopian ideals. 11 

These sentiments were endorsed by Stalin 's 1935 proc!amation that 
socialism had been realised in the Soviet Union. This was reaffirmed by 
the new constilution ayear la ter, which also claimed lo be the 'most 
democratie in the world'.12 Neither were arbitrary oecurrences; the path of 
socialist construction, its success and its consolidation, aH found expression 
in Stalin's theoretícal work. And ¡nsofar as there was a self-consciousness of 
achievement, it lay here; there was no rival intellectual system which shared 
official conclusions, yet provided an alternative understanding of their 
meaning and significance. 

n Stalin's Polítical Economy 

Rather surprisingly, Stalin never claimed to have made original contribu
tions to Manian theory. He always presented the ideas to which he was 
committed as genuinely Leninist, and in need of no further innovation. 
Moreover, Stalin continually justifíed his policies after 1923 as carrying out 
the 'behests' or Lenin,13 while it was precisely Stalin's commitment to the 
Bolshevik cause and, by implication, to his own ideas, that Lenin valued. 14 lt 
is this feaIty which aCCOl.lnts for the pronounced dogmatism evident in sorne 
of Stalin's writings, and his background as a professionaJ revolutionary in 
the underground was no doubt conducive to establishing sl.lch a commit
ment. 

Equally surprising, given the immense economic transformation over 
which Stalin presided, is that his political economy is much lighter on the 
'economic' than on the 'poJitical'. This is true even when measured by the 
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standards of other Russian Marxists, whose economics were always inten
sely political compared to the work of German Marxists (see volume 1 of this 
book). In particular, Stalin's published works include virtually no discussion 
of the methods of central planning; criteria of investment appraisal and 
choice of technique; mea sures for dealing with uncertainty and disequilibria; 
or problems of information 110w and the absence of ratíonal price valua
tions. Many Soviet economists were, of course aware of the difficulties 
which arose with the command economy and were forced to adopt 
procedures to deal with them, but the totalitarian environment in which 
they worked naturally inhibited deep inquiry and open debate. Western 
Marxian economists like Maurice Dobb did publish valuable work on these 
issues, and other Marxists less sympathetic to Stalinism (as well as fiercely 
anti-Marxian economists) were able to highlight deep contradictions in the 
Stalinist mode of production. However, because these ideas had no impact 
within the Soviet Un ion until after Stalin's death, and were frequently part 
of a broader liberal attack on Marxism, or were the work of Stalin 's 
Marxian opponents, we defer consideration of these matters to Chapters 3 
and 18 below. In this chapter we focus only on Stalin's Marxism. 

Stalin's interpretation of Leninism was neither unproblematíc nor always 
his own creation. He borrowed extensively from others. During the years of 
the NEP he lent heavíly on Bukharin and, even before his break with the 
Right in 1928, he used ideas that had originated in the analysis of the Left 
Opposition. His Problems of Leninism, 15 which more than any other work 
established his theoretical credentials after 1924, may ha ve been indebted to 
Ksenofontov's attempt to systematise Lenin's thought. 16 Stalin was even 
capable of employing sorne of Trotsky's original insights on the causes of the 
Russian revolutíon, and attributing them to Lenin. In consequence Stalin's 
Marxism was highly eclectic and this, together with the complexity of 
Lenin's ideas (which Stalin often ignored), contributed to the belief of his 
defeated opponents tha! he used ideas only as instruments in his struggle for 
personal power. 17 

Nevertheless, Stalin's inteJlectual endeavours should not be so lightly 
dismissed. He valued theory for exactly the same reason as did other 
Marxists. It provided 'the power of orientation, and an understanding of 
the inner rdation of surrounding events ... it alone can help practice to 
realise ... how and in which direction classes are moving,.18 Furthermore, 
by the early 1920s the qualíty of Lenin's own thought had markedly 
declined, and Stalin's codificatíon of his ideas as a whole provided a 
coherence whích was sufficiently robust to accommodate the sharp changes 
in policy brought about by successive crises. For the most part Stalin's 
writings were lucid and displayed considerable knowledge of Lenin's works. 
His criticism of his rivals, including Trotsky, frequently located genuine 
weaknesses, which he could sometimes express with polemical skill. Even if 
he proved to be an intellectual dwarf compared to the theorist of permanent 
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revolution, Stalin was certainly not the ignoramus Trotsky made him out to 
be. 19 While he obvíously ehanged his polieies over time, it is arguable as to 
whether at ¡he theoreticallevel he deviated from Lerunist, or even Mauian, 
principies as they were commonly understood, or whether the instability of 
his ideas was especially pronounced compared to that of Lenin himself, or lo 
Bukharin, Zinoviev, Kamenev, and most other leading Bolsheviks. Even 
after rus death in 1953, Stalin's interpretabon of Leninism remained the 
foundation of Soviet ideology, despite the fae! Ihat his suecessors carried out 
a 'de-Stalinisation' in other areas. 

Stalin 's background as a party organiser insíde Russia, isolated from the 
emigré centres of Western Europe, also helps to account ror the relativeJy 
late emergence of a Marxism associated with his name. 20 It begins to appear 
as a distinct formation only in 1924, in the wake of successive defeats of the 
international revolution, and after the death of Lenin, which posed the issue 
of succession. The axis on which all else hinged was the definítion of 
Leninism as the 'Marxism of the era of imperialism'. Stalin criticised those 
Bolsheviks who, in contrast, emphasísed the purely Russian roots of Lenin's 
thought, or who consídered Lenin 's original contribution as the integration 
of the peasantry into revolutionary theory.21 According to Stalin, Leninism 
was a genuine development of Marxian polítical economy as a whole. Owing 
to the recent emergence of monopoly capitalism, Stalin argued, neither Marx 
nor Engels had properly appreciated the transformatíon engendered by 
imperialism. 22 Only Lenin had worked out the qualiflcations which this 
made necessary in classical Marxism, and ¡hese were of relevance lo the 
working class throughout the world, no! just to the Russian proletaria!. 23 

Stalin made no contribution whatsoever to resolving the ambiguities and 
weaknesses in Lenin's trealment of imperialism (see Ch. 13 of volume I of 
ihis book). But from his uncritical perspective Stalin did, quite reasonably, 
locate the core of the doctrine in the theory of uneven development applied 
to capitalísm as a world system.24 The resultíng 'wars of redivision' meant 
that capítalism as a whole had become a regressive force locked in epochal 
crísis25 However, Stalin argued, precisely beca use of this unevenness there 
was no prospect of impending collapse at all points simultaneously, as Marx 
and Engels - writing before the imperialist stage of capitalist development -
had believed probable. Capitalism could only be overthrown sequentially, as 
the 'weakest link:>' snapped. Nor would these necessarily be the most 
advanced countries in terms of economíc development; Stalin nOled that 
the strains and stresses of the world economy worked out in a more complex 
manner, but no more than Lenin did he specify in general terms what 
determined 'weakness'. 26 

For Stalin Russia had been the fírst to experience proletarian revolution 
beca use of the peculiarities in her historie development, which had concen
trated the contradictions of imperialism on the Tsarist empire in the Fírst 
World War. 27 It was unlikely that the next advance agaínst capitalism could 
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be repeated in exactly the same formo In the East the extent of imperialist 
penetration made a section of the colonial bourgeoisie a revolutionary force, 
and successful anti-imperialist revolutions, although aIlied with the Soviet 
Union and incapable of being purely bourgeois, would only come under 
proletaria n dominance at a later stage. Prior to this, these revolutions were 
simply the 'reserves' of successful socialist revolution. 28 In the West, 
proletaria n revolution was held back through the corrupting influence of 
super-profits on the 'aristocracy of labour', and the treachery of social 
democratic leaders. The forces which would ultimately radicalise the work
ing class were at work but deveIoping slowly, particularly in the imperialist 
centres. 29 All this meant, however, that for both East and West the 
principIes of Bolshevik party organisation were essential to ensure the 
success 01' the cause of socialismo 30 

Thus Stalin used Lenin's ideas to argue for a form of Russian exceptlo
nalism, while at the same time c1aiming universal relevance for Bolshevik 
theory. He charged Trotsky, with sorne justification, with failing lo 
appreciate Lenin's conception of uneven development and inappropriately 
generalising Russian experience. Thus Trotsky promulgated an adventurist 
revolutionary stralegy which failed to loca te the nodes at which the 
contradictions of imperialism would emerge. This threatened to weaken 
the forces of anti-imperialism as whole, including the Soviet U nion. 31 At the 
same time, Stalin argued, the Len Opposition had failed to recognise the 
strengths of the Russian revolution ¡tself. It was precísely uneven develop
ment (in the Leninist sense) that allowed 'socialism in one country', as Lenin 
had realised as early as 1915 and confirmed in his last writings. 

The divisions within imperialism could be used to ensure temporary peace 
for the Soviet Union, during which jI could build socialism on ¡ts home 
ground.32 This did not repudia te the ultimate need for revolution on a world 
scale, Stalin maintained, but it did place international revolu!Íon in proper 
perspective. He argued that the contradictions of capitalíst enclrclement 
could be partitíoned into internal and external dímensions. 33 Petit-bourgeois 
relations within Russia posed the threat of counter-revolution, but the 
peculiarities of Tsarist development had endowed the country with large
scale industry in the hands of the proletaria n state, allowing a largely 
autarkic development which could overcome the internal contradictions of 
backwardness, and would culminate in the 'complete' building of social
ism. 34 'Final' victory could be ensured, however, only through world 
revolulion, which would remove the threat of military intervention by 
capitalist powers that threatened to roll back any domestic successes of 
socíalism, no matter how advanced 35 The Soviet Unjon could, therefore, 
never jettison the international proletariat, but the country's march forward 
was not inhibited by isolation. 

Indeed, Stalin argued that the converse was true. Since the consolidation 
of the Soviet state had succeeded only through the support of the Western 
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proletariat in limiting imperialist aggression, 1917 had been in effect an 
international revolution 36 Moreover, it had broken the unity of the world 
economy, and the globe had become divided into two bloes: the forees of 
imperialism on the one hand, and those of anti-imperialism, headed by the 
Soviet Union, on the other37 The most assured way of expanding the latter 
was by demonstrating that soeialism could be built suecessfully in the Soviet 
Union, as this would weaken the hold of reformist social demoeraey over the 
working c1ass. An importan! eorollary was tha! the ¡nterest of the interna
tional proletariat was identieal to that of the Soviet sta te. Aeeording to 
Stalin, there was no point at whieh they eould diverge. 38 

Thus Stalin reversed the previously understood relationship between the 
Russian and internatlOnal revolutions, and in doing so fused Soviet 
nationalism (sometimes Russian nationalism) with the cause of world 
socialism.39 It was not so mueh that he subordinated the Comintern to 
Soviet domestie interests - as he has been frequently eharged - but that he 
¡dentified these interests with !hose of the proletaria! as a whole. And, as at 
virtually every other point in his argument, he provided ehapter and verse 
from lenin to legitimise it. 

Aceording to Stalin the building of soeialism itself had to conforro to two 
principies: the party must inerease its uníty,40 and industrialisation must be 
rapid, autarkie and biased toward heavy industry. The vanguard role of the 
party was identified with the dictatorship of the proletariat (and, after the 
'achievement of socialism' in 1936, with the dietatorship of the working 
people). Here Stalín did no more than express an axiom shared by all 
Bolsheviks. However, he did stress to an unusual degree the bdief that 
isolation and baekwardness continually generated 'deviations' of both left 
and Right, so that purges were a eontinuing neeessity of self-defenee.41 

There were also other threats to the purity of the party and state admin
istration. Cad res tended to beeome subject to bureaueratie inertia, as well as 
to the temptations of power which led them to abuse their positions.42 And, 
in relying on bourgeois specialists, the regime made use of a potentially 
traitorous stratum of the old soeiety.43 Institutions of internal party 
discipline, allied with 'criticism from below' and the creatíon of 'red 
speeialists' were, therefore, all essential to the building of socialism 44 

Stalin's remarks on ¡hese problems of party politics and administratíon 
were not confined to the 1920s, when they assisted in securíng the dominanee 
of his own faetíon. They eontinued into the 1930s, and suggest sorne of the 
motivations that ¡ay behind the great purges after 1934, which also engulfed 
large sections of those who had supported him over the previous deeade. 
They are of some ideologieal rdevanee as welL In reeognising an important 
role for 'critíeism from below', Stalin was able to form a bridge with Lenin's 
State and RevolulÍon, and his employment of popular hostility to 'big-wigs' 
indicates that Mao's Cultural Revolution, despite al! its novel features, 
rested upon a well-established Staliníst praetice. 45 
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'Socialism in one country' was also he Id to require industrialisation of a 
specific type. Given its significance as an international emblem, and its 
interna! social basis, Stalin maintained that the Soviet Union would not 
duplicate the exploitative methods used by capitalism.46 He never provided 
criteria by which the health of a specifically socialist industrialisation might 
be assessed, but the employment of his argument against Preobrazhensky's 
theory of primitive socialist accumulation in the 1920s carried sorne force 
against the Left Opposition.47 However, since Stalin repeated his argument 
several times after his 'Ieft turn', more was involved than the polemical 
requirements of the factional fight. In particular, he was concerned to stress 
the need for autarkic development, in the belíef that any attempt to integrate 
Soviet production into the world market threatened to create a condition of 
'dependency' (see chapter 9 below). It was here, more than at any other 
point, that his economic policy differed from the views of Trotsky, who 
considered the extensive use of the world economy to be essential in 
achieving high ¡abour productivity.48 

The emphasis upon self-sufficiency accorded with Bukharin's strategy for 
socialist progress under the NEP, to which Stalin gave broad support prior 
to 1928. 49 Nonetheless, after 1925 he began to separate himse!f from 
Bukharin 's gradualism and his bias towards the production of consumption 
goods, asserting instead that industrialisation must be both rapid and 
concentrated upon heavy industry.50 The completion of post-war recon
struction in 1926, and the 'war scare' from 1927 onwards, reinforced these 
commitments. 51 But throughout this period Stalin failed to integrate his 
position on industriaJisation with the constraints inherent in the NEP which 
brought about the grain crisis in 1928 and 1929. His writings reveal great 
confusion, for example, referring both to the peasant market for consumer 
goods and to heavy industry as the 'foundation' of modernisation. In 
discussing the importance of hea vy industry, however, Stalin did show 
awareness of those relationships which Feldman later expressed in the 
mathematical model of growth published in 1928 which is now generally 
recognised to be a brilliant formalisation and extension of Marx's reproduc
tion models. 52 

Feldman 's two-sector model was built on very restrictive assumptions and 
dealt with a closed economy in which the capital stock was the principal 
factor limiting growth. He proved that the higher the proportion of this 
capital stock in department 1, relative to department n, the greater would be 
the rate of growth of the economy as a whole. Consequently an acceleration 
of the growth rate required the concentration of investment in the depart
ment producing capital goods. Feldman al so proved that once a desired 
growth rate had been achieved, it could be sustained by allocating invest
ment between the two departments in the same proportion as the capital 
stock was distributed. The growth of consumption goods would then be 
equal to that of capital goods. An apparently paradoxical conclusion 
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followed: an increase in the steady state growth rate of consumption requires 
a concentration of current investment in capital goods production. 

Soviet economic development after 1928 appears to conform to Feldman's 
model, and to be the result of a conscious poücy on the part of Stalin. 
Investment was concentrated in department 1, and in 1952 Stalin reasserted 
the necessity to focus investment in heavy índustry until Soviet per capita 
¡ncome exceeded that of Western capitalist countries. 53 Neverthe1ess, in the 
later 1920s Stalin completely faBed to see tbat tbe 'applied Tuganism' 
inherent in any position which stressed the importance of heavy industry 
contradícted the underconsumptionist arguments which Bukharin used 
against the Left Opposition to c1aim instead tbat servicíng tbe peasant 
market was tbe real basis for economic advance (see Chapters 9, !O and 15 
of volume 1 of tbis book). Furtbermore, Feldman's mode! is not especially 
relevant for understanding the Stalinist economic system, for it assumed that 
relations of proportionality would be maintaíned. The 'high-tempo-taut 
planning' policies after 1928 scarcely accord with Feldman's equílibrium 
perspective; nor did the concentration upon the needs of defence. Feldman's 
justilication for the priority of department 1 rested upon the greater growth 
in consumption which wou!d occur from the inÍtial diversion of resources 
into capital-goods production. Nevertheless, Feldman's model has provided 
enthusíasts of the Soviet Union, like Maurice Dobb, with an important 
argumenL Coupled to his idealised presentation of the Stalinist command 
economy (see section III below), Dobb used it to demonstrate the superioríty 
of socialist industrial development over that of capitalism.54 and his analysis 
has proved to be exceedingly mfluential (see Chapters 9 and 18 below). 

Soviet industrialisation also exhibited a bias in favour of capital- intensive 
techniques of production. This reflected the goal of 'catching up and 
overtaking' advanced capitalíst countries, as well as the traditional Marxist 
belief in the superior efficiency of large-scale organisatíon. But Dobb again 
sought to huma ni se the issue. He argued that, In conditions where the size of 
the investable surplus was the binding constraint on fas ter economic growth, 
it was rational to choose techniques which maxímised the surplus, and that 
these would tend to be more capital-intensive than those techniques wbích 
maximised current output or employment. 55 As with a concentration of 
investment in department 1, any ínítial cost in terms of forgone consumption 
would be temporary and compensated by hígher consumption Jater. Thís is 
true bUI, as Michal Kalecki pointed out, the adoption of Dobb's criterion 
for the choice of technique might involve, in addition, lower output and 
reduced employment in the early phase of the growth process; a develop
ment strategy based on unemployment and wasted resources was undesir
able. Kalecki also c1aimed that the course of technícal change narrowed the 
difference between the technology which maximised surplus and that which 
maximised employment, so that in practícal terms Dobb's argument was 
becoming increasingly unimportant. 56 
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This last poin! is con!ingent upon the exact form taken by technological 
change. It does not, in any case, undermine Dobb's principIe of ¡nvesting so 
as to maximise the surplus, which raised familiar problems of ínter-temporal 
choice: lower output, consumption and employment today, higher (perhaps 
very much higher) output, consumption and employment in the future. In 
fact, so far as Soviet development was concerned, neither Dobb nor Kalecki 
was especially relevant. There is liule evidence that the size of the investable 
surplus seriously inhíbited Soviet growth under Stalin. Indeed, the reverse 
was true: investment ran ahead of the economy's capacjty to absorb jt, 
unnecessarily intensifying deprivation and generating massive inefficiencies 
(se e Chapter 18 below). But the drive lO ¡ncrease the surplus did not reduce 
output or genera te unemployment. 

The 'war scare' of 1927 also engendered a modification in Stalin's views 
on imperialismo He departed from Bukharin's theory tha! post-war capital
Ism had sta bilised, in fa vour of a neo-Luxemburgis! positíon which 
explained Western aggressiveness in terms of the persistent need for new 
markets, arising from severe underconsumptíon. This was to remain Stalinist 
doctrine throughout the 1930s and, although it dovetailed with Stalin 's 
commitments on Soviet industrialisation, at the end of the 1920s it further 
distanced him from the Bukharinist Right, whíle moving him doser to the 
víews of the Left Opposition. However, it was mainly to Varga that he 
turned for theoretical elaboraríon as to why capitalíst stabílisation was at an 
end (see Chapter 1 above).51 

As to the internal destabilisation brought on by the grain crisis at home, 
Stalin appears lo ha ve had no inklíng of its occurrence. He realised that 
faster industrial growth would require more marketings from agriculture but 
optimistically believed, like most of the Left Opposition, (hat these could be 
achíeved through voluntary collectivisatíon on a mechanised basís over a 
long period of time. 58 Trotsky was undoubtedly correct in charging that 
Stalin had blundered into the crisis, and (hat his radical solution for it was 
purely 'empirical'.59 It was only after he had decisively abandoned the NEP 
in practice that Stalin rationalised his 'revolution from above', and provided 
the doctrine of 'socialism in one country' with a content different from that 
which had prevaHed in the 1920s. 

Nevertheless, the form of this doctrine accorded with an invariant 
principie of Stalin's Marxism: he explained sharp changes not as the 
consequence of mistakes but as required by newly-emergíng stages of 
development.60 Stalin applied the principie to Lenin's intellectual develop
ment, arguing tha! Leninism had been fully formed as early as 1905. ir not 
earlier; changes after this were onJy apparent, making manifest what had 
been latent as revolutionary developments passed through new stages, each 
the inevitable outcome of its predecessor.61 So far as the grain crisis was 
concerned, Stalin maintained tha t i t was precisely the success of the socialist 
advance which was responsíble. Progress towards socialism under NEP had 
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'intensified the c!ass struggle' as bourgeois elements made last-ditch attempts 
to preserve theír positions. 62 Since it was precisely Ihe funclion of the 
socialist 'superstructure' to Creale Ihe 'base', Ihe state had intervened 
decisively in the c1ass struggle through a 'revolution from a boye' .63 Not 
only were Ihe kulaks 'Iiquidated as a c1ass' bul many bourgeois elements in 
the industrial sector were eliminated through nationalisation and Ihe 
prosecution of those specialists who resorled to 'wrecking' in Ihe face of 
'advancing socialism', Thus was boro a new era in which 'socialism in one 
country' Jeapt forward on the basis of collectivised agriculture and the 
planned economy. 

The doctrine of the 'intensifying class slruggle' has been Ihe butt of much 
ridicule, since it disguised major reversals in policy and was broadly applied 
in the repression of Stalin's opponents,64 However, it should not have been 
so readily dismissed by the Trotskyists, The oríginal formulation of the 
theory of permanent revolullon implied that the consolidation of proletarian 
power, aud not revolutíon itself, would prove most dífficult in backward 
Russia: having overthrown the rural anden régime through the dictatorship 
of the proletariat, the peasantry would violently resist measures necessary lo 
lIs further advance (see Chapter 12 of volume 1 of this book). Under the 
NEP Trotsky modifíed his position, playing down the need for a confronta
líon between lhe proletariat and the peasantry and acceptíng that collecti
vísation might be achieved on a voluntary basis, provided that the policies of 
lhe Left Opposítíon prevailed 65 Nowhere did he or others in the Left 
Opposition adequately respond to Bukharin's claim that 'super-industriali
sation' would require a second revolution which could succeed only through 
wholesale terror.66 

For his part Stalin did not deny tha! his policies now accorded with much 
of what the Left Opposition had favoured in the 1920s but, he explaíned, 
Iheir position had been inappropriate to Ihat earlier stage of development. 
On the other hand, Stalin argued, Bukharin and the 'Right deviation' failed 
to apprecíate that the NEP stage had been traversed, so that their attempts 
to preserve past policíes were equally anachronistic67 Stalin was therefore 
willing to reinstate members of the Left Opposition into the party if they 
recognísed their errors, and he likewise accepted the recantations of the 
Right, provided that aU this was acted out in a suitab!y grovelling mauner. 

By the mid·1930s the output of the (state-owned) industrial sector was 
approximately equal to that of agriculture (allowing the Soviet Union to 
c1aim the status of an 'industrial country'); the vast majoríty of peasants 
were collectivised; and prívate ownership of the means of production had 
become ¡nsignifican!. The proclamation of socialisrn was reasonable enough, 
given Slalin's beliefthat it could be achieved in a single country (see section 
1II below),68 Capitalist encirclement was used to explain its problematic 
features. In particular, the continued existence of the state and the need for 
harsh repression reflecled the desperate resistance of counter-revolutionary 
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forces suslaíned by the remnants of 'bourgeois consciousness'. Voicing a 
doctrine usually associated with Mao Tse-Tung, Stalin c1aimed that the c1ass 
struggle had not ceased with the success of 'socialism in one country'. and it 
could not do so until the 'final' víctory of socialism on a world scale.69 

The 'complete' vietory of soeialism in the Soviet Uníon, however, put the 
Iransition to communísm (in a single country) on the agenda. Stalin detected 
embryoníc signs of its emergence in the hígh productivity of the Stakhano
vite workers,70 and after 1935 occasionally gave guidance on the appropriate 
trajectory to the higher stage of human Iiberation. 71 But the Nazi invasion in 
1941, and the subsequent needs ofpost-war reconstruction, did not allow an 
extended discussion of the problem until the late 19405. M uch of il hinged 
on an íssue whieh provoked controversy from the very beginning of 
Bolshevik rule: the place of Ihe law of value under socialism. Many theorists 
argued Ihal it had no role; socialism meant the end of commodíty produc
tion, and therefore of value forms. This view tended to be associated with 
Ihe belief that the Soviet state was unconstrained in transforming socio
economic relatíons. Duríng the 1930s, when the claim tha! there were 'no 
fortresses ... Bolsheviks cannol capture' was dominant, it received wide 
support. 72 In 1943, however. an unsigned article in the journal Pod 
Znamenen Marxizma argued that aH Ihis was mistaken, and Ihal the law 
of value would cease lo constrain economic development only with the 
advent of communism. Although far from profound, 01' even clear. Ihis 
a nicle caused something of a slir in the West. It was repubJished (in English) 
in Ihe American Economic Reviel\' in the following year, and received 
extensive commentaryH Marxist interpretations varied enormously. On 
the one hand, Raya Dunayevskaya claimed that the acceptance of the law 
ofvalue by Soviet economists indicated that a new non-socialist social order 
had solidífied, whích required ideological modification in order lo legilimise 
the eXlensive inequality Iha! prevailed. 74 On the other hand Isaac Deutscher, 
writing sorne years la ter, maintained that it meant the contradictions of the 
degenerated workers' state were maturing,75 much as Trotsky had forecas! 
(see Chapters 3 and 18 below). 

When Stalin intervened in the Soviet debate during 195276 he denounced 
Utopían voluntarism and opted for economic gradualísm. Soviet socialism, 
he held, was governed by objective laws - including the law of value - which 
could be consciously applíed but not overcome within socialism. Stalin gave 
no guídance as to how such laws could be identified, bul the fae! that they 
were known and deliberately used was the meaning of socialíst freedom, to 
be contrasted with Ihe blind anarchy Ihat prevailed under capitalism. 
Commodity relations (albeit non-capitalist ones) still played a part in the 
distributíon of consumer goods, and in the relationship between state 
industry and the collective farms. It would be an epoch before the 
kolkhozes could be transformed into state enterprises and commodity 
relations eradicated, although ¡he introduction of barter to replace money 
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transactions rnight soon begin. As with all other mea sures of the new 
transition, this was to be introduced from aboye by the socialist sta te, and 
Stalin ignored the fact that the marketing targets of the coHective farms and 
the relevant rates of 'exchange' had been fixed from the centre for the past 20 
years. In general, Stalin maintained, since the Soviet Union stiU lagged 
behind advanced capitalism, substantial progress towards Communism 
could take place only after the Western economies had been overtaken 
and industry could be concentrated on the production of consumption 
goods. Untíl then, he asserted, the law of socialist accumulation held. The 
rate of growth of department I must exceed that of department II; otherwise 
'the national economy cannot be continuously expanded'. This was obvious
Iy a garbled version of Feldman's growth equations, but was subsequently 
repeated in similar form by Soviet texts on polítical economy.77 

In effect Stalin's position was analogous to that which he held in the early 
years of the NEP. There was to be no further revolutionising of economic 
relations; the Soviet Union would 'grow over' into the higher stage of 
communism, and the imperfections of socialism would 'wither away'. 
However, there were ominous signs that he was preparing to en force his 
conservatism against radicals in the bureaucracy by a new purge, as in the 
¡ater 1930s.78 Fortunately for those who had been rash enough to take up 
positions contrary to Stalin's own, the great dictator died in March 1953, 
before he could put any such designs into practice on an extensive scale. 

m Stalinism and Marnsm 

For over a quarter of a century the international cornmunist movement, and 
fellow-travellers the world over, regarded Stalin as the supreme theorist of 
Marxism and the Soviet Union as the living embodiment of the socialist 
project. Leading Marxist econorrusts outside the Soviet Union, sueh as 
Maurice Dobb and Ronald Meek, shared these sentiments, although in both 
cases they were more restrained and academic than was typical of 
communists during the period of Stalin' s rule. Dobb never participated in 
the 'cult of the personality', and was in fae! somewhat critical, especially of 
the high tempo which characterised the first five year plan. 79 His works were 
factually useful and general!y well-received by non-communist economists. 
Dobb articulated the case for the command economy in terms which could 
be readily appreciated in the Iight of the Great Depressíon and the Second 
World War. What he c1early failed to do, however, was to use Marxism as a 
critical theory, and the overall picture which he presented bore little 
resemblance to the reality of Soviet totalitarianism. 

Dobb did not deviate significantly from Stalinist orthodoxy on essential 
matters. In the late 1920s he echoed official views favouring Bukharin's 
strategy for economic development against that of Preobrazhensky, and 
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claimed that NEP was fully in Ene with Leninism.80 After the 'revolution 
from above', Dobb rationalised it in the same terms as Stalin, and similarly 
misrepresented the ideas of his opponents. What criticisms he made had 
frequently been voiced by Stalin himself. But the multi-faceted repression 
which was employed to accelerate industrialisation was eÍther ignored or 
relegated to uninformative footnotes, justified by the threat of war and 
counter-revolutionary activity, or presented in technical-functional terms.81 

Dobb showed no sympathy for workers' control, or political democracy, and 
identified socialism with nationalisation and central planning.82 The degree 
of inequality and priviledge was played down. In short, Dobb presented a 
bloodless version of events which were in fact anything but tranquil. 

A genteel pro-Stalínism also characterised much of the work of Ronald 
Meek. However, unlike Dobb he paid much more attentíon to Stalin's ideas. 
cJaiming that Economic Problems of Socialism represented a major eontribu
tion to Marxism. Meek readily agreed that Stalin's views on the persistenee 
of eommodity relations and the law of value differed from those of Marx 
and Engels. It was precisely here, Meek argued, that Stalin made his 
contribution. The Russian revolution had sueeeeded in eireumstances of 
backwardness, unimaginable in the nineteenth eentury. BUl this meant that 
eommodity produetion and value relations still held sway. Stalin was 
eommended for recognising this, and for restraining the more Utopian 
eeonomists who worked to push forward at an adventurist pace.SJ That 
this was clearly a gross distortion of Stalin's originality was in faet apparent 
even in Meek's own exposition. which outlined the preceding debate on the 
theory of value in the Soviet Union (see section n aboye). 

No more than Dobb did Meek deal adequately with the horrors of 
Stalinism, but neither did they produce the erude apologeties and blatant 
líes typieal of the fellow-travellers. Unlike the eommunists, the fellow-
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traveHers' allegiance to the Soviet Union coincided with Stalin's rise to 
power, which they saw as the triumph of scientific social engineering over 
Bolshevik radicalism and c1ass violence. They rareIy claimed to be Marxists, 
and did not provide any economic analysis of the Soviet Union, Marxist or 
otherwise. For (he most part they were social democrats, liberals, Christians 
and pacifists, who preferred to admire Soviet socialism from a distance, 
without commitment to their local communíst parties and comfortable in 
their own very bourgeois condition of existence. Orchestrated by the Soviet 
propaganda machine, their performances rarely missed a note, and high
Iighted the deeply authoritarian sentiments which sometímes underpinned 
the values of the Enlightenment.84 

It was precisely Stalin's opponents within Marxism who were both the 
most analytical and the most critical (see Chapter 3 below). Unwilling to 
ta ke Stalin 's theory seriously, they regarded his ideas as a ridiculous 
perversion of Marxism. and frequently associated them with a betrayal of 
the revolution 's ideals. The arguments which they expressed, and the 
Stalinist defences, have continued to inspire the fierce controversies which 
ha ve raged over the relation of Stalinism to Marxism, and the inevitable or 
contingent nature of Stalin 's dictatorship. 

There is abundant evidence available to sustain a variety of interpreta
tions. The intellectual sophistication of Lenin, Bukharin and Trotsky can 
easily be contrasted with the vulgarities of Stalin; the 1920s c1early involved 
a much milder form of dictatorship than that of the 1930s; and Stalin's rise 
to dominance can be convincingly presented as resulting rrom the obvious 
mistakes of his opponents, not the least of which was their underestimation 
of his ambition and abilities. On the other hand, the orthodox Marxian 
vision of socialism had always leaned towards authoritarianism despite the 
libertarian elements apparent in Marx's own thought. 85 Moreover, textual 
exegesis can link Stalin's analysis to that of Lenin, and indeed to parallel 
ideas in Bukharin and Trotsky;86 historians can identify the ruthlessness and 
authoritarian strands in early Bolshevism; and it is easy to argue that the 
problems of economic development precluded measures very different from 
those implemented by Stalin. The arguments can in fact be permuted to 
provide support for, or refutation of, very different theories of Stalinism. 
Lying behind the indeterminacy are methodological and substantive pro
blems general to historical analysis, but they a1so inelude the deficlencies of 
Marxism itself. 87 

Practice is one possible criterion by which these issues muy be resolved, 
especially since Stalin himself was quite prepared to be judged by results. He 
pointed to apparently cast-iron achievements: private ownership of the 
means of production had been effectively eradicated, the Soviet Union 
had been transformed from a agrarian to an industrial society, and the 
coun!ry had no! only emerged victorious against the Nazi onslaught, but 
had simultaneously extended socialism beyond its borders.88 Nevertheless, 
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entles have legitimately pointed to tenaeious elements of barbarism, 
continuing state repression, and the vast inequalítíes that arOse (not simply 
persisted) after Stalin's revolution from above.89 However, eaeh of these 
claims is problema tic when measured against the classical coneeption of 
socialism. Marxists had tradítionally defined socialísm to ¡nelude what 
Stalin appealed to, and exc1ude what the critics emphasised, in support of 
their arguments. Soviet development, therefore, resulted in a novel social 
formation and neither Stalinists nor their Marxian opponents ever squarely 
faced the question of whether this itself did not undermine historical 
materialism. 

Marxian critícs have sometimes taken a different tack and distinguished 
the achievements of Stalin from his 'crimes', arguing that the latter qualified 
the successes90 But whíle this may make sense in terms of a liberal humanist 
perspective, ir is not a coherent notion within Marxism itself. Insofar as 
Marxists have concerned themselves with ethics they have tended to 
minimise the importance of means and focused upon ends, and they have 
been only too well aware that progress comes through the negative. 9

! 

Moreover, Stalin's terror is not easily separated from his positíve accom
plishments. Although the repression involved an element of randomness, 
and the dominance of ideology inflicted considerable damage on scientific 
advance,92 both addressed real problems of economic development: the 
resistance of hostile forces, the appalling lack of labour discipline, the 
absence of a national culture, and the centrifugal tendencies within the 
bureaucracy. They were exacerbated by the lack of information available to 
Stalin and his entourage, arisíng in part from a highly inefficient admin
istrative machine whose grip on the country was sometimes surprisingly 
loose93 

By connecting the ideal of libera ted society wíth the class struggle, 
Marxists have reduced the problem of legitimate revolutionary action lo 
that of specifying the interests of the proletariat. Marx appears lo ha ve had 
no doubts Ihat this concept was an unambiguous social fact, and did not 
probe the issue in any depth. Subsequent Marxian treatments have ranged 
from the highly sophisticated Hegelian version found in Lukács's HislOry 
and Class Consciousness,94 to the crudities of Stalin's identification of the 
proletarian cause with the expansion of heavy industry in the Soviet 
Union;95 there have also been accounts that fal! between these two 
extremes, including Lenin's What is 10 be Done?96 The issue has also been 
joined to three others, relating the interest of the proletariat to (i) {he 
interests of particular proletarians, (ii) the interests of c1asses which are not 
proletarian bUI are oppressed,97 and (iii) the form of rule by which the 
dictatorship of the class is exercised. No theorist has resolved these problems 
(see Chapter 3 below). In consequence, to claim or deny that Ihe Slalinist 
orga~i.sation of política! power and stralegy of economic development is in 
accor~ance with the interest of the proletarial necessarily beco mes insecure. 
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These deficiencies of Marxísm were used by Stalin to legitimise his rule. At 
one crucial juncture, however, he appears to have crossed the Rubicon. In 
the míd-1930s he charged his Bolshevik adversaries with being conscious 
counter-revolutionaries in le ague with the ínteUigence services of imperialist 
powers. Trotsky was assassinated and Zinoviev, Kamenev and Bukharin, 
together with most other old Bolsheviks, were aH subsequently executed on 
this pretext. Evídence was fa b rica ted , confessions were achieved through the 
use of torture, and the historical record falsified. 98 It all smacked of a 
Thermidor, and many Marxists have not unreasonably seen it in such terms 
(see Chapter 3 below). 

Nevertheless even these events had an orthodox rationale, which was 
sometimes hinted at by the more sensítíve Stalinists, who maintained only 
that the Bolshevik opposítion to Stalinism was objectively counter
revolutionary, not that the oppositionists were conscíous agents of imper
ialism. Whatever their íntentions, the outcome of thelr policies would have 
been a weakening of (he Soviet Union and, thus, of the international 
proletariat; hence the substance of the charges made against them was 
valid.99 The form in which the allegations were expressed was condítioned by 
the cultural backwardness of the masses, of which al! Bolsheviks - Stalinists 
and anti-Stalínists alike - were only too weU aware. This required the use of 
parables, in which the objective effects became transformed into subjective 
aims. A similar rationale might also ha ve been used to legitimise the offieial 
falsifications of history, the censoríng of Lenin's writings, and the provision 
of erroneous statistics on living standards. 

AII this illustrates the extent to which Marxism underwent a metamorph
osi s in its journey from critica! theory to state ideology. Prior to achievíng 
power it had always been presumed that truth and proletaria n advance went 
hand in hand. Marxists never imagined the possibility that honesty itself 
might threaten thei! rule. The contradlction, however, did materialise at an 
early stage, well before Stalin's rise to dominance. The Kronstadt revolt of 
1921 was suppressed as counter-revolutionary and the Kronstadt sailors 
were condemned as 'white-guardists' for demanding the reactivation of the 
programme on which the Bolsheviks themselves had stood in 1917. 100 

None of this implies that Bolshevísm is identical to Stalinism, or that 
Stalínism was the only possible development of Bolshevism. But it does 
mean that Stalinism can be classed as a form of Marxism on much the same 
grounds as other versions of Bolshevism. It was a body of theory which 
sought to inform and master socialist practíce. In an inhospitable environ
ment the imperatives of achieving power penetrated mto the theory, and 
under Stalin'S rule they became increasingly degenera te. However, Stalin 
was never able lO monopolise Marxism, and the same deficiencies in theory 
which facilita te the c1aim of Stalínism to be a Marxism, allowed alternatives 
- even other Bolshevisms - to become subversive doctrines in relation to the 
reality of Stalinist power. It is to these Marxian contemporaries of Stalin 
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that we turn in the next chapter. Post-Stalin developments are discussed in 
Chapter 9, section 11, and Chapter 18 below. 
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3 
The Soviet Mode of Production 

I Anticipations 

Marx and Engels had warned that a 'premature' seizure of power would pul 
a proletarian government in an untenable positjon. Unable to carry out ¡ts 
own programme, jt would be forced as a condition of survival to beco me an 
instrument of the bourgeoisíe and complete the historical tasks of capital
ism. l Exactly what process of degeneration this would ínvolve, however, was 
left unspecífied, and their brief commeots throw little Iight 00 subsequent 
Soviet developments. While it might be daimed that Stalinist accumulation 
accomplished the function which historieal materialism had assigned to 
capitalism, the regíme was clearly no instrument of the bourgeoisie as 
eonventjonally defined. But it was less clear whether a classless soelety 
bad emerged in the Soviet U níon and, ir not, what the new ruling cIass míght 
be. 

The anxieties of Marx and Engels had an immense inlluenee upon their 
followers. Plekhanov, the Mensheviks, the 'legal Marxists', and social 
democrats throughout the world, all believed that bourgeois-democratic 
revolution alone was feasible in Russia. Prior to 1917 Lenin, too, shared this 
view, as did all the Bolshevíks except perhaps those dosely assoeiated with 
Bukharin. Orthodox Marxists of all shades of opinjon realised that a 
Russían revolution might have peculiarly radical features, but before the 
First World War Trotsky and his followers were unique in believing that it 
could immediately enter the socialist phase (see Part II of volume 1 of (his 
book). 

However, in his early writings Trotsky coupled revolutionary radicalism 
with a vocal hostility to Bolshevism. Accepting with the Mensheviks the 
need for a loosely-struetured mass party, Trotsky claimed that Lenin's 
blueprint in What is fo be Done? introduced Jacobinism into social 
democracy. Lenin had substituted the party for the class. The logic of his 
ideas implied that 'the party organisation substitutes ilself for the party, tbe 
Central Committee substitutes itself for the organisation and, finally, a 
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"dictator" substitutes himself for the Central CommiUee'. Notwithstanding 
the prophetic quality of Trotsky's criticism, it is unlikely that he believed it 
applicable to any future proletarian government, even one drawn exclusively 
from Bolsheviks. Between 1905 and 1917, he conceived 'permanent revolu
tion' to be a necessary process; whatever the programmes and structure of 
the revolutionary parties, they would be swamped by the development of 
genuine proletarian power, which they would be forced to support or be 
pushed aside. After 19 J 4, ir not before, Trotsky also claimed that working
class rule in Russia would in no way be 'premature' when viewed from the 
vantage point of the world capitalist economy.2 

Trotsky's global perspective eventually penetrated Bolshevism and after 
1917 all party theorists (as well as sorne Left Mensheviks like Julius Martov) 
denied that the Russian revolution was adventuríst. 3 In their view the 
imperialist war had signalled the end of capitahsm as a progressive force, 
and they confidently expected a series of proletarian revolutions quíckly to 
follow their own. But neither Trotsky, nor Lenin, nor Bukharin ever 
explained exactly how the overthrow of capitalism in the advanced coun
tries would overcome the obstacles to socialist construction in backward 
Russia. The omission is especially troublesome beca use Plekhanov had 
argued in the early 1880s that, irrespective of intemational support, 
attempts to modernise agriculture in Russia would bring the degeneration 
of any socialist government. But he did not elaborate as to the form this 
would take, and his argument was aimed against the populists, not the 
Marxists (see p. 140 of volume 1 of this book). 

A similar point had been made much earlier by Bakunin as part of a 
general anarchist attack on Marxism. In his view the whole Marxían 
conception of the revolutionary process was suspect; the very notion of 
'scientific socialism' implied elitism, and the idea of a dictatorship of the 
proletariat exercised though the medium of a centralised state was incom
patible with human freedom. 4 Although in his account of the Paris 
Commune Marx implicitly accepted much of the anarchist case, he con
tinued to oppose anarchism in practice. Throughout the heyday of orthodox 
Marxism the Marxists' contempt for their anarchist critics and their 
disregard of objective constraints to liberation continued. This was no 
doubt reinforced by the fact that most anarchists were unc1ear as to the 
specific consequences of following the state socialist path. 

The Polish radical, Jan Machajski, was exceptional when in the 1890s he 
applied a crude historical materialism to Marxism itself. He argued that 
socialist intellectuals typically used the workers' movement for their own 
petit-bourgeois ends, and that successful revolution would therefore result in 
a new form of c1ass rule in which the intelligentsia would constitute the 
ruling cJass. 5 This idea was destined to find a place in Marxism itself. As 
early as 1918 Kautsky was referring to the development of a 'new c1ass' in 
the Soviet Un ion, although he made no attempt to delimit its specific 
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characteristics or to assign it to a new mode of production. 6 Two decades 
later, however, materialist analyses of the novel forms of privilege were 
formulated, and Machajski's ideas were provided with a more secure 
foundabon (see sections III and IV below). 

Max Weber's writings on bureaucracy can be used to buttress these ideas, 
although mos! Marxists have been hesitant to do so beca use Weber 
considered extensÍve bureaucratisation to be the inevitable result of public 
ownership and a planned economy; 7 socialism as Marx had imagined it was 
simply not feasible (see Chapter 18 below). In 1911 Weber's pupil, Robert 
Michels, went further by formulating an 'iron law of oligarchy' after studying 
the organisation of German social democracy,8 Kautsky implicitly tried to 
rebut these ideas in 1908, and Bukharín sought to meet the ehallenge head-on 
m 1920, but his argument was especially unconvincing in the circumstances 
of Bolshevik rule,9 Subsequently Bukharin expressed concerns about bur
eaucratisation, but his remarks constitute no system; however, his ideas on 
state capitaJism did become influential (see section IV below). Weberian 
ideas may have impressed Christian Rakovsky, who during the 1920s was a 
leading member of the Lef! Opposition. He went beyond Trotsky's own 
analysis of degeneration (see section JI below) to argue that, even under the 
most favourable circumstances, bureaucratisation posed a real threat to the 
realisation of socialist ideals, and he started to view the Soviet bureaucracy as 
coalescing into a new ruling c\ass. However, Rakovsky was unable to 
systematise his analysis, being foreed under ¡n tense pressure to recant in 
1933 and faHing victim to Stalin's purges five years later. 1o 

Concern about the integrity of the revolution arose within party ranks 
from the outset. lI The concessions to imperialism embodied in the treaty of 
Brest-Litovsk, the development of the party dictatorship, the employment of 
'bourgeois specialists' and tsarist officers, and schemes to militarise labour 
under War Communism, all fuelled misgivings on the len wing of the party. 
By 1922 even Lenin explicitly recognised that a bureaucratic deformation 
had occurred, and found it personified in Stalin's autocratic behaviour. 
According to Lenin the root cause lay in Russia's cultural backwardness, 
and in the face of this overwhelming reality he sometimes recognised the 
impotence of administrative measures to [imit the decay,I2 

Throughout the 1920s discontent remained among party members, many 
of whom agreed with the exiled Mensheviks that restorationist forces were 
increasing in strength and were transforming both Bolshevik ideology and 
party organisation. But it was to a most unlikely figure that the opposition
ists gravitated after 1923. Leon Trotsky, who, at the height of his powers 
during the civil war had been both the most authontarian of all Bolshevik 
leaders and the harshest critic of their detractors, beca me the chief theorist 
of revolutionary degeneration. He also proved to be among the most 
steadfast, remaining hostile to the Soviet regime until his assassination in 
1940, while many of his supporters defected to Stalinism. 
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II A Degenerated Workers' State? 

Trotsky's attempt to come to grips with the degeneration of the revolution in 
the Soviet Union was made over an interval of nearly 20 years, Given the 
irnrnense changes that occurred in this period, it is not surprising that his 
ideas altered over time. However, there were also certain basic parameters 
whieh never changed after the mid-1920s, and it is useful to consider these 
invaríant characteristics befo re dealing with the historical evolution of his 
analysis between 1923 and 1940. 

Like most Bolsheviks, including Lenin and Stalin, Trotsky believed the 
world capitalist economy to be in an epochal crisis. Also like them, he was 
always vague as to the underlying economic causes. 13 Trotsky was neverthe
less quite explicit in recognising that his entire analysis hinged upon the 
validity of this view. He accepted that, if it were possible for intemationa! 
capitalism to attain a long-run stabilisation, his whole theory (including that 
applicable to the Soviet Union) would be undermined, and with it his 
analysis of the degeneration of the Soviet Union. 14 

The belief that objective economic conditions posed no constraint upon 
socialist revolutions gave Trotsky's Marxism a highly polítical character in 
the inter-war years. It was to inappropriate leadership that he pointed in 
explaining the delays, defeats and degeneration of the proletarian struggle,15 
The organisatíon he headed from 1923, and which ultimately formed the 
Fourth International in 1938, was eonsidered the means by which this could 
be reetified. II sought to repeat on a world scale what Lenin's Bolsheviks had 
accomplished for Russia, Trotsky identified his theory of permanent 
revolution with Leninism, and saw it as the only lruly revolutionary 
Marxism. 16 

Conditions in the Soviet Uníon were, according to Trotsky, only a special 
case of the general malaise in proletarian leadership. Degeneration was 
largely confined to the superstructure; it did not greatly affeet economic 
relations. The mode of production was neither socialist nor capitalist, but 
transitionaL However, the transition could successfully culminate in social
¡srn only if the revolution were extended to Western Europe (see Chapler 15 
of voJume 1 of this book). Although the 'dictatorship of the proletariat' - or, 
as Trotsky usually referred lo il, 'the workers' slale' - continued, il had 
become bureaucratised under the domination of the party apparatus. He 
carne lo accept that the bureaucracy had sorne of the characteristics of a 
ruling class, in that its prívíleges and power extended beyond what was 
functionally necessary. But, he maintained, from a Marxian poin! of view it 
constituted only a social 'caste', with a non-exploitative, albeit parasitic, 
rela!ionship to the proletariat. 17 Here Trotsky lent heavily on Marx's own 
dairn Ihat a bureaucracy could no! constitute a social force in its own right, 
but remained dependent upon one or more genuine c1asses. 18 While this 
rnade sense in the context of a capitalisl mode of production. Trotsky never 
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provided an account of why the same contraints prevailed in the Soviet 
Uníon. In consequence, apart from appealíng to Marxían formulas derived 
in different circumstances, he did not explain exactly what the bureaucracy 
was if it was not a ruling c1ass, and his reference to 'caste', which implies a 
degree of permanency, was singularly inappropriate to the turbulent condi
tions of the inter-war years. 

Trotsky regarded Stalin as little more than primus ínter pares,19 as 
someone whose ideas were deviatíons from Leninism and formed the 
ideology of the bureaucracy which it used in its struggle against genuine 
Bolshevism (that is, Trotskyism). Bureaucratic rule thereby weakened both 
the dictatorship of the proletariat in the Soviet Union and the revolutionary 
potential of the working dass internationalIy, raising the probabilíty of a 
capítalist restoration. 'Socialism in one country' was a thoroughly wrong
headed doctrine, and the only way forward was to concentra te upon the 
overthrow of capitalism internationally, guided by the theory of permanent 
revolution. Otherwise the intermediate social formation in the Soviet Union 
could never find stability; it would be continually wracked with crises, which 
would eventually overwhelm it. 

Trotsky fluctuated in his explanation of bureaucratisation, mentioning in 
tum isolation, searcity and demoralisation. Taken as a whole, however, his 
wfltings point towards c1osed-loop causation in whích each eontríbutory 
factor sustains the others.20 Bureaucratisation arose from the failure of 
intemational revolution and the exhaustion of the working c1ass in the civil 
war; it then reinforced both. The Comintern was mismanaged or sabotaged, 
increasing Russia's isolation. Simultaneously, by repressing revolutionary 
Marxist critics (that ¡5. Trotskyists) the bureaucracy undermined the 
vanguard role of the party, demoralised the working c1ass and thus further 
eontributed to the bankruptcy of the Comintern. Soviet eeonomie develop
ment was similarly thrown off course by bureaueratic ineffieiency and 
prívilege, and this in turn served to sustain the 'baeksliding' elsewhere, 
which then bolstered ínappropríate economic polides. 

According to Trotsky the loop could be severed by resurrecting true 
Bolshevism. He seems never to ha ve doubted that a genuine democratie 
centralism could rule in the party, which he imagined might ídeally be 
composed of proletarian 'philosopher-kings' who would be insulated from 
whatever bureaucratisation in the state admÍnistration was requíred by 
conditions of backwardness. So conceíved, the party would then constitute 
a real vanguard of the class, vibrant in theory and correct in its strategy and 
taches for world revolution and economic development towards socialismo 

Trotsky's perspectíve on the capitalíst world economy had clearly taken 
shape by 1914, and his commitment to Bolshevism was secured in the civil 
war (see Chapter 12 of volume 1 of this book). However. it was Lenin who 
preceded Trotsky in detecting a bureaucratisation within the party. On the 
whole Trotsky followed Lenin's initiatives, but even at this ver y early stage 
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there was a difference in diagnosis. While both saw the issue as a 
'deformation' rather than as the existence of a distinct bureaucratic 
stratum, Trotsky regarded it as a new phenomenon and not, as Lenin did. 
one arising from the heritage of backwardness. At the end of 1923 Trotsky 
saw the problem as the party organisation inappropriately merging with [he 
apparatus of the state, where sorne bureaucratisation was inevitable.21 The 
fusion subordinated the political and theoretical tasks of the party to those 
of administration; by undermining internal party democracy. it precluded 
effective criticismo Bureaucratisation thereby exacerbated the dangers arising 
from isolation and NEP. 22 

It was upon the restorationist dangers of official party policies that 
Trotsky focused for the remainder of the 1920s. But during this period his 
analysis of bureaucratisation beca me more materialist; he began to link 
bureaucratisation to the pressures of non-proletarian classes, and to see the 
bureaucracy as a distinct stratum composed of individuals whose back
ground and interests allowed an alliance with those bourgeois elements 
which were growing under NEP. 23 At the same time Trotsky carne lo view 
Stalin's doctrine of 'socialism in one country' as an ideology suited to the 
bureaucracy's desire for stability.24 But he al50 recognised divisions within 
the bureaucracy. The Stalinist faction was classifíed as 'centrist', responding 
erratically to conflicting and alternating influences of opposed c1asses, while 
another section was more consistently pro-kulak.25 

It was as a 'len turn' that Trotsky initially explained Stalin's break with 
the NEP during 1928 and 1929, and the 'revolution from aboye' aner 1929.26 

The party leaders had allowed bourgeois forces lo strengthen, and had 
brought about a situation bordering upon counter-revolution. But the 
pressure of the Len Opposition had split the bureaucracy, forcing the 
centrist faction to turn len to defend itself against the kulaks and to 
preserve its conservative interests, which were in opposition to those of 
genuine revolutionaries.27 Behind this evaluation lay Trotsky's constant 
refusal to accept that the bureaucracy could beco me an independent 
historical actor. 28 Although he began to recognise that its own privileges 
rested upon non-capitalist economic relations, and that the doctrine of 
'socialism in one country' had jettisoned its earlier Bukharinist content,29 
he thought it inconceivable for the bureaucracy itself to sustain a project 
Ihat was neither bourgeois nor proletarian. The continuing repression 
against the Len Opposition, he believed. signalled ¡hat a tum to the right 
was bound to occur in the near future. 30 

For Trotsky this prospect was reinforced by his belief that the bureau
cracy was completely devoid of genuine theory. Without internal party 
democracy it lacked an intimate connection with the proletariat and could 
only act 'empirical1y' according to the pressures of the immediate conjunc
ture.31 The bureaucracy was therefore incapable of foreseeing the catastro
phes which must result from ¡ts reckless and brutal manoeuvres. Since 
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collectívisation had occurred in the absence of an advanced technical base, il 
could nol end rural differentiation; the kulaks were bound to reappear. The 
adventurist tempo of industrialisation, Trotsky maintained, conf1icted with 
the requirements for proportionality and was unsustainable. 32 Thus Stalin 's 
attempt to bring about a revolution from aboye was plagued with con
tradictions, and the re gime was on its last legs. 33 

One characteristic of Trotsky's stand which went unacknowledged was 
that on economic policy he was drawn doser to Bukharin. Whíle he never 
equivocated in his support for Stalin against the Right,34 Trotsky made 
much the same criticism of the emerging Slalinist system that Bukharin 
voiced. Both believed that administrative measures would be unable to 
overcome economic backwardness, that planning needed supplementation 
by market relations, and that in the long mn bourgeois elements could be 
overcome only through 'economic' measures on the basis of a demonstrated 
superiority of socialist relations. 35 Bukharin and Trotsky therefore each 
favoured a returo to the NEP as the economic form appropriate to the 
transition, which gave sorne credibility to Stalín's identification of the Right 
and Left Oppositions as a counter-revolutionary unity. 

Although he never did come to terms with the radical and enduring nature 
of Stalín's revolution from aboye, by Ihe mid-1930s Trotsky accepted Ihat it 
had, after all, been partially successful. Al Ihe same time he believed Ihat the 
fate of the international revolution called ror a reassessment of the nature of 
the Soviet regime. He now drew a dístinctíon between the internar and 
external role of the bureaucracy, and sought a more exact understanding of 
its character. The Nazi seizure of power In Germany appears to have 
initiated Trotsky's change of perspective. He had long considered Mos
cow's supervision of the Comintern to be incompetent. J6 In 1933, however, 
Trotsky went much further. He accepted that Soviet degeneration had 
reached the point where the bureaucracy deliberately undermined interna
tional revolution so as to facilitate accommodation with imperialism, and to 
protect its own position, which would be threatened by successful socialist 
revolution elsewhere. Externally the Russian bureaucracy had thus become a 
counter-revolutionary force; the Comintern was bankrupt, and a new 
International was required. 37 

Beginníng in 1933, Trotsky began to describe the Stalinists as Thermídor
íans. Previously he had used the concept of Thermidor to mean the fírst 
stage of a successful bourgeois counter-revolution, and had denied that a 
Soviet version had actually taken place. Now he used the term to designate 
only a conservative stabilisatíon, and accepted that the Soviet Thermidor 
had begun as early as 1923. 38 The bureaucracy which Stalin personified and 
led was therefore now seen to playa dual role internally. It defended post
capítalist property relations, but it did so in a manner which preserved its 
own privileges. Thus, while the bureaucracy had betrayed the revolution, it 
had not overthrown it. 39 
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This now becarne the crux of Trotsky's defence of the Soviet Union as a 
workers' sta te. Prior to 1933 he had justified support for the Soviet Union by 
clalming that the degeneration was rectifiable through rerorm: the Left 
Opposition could gain hegemony in the existing party and, having done so, 
peacefully eradicate the power of the apparatus.40 Trotsky now jettisoned 
this view; the party, Iike the Comintern, was incapable of regeneration. A 
revolution was necessary to replace both with new Bolshevik organisations. 
Bu!, Trotsky also argued, the revolution would have to be onJy 'politicaJ', 
no! 'social'. The econornic foundation of the workers' state remained intact; 
as before, it was only the superstructure that was degenerate. 41 Thus his 
conception of the dictatorship of the proletariat now involved nothing more 
than property relations. How far he was willing to go in this direction was 
made plain by his recognition that the Soviet regime acted in the same 
authoritarian and terroristic way as did fascist governments. However, he 
maíntained, in their class essence they were poles apart beca use of the 
different property relations on which they rested: one was a degenerated 
workers' sta te, the other was a dictatorship of monopoly capital 42 

To sustain Ihis interpretation, property relations had to be interpreted 
very narrowly, and Trotsky ultimately too k his stand on a purely juridical 
conception of property. Such formalisrn was not typical in his work, but it 
did ref1ect an aspect of his Marxism which he shared not only with Lenin 
and Stalin, but also with most theorists of the Second International. AII 
tended to presume that social relations at work would not be fundamentally 
affected by a successful proletarian revolution. There would be better 
working conditions and higher pay, but the technology of production and 
the authority structure within the factory would be rnuch the same as under 
capitalism.43 

Trotsky's definítíon of a workers' state was such lha! ít no! only did not 
imply that workers actually controlled the state, ít actually precluded those 
who held power from being a new c1ass. The bureaucracy was a parasitic 
growth arisíng from within the proletariat itself. To support this view, 
Trotsky asserted ¡hat the bureaucracy played no independent role in 
production; the degeneration which it represented involved only distribu
tional relations and the exercise of authority. And even here bureaucrats 
lacked the c1ass characteristic of having the ability to pass on their privileges 
to their heirs. 44 While he did no! rule out ¡he possibílity of the bureaucracy 
becoming a new bourgeoís c1ass by instituting private ownership, Trotsky 
tended to view its interests as a distinct stra!um as resting upon nationalised 
property;45 the thrust of his analysis was now that capitalist restoration in 
the Soviet Union was possible only through external intervention. 46 Thus 
Trotsky carne very clase to accepting Stalin 's dichotomy of internal and 
external contradictions which underpinned the doctrine of 'socialism in one 
country' (see Chapter 2 aboye). He differed from Stalin only in how they 
might be resolved. Trotsky did not believe that the internal contradictions 



56 The Great Depressíon and Stalinism 

could be fully overcome by Ihe bureaucracy, or that íts foreign poliey 
inereased the seeurity of Ihe workers' slate. 

Indeed, he maíntained, il was preeisely on the mternational fronl that the 
bureaucraey was foreed into a positlon which threatened lts own long-tenn 
survival, and wíth it Ihat of the Soviet Union. Its interests led it to jettison 
the cause of international revolulion, bul in so doing the bureaucracy 
strengthened the forces of ímperialism.41 At the same time internal policíes 
conslrained economic development. By the mid-1930s Trotsky recognised 
thal industríalísation had becn rapíd, and that the planned eeonomy had 
pro ved itself in praetice.48 But he maintained that bureaucratic dominance 
inhibíted Ihe realísatíon of lIS fuI! potentlal. The attempt to run everything 
from the centre, the relianee on repressíon, and the diversion of resources 
into consumption for the privileged, all indícated that the forces of 
production were constraíned by bureaucratic relations.49 While this argu
ment was inconsistent with Trotsky's claim that the bureaucracy played no 
independent role in productíon, he used it to insist that the contradictíon 
between the [orces and reJations of production underlay the purges, and 
indicated a regime in crisis. 50 

Trotsky never explaíned exactly how the antagonism in the base was 
connected to the turbulence in the superstructure. He believed the repressíon 
of oppositionists to be at the heart of the terror, but al50 correctly 
recognised that ít extended into the ranks of the Stalínists as welL 51 Trotsky 
had long maintained that a single dictator facilitated bureaucratic rule by 
overcoming internal dívísions. 52 Since bureaucratic unity appeared 10 be 
breaking down, he tended to regard the purges as involving a civil war 
withín the bureaucracy ítself. But he did not elucidate how this related to his 
argument ihat the forces of production were being inhibited by bureaucratic 
organisatíon, which had now become central to his enduríng c1aim that 
bureaucratic rule could no! stabilise. 

However unconvincíngly, Trotsky was therefore able to reassert his view 
that only the spread of socialist revolution, coupled wilh genuine Bolshevik 
polítical practice, could ultímately save the workers' state in Russia. But, 
even on this issue, his treatment was contradíctory. His view of Bolshevism 
was not only highly idealistic. it was also in tension with his criticism of the 
Bolsheviks' behaviour during and after 1917. Without Lenin. Trotsky 
argued, the party would have proved unable to take power, and after 
Lenin's iIIness and death many leadíng Bolsheviks had played an active 
role in the Thermidor. 53 Trotsky's commitment to Bolshevism thus ultima
tely carne down to a matter of' the leader' and, in the absence of Lenin, to his 
own faH from power as the central event in the degeneration. He contínually 
denied that this was the case,54 but the logic of his own ideas províde a 
testament to i1. Moreover, in the mid-1930s Trotsky implicitly recognised 
(albeit rather half-heartedly) Ihat even under Lenin's control Bolshevism 
had been deficient, since the party's ban on factions in 1921 had facilitated 
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bureaucratisation. However, as he also believed the prohibition lo have been 
necessary, this did nothing for the coherence of his position. 55 In 1936 he 
added that a one-party slate might nol be the appropriate form for the 
dictatorship of the proletariat, and entertained the possibilíty of allowing 
other parties to function. Nevertheless, Trotsky limited this freedom to 
'soviet' partíes, and did not extend to them the right actually lo rule. S6 

Only in the last two years of his life did Trotsky consider the possibility 
Ihat a radical re-evaluation of Bolshevism might be called for. But even then 
his loyalt} to its essentials remained evident, for he linked it to the validity of 
Marxism itself. The occasion for Trotsky's doubts was Ihe appearance in 
1939 of Bruno Rizzi's theory of bureaucratic colleclivism,57 Rizzi argued 
thal the Soviet Uníon had developed a new mode of production Ihat was 
neither capitalist. nor socialist, nor Iransitional (see sectlon III below). It was 
emerging also within fascist states, and was evident in the collectivist 
tendencies of capitalist countries, Surprisingly, given his previous treatment 
of other critics with similar ideas, Trotsky did not dismiss this argument out 
ofhand, Instead he admitted Ihat bureaucratic collectivism was a theoretical 
possibilíty.58 

How seriously Trotsky took the idea of burea ucra tic collectivism ís 
unclear. In 1939 and 1940 he repeated the positions he had spelled out in 
the mid-1930s,59 and evenls in 1939 led him lo reaffirm the validity of hls 
analysis, even though in doing so he contradicted himself again. The 
sovietisation of eastern Poland after the Hitler-Stalin pact indicated that 
the bureaucracy was indeed an external revolutionary force. Not only did it 
continue to protect nationalised property at home; it had extended ¡ts mode 
of production beyond Soviet borders. Trotsky took this as evidence that 
Stalinism still represented the dictatorship of the proletariat, despite the fact 
Ihat it undermined his earlier designation of the bureaucracy as a counter
revolutionary force internationally.6o 

In this period Trotsky also wrote his testament, proclaiming unshakeable 
faith in the communist vision,61 and penned dogma tic defences of dialectical 
materialism against the revisionist ideas of James Burnham and Max 
Shachtman.62 In al! probability his relatively gentle treatment of bureau
era líe collectivism reflected the ract that Rizzi had not called into question 
the Fourth Internalional's position on the unconditional defence of the 
Soviet Union in the event of an imperialist attack. When others did so, 
Trolsky was quite merciless in his critique of their ideas. 63 Nor did Rizzi 
crilicise dialeclics; his commitment to Marxism was ambiguous,64 bu! he 
suggested Ihat bureaucratic collectivism could be rendered consistent with 
historical materialism, and tha t the socialist endeavour had only been 
postponed by one stage. Trotsky was evidently unwilling to grasp this 
nettle explicitly, and viewed the possibility of bureaucratic collectivism in 
less sanguine terms. In the end, he maintained, the issue of whether Russia 
was a degeneraled workers' stale or a new, bureaucratic collectivist mode of 
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production would resolve itself in the outcome of the Second World War, 
Trotsky thus made the criterion of validity for his theory of the Soviet U nion 
the same as that ror his analysis of the imperialist epoch as a whole: if the 
war díd not engender new socialist revolutions, or if it solidified and 
extended the existing Soviet system, the proletariat would have shown itself 
incapable of becoming a new ruling c1ass. Marxists would then be reduced lo 

resisting totalitarian slavery, but only on humanitarian grounds; there would 
be no prospect of communist liberation.65 

In Bureaucratic Collectivism 

Bruno Rizzi had been in sympathy with Trotsky's analysis of the Soviet 
Union for many years before breaking with hím in 1939. Exactly what 
provoked him to do so is undear, but a belíef that the international 
proletariat was incapable of taking power - or, more accurately. of holding 
power in its own hands after a revolution - was obviously implicit in La 
Bureaucratisation du Monde, and was consistent with the record of working
dass politícs since 1914. Rizzi certainly díd not dispute that capítalism was 
in the process of decay, and he did not challenge the factual record of Soviet 
development presented by Trotsky. Also, Rizzi was not alone; many other 
Trotskyists were coming ro the same conclusions. In 1941 James Burnham 
presented a very similar thesis to that of Rizzi and he, together with Max 
Shachtman, resigned from the American section of the Fourth International 
in 1940.66 

At the heart of La Bureaucratísatíon du Monde was a telling critique of 
Trotsky's c1aims that the only condition necessary for the dictatorship of the 
proletariat was that the state defended nationalísed property, and that the 
precise configuration of politics only ref1ected the degree of purity or of 
degeneracy in the prolelariat's dominance. Rizzi correctly argued that these 
propositions hinged on the belief, which Trotsky had not justifíed, that only 
the bourgeoisíe or the proletariat could hold power in the current epoch. 
Once this was questioned, ít became ímpossible to ensure that the díctator
ship of the proletariat was in force unless workers themselves actually 
exercised authority; a third force might hold power, which was neither 
bourgeois nor proletarían.67 

Rizzi coupled this argument with an examinatíon of the concept of 
property ownership, which he saw as a rorm of power.68 Since the control 
of the Soviet state was in the hands of the bureaucracy, and the bureaucracy 
had interests opposed to those of the proletariat - both points accepted by 
Trotsky - collective property was the property of the bureaucracy, not the 
proletariat. 69 The Soviet bureaucracy was then a specific type of property
owner, and in terms of Marx's own theory could therefore be regarded as a 
c1ass. 7o 11 was not símply a parasitic growth rrom, and upon. the proletaria!, 
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Biograpby of 
Bruno Rjzzj 

Rizzi was born at Poggio Rusco, Italy, in 1901. He attended Milan 
Polytechnic in 1918 and began associations with various socialist 
groups. In the inter-war years he earned his living as a shoe sales
man, and after the Second World War he went into manufacturing, 
ending up as a substantial proprietor before his death in 1977. During 
ahe 1930s he was generally impressed by Trotsky's writings, although 
ahere is also evidence ahat Rizzi was an anti-Semite and harboured 
fascist sympaahies. La Bureaucratisation du Monde represents his only 
significant work; it was published privately in 1939 after the 
manuscript had been rejected by several commercial publishers. 

as Trotsky c1aimed. By the very nature of its property the bureaucracy 
played on ¡ndependent role in production. Five year plans were formulated, 
pnces and wages set, investments decided and consumption determined in 
accordance with a distinct sel of non-proletarian interests. 71 Thus Russian 
workers were exploited, and the form of their exploitation was historically 
new. The bureaucracy did not use bourgeois mechanisms. Instead, the 
relationship was direcUy one of 'class to class'; the ruling class was not 
divided ¡nto individual enterprises as in capitalism. The bureaucracy used 
the state itself to extract surplus labour and then distributed it according to a 
particular formula devised to suit its own interests. 72 

While the Soviet Union thus represented a unique mode of production, 
and a correspondingly unique class structure, according to Rizzi it was also 
the advanced form of a more general phenomenon. He detected embryonic 
manifestations of the same constelJation in fascism and the New Deal. 73 

Marx had been right in recognising that capitalism could not contain 
modern forces of production, Rizzi maintained; their further development 
did ¡ndeed require planning and nationalised property.74 But Marx had been 
wrong in believing that ihis implied socialist forms of organisatíon and the 
rule of the proletariat If these did materialise - and Rizzi suggested that 
they ultimately would75 

- they could do so only in post-collectivist society; 
post-capitalist society was bureaucratic collectivism. 

In 1939 Rizzi's thesis had a compelling logic. H fitted with the experience 
of the Great Depression, the series of working-class defeats, the stabilisation 
of the Soviet Union and the rapid militarisation of Nazi Germany. Even in 
the post-war years there was plenty of evidence to sustain the general thrust 
of Rizzi's book. True, fascism had been roUed back, but the Soviet Union 
had been the principal force in accomplishing this, while the role of the state 
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in Western capitalíst economies was dearly increasing, Nevertheless there 
were also important weaknesses in Rizú's argument, and by addressing them 
other Marxists have be en able both to amend the idea of bureaucratic 
collectívism, and to provide a better understanding of the Soviet mode of 
production. 

Rizzi díd not explore in any depth the historical path to bureaucratic 
collectivism in the Soviet Uníon. At sorne points he repeats Trotsky's 
arguments, al others he leans towards Ihe ideas of Machajski and Rakovs
ky.76 More importantly, the fout of Nazism, Ibe great boom in Western 
capitalism and the development of soviet-type economies in Eastern Europe, 
Asia and the Caribbean indicate thal, insofar as bureaucratic collectivism 
was a general phenomenon, it was of a different sort than Rizzi thought. 
Tbis critieism is reinforeed by the faet that Rizzi never explained why 
underdeveloped Russia had perfeeted what he belíeved to be the most 
advaneed mode of production; naturally, sorne Marxists have línked 
bureaueratic eollectivism to backwardness ralher Ihan to modernity.77 

On the other hand, so far as the Soviet Union is concerned there is one 
aspect of Rizzi's Ihesís whích fils economic maturity rather better than il 
does the Stalínist transformation. Rudolf Hilferding raised the issue in 1938 
by challenging whether the nohon of dass really applied to the Soviet 
Uníon. Hilferding designated the Soviet mode of production as neither 
eapitalist nor socialist; it was instead similar lo fascism, and he believed that 
it had reversed the structure or causation inherent in historícal materialism. 
In the 'totalitarian state economy', as in 'organised capitalism', politics 
dominated economics. 78 Hilferding c1aímed that the bureaucracy was not a 
ruling class; it was the polítical instrument of an elite, centred around Stalin, 
which successfully dominated the apparatus Ihrough purges and used ít for 
its own ends. Hilferding was unclear as lo what these ends were, merely 
referríng to the desíre ror power, bUl his point is stil/ valid independently of 
this. Rizzi ignored the terror as employed against the bureaueraey, present
ing it instead solely as an attack by the bureaucracy on others. 79 He was 
therefore able to regard bureaucrats as not only having similar structural 
positions, but also as exhibiting a degree of cohesiveness that in raet they 
lacked under Stalin. In other words, for Rizzi the bureaucraey eonstituted 
both a 'dass in itself and a 'class for itselr,so In raet the bureaueracy seems 
to have developed its own dass eonsciousness and organisational autonomy 
only under the policy of 'stability of the cad res' prodaimed by Brezhnev in 
the 1960s. The process began with de-Stalinisation in the 19505 when 
something approaching the 'rule of law' was instituted to regula te ¡ntra
bureaueratíe disagreements. But even under Khrushchev there was consider
able occupational insecurity for individua! bureaucrats, and large admin
istrative reorganisations whieh disrupted established routines. Not until 
Brezhnev's rule did this turbulence decline significantly. Consequently 
Rizzi's conception of the bureaucracy, as well as tha! of the 'new class' 
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theories that stem from Rizzi's work,81 holds most clearly under the more 
stabilised conditions which prevailed after Stalin's death. Stalin himself 
preferred to atomise the bureaucracy, in order to prevent the very class 
formation that Trotsky warned of, and Rízzi proclaimed.82 

Hilferding's argument was subsequently generalised by Ticktin, who also 
provided it WJth a materialist basis. 83 Accepting the conception of the Soviet 
Union as neither capitalist nor socialist, Ticktin argues that its very 
organisation exhibits a structural divide between the centre and periphery 
of the bureaucracy. The law of motion of the Soviet mode hinges on the 
centre's pressure for higher output, which is resisted by bureaucrats below 
for reasons ¡nherent in their own positions. By no criterion, then, subjective 
or objective, Ticktin argues, can the bureaucracy as a whole be regarded as a 
c1ass at any stage in Soviet development, Stalinist or post-Stalinist. This is an 
extreme position. Marxists have always recognised that there migh! be 
internal divisions within any dominant group, and have no! believed that 
total unity is a necessary condition for the existence of a ruling c1ass. Ticktin 
does not explain why the conflict within the Soviet bureaucracy has been 
importan! enough to preclude the bureacracy from being a c1ass. On the 
other hand, Marxian theorists have nowhere provided general críteria by 
which this issue could be resolved. More importantly, however, Ticktin's 
argument cuts into Rizzi's thesis at a deeper leve!, because he shows how the 
confliet wuhin the bureaucraey genera tes massive waste in Soviet-type 
systems.84 This aspect totally escaped the notice of Rizzi and Burnham 
(but not Trotsky or Bukharin). Nor is it a tangential matter, for il was 
precisely the alleged efficiency of bureaucratic collectivism which they 
appealed to in their attempt to explain it as a world force which would 
eventually replace capitalism. This reinforces the case for regarding Stalin
ism as a product of backwardness, not modernity. 

Rizzi is also undear on the dynamics of reproduction. He presupposes not 
only that a bureaucratic collectivist formation could sustain itself, but that it 
would rapidly grow. At one point Rizzi sta tes that this is a property of every 
mode of production, which is c1early wroog. 85 Elsewhere he follows Trotsky 
by suggesting that it is the interest of the bureaucracy in extending its 
privileges that lies behind the development of the productive forces. S6 This is 
more reasonable, but it fails to account for the concentration on accumula
tion in heavy industry, which has beeo a marked feature of Soviet economic 
deveJopment. Hilferding's belief that the key lay in power politics is 
suggestive, although insufficiently definíte, sínce he fails to specify for what 
purposes power is to be used, aod what motivates its holders to seek il. 

Nor is the character of a mode of production fully understood by focusing 
on its apex. Of at least equal importance from a Marxian perspective is the 
nature of the subordinate class. Rizzi, however, concentrates almost exclus
ively on the new ruling class, rather than 00 the oppressed classes from 
whom surplus is extracted. He is followed here by Burnham and Hilferding, 
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as well as by (he 'new dass' theorists. Indeed, there has been a pronounced 
tendency for the analysis of all politica! shades to study the Soviet Uníon 
'from aboye', What Rizzi did say about the principal subordinate dass in 
Stalinist Russia is not very enlightening, He rejects the notion that Soviet 
workers constituted a proletariat. believing instead that slavery was a more 
accurate description of their conditions of Iife,87 This was not only in tension 
with his belief in a socialist future, but took the idea of central planning and 
totalitarianism at face value. Even at the height of the Stalinist era, however, 
industrial workers retained sorne economic freedom beca use of the large 
excess demand for labour power and competítion between enterpríses for al! 
types of inputs.88 This indica tes that the members of the main producing 
class in the Soviet mode are closer to being wage-labourers than slaves, and 
that the mode itself may not be su! generis, but instead a particular type of 
capitalism, 

IV State Capitalism 

Marx and Engels more than once recognised that capitalism could come in 
various forms. At the same time they argued that the exceptional dynamism 
of this mode of production brought rapid structural change.89 Reflecting on 
this, Engels even went so far as to daim that Marx's perspective precluded 
rigid conceptional definitions, and eschewed structure for process. 90 In doing 
so he suggested the inappropriateness of judging new work in Marxism by 
an appeal to established texts. More importantly, Engels's remarks indicate 
the immense difficulties inherent in ahe economic analysis of modes of 
productíon which change. 

For all their apparen! dogmatism the Marxists of the Second Interna
tional frequently acted in accordance with these views, as volume 1 of this 
book testifies. This was certainly true of the Bolsheviks, who justified their 
revolution of 1917 on the grounds that capitalism had entered a new 
imperialist epoch which provided institutions of state capitalism facilítating 
a transition to socialism (see Chapter 13 of volume I of this book). Lenin 
even believed that the transition itself would involve a modified form of state 
capitalism that would only gradually yield to socialist forms of organisation 
(see Chapter ¡ 5 of volume 1 of this book). This provided ammunition to his 
critics on the Len, who argued for a more radical break with the past and 
frequently used the term 'sta te capitalism' as a symbol of their disappoint
ment with the revolution's achievements. Similarly, many Mensheviks 
c1aimed that Russian backwardness prec1uded anything other than sorne 
form of capitalist development.91 Agaín this shows that Stalin's identifica
tion of his opponents on the Left and the Right as a single group was not 
wholly contrived (see Chapter 2 aboye). 
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Trotsky, however, was never impressed with theories of state capitalism in 
any fonn, and was especially critical of writers who claimed Russia to be 
slate eapitalist. Sorne of his objeetions were sensible enough; the lerm was 
frequently employed as a slogan of opposition, rather than a category of 
analysis.92 But behind Trotsky's opposition was something more funda
mental. He could conceive of state capitalism only as a produet of eapitalist 
development, not as the outcome of a proletarian revolution. A similar 
viewpoint was revealed in Hilferding's ridiculing of the concept as applied to 
¡he Soviet Uníon.93 

Nevertheless, the idea that the Soviet Uníon was state capitalíst did 
ultimately disrupt the Trotskyist movement in the post-war years. In the 
1940s Raya Dunayevskaya and C.LR. James both left the Fourth Intema
lional, jettisoned Trotsky's analysis of the Soviet Union as a degenerated 
workers' sta te, and instead proposed a state capitalist perspective. In doing 
so they were greatIy influenced by the 'Young Marx' of the Economic and 
Philosophíc Manuscripts. Their analysis of the actual relations of production 
in the Soviet Uníon in terms of alíenated ¡abour was the principal ground on 
whieh they justified their position.94 Other Marxists - many of whom were 
also ínitially Trotskyists - have taken a very similar position, reviving the 
earlier themes of anarchist hostility to state socialism and arguing that it was 
precisely Bolshevism which brought about state capitalism in the Soviet 
Union. While the Russian revolution was not a bourgeoís revolution, it can 
be regarded as a capitalist revolution in which the vanguard party acted as 
tbe surrogate of the bourgeoisie. No! surprisingly, given their commitment 
lo Bolshevism, the Trotskyists have sometimes been regarded as 'the loyal 
opposition to Stalinism', or even as 'the Stalinist bureaucracy in exile' .95 

Moreover, from this viewpoint the Soviet Union would remain sta te 
capitalist even if democratísed in a parliamentary manner, or if workers' 
control were implemented in the minímaJist way specified by Lenin's Slale 
and Revolutíon. On this argument it is the institution of wage labour which ís 
(he defining characteristic of capitalismo Any tinkering with methods of self· 
management is, like changes in legal forrns of ownership, irrelevant to the 
question of classifying the mode of production. Socialism represents such a 
radical break with pre-socialist forms that it can only be created in the 
process of revolution; there can be no protracted transition. Not surpris
ingly, su eh theorists tend to regard capitalism in the West and state 
capitalism in the East as differing only in degree. The Soviet Union is not 
planned in any meaningful sense; commodity relations are pervasive; and the 
state is a dominant economic force even in what appears to be 'prívate' 
capilalism 96 

A simlar conclusion was reached by most members of the Frankfurt 
School in the 1930s and 1940s, although they did regard the planned 
economy as a reality, both in Russia and in Western capitalism. For 
PolJock, the Soviet Union, Nazi Germany and Roosevelt's New Deal in 
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the West were each examples of the same genus. 97 In substance his views 
differed little from those of Hilferding, Rizzi and Burnham, although the 
nomenclature of state eapitalism did. However, the frankfurt School 
thinkers were inereasingly moving toward the idea that the domínancc of 
instrumental reason was the real force which made al! modem soCÍeties 
repressive, irrespective of their form. 98 The most famous version of this 
argument was provided by Herbert Mareuse in the 1960s,99 but the idea took 
shape 30 years earlier. So far as Soviet Marxism itself was concerned, 
Marcuse demonstrated in 1956 how instead of acting to humanise the 
world it had operated to faeilitate the development of industrial society. 
and in the proccss had beeome transformed. 1oo Nevertheless, he did not 
provide any extensive analysis of the specific nature of the Soviet mode of 
production, or of the corresponding dass structure. This fitted with the 
general perspective of the frankfurt SehooI, in whieh such issues were 
considered to be of secondary importanee. 

In faet none of these theorists provided mueh by way of a concrete 
political economy of state capitalism, detailing its specífic economíc dyna
mies, eontradictions and transformative properties. During the Stalinist 
period only the state capitalist theory assocíated with Tony ClifT, and later 
with the Socialist Workers' Party,IOI attempted to deal with these issues at 
al! comprehensively, and it has major deficiencies. The theory is suggestive in 
terms of its overall perspective, but it has never been fleshed out to 
incorporate the complexities of Stalinism and post-Stalinist developments. 

Prior to the late 1940s Chff, too, was an orthodox Trotskyist, but he then 
realised, as did many other Marxists, that the geographical extension of the 
Soviet mode of production fitted not at all with Trotsky's general viewpoint. 
In revising his ideas he was probably influenced by Rizzi, although ClifT 
broke with the fourth International over his conception of Russia as state 
capitalist. During the 1950s Cliff applied the theory to all so-called commun
ist societies, including China, 102 and also adopted an analysis of armaments 
production which seeks to account foc the long boom in Western capitalísm 
(see Chapter 8 below). Of al! state capitalist theorists he has, therefore, 
sought to emulate the comprehensiveness of Trotsky's vision by developing 
an economic understanding of the epoch as a whole. However, Cliffs 
economics is much c10ser to that of the early Bukharin than to Trotsky, 
and his basic ideas can be traced to Imperialism and World EconornylO3 

Cliff defines capitalism in terms of only two characteristics: competition 
and the separation of the producing c1asses from the means of produc
tion. I04 Although he assumes wage labour to exist in the Soviet mode of 
production, Cliff places no particular significance upon ¡t. 105 Instead, 
everything hinges on the military threat from the West, which ultimately 
forced the isolated and backward Soviet Union to aceumulate in a capitalist 
fashion. 106 Stalin's 'revolution from aboye' was a new version of primitive 
accurnulation whereby the producers were completely deprived of control 
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over the means of production, and the bureaucracy's rule was secured. 107 

Sínce then the bureaucracy has undertaken the functions of the classical 
bourgeoisíe by accumulatíng at a rapíd rate the surplus extracted from the 
Russian proletaria t. 108 

For Cliff the Soviet Uníon is one giant unit of capital in a world capitalist 
economy, 109 and he maintains that it is impossible properly to comprehend 
the economics of the Soviet mode of production in isolation from this 
reality. 1t is clear, for example, that the Soviet Union had no purely internal 
structure from which the law of value arose: commodity production was 
minimal, prices and profit were accounting devices, and resource allocatíon 
was by administrative fiat. Only the perspective of the world economy 
showed these institutions to be surrogates for internal capitalist competitioll, 
and indirectly to implement the 'Iaw of value'. By this CHff appears to mean 
the foHowing: if the Soviet mode of production failed to conform to the law 
of value it would be unable to withstand the competitive pressure from 
private capitalism and to build an arsenal sufficiently powerful lo defend 
itself from imperialism. lIO 

Emerging victorious from the Second World War, the Soviet mode of 
production then put Western capitalism itself under threat, and both forms 
of capitalism were forced to maintain extensive armaments production. 
According to Chff it was this that ultimately saved Western capitalism as 
a system, preventing a relurn to the slump conditions of the 1930s and 
underpinning the 'long boom' after 1945. Lenín had therefore been incorrect 
to believe that imperialism was the highest stage of capitalism; it was only 
the penultimate stage. 111 It will be the contradictions of the 'permanent war 
economy' which finalIy inaugurate socialist revolution on a world scale (see 
Part n, and especially Chapter 8, below). Until then, Chff argues, the 
contradictions of backward capitalisms can bring only state capitalist 
structures into being. These may be progressive in relation lo what preceded 
them, but they do not represent the dictatorship of the proletariat. The 
reason has liule to do with Leninist principIes, and everything to do with the 
absence of sufficiently strong proletaria n c1asses, and the pressures of 
Western capitalism (or other state capitalisms) upon backward societies. 112 

Cliffs central idea concerning the importance for Russian economic 
development of the military threat from the West has been a continuing 
theme in Marxism sínce at least the 1880s (see Part I1 of volume 1 of this 
book). lt was al50 explicity referred to by Pollock in 1941, and the argument 
was known to Hilferding in the 19305. Moreover, the mllítarisation of the 
Soviet Uníon has subsequently been emphasised by Marxísts who accept 
neither Chffs particular conception of state capitalism nor the bold 
conclusions which he draws from his analysis. 113 Furthermore, most of 
the criticisms raised agamst Rizzi's theory of bureaucratic collectivism also 
apply to ClilT's theory of state capitalism, and Ihere are other deficiencies 
which are peculiar to Cliff. The most telling objections result from the high 
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degree of abs!ractíon of his argument, and ¡he inadequate attention given to 
híslorical specifics. Thus, for example, Ernesl Mandel has cogently argued 
Iha! capitalíst competition 15 a forro of rívalry which can occur on!y in 
commodity producing systems, and that jts results cannol be expected 
outside capitalismo In some form or otller competítion has existed since 
Ihe dawn of history, bu! it has become predominantly capitalist only in the 
modern period. 114 

There is a further. and reJated, problem of locating exactly when the 
counter-revolution occured in the Soviet Union. CJiff's own massive work 
on Lenin suggests that, as a structure, bureaucratísation was assured by the 
end of the Civil War, if not earlíer. under the leadersbip of Lenín and 
Trotsky.1l5 On his own Bolshevík perspectíve, which i5 no! dissímilar from 
Trotsky's own, however, Cliff claims that the bureaucracy - or its state 
capitalist faclion - did nol achíeve dominance until the late 19205, when it 
finally beca me a 'class for itselt',116 A second problem is why the purges 
devoured so many of the new c1ass and not only their opponents, and why 
even after 1938 leading members of the bureaucracy felt so insecure. J 17 In 
this regard even Trotsky's analysis ís superior, for al! íts Iimitations, beca use 
Trotsky at least glimpsed the compJexities of the Stalinist terror whereas 
Chff ignores them. 118 

The fact that many leading bureaucrats were themselves victims of Stalín's 
terror was one of the principal polítical forces behind de-Stalinisation in the 
19505. There were al80 important economic consíderatíons, and C1iff has 
examined these in sorne detail. I19 What is so surprising, however, is that they 
modífy his perspective on Stalin's Russia and the state capitalist thesis 
hardly at all. Even the most radical measures of the late 19805 are con5ídered 
akin to those of the 19505; they are símply ways of re5tructuríng bureau
cratic rule and the Soviet mode of production in order better to meet the 
competitíon from other capítalisms, and would have a greater signíficance 
only if, in appealing for popular support. the reformist wíng of the 
bureaucracy inadvertently sets off revolution from belowYo Otherwise, 
the changes do not really matter; the dynamic of the Soviet mode of 
productíon is apparently invariant with respect to its internal structure. l2I 

This dramatic conclusíon has received no general theoretical elucidation 
by Cliff and his associates, and jt appears to be distinctly un-Marxist. 
However, during the 19705, the world systems theory developed by Imma
nuel Wallerstein has provided an overall conceptual framework which seeks 
10 justify it, and to claim also that it is a conclusion conforming to a Marxist 
perspective. These ideas are considered in Chapter 9 as part of the new 
theories of imperialism and the global economy which emerged after the 
Second World War. Chapter 18 takes up the issue again in the context of 
whether or not soCÍalism remains a feasible project for the Soviet Uníon. 
First, however, we turn to the Marxian analysis of Western capitalism since 
1945. 
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Part JJ 
The Long Boom 





4 
'Has Capitalism Changed?' 

1 Orthodox Marxjsm Takes Stock 

At the end of the Second World War many Marxian (and sorne non
Marxian) economists anticipated that asevere economic downturn, possíbly 
in the same league as the Great Depressíon, would follow hard on the heels 
of the peace. When, a dozen years later, the expected crisis had stíll not 
materiaJised and the accumulatíon of capital was still proceeding rapidly and 
smoothly in the advanced capitalist countries, the Marxists were under 
pressure to reappraise theír entire polítícal economy. The most important 
analytical issues concerned the relationship between Marxísm and Key
nesian theory, and wíll be considered in the following Chapter. Here we deal 
with a broader set of questions relating to the possibly chal1ged nature of 
capitalism. Marx himself had expected the structure of capitalist economies 
to alter over time, but he had provided Ii!tle guidance on the Iimíts (if such 
there were) to the evolulion of the system. 1 

By the mid-1950s there was a new 'revisionist cOl1troversy' (see Chapters 4 
and 14 of volume 1 of Ihis book). 'Neo-Fabian writers have c1aimed', 
Maurice Dobb wrote in 1957, 'that capltaJism has either entered 011 a new 
and reformed stage that differs radicalIy from the capítalism of the nine
teenth century, or even has cea sed to be capitalism and is already turning 
into something else:2 Among ¡hese 'neo-Fabians' were prominent politicians 
such as CA,R. Crosland and John Strachey, Crosland in particular WaS the 
intellectual leader of the 'revísionist' stream in the British Labour Party, 
whích hoped to purge the party's constitution and programme of any 
elements of Marxist inlluence. Similar movements were growing in Germa
ny (where the anti-Marxist Bad Godesberg Programme adopted in 1957 
reflected their success, and the ideas of Eduard Bernstein were rediscovered), 
and in almost every other advanced capítalist nation with a significant 
Labour or Social Democratíc party.3 
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As Dobb conceded, Ihere was certainly a case for Marxian economics to 
answer. The sustained prosperity of the previous decade could not be 
attributed entirely lo recovery from the war: 

As for the so-caBed penl-up demand arising out of war-time conditions 
and war-time devastation, this must ha ve played a rapidly diminishing 
role in sustaining industrial activity in the course of the mneteen-fifties. 
Whal needs explaining, particularly over the last three or four years (i.e. 
since the recovery from the American recession of 1953-4), is the 
persistent boom of prívate investment ... alike in this country, in West 
Germany and in North America, in the face of a 'tapering-off of 
previously mounting armament expenditures and in face of rising interest 
rates and credit stríngency. This fact is the more remarkable and cries out 
the more insistently for explanation, since al! that we learned both from 
theory and from experience in the inter-war period leads us to expect from 
mono poi y capitalism, the more it develops, a mounting degree of excess 
capacity of plant and equipment and a tendency to stagnation in 
investment and rate of growth,.4 

The neo-Fabians explained these phenomena, Dobb continued, in terms 
of three factors. First, there was the 'managerial revolutíon', wruch was 
supposed to have removed control over industry from the capitalist c1ass and 
placed it in the hands of a new managerial elite whose activities rendered 
investment decisions les s volatile and encouraged the growth of private 
planning. Second, the so-called 'income revolution' of recent decades had 
greatly reduced economic inequality in al! the advanced industrial countries, 
increasing the average propensity to consume and stimulating aggregate 
demando Finally, the substantial increase in the economic influence of the 
state had contributed greatly to economic stabílity. The first two factors 
could be easily dísmissed, Dobb argued; sínce the owners of capital retained 
control over its disposition, the supposed managerial revo]ution was 
spurious, and the growth in equality of incomes had been very modest 5 

By contrast, the 'big extension of state monopoly capitalism' since 1939 was 
genuine, and the expansion or state expenditure (especially on arms) had 
'played an important part in maintaining the high level of industrial activity 
and employment that has been characteristic of the past twelve years,.6 

Dobb suggested two further developments which had contributed to the 
post-war recovery. One was 'ínternal accumulation', financed by retained 
profits rather than external funds supplied by the banks; this tended to 
encourage investment expenditure by large companies, whose decisions no 
longer required ratification by outside financiers. 7 The other was the 
accelerated pace of innovation, bound up with the 'automation' of indus
trial processes, which promoted revolutionary changes in techniques, 
increased the rate of investment and reduced its volatility in the face of 
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changes in demand, The resulting boost to departrnent 1, Dobb concluded, 
had offset the underconsurnptionist tendendes which might otherwise have 
adversely affected department 11. But this did not imply that 'the upward 
phase can go on indefinitely, as sorne neo-Fabians would Iike to have it, 
converting a novel "phase" (which 1 t!link we have to recognise it as being) 
into a quite new "stage" '. The new pllase was, as he Doted two years later, 
one of 'more frequent, bUI also more shorl-Iived and shallow erises'. There 
was no evidence that the contradictions of capitalism had been surmounted. 
They had merely taken on a new, ínflationary fonn, and another depression 
could certainly not be ruled out. 8 

In the Soviet Union, Eugen Varga had argued in a book wriuen in 1945-6 
and published in September 1946 that the process of economic recovery 
would occupy the major capitalist powers for at least ten years, given the 
impoverishment of Europe, China and Japan caused by Ihe war. The 
augmented economic powers of the state would pro ve permanent, Varga 
predicted, and would be invoked if a serious crisis appeared immínent. 
Conscious planníng was replacing the anarchy of Ihe markel, giving Ihe state 
a degree of autonomy; ji could no longer simply be described as the creature 
of the financia 1 oligarchy. Bu! Varga was denounced as a heretic for 
suggesting that the bourgeois state could overcome the ínherent laws of 
commodíty production, and for elevating state capitalíst tendencies inlo a 
new, crisis-free stage of capitalist developrnent.9 He recanted in 1949, and 
the official Soviet position remained, throughout Ihe Stalin era and into Ihe 
Khrushchev years, what it had been befo re 1939. There was an essential 
contmuity in 'monopoly capitalísm' since the Fírst World War. In the 
'general crisis of the capitalíst system' the world was divided ínto 'imperial
¡sI' and 'socialist' carnps. No long-term stabilisation of capitalism was 
possible. On the contrary, its contradiclions were becoming ever sharper, 
militarism was rampanl, civilliberties were constantly under threat, and the 
revolutíonary potential of the proletariat was growing. There were ambi
guities in the Soviet Hne, notably with respect 10 the possibility of temporary 
stabilisations, the inexorable growth of state capitalísl lendencies. and Ihe 
continuation of internal rival ríes within the imperialist eamp. On balance, 
however, the officialline stated that capitalism was, in essence, unchanged. 10 

Decolonisation also offered a challenge to the traditional Communist 
world view. The relinquishment of formal imperial control over vast areas of 
Asia, Africa and the Caribbean in ahe two decades after 1945 was, al firsl 
sight, diffieult to reeoncile with the Hilferdíng-Lenin theory of imperíalism, 
according to which the division and re-divislOn of lhe globe was an essentíal 
feature of the highest stage of capitalism. Was nol the Iiberation of Ihe 
colonies clear proof that the supposed economic contradíctions which had 
provoked imperíalist expansion before 1914 had been substantially over
come, if indeed they had ever operated with the severity required by Leninist 
orthodoxy? (See Chapter 13 of volume 1 of Ihis book.) Varga took Indian 
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independence very seriously indeed, while one of the mosl inl1uential works 
of the new revisionism, John Strachey's End 01 Empire, argued that the 
'Hobson-Lenin' theory of ímperialism was based on underconsumption, 
and had been rendered ¡rrelevant by ¡he substantial growth in real wages in 
metropolitan capitalist countries during the twentieth century, The old 
imperial powers no longer profited from the colonies, Strachey main
caíned, Thus West Germany, wíth no overseas possessions, had recovered 
from che war more rapidly than France, which had paid a heavy priee fm its 
continuing imperialist pretensions. 11 

Marxist cheoreticians responded to these developments with a variety of 
arguments, which were not always mutually consisten!. Most deníed that the 
European powers had given up their colonies voluntarily. For the British 
Communist R. Palme Outt, writing in 1953, the 'banhuptcy of Western 
imperialism' reflected the fact that the former eolonisers could no longer 
maintain their domination by the previously successful combínaiÍon of 
violence and divide-and-rule. British capital's half-hearted attempt to 
preserve at least sorne of ¡ts empire was eripplíng the nation's recovery 
from the war beca use of the 'economic and military overstrain' whích il 
caused. Mosl colonial powers soon abandoned the erfon. 'Weakened by the 
two world wars" as Paul Baran put ir four years later, 'and no longer able to 
withstand Ihe pressure from national liberation movements in the colonies, 
the imperialist powers were forced to bow lo Ihe inevitable and lo gran! 
polítical independence to those countries in which the anti-imperialist forces 
were strongest, in which they could no! possibly expect to maintain further 
their colonial rule' (see Chapter 9 beJow).12 

By the early 19605 the Trotskyist Emest Mandel was viewing the question 
from a rather different perspective. Mandel accepled Iha! decolonisation was 
'an inevitable concession by the metropolitan bourgeoisíe to the colonial 
bourgeoisie'. But it corresponded to an important change in the economic 
relations between metrcpolis and periphery, in which the expon of means of 
production was playing a much more important role (and exports of 
consumer goods a less significant part) Ihan before. The (ex-)colonial 
bourgeoísie was now seen as a customer, Mandel suggested, rather than as 
a competitor, and could thus be permitted greater independence of action. 
State intervention to promote the establishment df heavy industry in the 
forrner colonies could only benefit ahe engineering industries in the West, 
which were also subsidised by economic 'aid' lO the poor countries. 13 

Mandel, Dutt and Baran all agreed tha! formal independence masked 
continuing informal control over the econornic and polítical life of the ex
colonies. Lenin himself had cited Turkey, Egypt and China as examples of 
real dependence hiding behind a purely nominal national sovereignty. Eire 
and Iraq had been added in the inter-war years lo a list which had 
lengthened considerably since 1945. Thus, Outt argued, British finance 
capital continued to own very importan! sectors of the Indian economy, 
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drawing tribute from lt, and US capital was also moving in fast. lmperialism 
had not cea sed to exist, Dutt conc1uded; it had simply assumed a different 
disguise. 14 A new phase of 'neo-colonialism' or - in Mandel's words - 'neo
imperialism' had emerged (see Chapters 9 and 10 below).15 

Such was the view from the West. As the official ideology ofa state which 
was courting the newly-independent nations, however, Soviet Marxism had 
to be rather more circumspect. Thus Y.A. Kronrod, contributing to an 
international symposium in 1961, saw decolonisation as both a genuine 
liberation and a major threat to economic stability in the capitalist heart
land: 

By the world-wide collapse of the colonial system, the former colony
holders ha ve lost or are losing the sources of the unfair, self-favouring 
redistribution of the material resources of their colonies. A radical change 
in their national industrial structure is an imperative necessity now that 
they are, stripped of their colonial privileges, compelled under desperate 
competition in the markets of the world to hold their ground 'with equal 
chances'. Moreover, their old colonies are fast turning into new industrial 
competitive forces in the arena of the world economy.16 

On this interpretation decolonisation had intensified the contradictions of 
advanced capitalism, and was thus consistent with the general theme of 
Lenin's Imperialism. 

n 'Has Capitalism Changed?' 

Kronrod was the Soviet representa ti ve in an international debate organised 
in 1958-9, the results being published in book form in 1961 by Shigeto 
Tsuru, a Japanese economist who had worked with Paul Sweezy before the 
war on the development of underconsumptionist theory, and who was 
known for his attempts to synthesise Keynesian and Marxian macroecono
mies. l7 Tsuru set the agenda for discussion by asking whether capitalísm had 
'undergone sufficient evolution to become immune to the type of major 
depression like the one of 1929-33'.18 The Uníted Sta tes had experienced 20 
years of economic growth withou! a serious crisis. This could not be 
attributed entirely to war and preparations for war, as prosperity had 
already survived significant reductions in arms spending in 1945-7 and 
1953-4. The avoidance of depressions could no! be explained in terms of a 
new wave of technical progress associated with an upswing in the 50 year 
Kondratiev cycle (see section 1 of Chapter 1 ahoye), as sorne Marxists were 
suggesting. The new 'scientific-industrial revolution' dated from 1954 at the 
earliest, while there had been 10 year cycles of the traditional kind in all 
previous Kondratiev booms. Changes in economíc policy did provide a 
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partía] answer, Tsuru admitted, since the scope of effective demand failures 
had been limited by the 1946 US Employment Act, coupled with banking 
reforms, farm price support al1d the growth of built-in fiscal stabilisers. 
lnstitutional changes had al so occurred, most notably the increase in 
equality in the distribution of income achieved by US trade unions, which 
had raised the average propel1sity to consume and was only partially offset 
by increased profit margins in the fix-price oligopoly sector. 19 

Tsuru himself stressed the importance of military spending in maintaining 
demand, given that there seemed to be a ceiling of about 16 per cent on the 
ratio of priva te investment to national income in the United Sta tes. Other, 
more tral1sÍtory, factors were at work, especíally the (now declining) US 
export surplus and the unsustainably rapid expansion of consumer credit. 
There remained powerful tendendes towards stagnation, Tsuru believed. 
Polítical opposition to the growth in civilian government expenditure would 
prevent ít from increasíng sufficíently to offset a sharp decline in the military 
sector. Sustained prosperity required high investment, and hence high profits. 
Capitalists would, however, resíst anythíl1g which threatened to encroach 
upon prívate ínvestment, whether it was higher wages, íncreased welfare 
benefits or low-cost public housing projects. If econornic growth was indeed 
to continue, Tsuru argued, it could only be at the expense ofmassive waste, in 
which accelerated obsolescence, vast advertising costs and permanent 
militarisation would all contribute to the maintenance of effective demand. 20 

What of the notion, widely aired among reformist socíalists, that the 
distinction between socialism and capítalism was becoming blurred? Tsuru 
rejected the idea that capitalism and communism were slowly but inexorably 
converging. 21 A mode of production is defined by the location of control 
over the surplus product. The essential characteristics of capitalism, Tsuru 
suggested, were fourfold: profit is the motivating force of economÍC activity; 
it is controlled by private capital; it is very largely devoted to accumulation; 
and there exists continuous pressure upon economic agents to realise profit 
through the sale of cornmodities. None of these characteristics had signif
icantly changed. The giant corporations remained committed to the max
imisation of secure, long-term profits, despite the separation of ownership 
and control; the state had secured only a small proportion of ¡he surplus 
product through corporate profit tax; rising retention ratios enforced a 
decreasing propensity to consume out of profits; and the pressure to sell was 
stronger than ever. 22 'At least in the case of the United States', Tsuru 
concluded, 'the characteristic features of capitalism as a mode of production 
are definitely there,.23 

Tsuru's assessment was supported, and amplified, by Paul Sweezy and 
Paul Baran. Sweezy emphasised the weakening, under monopoly capitalism, 
of the connection between technical progress and investment. The introduc
lÍon of new technology could now be financed, he suggested, from the 
corporations' depreciatiol1 reserves without any net stimulus to effeclÍve 
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demand whatever, and a rapid rate of innovation was therefore fully 
consistent with economic stagnation. As for the reduction in ¡ncome 
ineq uality, this entirely pre-dated 1945; thefe was no mherent or long-run 
tendency towards increased equality. FínaHy, Sweezy attacked the simplistic 
víew that, just beca use increased state expenditure would be beneficial to US 
capitalism, ít would inevitably occur. This overlooked both the 'ideological 
bJinkers' which led capitalists to mistake their true long-run ínterests. and 
the existence of conflicLs between the long-m n ÍntereSIS of the bourgeoísie as 
a whole and the short-run ¡nterest:; of particular segments of it. For Sweezy 
the capítalist state was neither a neutral intermediary nor the passive too1 of 
a united ruling class. Economic polícy-making was the subject of continuous 
struggle, and at least in the US case the opponents of increased publíc 
expendíture generally came out on top.24 

Paul Baran provided a longer. more thorough and more detaiJed reformu
latíon of underconsumption theory. Underconsumption had to be viewed as 
a tendency. Baran suggested, which could be offset by opposing forces. Sínce 
1870 the productivity of workers in US industry had grown much faster than 
Iheir real wages. The resull was a massive íncrease in the economíc surplus as 
a share of total output, and its growing concentration in the hands of a 
steadily decreasing number of giant enterprises. Hence the tendency to 
underconsumption, sinee neither capitalist consumption nor investment 
was able to pro vide sufficient effective demand to absorb the ever-ínereasing 
surplus. Against the stagnatíonist pressures to which this gave rise musl be set 
the inerease in unproductive and wasteful expenditures, especíally in Ihe form 
of product dífferentiation and advertising costs in the prívate sector and of 
military spending by the state. In consequence profils now represented only 
par! of the economic surplus; wasteful surplus-absorbíng expenditures 
accounted for the rest. This mean! that undereonsumplion theory was not 
refuted eíther by the failure of profits to rise, or of consumption to fall. as a 
share of aggregate output. Capitalism remained prone lo slagnation on the 
grounds of underconsumption (see Chapter 6 below).25 

Marxism of a slightly more conventíonal strain was represented by Y.A. 
Kronrod, Maurice Dobb and the French Comrnunist, Charles Bettelheim. 
Kronrod's analysis echoed that of the inter-war Eugen Varga (see Chapter I 
aboye). Despite the greatly increased role of the capitalist state, Kronrod 
argued, a world-wide crisis of overproduction eould nol long be avoíded. Al! 
the struetural changes which had oecurred in Western eapitalisrn were 
contradictory. The growth of monopoly caused production to grow more 
rapidly than the market could expand, and the ¡ncrease in state expenditure 
was inflationary, which tended to reduce real wages and restríct workmg· 
dass purchasing power. The growth of 'non-productíve' (service) activities 
offered only a temporary respite from underconsumptionist pressure. 26 

Bettelheim's argurnent was essentially similar. denying the ability of the 
bourgeois state lo suppress the fundamental economic laws o[ capílalist 
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society and auríbuting tbe crisis-free years after 1945 to the growth of 
wasteful selling costs and military expenditures.21 

As we sa w in the previous section, Dobb was more cautious than this. 
There were two extreme arguments, he suggested in his contribution to 
Tsuru's symposium; both were erroneous. It was wrong to assert that 
nothing had changed, and equally wrong to see capitalism evolving iDto 
an entirely new system. The growth of the slate, the acceleration of technical 
progress and the demise of finance capital were important developments, but 
they did no! 'in any way justify talk of a "new stage" or alter in any 
fundamental respects our estímate of capitalism as a system and of Íls 
future'.28 

None of the Marxian contríbutors to Has Capitalism Changed? made any 
reference to the economic coordination on a world scale which had been 
facilitated by initiatives such as the Marshall Plan and, in a more permanent 
form, through institutions like the International Monetary Fund, the World 
Bank and the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade. Not until the 19808, 
when the international economie order looked inereasíngly fragile, was its 
significance appreciated by Marxían writers (see Chapter 16 below). Nor 
was any attempt made to assess the relevance of Marx's immiseration 
doctrine to a period of steadily rising real wages. This was left to Ronald 
Meek, whose highly critical analysis of the Manían theory of wages in 1962 
was never effectívely countered by more orthodox writers. 29 

In the symposium itself the two dissenting voiees were those of J.K. 
Galbraith and John Strachey. Galbraíth's rather complacent neo-Keynesian 
optímísm ser ved to minimise the influence which his stress on the exercise of 
concentrated economic power míght otherwise have exerted on contempor
ary Marxian thought His contributíon added HUle to his book American 
Capitalism, in which he had described how the burgeoníng monopoly power 
of the big corporations had been matched by the new 'countervailing power' 
of the state, the trade unions, farmers' organisations. consumer cooperatives 
and the 'mas s distributors' (chaín stores and supermarkets). Strachey's was 
an altogether more substantial contribution. He retained enough of his pre
war Marxism (see Chapter l above) to assert the continued existence of the 
undereonsumptionist dilemma: high profits are both a necessary condition 
for full employment and (beca use they depress consumer demand) its 
destroyer. The growth of oligopoly made Ihis eontradiction more (not 
less) acute, since price rigidity widened protit margins, worsened inequahty 
and reduced the self-adjusting powers of the market. There was no final 
escape from this dílemma under capitalism, Strachey argued, but its horns 
could be blunted if the working class used the state apparatus tú increase 
effectíve demand by redistributing ¡ncome from rích to poor and by 
increasing publie expenditure 00 socially useful civilian projects. To a very 
considerable extent Ihis was what had happened in Western Europe since the 
war. Even the New Deal had been a partíal success, Straehey urged, and US 
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capitalists would eventually come to recognise their tfue long-run interests. 
Stagnation and increasing waste were no! the only alternatives30 

Qualified support for this conclusion carne from Emest Mandel, who had 
not participated in Tsuru's symposium but was publishing prolifically on 
Marxian political economy in the early 1960s. In his encyclopaedie MarxiSI 
Economic Theory, first published in Freneh in 1962, Mande! described 'the 
epoch of capitalist decline' which dated from 1900 as one in which the state 
was increasingly invoked lo protect monopoly profits by taking respons
ibility for unprofitable basic industries, making direet and indirect subsidies 
to private capital, and providing profit guarantees. Military expenditure 
he!ped to stabilise department 1 by supplying 'replacement markets' for the 
products of heavy industry, while sta te welfare benefits and Ihe stability of 
wage incomes achieved by the unions served to maintain the leve! of demand 
in department II. While there remained important stagnationíst forces in the 
modero capitalist eeonomy, state intervention had been ab!e to prevent a 
repetition of the 1929 disaster.31 

In his lntroduction lO Marxist Economic Theory, whieh appeared two 
years later, Mandel claimed that the growth of sta te involvemenl had given 
rise lo what he termed 'neo-eapitalism,.32 This was a syslem characterised by 
economic planning and a policy of accommodation with, and significant 
concessions to, the organised working class. Neo-capitalism was in part a 
temporary phenomenon, assoeiated with the upswing of the Kondratiev 
long wave and likely lo end with it. To the extent, however, that il reflected 
capitalists' desperate need to avoid another Greal Depression and their 
recognition that unregulated market mechanisms were no longer viable, neo
capitalism might be here to stay. Bul it was still capitalism: 

We can draw the following conc\usion from all Ihis: slate intervention in 
economic life, managed economy, eeonomic programming, indicative 
planning, are not the least bit neutral from the social point of view. They 
are inslruments of intervention into the economy whieh líe in the hands of 
the bourgeois class or ofthe ruling groups in the bourgeois c\ass, and are in 
no sense arbitrators between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat. 33 

Nowhere was this c1earer than in the state's attempls to plan wages. Incomes 
policies were capitalist measures aimed at protecting profits by reducing the 
share of wages in the social product and integrating the unions into the 
system. 34 

m The Frankfurt School and the Primacy oí the Non-Economic 

This theme of working c1ass incorporation featured prominently in the post
war writings of the 'Critical Theorists': the Frankfurt School and those 
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influenced by it. Of all the Marxist theoreticians active in the two decades 
after 1945, it was the Critical Theorists who drew the most radical conclu
sions fram the changed nature of contemporary capitalism. Profoundly 
affected by fascism and by the emergence of Stalinism as a repressive 
ideology of sta te power, the Frankfurt School rejected the deterministic, 
positivistic strand in those variants of Marxism which too k natural science as 
their paradigm. Critica! Theorists opposed, to the authoritarian and bureau
cratic Leninist vanguard party, a libertarian vision of human self-emancipa
tion. They renounced mechanical theories of economic breakdown in favour 
of a more complex and subtle analysis of the interplay between social 
institutions, ideology and politics. As Bottomore notes, the Frankfurt 
School transformed the very notion of 'the political' by extending it to such 
phenomena as the division of labour, bureaucracy, culture and the family in 
addition to property ownership and the state apparatus. The determining role 
of the economic was correspondingly reduced. Critical Theory emphasised 
instead the increasing integration of 'economic' and 'political' questions; the 
growth of planning and bureaucratic control at the expense of the market; the 
continual ratíonalisation of socíallife; and the intensification of the division 
of labour, which fragmented tasks and atomised the working c1ass, no longer 
able to comprehend and organise against its own alienation. 35 

Sorne of the implications for Marxian polítical economy were drawn out 
by Herbert Marcuse in his study of Soviet Marxism. Hilferding and Kautsky 
had shown how it was possible for inter-capitalist conflicts to be superseded 
by a stable, hierarchically-organised world economy (see volume 1 of this 
book, Chapter 14). After 1945 these potentialities had been realised, 
Marcuse argued, in the face of the compelling need to compete with the 
USSR. The old rivalries between imperialist powers had disappeared in the 
face of the East-West confrontation, and had been replaced by an 'inter
continental polítical economy' which was based on planning rather than the 
anarchy of the market: 

The need for the total mobilisation of aH material and mental forces 
necessitated the abolition of laissez-faire in economic and culturallife, the 
methodical control of the political process, and national regrouping under 
the actual hierarchy of economic power - at the expense of cherished 
national sovereignties. The overriding interest of Western society as a 
whole modified national and class ¡nterest. 

The outcome was something ver y close to Hilferding's 'general carte!', 
subject to the ultra-imperialist hegemony of the United States. As for 
Jabonr, Marcuse adopted Arnold Toynbee's distinction between the 'inter
na!' and 'externa!' proletariats. For the latter, located in ex-colonial 
territories and in isolated ghettos in the West, httle had changed. The 
former was integrated into the capitalist system and rewarded for its loyalty 
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with improved living standards and a modicum of polítical inf1uence. Like 
the Leninist theory of uncontrollable imperialist rivalries leading to war, 
Marcuse argued, Marx's expectation of proletarian revolution in the 
advanced capitalist countries had become Utopian. 36 

Friedrich Pollock reinforced this conclusion in his study of the conse
quences of automation. Pollock expected the new technology to widen the 
already substantial gulf 

between a small group of highly qualified 'managers', engineers and 
specialists on the one hand and the vast mass of wage-earners on the 
other. The reason for this lies not only in the personal qualities of the two 
groups but also in their technical and administrative training. The activity 
of the 'hands' is now generally confined to carrying out quite elementary 
operations or in following simple instructions, the very purpose of which 
they have no need to understand. 

The long-mn effects of automation, Pollock hinted darkly, might indude the 
evolution of 'a new form of society', based upon authoritarian or military 
principies, in which the rule of the 'economic general starr of híghly 
qualified specialísts would be accepted without challenge, and capitalists 
would lose their economic function. 37 

For both Marcuse and Pollock, then, the transformation of post-war 
capilalism had reduced the working class to fragmentation and passivity. 
This fundamentally pessimistic perspective was opposed in 1961-2 by a 
Greek economist based in Paris who, while not formally associated with the 
Frankfurt School, was considerably inlluenced by it. Paul Cardan (the nO/ll

de-plume of Cornelius Castoriadis) wrote of a 'bureaucratic capitalism' in 
which the economic contradictions identified by traditional Marxism had 
been successfully overcome. Marx's analysis of the falling rate of profit was 
fatally Ilawed, Cardan claimed, while underconsumption had been avoided 
by the continuous inerease in workers' living standards. State intervenlÍon 
now restricted cychcal f1uctuations to very narrow limits, so that 'for all 
practical purposes full employment has been permanently achieved. Provi
ded they conform, wage earners, whether manual or intellectual, can face the 
prospect of endless employment. Except foc minor f1uctuations, production 
expands by a considerable percentage from year to year.' Real wages rise at 
roughly (he same rateo Allowing for the steady increase in investment and in 
government expenditure, this meant that 'the market problem has been 
essentially solved'. Thus, Cardan concluded, 'A crisis of 1929-33 propor
tions is today quite inconceivable, outside of a sudden epidemic of collective 
lunacy, simultaneously affecting large numbers of capitalists and their 
economic ad visors'. 38 

For Cardan, however, this did no! imply either that capitalism was free of 
al! contradictions or that the working class was doomed to passive 
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acceptance of the status quo. These two points were closely related. The 
basic flaw in Marx's polítical economy, Cardan argued, was its assumption 
that in capitalism social agents are completely 'reified' (that ¡s, reduced to 
objects by the operation of uncontrollable economic laws). Both Marx's 
theory of exploitation and his analysis of economic crises assumed that 
neither workers nor capitalists could inlluence the functioning of the 
economy. But this is belied both by the capitalists' ability to organise 
state-managed and crisis-free accumulation, and by the constant struggle 
of the working class over every aspect of the capitalist economy, from the 
leve! of wages and the pace of investment to the structure of production and 
the nature of technical change. The existence of class conllict at the pomt of 
production testifies that there are limits to reification. It points to what in 
Cardan 's opinion is the real and fundamental contradiction of modern 
capitalism: its need to solicit the participation of workers (without which 
profitable production would be impossible) and at the same time to limit this 
participation (lest they organise to do away with capitalism itselC). The tme 
dynamic of capitalist society, Cardan concluded, is the dynamic of the class 
struggle, which is reflected in the growing number of unofficial strikes over 
the control and speed of production 39 

Similar terrain was traversed (in a rather different fashion) by Jürgen 
Habermas, the foremost member of the second-generation Critical Theor
ists. Although his most important book, Legitimation Crisis, was published 
as late as 1973, its relevance to the theme of the present chapter is 
unmistakable. Habermas denied that 'organised or state-regulated capital
ism' had been able to do away with economic crises altogether. The 
underlying law of the tendency for the rate of profit to decline - and here 
Habermas parted company with al! the other writers involved in this 
controversy except Mandel - was still operative. Bul crises had changed 
the form in which they appeared, with the tradítional decline in production 
and employment being replaced by inflation, constant pressure on govern
ment finances, and a growing disparity between private amuence and public 
squalor.4o Class relations had become political, so that 'economic processes 
can no longer be conceived immanently as movements of a self-regulating 
economic system', The provision of conective goods by the sta te, although 
essential to cheapen constant capital and increase the rate of exploitation, 
cast doubt upon the genera lit y of the labour theory of value, which could 
not be applied to educatíon, technology or scíence. Wage determinatíon, 
too, had been severed from the law of value and beco me quasi-politícal, 
retlecting a class compromíse attained through colleclive bargaining41 

There are analogies between Habermas's ideas and the concept of 'state 
monopoly capitalism' (or stamocap) which was offícial ideology in East 
Germany, treating the state as a collective capitalist which replaced the 
spontaneous operation of market forces with central planning. Habermas 
objected that this view of the state as a mere agent of the monopolists was 
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oversimple, and also exaggerated its power to plan rationally. But he did 
accept the most important element of stamocap theory, which was the 
increasingly open politica! nature of eeonomic aetivity. Eeonomie erises 
could be averted, but only at the cost of displacing the pressures which lay 
behind them into other spheres of social life. Class conllict and exploitation 
remained of fundamental ímportance, but now found their expression in 
polítical and social - rather than narrowly economic - instabili ty 42 

This conclusion elevated the question of ideology to a central position in 
polítical economy. One result of the growth of state intervention, Habennas 
maintained, was the collapse of 'the basic bourgeois ideology of fair 
exchange' and its replacement by the notions of formal polítical democracy 
and actual rule by a technocratic elite of planners. This raised the possibility 
of two types of political crisis: a 'rationality crisis' resulting from the 
system's inability to provide the successful economic management which it 
had promised its citizenry; and a 'Iegitimation crisis' when it could in 
consequence no longer retaín mass loyalty. In the socio-cultural sphere this 
would engender a 'motivatíon crisis' due to the system's failure to 'genera te 
the requisite quantity of aetion-motivating meaning,.43 

Whereas Cardan saw the germ of a revolutíonary grass-roots mass 
movement in the withdrawal of consent by workers on the shop floor 
(and was partiaHy víndicated in the May 1968 revolt in Franee), Haber
mas's conclusions were much less incisive. He claimed to be replying to 'the 
not-yet-satisfaetorily answered question "Has capitalism changed?" ',44 but 
it is far from clear precisely what his answer was. Having overcome its 
traditional economic contradictions, capitalism faced the prospect of a 
withdrawal of legitimation by its workers. This constitutes a 'permanent 
crisis' whieh, Habermas seems to argue, threatens its continued existence. 
lust how this threat might become effective remains somewhat obscure.45 

IV Unending Boom, Unfinished Business 

We can certainly agree with Habennas that Tsuru's questíon had not been 
satisfactorily answered. Capitalism had changed, but to what degree and 
with what implications for Marxian politica! economy remained deeply 
controversia!. The periodisation of capitalist development, the criteria for 
identifying a new stage, the way in which this might differ from a new 
'phase': these issues would recur, without being resolved, in later decades. 
The central analytical problem of the relationship between Marx and 
Keynes underlay many of the disagreements on more practical questions. 
It was very widely discussed by economists of a1l persuasions, and forms the 
subject of the following chapter. 

Many of the remaining unresolved issues were debated most vigorously in 
the years after 1965, when the fragility of post-war prosperity began to 
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beco me apparent. One controversy raged around the underconsumptionist 
views of Baran and Sweezy, which were especially influential in the United 
States; we deal with their analysis of 'monopoly capital' in Chapter 6. The 
volume III account of the tendency for the rate of profit to decline was 
generally offered as an alternative to underconsumption, though occasion
ally it was combined with jt in a synthetic model of crises. This forms the 
subject of Chapter 7. For the Marxian theories of advanced capitalism, a 
very important question concerned the economic effects of military expen
diture in either stimulating capital accumulation or (as Dutt had suggested) 
constituting a heavy burden upon lt. The implications of the 'permanent 
afms economy' are discussed in Chapter 8. Finally, the apparent failure of 
the post-war prosperity to encompass the ex-colonial territories of the Third 
World beca me a prominent issue in the 1960s. The 1960s and 1970s saw an 
explosion of Marxian and neo-Marxian Jiterature on economic develop
ment, which went far beyond the rather unimpressive earlier treatment of 
decolonisation. The whole 01' Part In (Chapters 9-11) is devoted to the new 
theories of imperialism which emerged. 

In all these debates the primacy of the economic contradictions of 
capitalism was taken for granted by almost all participants. This is not to 
accuse them of vulgar economic determinism; Baran and Sweezy in 
particular paid considerable attention to political, ideological and cultural 
issues. But the insights of Critica! Theory were not seriously applied to 
economic q uestions until, from the mid-1970s onwards, the deficiencies of 
more traditional approaches to the explanation of crises became apparent. 
In many recent crisis theories the role of working-class self-activity, of 
legitimation and motivation, have taken pride of place, as we shall see in 
Chapter 16. 
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5 
Marx and Keynes 

I Keynes and Marx 

The most important intellectual product of the Great Depression was 
Keynes's General Theory, which was published in 1936< It was not totally 
original, nor did ít present an entírely consistent and self-contained 
theoretical system. Many of its ideas had been anticipated by earlier writers 
(including Keynes himself) and there were, as we shall see, important 
analytical lacunae, Even the policy prescriptions which the General Theory 
contained were less novel, and less controversial, than is orten supposed. 
Moreover Keynes never broke decísively with orthodox theories, and 
incorporated a number of important neoclassical ideas into his own 
work. 1 AII the same, the book was the first systematic and comprehensive 
express ion of the view that mass unemployment was the normal outcome of 
an unregulated capitalist economy to' emerge from the pen of a respected and 
hítherto mainstream economist, and as 5uch its appearance was a major 
event which Mandan theorists could not ignore,2 Moreover, Keynes's ideas 
offeced the prospect of a reformed, crisis-free capitalism in which Marxian 
economics would become an irrelevance, so that there were direct polítical 
implications to be faced. The bulk of this chapter is concerned with the ways 
in whích Manüan polítical economy responded to the Keynesian challenge, 
We begin, however, by asking !he converse question: what did Keynes make 
of Marx? 

There are only three references to Marx in the General Theory, one of 
which simply acknowledges him as the originator of the term 'c1assical 
economics,.3 In the second, Keynes describes how the notion of deficient 
aggregate demand had been banished by the victory of Ricardian economics 
after 1820; 'it could only live on furtívely, below the surface. in the 
underworld of Karl Marx, Silvio Gesell, and Major Douglas'. Since Gesell 
and Douglas were monetary heretícs of rather minor analytical stature, this 
was nol flattering to Marx. But there was worse to come. Unlike Marx, 
Gesell had explicitly repudiated 'the classical hypothesis' (Say's Law), 
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Keynes asserted. In so doing, Gesell had rendered Marx's own critique of 
c1assical economics redundant; thus his work contains 'the answer to 
Marxism'. Keynes concluded, only slightly less emphatically, with the 
opmion 'that the future will Iearn more from the spírít of GeselI than from 
that of Marx,.4 

Keynes was not quite as ignorant about Marx as this final passage míght 
suggest, nor always as dismissive. In 1920-1 or 192 Maurice Dobb, then 
an undergraduate, had read a paper on Marx to the Polítical Economy Club 
at Cambridge, which met in Keynes's rooms. Keynes approved of the piece, 
Dobb recalled, since he 'Iiked unorthodoxy ín the young, up to a point'.' 
Keynes's writings from the 1920s contaín several abusive references to 
Marxism, including the famous query as to 'how a doctrine so ilIogical 
and so dull can have exercised so powerful and enduring an influence over 
the minds of men and, through them, the events of hístory,.6 But, by 1933, 
probably under the influence of Piero Sraffa (see Chapters 13 and 15 below), 
he was taking a more favourable line, alluding lo Marx's Ireatment of the 
realisation problem in his lectures on classicaI monetary theory and finding 
close similarities between Marx and Malthus on the question of effective 
demand 7 

In a first draft ofthe General Theory, also written in 1933, Keynes carne as 
near as he ever would to a correct understanding of Marx. The relevant 
passages are worth citíng in full: 

The distinction between a co-operative economy and an entrepreneur 
economy bears sorne relation to a pregnant observation made by Karl 
Marx, - though the subsequent use to which he put this observation was 
highly illogicaL He pointed out that the nature of production 111 the actual 
world is no!, as economists often seem to suppose, a case of C-M-C', i.e. 
of exchangíng commodity (or efrort) for money in order to obtain another 
commodity (or effort). That may be the standpoint of the prívate 
consumer. But it is not the attitude of business, which is a case of M-C
M', Le. of parlíng with money for commodity (or effort) in order to obtain 
more money. 

The significance of thís poínt, Keynes continued, is that the entrepreneur's 
demand ror labour depends upon the expected profitability of production, 
and not on the dírect satísfaction of human needs. 

In a long footnote Keynes took the argument further: 

The excess of M' over M is the source of Marx's surplus value. It is a 
curiosity in the hístory of economic theory that the herelics of the past 
hundred years who have, in one shape or another, opposed the formula 
M-CM' to the classical formula C-M-C', have tended to believe either 
that M' must always and necessarily exceed M or that M musl always and 
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necessarily ex.ceed M', accordíng as they were living in a period in which 
the one or the other predominated in actual ex.perience, Marx and those 
who believe in the necessarily exploitative character of the capitalist 
system, assert the inevitable ex.cess of M'; whilst Hobson, or Foster afid 
Catchings, or Major Douglas who believe in ¡ts ¡nherent tendency towards 
deflation and under-employment, assert the inevitable excess of M, Marx, 
however, was approaching the intermediate truth when he added that the 
contínuous excess of M' would be inevitably interrupted by a series of 
crises, gradually increasing in intensity, oc entcepreneur bankruptcy and 
underemployment, during which, presumably, M must be in excess, My 
own argument, if it ís accel'?ted, should at leas! serve to effect a 
reconcilia tion between the fdllowers of Marx and those of Major 
Douglas, leaving the c1assical economists (that ¡s, in Keynes's idíosyn
cratic use of the term, the supporters of Say's Law] still hígh and dry in the 
belief tha! M and M' are always equa[l8 

Disregarding once again the somewhat incongruous jux.taposltlOn or 
Marx and Douglas,9 Keynes was not far from the truth here, as we shall 
see in a Jater section. But his flírtation with Marx did not lasl long. In the 
following year he returned lo his earlier views and derided Marx's picture of 
the capilalíst world as hopelessly inappropriate lo contemporary realíty, 
including him as a pillar of the very mneteenlh-century orthodoxy which had 
to be overthrown. 'If Ricardian economics were to fal!', he told a radio 
audience in November 1934. 'an essential prop 10 the intellectual [ounda
tions of Marxism would fal! with iC. 1O In correspondence with Oeorge 
Bemard Shaw at this time Keynes argued the same position, repeating his 
c\aim thal Marx.ian theory rested upon Ricardian foundations (that is, on 
Ihe operation of Say's Law), He compared Capital scomfully lo the Koral/. 
both being sources of useless dogma, and complained about ils 'dreary. out
of-date. academic controversialising', Keynes concluded that 'its contem
porary economic value (apart from occasional but mconslrucllve and 
discontinuous tlashes of insight) is ni/',! 1 This made even Ihe dismissal of 
Marx in the General Theory seem generous, and did nothing lo soften 
Marx.ists' ínnate hostility lo the theorísing of 'vulgar' economists. 

11 Marxists 00 Keyoes: Ioitial Reactions 

Even before the appearance of the General Theory, Lewis Corey was 
vigorously criticisíng Keynes's Treatise on Maney. As we saw in Chapter 
1, Corey's ex.planation of the Oreat Depression ínvolved a synthesis of the 
falling rate o[ profit and underconsumption strands in Marxian crisis theory. 
Not surprisingly, then, his attack on Keynes centred on these two issues. 
Corey maíntaíned Ihat ínvestment depended on movemenls in Ihe rale of 
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profít, and not (as Keynes supposed) on the rate of ínterest; Keynes's 
monetary account of depression thus confused the effect with the cause. The 
fall in the rate of profít is not, as Keynes seems to imagine, the means of a 
smooth transüion to a "new social order" which "ís" and yet is "not" 
capitalism. It is the expression of economic decline and an omen of violent 
class struggles, social explosions, and wars.' As to the second factor, Corey 
argued that Keynes 'slights consumption' and exaggerates the importance of 
investment. 'Oversaving is a factor in the cyclical process. Not beca use it 
crea tes a deficiency in capital investment (and production) but because it 
crea tes a deficiency in consumption by diverting to investment income which 
should go into consumption.' Finally, Corey made a methodological 
criticism: Keynes's proposals 'emphasize the secondary factors of ex
change, not the primary factors of production'. 12 This would be a recurring 
theme in Marxist reactions to Keynes. 

The General Theory itself was widely reviewed by Marxian economists. 
The former German Social Democrat Emil Lederer, now exiled in New 
York, pointed to three parallels between Keynes and Marx. 13 The first was 
Keynes's adoption of a labour theory of value, complete with the 'reduction' 
of skílled to unskilled labour, in his concept of 'wage-units'. The second was 
his falling rate of profit, disguised as a decline in the marginal efficiency of 
capital, and the third his recognition of the need for proportionality between 
consumption and investment, and hence between the Marxian departments I 
and 11. Lederer's objections to the General Theory were methodological and 
political rather than narrowly economic. Keynes had ignored classes in 
favour of individualistic psychology, he claimed, and had expressed an 
unwarranted optimism conceming the rationality of capitalists' political 
behaviour: 

Keynes makes the tacit assumption that [capitalists'] decisions are guided 
by theoretical insigh!. He takes it for granted that a theoretical ínsight can 
be grasped even if it means the destruction of a social position. This 
inheritance from the eighteenth century makes Keynes's vlews utopían -
especially in countries which have not developed the art of compromise. 

Ideas, Lederer concluded, can change nothing unless they are backed by 
interests and emotions: 'A [ational analysis as such is not a force ... The 
ideas put forward by Keynes would entail a revolution in power and 
property, but we can hardly believe that mankind will accept a new 
economic and social set-up by persuasion.'14 

For the Frankfurt Institute (itself also in exile), Kurt Mandelbaum and 
Friedrich Pollock were even more critícal. 15 Keynes's emphasis on liquidity 
preference was misplaced, they argued, since monetary dislocation was a 
symptom of crises rather than their cause. He had exaggerated the effects on 
investment of changes in the ra te of ¡nteTest, while ignoring the repercussions 
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of technical progress on the rate of profit and thereby on investment. There 
was nothing in the General Theory on the effects of disproportionalities in 
investment in different sectors of the economy. In fact the book contained 
tittle that was new. Its refutation of Say's Law had been anticipated by 
Marx, while its 'naive, long-refuted underconsumptionism' revealed Key
nes's inability to break with bourgeois ideas, and his reliance upon subjective 
propensities demonstrated the superficiality of his analysis. Even his liberal· 
ism was only skin-deep: an authoritarian streak was exposed by his approval 
of Mercantilism and his endorsement of real wage reductions through price 
inflation. 'To the extent that Keynes's revision does go beyond the classical 
teaching', Mandelbaum and Pollock concluded, 'ít points not to a beUer but 
to a more gloomy future: 16 

The conservative element in Keynes's ideas was a150 emphasised by John 
Darrell, writing in the newly-established American Marxi5t quarterly Science 
and Socie/y. There were close resemblances between Keynes and Marx on 
sorne issues, Darrell conceded, especially with respect to the fallíng rate of 
profit, but on the whole Keynes's explanation of crises and of long-term 
trends in capitalist development was irreconcílable with the Marxist 
approach. Above aH, Keynes's individualistic psychology was at fault. 
Following Jevons, Walras and Menger, he dealt with asocial individuals 
and took their preferences, theír propensíties to consume, their profit 
expectations, as given. Thus, Darrell concluded, the General Theory was 
consistent with a subjective theory of value. It was a work of economics, not 
polítical economy, and had failed to uncover the inherent laws of capitalist 
productíon. J1 

Founded in 1938, the Modern Quar/erly was the British counterpart to 
Science and Socie,y. In ¡ts inaugural issue Eric Roll criticised Keynes for 
concentrating upon exchange rather than production, and for ignoring the 
political problems associated with attempts to alter the mechanism of 
exchange. The implicatíon of the General Theory, Roll asserted, was that 
liberalism was bankrupt politically as well as economícally. Keynes's ideas 
had already been implemented in fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. Despite 
his own sincerely-held progressive views, Keynes's work was in real danger 
of being taken over by reactionary demagogues. 18 

That there was no unanimity among British Marxists in their reaction to 
Keynes is demonstrated by Modern Quarterly's publicatíon, three issues 
later, of John Strachey's much more favourable review of the General 
Theory.19 Strachey pointed to the 'remarkable similarity' between Key
nes's conclusions and those of volume III of Capital on the central issue 
of the cate of profit. lt is true, Strachey concedes, that Keynes ignores the 
relationship between technical progress and the profit rateo For both Keynes 
and Marx, however, an ¡ncrease in employment requires investment expen
diture, and both see capital accumulation as causing a fall in the rate of 
profit (to which concept, according to Strachey, Keynes's marginal effi-
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ciency of capital is a close approximation). Thus the tendency for a decline in 
the rate of profit is 'the chariot at Mr. Keynes's back. It is immensely 
interesting that a leading capitalist economist has restored the tendency of 
the rate of profit to fall to the centre of his picture of capítaJist society:20 

Strachey went much too far in his identification of the two theories, as had 
Corey and Danell, but in the late 1930s several other writers sympathetic to 
Marx penetrated the academic journals with articles highlighting this and 
other similarities with Keynes. In the Revielv o[ Economic Studies J.D. 
Wilson argued, like Strachey, that Keynes's marginal efficiency of capital 
was a close relative of Marx's rate of profit, but that Keynes took as data the 
long-run factors central to Marx's more successful analysis. The same 
journal published an important paper by Fan-Hung comparing the theories 
of effective demand, the profit rate, money and interest in the General Theory 
and in Capital, using an algebraic formulation. Keynes had misinterpreted 
Marx's reproduction schemes, Fan-Hung c1aimed. They did not assume the 
validity of Say's Law, but rather specified the conditions for macroeconomic 
equilibrium in terms compatible with the effective demand analysis of 
Keynes. In the Economic Record the Australian E.E. Ward stressed the 
underconsumptiorust parallels between Marx and Keynes, but also pointed 
to the relative superficiality (in the methodological sense) and subjectivity of 
the General Theory. Ward contrasted Marx's success in predicting the course 
of capi talist development (rising unemployment, growth of monopoly, crises, 
international expansion) with the lack of predictive content in Keynes, which 
was the inevitable result of his failure to incorporate institutional change into 
his argument. The Polish Marxist Oskar Lange had argued previously that 
this was the centrallímítation of al! bourgeois economics.21 

One academic volee was unexpectedly silent. In 1936 Maurice Dobb was 
the British Communist Party's leading economist, and by far the most 
distinguished Marxian economist in the English-speaking world; he was also 
based in Cambridge. Yet he seems to have taken no part in the debate over 
the General Theory. Dobb himself attributed this surprising omission to his 
deep engagement in anti-fascist and other polítical activity, and in 1977 his 
Cambridge contemporary Austin Robinson confirmed that Dobb was 
'rather much of a loner ... not yet as much at the centre of Cambridge 
debate as he has been more recently, and not in the thick of the fray around 
Keynes and Keynes's theory,.22 But this cannot be the whole story. Dobb 
had airead y published a respectful review of Keynes's Treatise On Maney, 
and did find the time to publish (in 1937) a major theoretical text and to 
revise the chapter on crises, following discussions with Michal Kalecki, three 
years later. The 1940 edition of Polítical Economy and Capitalism contains 
seven references to Keynes, of which only three are of any substance at aH 
and none provides a critical discussion of the principal arguments of the 
General Theory. It appears both tha! Dobb was initially somewhat confused 
by the book and that he was inhibited from making any frontal attack on the 
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man who had been his patron since his undergraduale days al Pembroke 
College. Dobb's early respect ror Keynes owed much lo the principled 
internationalism of Tlle Economic Consequences 01 rile Peace, whíle Keynes 
had arranged for the publication of Dobb's book on Wages and had 
commented helpfully on the manuscript of his Russian Economic 
Developmenl. There would have been no great pressure on Dobb from his 
party comrades to denounce the General Tlleory, since in ¡he late 1930s the 
Communist campaign for lhe Popular Front against mciuded tbe 
effective abandoment of any ideological crusade against reformist econo
mies. Thus Dobb could slowly come to lerms with Keynes's ideas through 
the writings of Robinson and Kalecki without being foreed to take a firm 
stand on their theoretical merÍlS. B 

To summaríse: initíal Marxist reactions to Keynes were mixed. Simílarities 
thought to be important were noled, especially with respect to the crisis
prone nature of capítalism, the declining rate of profít, and the theoríes of 
money and ¡nterest. Nonetheless Keynes was also severely criticísed ror his 
subjectivism, for his concentration on the surface phenomena of exchange, 
for his ínability to break with liberal microeconomics, and for the naivety (or 
worse) or his polítical outlool<:. Sorne of these objections were more firmly 
based than others. In particular, the reservations expressed by Lederer and 
Roll about the ¡Iliberal polítical ímplications of the General Theory díd 
highlight important weaknesses in Keynes's argumento But there was líttle 
substance to Corey's critique, and neither he nor Mandelbaum and Pollock 
seem to have understood that Keynes placed much more stress on shifts of 
his marginal effíciency or capital schedule than in movements along it; 
Darrell a150 grossly misrepresented Keynes's views on protit expectations. 
Any símilarity between Keynes's wage units and Marx's labour values IS 
purely rormal, while the marginal efficiency of capital schedule is a 
subjective concept which relates to a very much shorter time dimension 
than Marx's theory or tbe falling rate of profít. The lack of c1arity in 
Marxian critícísms of Keynes arose, in large part, from their failure to see 
that Keynesian economics pertained to the short-run, in which both the 
capital stock and technology were held constan!. Marxían objections lo 
Keynes would be strengthened, and made more systematic, after 1945, and 
the short-run nature of his analysis would be explicitly recognised. Mean
while, the early Keynesians were reconsidering their own positions. 

111 The Keynesians and Marx 

Keynes too k no further interest in Marx after the publication of the General 
T/¡eory. He did, however, encourage one of his most energetic disciples. loan 
Robínson, in her relentless investigation of the relationship between Key
nesian and Marxian thinking. As editor of the Economic Journal, Keynes 
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published Robinson's first two articles on Marx (one a review of Strachey's 
Na/ure oJ Capita/1st Crisis), and also 'receíved kindly' her Essay on Marxian 
Economics. 24 In the fírst paper, written in 1935, she arrived at 'the 
apparently paradoxieal view that Marx was in reality a c1assical econom
¡st' in Keynes's pejorative use of the terro (thal ¡s, a .supporter of Say's Law). 
Robinson had reaehed this conclusion beca use 'the pivot of the whole 
[Marxian} argument is ahat investment cannot inerease unless consumption 
declines'. Rejeetion of Say's Law would and here she uses Keynes's phrase 
- destroy 'the foundations of a large part of Marx's eeonomic analysis'. 
Robinson further dísmísses ahe labour theory of value as 'a pieee of 
formalism', and Marx's account of the faJling rate of profit as deríved 
from it by a 'completely circular' argument (even though the profit rate does 
indeed fall, as a result of the increasing capital-Iabour ratío).25 

Al! this ís obtained from a readíng of Strachey rather than Marx. In her 
Economic Joumal artic1e Robinson revealed a new familiarity with Capital, 
though not (signiticantly) with Theories oJ Surplus Va/ue, as yet untranslated 
and probably - since the Nazi book-burnings a scarce item in the original 
German. Keynes, too, seems not to have read the Theories, where Marx's 
attitude to Say's Law is much more explicitly critical than in CapitaL 26 

Robinson ís however no more sympathetic to the volume III analysis of the 
falling rate of protil, which could, she suggests in a twist in the argument 
reminiscent of Natalie Moszkowska (see Chapler 7 below). be reformulated 
as a law of the rísing rate of exploitation: 'one tauto!ogy is as good as 
another,.27 On Say's Law, she begins by accusing Marx of assuming away 
the problem of effective demand by his postula te that capítalísts invest 
everything that they save. Marx's belief that wage cuts in depressions 
increase the ra te of exploitation and hence the rate of profit is quite 
wrong. she argues, since it ignores the negatíve eITect of reduced real wages 
on workers' consumption, and thereby on aggregate demand.28 Bu! Robin
son then cites Michaf Kalecki as having shown how 'Marx's method 
provides the basis for the analysis of effective demand, and the academic 
economists, owing to their neglect of Marx, have wasted a great deal of time 
¡n rediscovering ít for themselves.' This must have been in tended as veíled 
crítícism of Keynes, as well as of her own earlier work 29 

With Kalecki's assistance, Robinson had now found the underconsump
tionist element in Marx, and interprets the Marxian theory of crisis as one of 
disproportionality between departments 1 and 11, and thus also between 
consumption and ínvestment. In effect 'the workers cannot consume, and 
the capitalists will noL The consumer-goods industries therefore present a 
narrow field for investment, and the capital-goods industries in tum suffer 
from restricted demando Here at last Say's Law is overthrown, and Marx 
appears to foreshadow the modern theory of effective demand.' Hence - and 
with this she ends the article by embracíng a key Marxian idea - 'the barrier 
of capitalist production is capital itself. 30 
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Michal Kalecki was boro ín Lodz in 1899, the son of a Jewish textile 
manufacturero He studíed engineering at Warsaw Polytechnic, without 
graduating, and worked as a financial joumalist before spending seven 
years (1929-36) at the Institute for Business Cycle and Price Researeh 
in Warsaw. In 1936 he moved to England, researching first in 
Cambridge and then, from 1940, at the Institute of Statistics in 
Oxford. In 1946 he was employed briefly by the International Labour 
Organisation in Montreal, and then moved to New York lO join the 
staff of the UN Department of Economic Affairs. After coming under 
polítical pressure during the McCarthy era, Kalecki returned to Poland 
in 1955 as an advisor to the government and professor in Warsaw. His 
relatíons with the Polish authoríties were, however, turbulent. In 1968 
Kalecki resigned in protest at a semí-offieial anti-Semitic campaign; he 
died two years ¡ater. 

Biography of 
Joan Robinson 

Joan Robinson was born In England in 1903, the daughter of a general 
in the Britísh Army and granddaughter of the Christian Socialist, F.D. 
Maurice. She was educated at St Paul's Girls Schoo1 in London and at 
Girton College, Cambridge, where she graduated in economics in 1925. 
After two years in India, Robinson returned to Cambridge in 1928 and 
taught there until her retirement in 197 L She was an importanl 
member of the 'Cambridge Circus', assísting Keynes lO reformulate 
his ideas between the publication of the Treatise and the General 
Theory. Robinson first studíed Marx in the late 19305, following 
discussions with Michal Kalecki, and her positivist and Keynesian 
interpretations of Marxian economics proved extremely influential. A 
tireless traveller, she took a strong ¡nterest in problems of economic 
development, and became an enthusiastic supporter of Mao 's China in 
the 1970s. loan Robinson died in 1983. having established an 
international reputatíon as an early post.Keynesían theorist but, 
above all, as a self-proclaimed heretic and scourge of all economic 
orthodoxies. 
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These themes are developed, al somewhat greater length, in Robinson's 
Essay. Sbe again discards the falling rate of profit as representing 'a false 
scent', and her hostility to the ¡abour theory of value 15 prominent once more 
(Robinson was never Ilnpressed by the apparent parallel with Keynes's 
'wage-units')3! She now interprets Marx as a sophisticated underconsump
tionist, for whom the demand for consumer goods is constrained by the 
poverty of the workers and the capitalists' greed for accumulation. This, in 
consequence, limits the rate of growth of demand for investment goods and 
gives rise to deficiencies in effective demand. But Marx had not recognised 
the fundamental importan ce of Say's Law, Robinson argues, and had tried 
to construct a crisis theory which would apply even if the Law were valid, 
This had confused both Marx himself and laler theorists (including, one may 
surmise, both Keynes and Robinson),32 But, Robinson maintained, a 
suitably modified Marxian political economy ii> perfectly consistent with 
the basic insights of the General Theory, Marx and Keynes even share sorne 
of the same defects, including the lack of an adequate theory of income 
distribution and of the inducement to invest.J3 

Robinson continued to write on these tOplCS for almost 40 years and, 
although she became increasingly critical of bourgeois economícs and more 
receptíve to some of Marx's ideas, she remained faithful to her broad 
conc1 usions of 1942. Other radical Keynesians have, almost without 
exception, followed her lead and are frequently seen as having developed 
a Keynesian form of Marxism. Henry Smith may indeed ha ve got there 
fírst, havíng argued as early as 1937 that Marx's theory of the trade cycle 
hinged upon fluctuatíons in investment spending, the exact consequences of 
whích Keynes had worked out in the General Theory34 S.S, Alexander 
discovered similarítíes between Keynes and Marx in their treatment of 
income distribution as a detennínant of the propensity to consume; their 
analyses of hoarding and liquidity preference; and (yet again) the long-run 
tendency for the rate of profit to decline. Unusually for an avowed 
Keynesían, AIexander echoed sorne of ahe Marxian critícisms of Keynes. 35 

After the war L.R. Klein extended Fan-Hung's work by expressing the 
Marxian and Keynesian systems as econometric models differing in their 
para meter values and subjecting them to empírical testíng (from which 
Marx emerged quite favourably).J6 Once tbe long-mn implications of 
effective demand analysis had been spelled out in terms of a theory of 
economíc growth, a number of Keynesian writers demonstrated the close 
similarity of ahe Harrod-Domar and Marxian growth models. Domar 
bimself freely acknowledged bis debt to the Russian economists of the 
1920s and, through them, to Marx. 31 Eventually, in the 1980s, the veteran 
Keynesian Dudley Dillard restated the principal achievement of botb Marx 
and Keynes as the integration of monetary theory into general economic 
analysis. 38 We return to the relation of Marxían and Keynesian theory in 
Chapter 15 below. 
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IV Manists 00 Keynes: Seoond and Tbird Thoughts 

Predictably Dillard's appraisal was chaIlenged not by fellow Keynesians bul 
from the Marxíst camp, on the grounds that Keynes's neodassical theory of 
value, and his technocratic, statist vision of a reformed capitalism, were 
fundamentaIly incompatible with Marxían polítical economy,39 Similar 
objections had been raised repeatedly in earlier decades, often rather 
aggressively in the openíng years of the Cold War when ídeological 
antagonisms were at their mosl ¡ntense and the Soviet Union appeared to 
many Marxists to be Ín imminent danger of military auack from the 
capitalist powers, Thus in his 1946 appraisal Paul Sweezy, while admitting 
that there was much in the General Theory's analysis of effective demand 
which Marxists could draw upon, described Keynes (not without justíce) as 
in the last resort a prisoner of his neocla5sical upbringing. He had never been 
able to view the capítalist system as a totalíty, Sweezy argued, integrating íts 
economics, politics, technology and culture. Thus Keynes had regarded the 
class struggle as nothing more than 'a frightfuI muddle',40 and overIooked 
the c1ass role of the capitalist state, which he treated as a deus ex machina, 
He had neglected the effects of technical progress in creatíng unemp!oyment, 
whích he regarded as a correctable fau!t in the economic mechanism rather 
Ihan as a means of maintaining capitalist control over the market for labour 
power. And, finally, Keynes had paid even less attention to monopoly power 
than some of his neoclassical coIleagues, and had nothing to say about lts 
macroeconomíc implicatíons. (This was a defect which 'post-Keynesian' 
theorists 5uch as Kalecki, and Marxians like Baran and Sweezy, would Jater 
seek to correct: see Chapter 6 below.) There remained no bourgeois 
counterpart to Hilferding's Fillance Capital in this respect, Sweezy con
cludedY 

In 1950 Maurice Dobb at last settled theoretical accounts with Keynes. 
Dobb stressed the General Theory's break with neoclassical orthodoxy and 
ils rejection of the traditional presumption of eeonomic tranquíllity. But, he 
argued, Keynes had always intended to reform capitalísm and could not be 
claimed as a theorist of 'democratie soeialism'; his proposed 'socialisation of 
ínvestment' (never clearly defined, but possíbJy involvíng the nationalisatíon 
of the financial sector) was meant as an alternative to the socialísation of 
production. Keynes's economic method was excessively aggregative, Dobb 
maintained, and led mm to neglect the need for balance between different 
sectors and hence the need for planning. His sympathies were wíth the 
productive capitalist as against the rentier, not with the workíng c1ass, and 
his characterisation of the bourgeois state as a neutral arbiter had blinded 
him to the polítical limitations on government economic policy. It was 
probable, Dobb concluded, that armaments expenditure represented the 
only form of state intervention against depression which was acceptable to 
capitalist opínion, and that full employment undee capitalism was a Utopian 



102 The Long Boom 

ideal. (Our discussion of the 'permanent arms economy' is in Chapter 8 
below.) In his later work Dobb was less hostile to the General Theory, but he 
was still highly critical of Keynes's treatment of value and distribution 
theory, which had remained essentially neoclassical. Keynes's analysis of 
profit, resting heavily on ideas concerning the marginal efficiency of invest
ment, represented the 'most vulnerable point' of the entire General Theory.42 

There was much truth in this, as in Sweezy's complaint that Keynes had 
neglected the macroeconomic implications of monopoly. But, for all their 
criticisms, neither Sweezy nor Dobb denied the central analytícal tenets of 
the General Theory, that deficient effectíve demand was the root cause of 
economic crises and fiscal policy could (at least in principie) set matters 
right. Their objections to Keynes emphasised polítical rather than narrowly 
economie eonstraints, and seem to owe much to Michal Kalecki's influential 
article on the 'political trade cycle'.43 Sweezy was an avowed under
consumptionist (see Chapter 6 below), Dobb less so but with considerable 
sympathy for the underconsumptionist position.44 Neither had much time 
for what was soon to become, in the aftermath of the General Theory, the 
majority Marxist explanation of erises: the volume lB analysis of the falling 
rate of profit. Whatever its merits and demerits (which are considered in 
Chapter 7 below), the falling rate of profit theory did provide an unequi
vocal analytical alternative to mainstream Keynesianism, in terms both of 
the causes of depressions and the prospects for sta te intervention to prevent 
or ameliorate them. According to this theory technical progress would raise 
the organic eomposition of capital faster than the rate of exploitation, 
forcing down the profit rate and choking off investment. Individual 
eapitalists - even whole capitalist nations - experienee a slump as a decline 
in demand, but to see deficient demand as the fundamental factor is to 
mistake a symptom for a cause. Production is the core of the capitalist 
economy, not exchange. Government expenditure therefore offers no long
term solution for crises, since it represents a drain on the very surplus value 
which constitutes the souree ofprofit. Capitalism is ínherently and inevitably 
CflSls-prone. 

This forthright anti-Keynesiamsm had its origins in the (pre-Keynesian) 
work of Henryk Grossmann, and was propagated tirelessly over a almost 
half a century by his disciple, Paul Mattick.45 Today it is very widely 
accepted among Marxian economists.46 It can best be explained by using 
Marx's formula for the eirculation of capital which was cited, inaccurately, 
by Keynes in his 1933 draft (see seetion 1 aboye), and by ignoring both the 
transformation of labour values into prices of production (see Chapters 12-
14 below) and fixed capital (see Chapter 13 below). In simple or pre
capitalist eommodity production, cireulation takes the form C-M-C: the 
individual producer exchanges one commodity (e) for money (M) in order 
to buy a different eommodity of equal value (e, not C' as Keynes had it). In 
capitalism the relationship is M-C-C'-M' (not Keynes's M-C-M'). The 
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capitalist thus begins with a sum of money (M) which is exchanged for 
means of production and labour power of equal value (C). These commo
dities are set to work in production, in the course of whích surplus labour is 
performed and surplus value created. At the end of the production process 
the capitalist is the owner of new commodíties greater in value than those 
witb which he began (e), the difference between C and C being the surplus 
value they embody. AH being well, he sells them at their labour values and 
receives an equlvalent sum of money (M'), where the difference between M' 
and M represents both the surplus value produced and the profit whích the 
capitalist has obtained. The rate of profit is given by (e - C)/C, which is 
equal to (M' M)jM. 

The c1aim of the anti-Keynesian Marxists, then, is that erises result from a 
failure to produce sufficient surplus value, so that (C - C) rises less rapídly 
than C and the rate of profit falls. They are not the result of difficulties at the 
realísation stage (e-M'). Since the state is not itself a capitalist it produces 
no surplus value of ItS own, and Its activities eonstitute the dissipation of 
that which is produced by produetive labour in private, profit-making 
industry. State intervention reduces the amount of surplus value available 
to prívate capital, and simply serves to make things worse; this ls the reverse 
of what Keynesian economics implies.47 At first glance this is a glaríng 
example of the Ricardían fallacy whích Keynes denounced in Marx himself; 
in assuming that M' = C' (and C = M) it appears to rest solidly upon Say's 
Law and to deny the possibílity of deficíent effective demando In fact this is 
not so. The anti-Keynesian position does not rule out the possibility that 
M' < C. Indeed, this might well be the result of the cutback in investment 
produced by the decline in the profit rate, whích would reduce effective 
demand and ¡ead to a faH in product priees; it would then be an important 
factor generalisíng and deepening the crisis. But, to repeat, for the anti
Keynesians it is only an effect. The deeper eause of the crisis lies elsewhere, 
in the production of surplus value and not in the difficulties of realising 
surplus value. 

It is important to be clear as to exactly what the anti-Keynesians have, 
and have not, established. Quite irrespective of the validity of Marx's falling 
rate of profit analysis (see Chapter 7 below), they have demonstraled tha! 
erises may originate with the production of surplus value, wíthout there 
being realisation difficu]ties. What they have not shown 1s tha! all erises must 
originate in this way. With a constant or even rising ratio between (C' - C) 
and C, ¡he realísed profit rate (M' - M)/M will fall, and a crisis may ensue, 
if M' < C due to deficient effective demando Conversely, a crisis may result 
from excessive effective demando In these circumstanees the short-run or 
market prices of means of production, and labour power, rise aboye theír 
long-run prices of production (which we have assumed to be equal to labour 
values). Hence capitalists are unable to buy input s equal in value to M, so 
that C < M. 
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Marxists intluenced by Kalecki48 have approaehed the problem of 
deficient effective demand in a slightly different, but no! at al! ineonsis
tent, manner. They take foc granted the production of surplus value and 
begin with the proposítíon thal, in equilibrium, aggregate ¡neome must equal 
aggregate planned expendíture. Abstracting from the slale and from foreign 
trade, we can therefore write 

Wages + Profits = Workers' Consumption + Capitalists' Consumption + 
Investment (5.1) 

It is a faírly close approxímation to the truth to assume that workers 
consume the whole of theic wage incomes, as any saving done during theír 
working lives (for example vía pensíon funds) is offset by dis-saving after 
retirement. Hence (5.1) can be simplífied lo 

Profits = Capitalists' Consumption + Investment (5.2) 

This is eqUlvalent to Keynes's celebrated 'widow's cruse' model of total 
profits,49 in which capitalísts' íneomes are determined by theír expenditure, 
and in particular (since little stress is plaeed upon their consumption) by 
their ínvestment expenditure. In terms of the Manían circulatíon formula, 
Ihis means Ihat (M' - M) depends on capitalísts' ínvestment decisíons, 
whieh sel a maximum Jimil, in the aggregate, to their profits, írrespective 
of the productíon of surplus value (given by C' - C). Note, however, as the 
Kaleckians generally raíl to do, beca use they abstraet from the production 
process, that the reverse ís also true: ir sufficient surplus value eannol be 
produced then capitalist investment plans will be frustrated. 

State expenditure can also be taken into account, on Kalecki's argument, 
so long as sorne assumptíon is made concerning the incidenee of taxation. 
On the supposítíon that workers bear none of the burden, (5.2) can be 
rewritten as 

Net Profits + Taxes Capitalists' Consumption + Investment + 
Government Expenditure (5.3) 

or 

Net Profits = Capítalísts' Consumption + Investment + (Governmenl 
Expendíture míflus Taxes) (5.3a) 

Thus, where effective demand would otherwise be inadequate, a budget 
defieit will inerease net profits and encourage the production of surplus 
value. This, however, as sumes that there is no 'crowding-out' of prívate 
expenditure; Ihat ¡s, ít assumes that eapítalisls do nol reaet to lhe expanding 
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role of the state by reducing investment, as the anti·Keynesian Marxists 
rnaintain. Thus everything depends upon the determinants of investment. for 
which (as we have seen) neither Marx nor Keynes provides a satisfactory 
explanation. Subject to this very important qualification, a Kaleckian 
reformulation does provide the basis for an integration of Marxian and 
Keynesian Iheoryso in which the realisation of surplus value depends upon 
the level of effective demando quite ir respective of problems in the produc
tion of surplus value, The response of Marxian economists to the Great 
Depressíon would have been much more credible ir such a reformulatíon had 
been a vaila ble to them then (see Chapter 1 abo ve). 

V Conclusion 

With hindsight il can be seen that (he General Theory was more of a 
watershed for Marxian polítical economy (han for bourgeoís economics. To 
a large extent the 'Keynesían Revolution' in orthodox economics was 
stillborn, any radicalism in Keyncs's conclusions being firsl slifled by a 
synlhesis with neoclassica! Iheory, and then swamped by a neoclassical 
counter-revolution. Both processes were aided by Keynes's own continued 
adherence to orthodox microeconomics and by the confinement of his 
analysis to the short-run. 51 

The real importance of Keynes's ideas for Marxism. however. became 
clear only once they had been reworked for the long run, and in the context 
of Sraffa's rehabilitation of c1assical polítical economy.52 These develop
ments, which too k place in the 1950s and 1 960s, are discussed in Chapters 13 
and 15 below. Among the Marxists. however, there was very soon a geeat 
divide, wíth many regarding a Kalecki-Sraffa versíon of Marxism as nothing 
more than 'Ieft Keynesíanísm·. Instead they emphasised the methodological 
distinctiveness of Marx's economic thought, the pivotal role of production 
as distinct from exchange. and the overridíng importance of the falling rate 
of profit, and took up an explicitly anti-Keynesían stance. The gulf between 
these two schools wídened, and al50 included value theory, wíth the 'Ieft 
Keynesíans' and Kaleckians beíng much readier Ihan their opponents to 
abandon the labour theory of value in the face of the many problems which 
arose with il. These theoretícal conflicts will be encountered in several of ¡he 
foJlowillg chapters, and especially in Chapters 14 and 15. 

Notes 

l. M. Bleaney. Tlle Rúe alld FaJl o/ Keynesiall Ecol!omics (London. MacmilJan. 
1986). Chs 1-2; J. Robinson, Eco/lOm/, Phílosophy (Harmondsworth: Penguin. 
1964); Robínson, Ecol/om!c Heresies (London: Macmillan, 1971): see also eh 15 
below. 



106 The Long Boom 

2. Kurt Mandelbaum and Friedrich Pollock, writing under ¡he join¡ pseudonym of 
'Erich Baumann', regarded Keynes's attack on 'classical economics' as the 
twentieth-century equivalent of J .S. MiIl's recantalion of the wage-fund theory 
in 1869: E. Baumann, 'Keynes's Revision der Liberalislischen Nationalokono
mie', Zeitschrift für Sozialforschung, 5, 1936, p. 384 

3. 1.M. Keynes, The General Theory of Employmenl, Money and Imerest (London: 
Macmillan, 1936), p. 3n. 

4. Ibid, pp. 32, 355. On Douglas, see H.I. Dutton and l.E. King, ' HA Private, 
Perhaps, bUI nol a Major ... ": Ihe Receplion of C.H. Doug1as's Social Credil 
Ideas in Brilain, 1919-1939', Hisrory of Política! Economy, 16, 1986, pp. 259-79; 
on Gesell see H.T.N. Gaitskell, 'Four Monetary Heretics', in G.D.H. Cole (ed.), 
Whal Everyone WanlS lo Know AboUl Money (London: Gollancz, 1933), pp. 385-
401. 

5. M.H. Dobb, 'Random Biographical Notes', Cambridge Journal of Economics, 2, 
1978, p. 117. 

6. 1.M. Keynes, 'The End of Laissez-Faire' (1926), in Keynes, Collected Works, 
volume IX (London: Macmillan for the Royal Economic Society, 1972) 
(hereafter CW), p. 285; cf. his review of Trotsky's Where 15 Britain Going? 
(1926 in CW, X (1972», pp. 63-7. 

7. Editorial nOle in CW, XIII (1973), p. 420; Keynes's essay on Malthus in CW, X 
(1972), p. 91n.; and the editorial note in ibid, p. 71, dating this lo 1933. 

8. Keynes, 1933 draft oflhe General Theory in CW, XXIX (1979), pp. 81 and 81n. 
On Hobson see 1.E. King, Economic Exiles (London: Macmillan, 1988), Ch. 6; 
on Foster and Catchings, see J. Dorfman, The Economic Mind in American 
Civilisalion, volume 4 (New York: Viking Press, 1959), pp. 338-51. 

9. On which see DUllon and King, 'A Prívate', pp. 272-4. 
10. Keynes, 'Mr. Keynes Replies to Shaw' (1934), in CW, XXVIII (1982), pp. 30-5; 

'Poverty in Plenty: is the Economic System Self-AdjustingT (l934), in CW, XIII 
(1973), p. 488. 

11. Keynes to G.B. Shaw, 2 December 1934 and 1 lanuary 1935, in CW, XXVIII 
(1982), pp. 38, 42; ef. D.K. Foley, 'Say's Law in Marx and Keynes', Cahiers 
d'Économie Politique, 10-11, 1986, pp. 183-94. 

12. L. Corey, The Decline of American Capiralism (London: 10hn Lane The Bodley 
Head, 1935), pp. 188-90,214-16; ef. Ch. 1, seclion n, above. 

13. E. Lederer, 'Commentary on Keynes', Social Research, 3, 1936, pp. 478-87. On 
Lederer see R.A. Diekler, 'Lederer, Emil (1882-1939)', in J. Eatwell, M. Milgate 
and P. Newman (eds), The Ne ... Pa/grave: A Diclionary of Economics, volume 3 
(London: Macmillan, 1987), pp. 157-8. 

14. Ibid, p. 487. Very similar points were raised by the then Social Democrat A.L. 
Rowse in his Mr Keynes and Ihe Labour Movement (London: Macmillan, 1936), 
pp. 12-13, 17,56-61. 

15. Baumann, 'Keynes's Revision', pp. 384-403. 
16. Ibid, p. 403. 
17. J. Darrell, The Economic Consequences of Mr. Keynes', Science and Society, 1. 

1937, pp. 194-211. 
18. E. Roll, 'The Decline of Liberal Economics', Modern Quarterly, 1, 1938, pp. 78-

90. 
19. 1. Slrachey, 'Mr.l.M. Keynes and the Falling Rate ofProfit', Modern Quarlerly, 

1, 1938, pp. 337-47. See also N. Thompson. 'John Strachey: the Making and 
Unmaking of an English Marxist, 1925-40', in D.E. Moggridge (ed.), Perspec
¡ives on lile Hisrory of Economic Thoughl. Vo/ume 3 (Aldershot: Edward Elgar, 
1990), pp. 103-16. 



Marx and Keynes 107 

20. Ibid, p. 340. 
21. J.D. Wilson, 'A Note on Marx and the Trade Cycle', Review o/ Economic 

SlUdies, 5, 1938, pp. 107-13; Fan-Hung, 'Keynes and Marx on the Theory of 
Capital, Accumulation, Money and Interes!', Review o/ Economic Sludies, 7, 
1939, pp. 28-41, reprinled in D. Horowitz (ed.), Marx and Modern Economics 
(London: McGibbon & Kee, 1968), pp. 117-37; E.E. Ward, 'Marx and Keynes's 
General Theory', Economic Record, 15, 1939, pp. 152-67; O. Lange, 'Marxian 
Economics and Modern Economic Theory', Review o/ Economic Sludies, 2, 1935, 
pp. 189-201. 

22. Dobb, 'Random Notes', p. 119; A. Robinson, 'Keynes and His Cambridge 
Colleagues', in D. Patinkin and J.e. Leith (eds), Keynes, Cambridge and the 
'General Theory' (London: Macmillan, 1937), p. 27. 

23. Dobb, review of Keynes's Trealise, Cambridge Review, 28 November 1930, 
reprinted in E. Homberger, W. Janeway and S. Schama (eds), The Cambridge 
Mind: Ninely Years o/Ihe 'Cambridge Review' (London: Cape, 1970), pp. 44-ó; 
Russian Economic Developmenl Since the RevolUlion (London: Routledge, 1928), 
p. xii; Dobb, 'Employrnent And Unemployrnent' (a review or Joan Robinson's 
lntroduction To The Theory O/ Employment), Cambridge Review, 28 January 
1938, pp. 213-14; Dobb, 'An Economisl From Poland' (review of Kalecki's 
Essays In The Theory o/ Economic Fluctuations), Daily Worker, 22 March 1939; 
Dobb, Political Economy and Capitalism (London: Routledge, 1937; 2nd edn, 
Roulledge & Kegan Paul, 1940). We are grateful to Noel Thompson and 
espeeially to Brian PolJitt for information coneerning Dobb's attitude lO the 
General Theory. 

24. J. Robinson, Essays in rhe Theory o/ Employment (London: Macmillan, 1937), 
pp. v and 246-55; Robinson, 'Marx on Unemployment', Economic Journal, 51, 
1941, pp. 234-48; Robinson, An Essay on Marxian Economics (London: 
Macmillan, 2d edn, 1966: firsl published 1942), p. vi. 

25. Robinson, Essays, pp. 246-55. 
26. M.e. Howard and J.E. King, The Polilical Economy o/ Marx (Harlow: 

Longman, 1985), 2d edn, pp. 209-14. 
27. Robinson, Essay, ch. HI and V. 
28. Robinson, 'Marx on Unemployrnent', pp. 236, 246. 
29. Ibid, p. 240; er. M. Kalecki, Essays in rhe Theory o/ Economic Fluclualions 

(Londan: Allen & Unwin, 1939), p. 45. 
30. Robinson, 'Marx on Unemployrnent', p. 248. 
31. Robinson, Essay, Chs III and V. 
32. Ibid, pp. 49-51. 
33. Ibid, pp. 34, 62, 80-1. 
34. H. Smith, 'Marx and ¡he Trade Cycle', Review o/ Economic Studies, 4, 1937, pp. 

192-204. 
35. S.S. Alexander, 'Me. Keynes and Mr. Marx', Review o/ Economic SlUdies, 7, 

1940, pp. 123-35. 
36. L.R. Klein, 'Theories or EITective Demand and Employment', Journal o/ 

Polirieal Economy 55, 1947, pp. 108-32, reprinted in Horowitz, Marx, 
pp. 138-75. 

37. S. Tsuru, 'Keynes Versus Marx: The Methodology of Aggregates', in K. 
Kurihara (ed.), Post Keynesian Economics (New Brunswick, NJ: RUlgers 
University Press, 1954), pp. 320-44, reprinled in Horowitz, Marx, pp. 176-
202; A.E. Ott, 'Marx and Modern Growth Theory', German Economic Review, 
10,1967, pp. 189-95; W. Krelle, 'Marx as a Growth Theorist', German Economic 
Revíew,9, 1971, pp. 122-33; T.P. Lianos, 'Domar's Growth Model and Marx's 



108 T/¡e Long Boom 

Reproduetíon Scheme', Joumal 01 Macroeconomics, 1, 1979, pp. 405-12; eL E.S. 
Domar, Essays in the Theory 01 Economic Growth (New York: Oxford Univers¡¡y 
Press, 1957), Ch. IX., and Ch. 15 of volume I of ¡his book. 

38. D, Dillard, 'Keynes and Marx: a Cenlenary Appraisal', Joumal 01 Post
Keynesian Economics, 6, 1984, pp. 421-32; eL P. Kenway, 'Marx, Keynes and 
the Possibility of Crisis', Cambridge Joumal 01 Econornics, 4, 1980, pp. 23-36; C. 
Sardoni, Marx and Keynes on Economic Recessions: Tlle Theory 01 Unemploy
ment and Effective Dernand (Brighton: Wheatsheaf, 1987), 

39. P. Burke!!. 'Dillard on Keynes and Marx: Commenl', Joumal 01 Post-Keynesian 
Economics, 8, 1986, pp, 623-31; eL D. DiIlard, 'DiIlard on Keynes and Marx: 
Rejoinder', Joumal 01 Pos/-Keynesian Economics, 8, 1986, pp. 632-..{i. 

40. Keynes, Essays in Persuasio/!, in CW, IX (1972), p. vii; cf. his comments on 
Trotsky, cited in n.6 aboye. 

41. P.M. Sweezy, 'John Maynard Keynes', Science and Society, 10, 1946, pp. 398-
405, reprinted in Sweezy, The Present as HiSlOry (New York: Monlhly Review 
Press. 1953). pp, 253-{í2, On Hilferding. see Ch. 5 of volume 1 of Ihis book, 

42. M,H. Dobb, 'Fui! Employment and Capitalism' (1950), in Dobb, 0/1 Economic 
Theory and Socialísrn (London: Roulledge & Kegan Paul, 1955), pp. 21 
Dobb, T/¡eories 01 Value and DiSfribufion Since Adam Smith (Cambridge: 
Cambridge Uníversity Press, 1973), p. 225; er, J.M. Gíllman, 'An Evaluation 
of John Maynard Keynes', Science and Society, 19, 1955, pp, 107-33, and M.A. 
Lebowitz. 'The Curren! Crisis of Economic Theory', Science and Socie/y, 37, 
1973-4, pp. 38S-4()3. 

43. M. Kalecki, 'Polítical Aspects of Full Employment', Political Quarterly, 14, 
1943. pp. 322-31, reprinted in E.K. Hunl and J.G, Schwarlz, (eds). A Critique 01 
Economic Theory (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1972). pp. 420-30, 

44. See Dobb, 'FuI! Employmenl', p. 224 and Ch. 1, section II, aboye. 
45. p, Mauiek, Marx and Keynes: (he Lirnils 01 rhe MLr:ed Economy (London: 

Merlin, 1971), and Ch. 16 of volume 1 of lrus book, 
46. B. Fine and L. Harrís, Re-Reading Capital (London: Macmillan, 1979), and G. 

Pillíng, The Crisis 01 Keynesian Econornics (Beckenham: Croom Helm 1986), 
47. Tbe parallels befe with conservative writers such as Bacon and Eltis are conceded 

by Pilling, Crisis. p, 131 (see R. Bacon and W. Eltis, Brilain's Econornic Problem: 
Too Few Producers. London, Macmillan, 1976). 

48, M, Kaleckí, 'The Marxian Equations of Reproduction and Modern Economies'. 
Social Science lnlorrnation 7, 1968, pp. 7.3-9, reprinted in lB. Foster and H. 
Szlajfer (eds), Tlle Faltering Ecol/omy (New York: Mon!hly Revíew Press, 1984), 
pp. 1 59-{í6; eL 1. Sleindl, Maturity and Stagna/ion in American Capitalism (New 
York: Monthly Review Press, 1976; fírSI published 1953), pp. 236-9; P. Erdos. 'A 
Contribution to the Crítieism of Keynes and Keynesianísm" in J,G. Schwartz 
(ed,J, Tlle Sub/le Anatom)' olCapilalisrn (Santa Moniea, Cal.: Goodyear, 1977), 
pp. 232-54; and M, Sebastianí (ed), Kalecki's Relevance Today (London: 
Macmillan, 1989), pp. 164-90. 206-19. 

49. J.M. Keynes, A Treatise On Money, vol. 1, in CW, V, p, 125; tbe parable is found 
in 1 Kings 17, vv. 12-16 

50, For a discussion of lhe wider relationship between Kakcki and Marx see M. 
Sawyer, Tlle Econornics 01 Michal Kalecki (London: Macmillan, 1985), Ch. 8. 

5!. J. Robinson, 'What Has Become of ¡he Keynesían Revolu!lOnT. in Robinson. 
Collecled Economic Papers, volume V (Oxford: Blackwell, 1979), pp. 168-77; 
R.E. Lucas, Sludies i/l Business Cycle Tlleory (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT Press, 
1981); eL Dobb, T/¡eories, pp. 214-5. 

52. Sardoni, Marx and Keynes. 



6 
Monopoly Capital 

1 Introduction 

As we saw in Chapter l. four broad types of crisis theory were used by 
Marxian economists to explain the Great Depression: disproportionality. 
overaccumulation, the falling rate of profit, and underconsumptionism. Of 
these, disproportionaJíty soon lost al! influence and overaccumulation fel! 
out of favour for several decades. The other two theories were, however, 
ínvoked artee 1945, both lO account foe Ihe 'long boom' and lo demonslrate 
that it could not last índefinitely. One school of post-war writers claimed 
that the tendency for the rate of profit to decline had been in abeyance 
because of the temporary strength of various counter-acting tendencíes, but 
would eventuaUy reassert ilself and put an end lo sustained prosperity. This 
had been very much a minority viewpoint before the Second World War, but 
by tbe 19605 il was probably accepted by the majority of Marxian 
economists, al least in Europe. The second line of argument, relying on 
underconsumptionist ideas, was much more influential in North America. 
where the analysis of 'monopoly capital' maíntained that aggregate demand 
had been stimulated after the war by wasteful (for example, military) 
expenditures. For Paul Baran, Paul Sweezy and their followers, capitalism 
was not merely prone to stagnation and crisis; it was also, and íncreasíngly. 
devoting its productive power to írrational uses. 

This part of the book is organised as follows. The present chapter 
examines the theory of monopoly capital, assessing both its formal validity 
and íts explanatory power. Then in Chapter 7 we provide a critical history of 
the falling rate of prollt theory from 1883. In both chapters we concentrale 
on theoretical developments up to the end of the 'long boom' - Ihat is, 
roughly up to 1973 - leavíng detailed treatment of subsequent controversíes 
to Chapter 16 in the final part of Ihe book. We conclude this part, in 
Chapter 8, with a discussion of the relationship between afms spending and 
the post-war economic performance of Western capitalism. 
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n The Origins of Monopoly Capital 

Before ¡he Grea! Depression Marxian economics had very little influence in 
the United States. Class consciousness was very much weaker than in 
Europe, the labour movement more opportunistic, and the universities 
possibJy even more conservative and intolerant of radical ideas. The reaction 
to the Bolshevik Revolution was also more draconian in North America, 
strengthening the already powerful forces of intellectual and politica! 
conformity. The institutionalist Thorstein Veblen, a trenchant critic of 
capitalist mores, did act as something of a conduit for the transmission of 
socialist ideas. But, apart from Louis Boudin's The Theorerica{ System of 
Karl Marx (a distinguished but largely exegelical work published in 1907), no 
specifically Marxian text of any significance appeared in the US before Lewis 
Corey's writings on cnsis theory in the mid-1930s. 1 

Corey was largely self-taught, an activist rather than an academic. His 
work was marred by eclecticism, and he soon renounced Marxism altoge
ther2 Pau\ Sweezy pro ved to be a much more important figure. Trained at 
Harvard and the London School of Economics, the young Sweezy was the 
author of a thesis on the economic history of the British coal industry and a 
number of articles in mainstream professional journals. He had begun as an 
orthodox 'classical' economist (in the Keynesian sense), accepting the 
validity of Say's Law, supporting wage cuts 10 reduce unemployment and 
revealing considerable mathematícal talent in justifying this stand. 3 By 1938-
9 Sweezy had changed his position and become signiticantly more radical. 
arguing now both that employment was determined by product demand and 
that oligopoly implied a discontinuous labour demand curve with zero wage
elasticity over the relevant range; wage cuts would thus fail to stimulate a 
recovery in employment. This conc\usion was a corollary of his celebrated 
analysis of the kinked demand curve.4 

Precisely when Sweezy can be said to ha ve become a Manist is a little 
undear. His contemporary, Lone Tarshis, recalls him first as 'an ardent and 
belligerent defender of Hayek' and then, in 1937, as a firm Keynesían. In the 
following year Sweezy's name appeared as co-author of the highly influentíal 
tract, An Economic Program for American Democracy, which was 'a 
presentation of the Keynes of the General Theory in New Deal American 
garb,.5 Sweezy's own recollections are different: '1 returned to the United 
Sta tes [in 1933] after my year at the London School a convinced but very 
ignorant Marxist', he wrote in 1981.6 Nothing Sweezy publíshed in the 
1930s, however, marked him out as anything olher than a very competent 
and original Keynesian. His underconsumptionism must also have owed 
something to ¡he English radical writer l.A. Hobson, whose work he praised 
in a book revíew in 1938 7 In addition, Sweezy's critical attitude towards 
monopoly power is consistent with the posítion taken by many of his liberal 
and socíalist contemporaries Iike Stuar! Chase and Gardner Means.8 
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Al all events, Harvard was at this time a good place to learn Marxian 
economics. Graduate students included the Japanese Marxist, Shigeto 
Tsuru, and (after 1939) another of Sweezy's future collaborators, Paul 
Baran. Socialíst discussion groups proliferated. Among the professors were 
Joseph Schumpeter and Wassily Leontief, both of whom knew their Marx, 
and the less expert Edward S. Mason, who took on Sweezy as a teaching 
assistant for his course on the economics of socialism. Sweezy's lecture notes 
for this course formed the basis of his fírst important theoretical book, The 
Theory o/ Capitalist Development.9 Published in 1942, this remains even 
today olle of the best introductiolls to Marx's own economic thought, and 
al so contaílls the most comprehellsive survey in the English language of 
Mandan crisis theories up to the 1930s. As we saw in Chapler 1, Sweezy 
combined an overaccumulation analysis of cyclícal fluctuations with an 
undereonsumptionist theory of !he tendency to secular stagnation. It is the 
latter with whieh we are concemed here. since it was very c10sely connected 
with his notion of monopoly capital. 

Biography of 
Panl Sweezy 

Sweezy was born in New York City in 1910, the son of a Wall Street 
banker. He studíed at Harvard and the London Sehool of Eeonomies. 
returning to Harvard in 1933 as an instructor and graduate student. By 
1942, when he joíned the Office of Strategic Services as a researeher, 
Sweezy had completed a PhD thesis on the economic history of the 
Brítlsh coal trade, published a seminal artide on prlee determination 
under oligopoly, and written the influentiaI Theory o/ Capitalist 
Developmenr. At the end of the war Sweezy resigned from Harvard 
in anticipation of a refusal of tenure, alld subsequently fel! foul of 
McCarthyism in New Hampshire. Although he later held visitíng 
posítíons at Comell. Stanford, Yale alld other institulions, Sweezy's 
departure from aeademíc !ife pro ved to be permanent. In 1949, with 
Leo Huberman, he founded the joumal Monrhly Review, whích he has 
edited ever since. Sweezy í5 best known, however, for his long 
collaboration with Paul Baran, and aboye all for their best-selling 
book Monopoly Capital. 

In his analysis of stagnation Sweezy drew heavily upon Otto Bauer's 
formal model of undereonsumption, which ítself had close affinities with the 
growth model formulated índependently by the English Keynesian Roy 
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Harrod three years later, in 1939. The Bauer-Sweezy model is flawed, but 
the essence of the argument can be expressed quite simply. Consumption 
tends lo falJ as a proportion of total OUlput beca use capitalists do nol spend 
enough to maintain a constant savings ratio out of their rising profits, while 
workers (who spend everything they get) receive a declining income share. 
Hence, if al! savings are invested, the capital stock grows more rapidly than 
the output of consumer goods. The 'appropriate' capital stock - that which 
maximises profits - 1S closely related to Ihe level of consumptíon so Ihat, if 
accumulation threatens to run ahead of consumer spending, investment is 
curtaíled and profitable growth comes to an end. This, in a nutshell, is the 
Bauer-Sweezy model of underconsumption (criticisms are deferred until 
section IV below).IO 

Sweezy concluded that chronic depression was the normal stale towards 
which capitalism tended, subject only lo certain offsetting [actors, lnvest
ment might be increased by the establishment of new industries, like the 
railways in the mid-nineteenth century, and (less importantIy) by faulty 
investment which boosted demand without adding to prolHable productive 
capacity. Prívate consumption could be stimulated by population growth 
and the expansion of unproductive expenditures. Finally, state spending 
might rise. The hitherto most important counter.acting tendencies, Sweezy 
argued. had been the development of new industries alld the growth of 
population. Both had weakened considerably in recent decades, he main
tained, leaving unproductive consumption and demand creation by the state 
as the only significant barriers to underconsumption. Here Sweezy revealed 
the influence of Keynesian ideas and the work of his Harvard colleague 
Alvin Hansen, a late but enthusiastic convert to Keynes, whose well-known 
'stagnation thesis' emphasised decreasing population growth and a reduced 
rate of technical inl1ovation. 11 Although neither man features at all 
prominently in The Theory 01 Capitalist Developmenr, Sweezy's obituary 
tribute to Keynes has already been referred to (see Chapler 5, section IV), 
and as late as 1954 he was praising Hansen for ha víng stressed the 
exogenous causes of stagnation. 12 

For Sweezy, then, unproductíve consumptíon and state expenditure were 
the two principal checks to underconsumptlOn. There is relatively Hule in 
The Theory 01 Capitalísc Development on the economic. as opposed to the 
política!, theory of the state. 13 Sweezy's views on unproductive consump
tion, however, emerge very clearly from his discussion of monopoly capital. 
Like Hilferding and Lenin, whom he cites with approval, Sweezy is 
convinced that the growth of monopoly represents a new stage of capitalism 
in which - and here he strikes out on his own - the laws of motion of 
capitalíst development must be rethought. He agrees with Marx that 
monopolists' excess profits are won primaríly al the expense of other 
capitalists, and that this entails long-run differences in the rate of profit 
between different sectors of the economy. Marx's analysís of competitive 
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prices of production rested on the assumplion of an equal rale of profit in all 
industries. Under monopoly capitalism Ihis cannol be suslained. It follows 
Ihat there is no general law of monopoly price: all that can be said is Ihal 
output will be lower, and price higher, than in free competition. There are 
also macroeconomic consequences, Sweezy maintains, following the argu
menl (unknown to him) of the Soviet writer Evgeny Preobrazhensky: 
investment is lower, and the costs of distribution are higher. Since competi
tive capitalists are too small to influence markel price, their investment 
decisions reflect only the profits they expect to obtain from the newly
accumulated capital, ignoring any effect upon the capital they already 
employ. Monopolists, however, must also consider the effects of new 
inveslmenl upon Ihe profitability of their existing capital, which will be 
devalued by an increase in the industry's capacily and Ihe consequent faH in 
price. AII other things being equal, monopolists will invest less than 
competitive capitalists, thereby reducing effective demand and creating a 
tendency towards stagnation. Working against this is the increase In 

commercial and distributive expenditures, which raises demand for individ
ual monopolists and expands consumption (by reducing savings) for ¡he 
entire economy. Bul Ihese expenditures are unproduclive, and monopoly 
capital is therefore characterised by increasing levels of waste. 14 

This final conclusion had becn antícipated by both Preobrazhensky and 
Natalie Moszkowska,15 but in the case of Sweezy it reveals the influence of 
contemporary bourgeois theory. Product dífferentiation and selling costs 
were fundamental to Edward Chamberlin's model of 'monopolislíc compe
títion', first formulated in his 1926 doctoral thesis. though Chamberlin 
himself recoiled from theír radical (and especially their macroeconomic) 
implications. Both he and Joan Robinson. in her very similar analysis of 
'imperfect competition' in 1933, had suggested the likelihood of a market 
equilibrium in which capitalists would operate with excess capacity. which 
they would not find it profitable to eliminate through price reductions. 16 

Sweezy's argument concerning the lower leve) of investment in monopoly 
capltalism is really a dynamic extension of this proposition, since Cham
berlin-Robinson firms with excess capacity can meet increased demand 
without new investment. Certainly Sweezy was not the only economist, in 
the decade of the New Dea!. lo link monopoly power with macroeconomic 
stagnation. 17 

111 Enter Paul Baran 

In The n/eory o/ C apilalisT Del'elopmeJl/ Sweezy acknowledges the assistance 
of Paul Baran, who had arrived in the United Sta tes in 1939 and was to be 
Sweczy's foremost collaborator over the next quarter of a century. 18 Baran 
had acquired a thorough grounding in the Marxism of both the Second and 
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Third Internationals, first in his native Russia and then in Germany, where 
he had worked with Friedrich Pollock of the Frankfurt School. Baran's 
interests complemented those of Paul Sweezy in several ways. First there was 
his deep concern with problems of economic growth in backward areas. In 
his book Sweezy had denied that capital exports from the advanced 
countries would produce harmonious and balanced development in under
developed regions, but barely hinted at the theory of dependence and 
underdevelopment which Baran's work would later inspire (see Chapter 9 
below).19 Baran's second contribution was the knowledge of Critica! Theory 
which he had obtained during his time in Frankfurt. Far more than most of 
his Marxist contemporaries, Baran was concerned with the ratíonalíty of 
capitalism as a form of sociallife, not merely with its viability in a narrow 
economic sense. His influence made the theory of 'monopoly capital' les s 
economistic than it might otherwise have become, and gave Marxian 
political economy in North America an unusualIy powerful focus on the 
cultural and ideological dimensions of work, education and famíly Iífe.20 

Biography of 
Paol Baran 

Baran was born in Nikolaev on the Black Sea in December 1910, into a 
family of Polísh Jews; his father was a doctor. He was educated in 
Poland, Russia and Germany, where he was briefly a member of the 
Communist Party. After studying in Moscow under Preobrazhensky, 
Baran returned to Germany in 1928. Here he joined the Social 
Democratic Party, worked at the Frankfurt Institute as research 
assístant to Friedrich Pollock, and wrote a PhD under the supervision 
of Emíl Lederer. After 1933 Baran lived in París, Moscow, Vílna and 
London before emigrating to the United States in 1939. He studied at 
Harvard, where he began his long association with Paul Sweezy, and 
during the war worked with John Kenneth Galbraith on the US 
Strategic Bombing Survey. From 1949 until his death in March 1964 
Baran taught at Stanford University, where he occupied a lonely and 
uncomfortable position as the only avowedly Marxist professor of 
economics in the UnÍled Sta tes. 

Third, Baran augmented Sweezy's rather sketchy analysis of the capitalíst 
state. In a major essay on economic planning, published in 1952, he identífied 
six forms of government expenditure which might offset underconsumption. 
Four of them improved social services, overseas aid, investment in prod-
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uetíve enterprises, and direet eonsumption spending - would arouse business 
hostilíty, he claimed, because of the threat they posed to the dominance of 
capitalist ideology. For Baran only arms spending and unproductive civilian 
projects ('Ieaf raking') were immune to these objections. Henee planning 
could not render full employment consistent with peaceful, liberal·demo
cratÍC capitalism, as social democratic politicians believed. Apart from 
socialism, the altematives were a militaristic fascist regíme or the abandon
ment of fuI! employment, in order to 'keep labor in its place,.21 

Baran's final, and most important, contribution to the partnership with 
Sweezy was the concept of the economic surplus, which was at the heart of 
his book The Political Economy 01 GrolVth, published in 1957 (see Chapter 9 
below). Stríctly speaking, there are three distinct concepts: the planned, 
actual and potential surplus. The pianned surplus is the difference between 
the optimum output of a socialist economy and its optimum eonsumption, 
'optimum' being defined in terms of the 'considered judgement of a socialist 
community guided by reason and scienced2 lt is not relevant to capitalism, 
and bears no direct relation to the traditíonal Mandan noríon of surplus 
value. The actual surp/us is the difference between actual output and actual 
consumption; in a c10sed economy and ignoring the state it is equal to 
current saving, and is less than surplus value by an amount equa! to 
capitaJist consumption minus any saving by workers. It could in principie 
be calculated - in market prices rather than labour values from eonveo
tional natíonal income accounts.23 

Baran defines the potentíal surplus as 'the difference between the output 
that could be produced in a given natural and technological environment 
with the help of employable productive resources, and what might be 
regarded as essential eonsumption'. It has four components. The first is 
consumption by the upper class and part of the middle c1ass in excess of 
socially-defined acceptable mínimum standards. Then there is the output 
forgone because of the employment of unproductive workers: the makers of 
armaments, luxury artides and objects of ostentation, government and 
military officials, clergymen, lawyers, advertising agents, brokers, mer
chants and speculators. (The first and second categories overlap, raisíng 
the danger of double'counting,) Third comes the output lost by 'the 
irratíonal and wasteful organisation of the existing productive apparatus', 
including normal (that is, non-depressíon) excess capaeity, forgone econo
mies of scale, senseless product differentíatíon, and the suppressíon of 
technical advances to protect existing royalties and profits. Finally there is 
the output which is never produced because aggregate demand is ¡nade
quate. Baran's potential economíc surplus is thus a hybrid concept, relating 
both to existing capitalist reality and to his vision of a ralional socialist 
future. lts harnessing to useful purposes 'presupposes a more or less drastic 
reorganísatíon of the production and distribution of social output, and 
implies far-reaching changes in the structure of society,.24 
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In The Politica! Economy ofGroll'lh Baran makes no attempt to measure the 
potential surplus, refuses to speculate about its long-run tendency as a 
proportion of total output, and disposes of its relationship to conventional 
surplus value in a single footnote. (Unlike surplus value, potential surplus 
includes output lost through underemployment or misuse of productive 
resources, but excludes essential consumption by capitalists and essential 
outlays on public administration.) 25 The concept is, however, of crucial 
importance for his entire theoretical system in two ways. First, it offers a 
powerful tool for the critical analysis of existing non-socialist economic 
systems, both backward and advanced. If the potential surplus were to be 
realised, and channelled into socially productive activities, the rate of growth 
could be increased and unemployment reduced. Both the standard of living 
and the quality of life would be greatly lmproved. In fact 'waste' constitutes 
Baran's chief argument against monopoly capitalism in advanced countries, 
and it is defined by his concept of potential surplus. Second, the concept of 
poten ti al surplus allows a new and more defensíble formulatíon of under
consumption theory. Critics of underconsumptionísm had objected that nei
ther profits nor savings had increased as a proportion of national income, in 
the way that the theory seemed to require; instead both the savings ratio and 
the profit share had remained roughly constant for long penods. 26 This, Baran 
argued, was to confuse reality with potentiality. Realised profits, and actual 
savings, might not have increased in relation to income, but their potential 
magnitudes had indeed risen. The gap between them had been filled - that is, 
surplus had been absorbed -- by excess capacity and unproductive consump
tion. Growing waste was therefore the clearest possible evidence in support of 
underconsumptionism. Without it, stagnation and crisis would be evident. 27 

The Theol'y of Capitalist Development had ended on a relatively optimistic 
note, with Sweezy looking forward to the early victory of socialism in 
Western Europe and the possibility of a (longer) peaceful transition from 
capitalism in the United States. 28 Fifteen years on, The Political Economy of 
Growth offered an altogether gloomier prospecto Monopoly capital was 
hostile to full employment, on essentíally disciplinary grounds, and would 
resist the expansion of clvilian government spending. This made private 
waste and state expenditure on imperialist domination (especially 
armaments) the only significant outlets for the potential surplus. Baran 
concluded that the stability of the system was highly precarious in economic, 
polítical and mílitary terms. If stagnation was to be avoided, it could only be 
at the cost of McCarthyite hysteria and the constant threat of war. 29 

IV Monopoly Capital 

Most of the pieces for a theory of monopoly capital had now been 
assembled: underconsumption and the analysis of the monopoly enterprise 
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by Sweezy, pOlentíal surplus and constraints on state intervention by Baran. 
AU that remained for the Monopo/y Capila! jigsaw to be complete was the 
discovery of one missing component, later labelled 'the law of the rising 
surplus'. If it could be demonstrated that the potentíal surplus did have a 
clear tendency to increase over time, the case for a revised theory of 
underconsumption would be greatly strengthened. The history of advanced 
capítalism (at least in North Ameríca) could be rewritten, and it would be 
possible not only to explain the long boom after 1945 but also to predict its 
impending demise. 

The firsl hint of a law of risíng surplus carne in a paper published by 
Baran in 1959, soon followed by two artides jointly written with Sweezy, 
their firsl co-authored publications in over 20 years of collaboration. 30 They 
were a first draft of the core chapters of MOl/opo(v Capital, which finally 
appeared in 1966, two years after Baran's death and having taken almost 
exactly ten years from the first tentative outline to the date of publication. 31 

The book's starting-point is 'the giant corporation', which has replaced the 
individual capitalist as the prime mover in a system in which small business 
plays a purely passive role 32 For Baran and Sweezy (he corporation's 
incentive to maximise profits is every bit as strong as that of the traditional 
entrepreneur; the interests of both shareholders and management coincide in 
the quest for higher profits, which increase the size and strength of the firm 
and offer the greatest security and the best promotion prospects for its 
managers. The corporation does compete with its rivals but this competition 
does not take the form of price-cutting, since oligopolists recognise that this 
would be self-defeating. Price wars are replaced by tacit collusion, in whích 
priee and output levels are agreed on and approximate to those which a 
single monopolist would find most profitable. This 'joint profit maximisa
tion' model of price formation was derived, quite unashamedly, from 
contemporary microeconomic theory.33 

Vigorous competí tío n does continue, Baran and Sweezy suggest, but using 
such non-priee weapons as product differentiation, product innovation and 
selling costs. Monopoly capital does not so much retard innovation as 
prevent it from lowering prices. Since production costs continue to fall, while 
prices are fixed, protit margins widen. This is a microeeonomic law; at the 
mac¡oeconomic leve! it is rel1ected in the tendency for the surplus to rise. 
relatively as well as absolutely.J4 

In Monopo/y Capital Baran and Sweezy define ¡he surplus as 'the 
difference between what a society produces and the cost of producing ir. 
referring the reader to The Polítical Ecollomy ofGrol1'th for further detailsJ5 

In an Appendix they present Joseph Phillips's statistical estima tes. Phillips 
measures the surplus as the sum of property incomes, wasteful expenditures. 
government spending and costs resulting from 'the penetration of the 
productíon process by the sales effor!' (for example. the costs of unneces
sary model and design changes). This is neither the actual nor the potential 
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surplus defíned in Baran's book (it ditTers from the latter in making no 
attempt to allow for ourput forgone due to unemployment and excess 
capacity). Phillips's work has been heavily criticised, as we shall see in the 
following section. At present it is sufficient to record his condusion: between 
1929 and 1963 surplus rose from 46.9 per cent to 56.1 per cent of US GNP. 
By the latter year property incomes accounted for less than one-third of the 
total surplus. 36 

How t!lis rising surplus might be absorbed is a central question of 
Monopoly Capital. Neither capitalist consumption nor investment was up 
to the task, Baran and Sweezy concluded. Since a declining proportion of 
corporate profits was paid out in dividends, consumption by shareholders is 
of decreasing significance and the investment-seeking part of the surplus 
rises. Underconsumptionist considerations make it extremely unlikely that 
the ratio of investment to output can continually increase even if the 
incentive to invest were not weaker in monopoly than in competitive 
capitalismo Baran and Sweezy also reject Lenin's suggestion that capital 
exports to underdeveloped regions are ultimately surplus-absorbing. The 
United States was receiving more income from lts assets in poor countries 
than it invested there: surplus was being transferred, but in ahe wrong 
direction. 37 

This leaves selling expenses and expenditure by the state. Monopoly 
Capital is probably best known, among its non-Marxian readers, for ¡ts 
description of the 'Sales EtTor!' as an outlet for surplus: 

The function of advertising, perhaps its dominant function today, thus 
becomes that of waging, on behalf of the producers and seHers of 
consumer goods, a relentless war against saving and in favour of 
consumption. And the principal means of carrying out this task are to 
induce changes in fashion, create new wants, sea new standards of status, 
enforce new norms of propriety. The unquestioned success of advertising 
in achieving these aims has greatly strengthened its role as a force counter
acting monopoly capitalism's tendency to stagnalion and al the same time 
marked it as the chief architect of the famous 'American Way of Lifed8 

As for the sta te, ideological prejudice and opposition from prívate vested 
interests ensure that it is not civilian but military expenditure which 
domina tes the government's absorption of surplus. 39 The discussion of 
civilian spending in Monopoly Capital adds hule to that in Baran's book; 
its treatment of military expendilure will be discussed in the following 
chapter of this book. Baran and Sweezy conclude that the orthodox 
communist term 'sta te monopoly capitalism' is inappropríate, since the 
state is not an independent force and there has been no qualitative change in 
its economic role.4o 
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They argue that mono poi y capital dates from about 1870, with the 
emergence of the giant corporation as the dominant dynamic influence in 
the US economy, and the law of rising surplus can be detected from then 
onwards. Stagnation has been the normal state of monopoly capital, Baran 
and Sweezy maintain, except when it has been offset by world wars or by 
'epoch-making' innovations such as the railways (1870-1900) or the internal 
combustion engine (in the 1920s).41 The fírst really clear signs of stagnation 
can thus be found in the long depression of 1907-15, while the Great 
Depression of the 1930s should be seen 'not as the Grea t Exception but as 
the normal outcome of the workings of the American economic system'. 
After 1945 the expansion of the sales eITort and the unrelenting growth of 
rnilitary spending masked stagnationist tendencies which, by 1963, were 
coming increasingly to the fore. The end of the long boom was in sight.42 

Significantly the book does not end there. A chapter on racism provides a 
link between revolution in the underdeveloped Third World and margina
lised groups in the heartlands of capitalism (see Chapter 9 below). Following 
this, Baran and Sweezy go on to dissect the quality of life under monopoly 
capital. It has not satisfied human needs nor made people happy, they argue 
in a chapter which recaIls Marcuse and Galbraith no less than Marx. There 
is a crisis of values revealed in growing disorientation, apathy and despair, 
together with the continued survival of poverty and poor housing and the 
problems engendered by suburban sprawl and the collapse of public 
transport and education.43 Drawing heavily upon Critical Theory, the final 
chapter of Monopoly Capital assesses the rationality of the system. The giant 
corporation ensures that US society is rational in its parts, Baran and 
Sweezy suggest, but cannot prevent the increasing irrationality of the whole. 
Bourgeois ídeology is itself disintegrating, despite the infiltration of caIcula
lion and pretence into every sphere of daily life. People are more and more 
alienated al work, due lo Ihe dehumanising effects of the intensive division 
of labour to which they are subjected, and also in consumption, where even 
'Ieisure' has beco me a grind. The destructive hand of monopoly capital 
reaches deep into the personal realm to affect family life and sexual 
gratification.44 

The most important conclusion of al! is that, for Baran and Sweezy, the 
proletariat of the advanced capitalist countries can no longer be relied upon 
as the agent of social transformation: 

Industrial workers are a dimmishing minority of the American working 
c1ass, and their organised eores m ¡he basic industries have to a large 
extent been integrated into the system as consumers and ideologically 
conditioned members of the society. They are not, as the industrial 
workers were in Marx's da y, the system's special victims, though they 
suffer from its elementality and irrationality along with other c1asses and 
strata .- more than sorne, less than others. 
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Monopoly capital will be overthrown, if at all, by revolutionary war in the 
Third World (see Chapter 9 below).45 

V MOllopoly Capital sed its CrUics 

There ís a sízeable criticalliterature on Baran and Sweezy, dating from the 
publication of The Polítical Economy 01 Growth and continuing to the 
present day. Qne part of it c1aims tha! their methodology is un-Marxian, 
while the remainder points to substantive defects of theory and evidence. As 
lo the former, orthodox Marxists maintain that Monopoly Capital ignores 
the labour process and the determination of wages; stresses the realisation of 
surplus value rather than ils production, and is therefore 'Ieft Keynesian' 
rather than Marxian; replaces Marx's scientific concept of surplus value with 
the vague, ahistorícal and moralistic notíon of 'surplus'; says almost nothing 
about the working c1ass in the United States (and what it does say is 
distinctly unflattering); looks to the peasant masses of the Third World 
rather Ihan to the Western proletariat for revolutionary zeal; repudia tes the 
theory of the falling rate of profit; and abandons key elements of the 
Leninist analysís of imperialism. Above all, the labour theory of value plays 
no pan in Baran's and Sweezy's theory.46 

M uch of this is correet, though to show Ihat a proposition is inconsistent 
with Marx is of course irrelevant to its truth or falsity, Sweezy was to react 
to the last criticism by claiming that he and Baran had not rejected Marx's 
theory of value, but rather taken it for granted. In competitive capítalism 
labour values are transformed in lO priees of productíon, whíle monopoly 
capital requires a second transformation, from competitive to monopoly 
pnces. H was this process, understandably neglected by Marx, which 
Monopoly Capital had investigated.47 This rather lame defence brings to 
mind Samuelson's tongue-IO-cheek description of transformatíon as a 
process of erasure and replacement 48 Sweezy might have been better 
advísed to admit the irrelevance to monopoly capital of the labour theory 
of value. interpreted as a quantitative theory of priee determination, and to 
have defended instead the continuing signifíeanee of Marx's qualítative 
analysis of value as a theory of alienation and fetíshism 49 He had always 
emphasised this aspect of the theory, and it was equally consistent with 
Baran's sympathy for the Frankfurt School. 

To sorne extent Baran's and Sweezy's neglect of work and workers was 
later put right by Harry Braverman's Labor and Monopoly Capital, which 
will be considered shortly. Qur critical discussion of their treatment of 
surplus and surplus value also comes a little Jater in this section. Otherwise 
Sweezy was on firm ground, both methodologically and theoretically, in 
denying the charges of heresy. Marx's own materialist analysis of ideas 
requires that theory be amended as social realíty changes, so that there is 
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absolutely nothíng improper in recasting politica! economy for a new stage 
of capitalíst development. Moreover, those elements of traditíonal Marxian 
economícs discarded in M onopoly C apita'. especíally the falling rate of profit 
theory and Lenín's (reatment of capital exports, were among the weakest 
aspects of accepted theory, while underconsumptionism had a long and 
quite honourable pedigree in both the Second afid Third Internationals (see 
volume 1 of this book and Chapter 1 aboye). And who, in the period when 
Baran and Sweezy were writing, could seriously have expected a proletarian 
revolution to occur in the Uoited Sta tes? 

Quite apart from these 'fundarnentalíst' considerations, tbere are five 
substantive objectíons to lhe theory of monopoly capital which deserve to be 
taken seriously. They concern the valídíty of underconsumptíon theory in 
general; the conceptual and empirical status of the particular form which ít 
assumed in the 'Iaw of the rising surplus'; the lack of a theory of wages, and 
(he related issue of overaccumulation; the analysis of state expenditure: and 
(crucially) whether modern capitalísm actually ís monopolistic rather than 
competitive in nature. AH have a bearíng on Ihe really central question: can 
MonopoZI' Capital índeed accounl for lhe post-war boom and lIs eventual 
collapse? 

The central problem with any theory of underconsumption was exposed 
by Tugan-Baranovsky al lhe tum of the century: capitalism is driven by 
profil and no! by the consumptíon requirements of working people. Taken 
collectívely, capitalists are lo a very large extent their own customers, so lha! 
¡he demand for a particular type of producer-good often depends 011 the 
output of other types of producer-good: 'milis to produce milis to produce 
milis', in lhe familiar paraphrase of Tugan's argument (see volume L 
Chapter 9, of this book). In a capitalist econorny there is no obvious 
reason why the rallO of capital to consumption may not rise indefinitely, 
no maUer how absurd it may be from the viewpoint of a hypothetical, 
ratíonalIy planned, socialist order. One way of salvaging the conc1usions of 
underconsumption theory, however, was suggested by Sweezy's Harvard 
colleague, S. Domar. It il1volves replacing (he supposedly constan! 
relation between capital and consumption with an (empirically more 
defensible) constancy in the capital-output ratio. This. Domar pointed 
out, actually strengthens Sweezy's conclusions, sínce delicient effectíve 
demand may now result under sorne circumstances - even if there is no 
decline in the average propensity to consume while, if there is a tendency for 
the savings ratio to rise, demand-delicíency can be avoided only by an 
accelerating growth rate. 50 Whether Domar's modeI 1$ one of 'undercon
sumption' or not is a moot point, but the strong possíbility of stagnation or 
crisis which it reveals is surely what really matters. 

The second set of criticisms concerns the economic surplus and iis alleged 
tendency to rise, As we saw in the previous section, the concept of potential 
surpIus found in The Political Economy of Gro!!'!b is a tool of social critícism 
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and is only loosely related to Marx's notíon of surplus value. In Monopoly 
Capilal a less ambitious definition is offered, and it can be argued that 'the 
difference between what a society produces and the cost of producing it' is 
actually very close to Marxian surplus value, allowing for the fact that the 
employment of unproductive labour represents the absorption of surplus 
value and does not contribute to its creation. 51 The precise demarcation 
between productive and unproductive labour, however, remains extremely 
controversia!. Baran and Sweezy were criticised in particular for treatíng a1l 
state spending as unproductive or surplus-absorbing, and ignoring the 
productive necessity of many sta te functions. 52 Further objections have 
been raísed agaínst Phillips's techniques of measurement because of his 
use of price rather than value magnitudes, his confusion of output and 
income definitions of the surplus, and the double-counting which is 
involved 53 None of these flaws is fatal. Most were corrected in a very 
careful study by E.N. Wolff in 1977, which found the 'adjusted rate of 
surplus value' (a close proxy for Baran's and Sweezy's surplus as a share of 
GNP) lo have risen appreciably in the 20 years after 1947, largely as a result 
of the growth in unproductive activi ty54 

The problem, as liberal critics have never failed to note, is that there was 
Jittle or no evídence of stagnation in this periodo Neither unemployment nor 
the degree of excess capacity was on a clearly rising trend, and the rate of 
economic growth, although slower than in Western Europe and Japan, 
remained quite respectable. 55 The obvious conclusion is that surplus 
absorption proved less difficult than Baran and Sweezy supposed. 

This is reinforced by a consideration of the third objection to ¡he theory of 
monopoly capital. In The Theory o/ Capitalist Development Sweezy had 
explained crises in terms of a falling rate of exploitation near the top of Ihe 
boom, due lo the rise in real wages as unemployment fell (see Chapter 1 
aboye). Nothing of this sort is to be found in Monopoly Capital, where there 
is no Iheory of wages al a1l. This gives rise to the question whether 
'overaccumulation', discussed by Sweezy in his earlier book, might not 
beco me a semi-permanent feature of an economy in which the forces 
working against stagnation had become so strong. 56 Even Harry Braver
man's Labor and Monopoly Capilal, with its impressive but rather one-sided 
emphasis on the subJeetion of the American worker under Taylorist 
'scienlific management', conlribuled very hule lo the theory of wages, and 
left open the possibilily that rising real wages mighl be a major form of 
surplus absorption. 57 

Weaknesses in Monopoly Capital's trealment of the state added to these 
doubls aboul the validity of the underlying theoretical analysis. At least one 
Marxist reviewer found the supposed limits to the growth of military 
spending quite implausible$& Other critics complained that Saran and 
Sweezy had greatly exaggerated the obstacles lO expanding civilian govern
ment expenditure, much of whích was in faet essential, under late-twentieth 
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century conditions, for the profitable accumulation of priva te capital. 59 

Several objected, too, to what loan Robinson described as Baran's 
'slapdash' treatment of public finance, with its quite unconvmcing denial 
that budget deficits resulting from tax cuts could significantly stimulate 
effectíve demand in the long run.60 

In sorne ways, however, the most damaging charge against Baran and 
Sweezy was that they had totally mis-specified the nature of contemporary 
capitalism, which remained (and remains) fiercely competitive. According to 
some critics, Monopoly Capital had grossly overstated the degree to which 
the giant corporation was insulated from competitive pressure upon its 
prices and protit margins. Mere size does not give monopoly power, in view 
of the multi-product character of most huge enterprises. There is great scope 
for both potential and actual 'cross-entry' into one industry by corporations 
from another which possess relevant expertise and adaptable excess produc
tive capacity.61 A second consideration must be taken into account here. The 
'degree of monopoly' in many industries should be measured on a global 
rather than a purely national sea le, given the post-war liberalisation of trade 
and capital flows, and the continuous and growing pressure of international 
competition.62 On these arguments 'monopoly capital' is an ¡Ilusion. 

VI An Assessment 

There is much to be said for the third, fourth and fifth criticisms of the 
theory of monopoly capital, concerning wages, the state and ¡he degree of 
international competition. With hindsight it is evident that the ideas of 
Baran and Sweezy were very much a product of their time and place. 
Writing in the United Sta tes of the 1950s and early 1960s, they viewed 
American capitalism as the minor in which all other capitalist countries 
could see their future, jusI as Marx had used Britain (and Hilferding, 
Germany) as a paradigm.63 A few cootemporaries were uneasy about this 
vision, which so c1early reflected US ecooomic dominance in the immediate 
aftermath of the Second World War. David Horowitz regretted 'a tendency 
in [Monopoly Capital] lO rely too heavily 00 the US as ¡he archetypal 
monopoly capitalist society, and to ignore the interdependeocies of the 
international system', while Maurice Dobb doubted the relevance of the 
book to WeSlern Europe and James O'Connor went so far as to ask, 'does 
the US show Gaullist France the future, or is it the other way round?,64 

By the early 1970s this question was beginning lO appear Jess impertinent, 
as the United Sta tes was reduced from its former ecooomic supremacy to 
being merely ¡he first among equals in a world of open, competitive, statified 
and ioflationary capitalist economies with intermitteotly troublesome labour 
movements. It is thus hardly surprising that Monopoly Capital had so little 
influence in Western Europe, where an alternative tradition of mono poI y 
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capital theory had developed under the influence of Michal Kalecki and 
Josef Steind1.65 This European school, represented in the 1980s by writers 
such as Keith Cowling and Malcolm Sawyer, offers an analysis which is 
much more rigorous than that of Baran and Sweezy, but also less obviOusly 
informed by a conception of historical materialismo For this reason it is best 
characterised as post-Keynesian ratber than Marxian in nature66 

Once the long boom faltered, most North American Marxists turned away 
from Monopoly Capital, and from underconsumption theory more generally, 
to alternative sources of crisis theory. Only in two respects did the ideas of 
Baran and Sweezy have a more permanent impact upon Marxian economics 
throughout the world. This was In their treatment of annaments expendi
ture, which is discussed in Chapter 8 below, and in their theory of under
development in the Third World, which is considered in Part UI. 
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7 
The Falling Rate of Profit 

1 The Falling Rate of Profit: 1883-1918 

There is a simple justification for beginning a chapter on modern problems 
with an account of earlier developments. Almost all the central issues in the 
theory of the falling rate of profit had been raised, and not a few al so 
resolved, before 1945. Apparently unknown to most of the participants, 
many post·war controversies thus involved hUle more than a reworking of 
debates which had taken place in previous decades. 1 Two central questions 
can be detected in the early literature, both with a bearing on recent 
contentions. First, is the theory Jogically valid, yielding a determínate 
prediction concerning the long-run tendency of the rate of profit? Second, 
does it provide a basis (or even ¡he basis) for a coherent Marxian theory of 
crisis? Two further questions - has the profit rate actually declined, and if so, 
why? - were somewhat neglected. 

Marx wrote at length on the general rate of profit in Part III of the third 
volume of Capital. His argument can be expressed in simple algebra. The 
economy-wide organic composition of capital can be written as k = e/v, the 
ratio between aggregate constant and aggregate variable capital; the rate of 
exploitation is e = s/v, the ratio of total surplus value to total variable 
capital. The profit rate is r = s!(c + v). Dividing both sides of this fraction 
by v, and making the appropriate substitutions, we have r = e¡(k + 1). The 
rate of profit thus increases as e rises, and falls wíth increases in k. In a 
nutshell, Marx argues that in the 'modern industry' or 'machinofacture' 
stage of capitalist development k tends to inerease more rapidly than any rise 
in e. Despite the operaríon of several 'counler-acting tendeneies', the rale of 
profit must eventually decline. Thls is associated - precisely how, Marx is 
unclear - with a tendency ror cyclical crises to beco me more severe. 2 

There were good reasons why Marx published his theory of the falling rate 
of profit along with his analysis of the transformation of labour values into 
prices of production, since the general profit rate is determined simultan
eously with prices of production (see Chapters 12-14 below). But even 
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before the appearance of volume III in 1894, the theory was proving 
controversiaL One of the eotrants in ahe 'Prize Essay Competitioo', George 
C. Stiebeling, incurred the wrath of Engels by suggesting that higher organic 
compositions were associated with higher rates of exploitalion, so that the 
rate of profit might remain constant as the organic composition rose. 
Stiebeling cited cross-sectional data from ahe US industrial census in 
support of his argument, but the faults in his analysis were very serious. 3 

Less easily brushed aside were the arguments, published independently in 
1899, of Benedetto Croce and Mikhail Tugan-Baranovsky. Croce, writing in 
Italian, pointed out that technical progress entailed an ¡ncrease in (he 
productivity of labour and hence a celeris paribus reduction in the value 
of constant capital. This, he asserted, would produce an increasing, oot a 
decreasing, rate of profit. Tugan-Baranovsky's argument was similar, 
stressing the effects of technical change botb in cheapening the elements 
of constant capital and in raising the rate of exploitation. But whereas Croce 
had left open the implications of a risíng profit rate, Tugan concluded both 
that oue limb of Marx's crisis theory was ínvalíd and that the Marxian 
theory of exploitation ítseif had been destroyed 4 If the profít rate did in rae! 
fall, it would be for reasons other than those relied upon by Marx, such as 
the growth of real wages, cuts in the length of the working day, an ¡nerease 
in rent, or a rise in the burden of taxation on profits. 5 Tugan's critique, 
however, leaves a lot to be desired. His numerical examples are extremely 
difficult to follow, since he repeatedly confuses physical quantities and value 
magnitudes, and Ibere ís no general, algebraic treatment ofthe problem. His 
assumption of an equal organic compositíon of capital in the different 
departments also means that his analysis is logically confined to a one-sector 
economy. And, as Ladislaus von Bortkiewicz soon noted, Tugan had 110t 
disproved any connection between the organíc compositíon and the profit 
rate; he had merely showo that Marx's argument concerning this connectíon 
was invalíd 6 

However, Bortkiewícz himself agreed with Tugan's conclusions, which he 
tried to establish rigorously. InnovalÍons ínvolving the mechanísation of 
processes previously carríed out by hand will only be used by capitalists, 
Bortkiewicz argued, if they raise the general rate of profit. Marx's error was 
to make his capitalists calculate in values rather ¡han prices. Improvements 
in exístíng processes of production will again be introduced only if the profit 
rate rises. A falling rate of profit requires a decline in productivíty in al least 
one sector, or an increase in real wages (which is not what Marx argued). 
According to Bortkiewicz, Marx had concluded otherwise because he 
neglected the impact of productivity growth on the rate of exploitation 7 

It was to be many years before any Marxist came to grips with 
Bortkíewicz's intricate mathematical mode!. Tugan '5 argument however, 
was much more accessible although, somewhat suprisingly, the German 
revisionists made nothing of it, and it was ¡he more orthodox who alone 
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responded. In an early review of Tugan's first book, Karl Kautsky defended 
Marx on the grounds that he had airead y allowed for the effects of 
productivity growth on the organic composition of capital. Tugan's numer
kal example was valid, Kautsky claimed, only in the special case where !he 
value of constan! capital did nol exceed tha! of variable capitaL In any case, 
Tugan was guilty of a fallacy of composition: innovations might be 
profitable for an individual capitalist and yet reduce the rate of profit for 
capitalísts as a whole. Though he was quick to defend Marx's analysis, 
however, Kautsky's theory of crisís was underconsumptionist and quite 
independent of any tendency for the rate of profit to decline.8 In Ihis 
Kautsky was typical of his Mandan contemporaries. Even Louis Boudin, 
who stressed Ihe retarding effect of a decJíning profit rate on the pace of 
capital accumulation, took a similar line 9 The falling rate of profit formed 
only a subsidiary elemen! in Rudolf Hilferding's explanation of crises,1O 
while Rosa Luxemburg's rather cryptic comments in her Accumulation 01 
Capital were accompanied by a numerical example of expanded reproduc
tion in which the rate of protit was deliberately held constant. In her 
Antikritik Luxemburg was scornful of a reviewer's suggestion that the 
falling rate of profit would lead to the breakdown of capitalism: 

One ís no! too sure exactly how the dear man envisages this - whether the 
capitalist class will at a certain point commit suicide in despair al the low 
rate of profit, or whether it will somehow declare that business is so bad 
that it is simply not worth the trouble, whereupon it will hand the key over 
to the proletariat? However that may be this comfort is unfortunately 
dispelled by a single sentence by Marx, namely the statement tha! 'Iarge 
capitals will compensate for the fall in the rate of protil by mass 
production'. Thus there is 8ti11 some lime to pass before capitalism 
collapses because of the falling rate of profit, roughly un!íl the sun burns 
OUL

11 

In fac! the Russian mathematician Georg von Charasoff had already 
answered Luxemburg's rhelOrical question in his System 01 Marxism, 
published in 1910, He pointed out tha t the profit rate sets a maximum 
limi! to the rate of capital accumulation, If workers spend their enlire 
incomes, al! saving is done by capitalísts and it is easy to show that the rate 
of accumulation is the product of (1) ¡he capitalist's savings propensity and 
(ji) the rate of prollt. In modern notation g = Se.r, where g is the ratio 
between savings (assumed equal te investment) and capital; Se is the ratio of 
savings to protits; and r, the rate of profit, is the ratio of profits to capital 
(see Chapter 15 below). Charasoff argued that Sé tended towards unity, so 
that any decline in the profit rate entailed a declining rate of accumulation. 
And he linked the falling rate of prolit directly to the explanation of cyclical 
crises vía Marx's analysis of the overproduction of capitaL 12 Charasoff 
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seems also to have been the first since Marx to recognise that any increase in 
the organic composition of capital would reduce the maximum rate of profit: 
if wages are zero, r = sic which is the inverse of the ratio of dead to living 
labour. 13 

Despite all this Charasoff was a forceful critic of Marx's law, amplifying 
Tugan-Baranovsky's objections and adding several of his own, He argued 
that the equilibrium profit rate was not equal to s/(c + v); that capitalists 
would not adopt innovations which reduced the profit rate; and that even 
technical changes which increased the organic composition in department I 
could cheapen the elements of constant capital by enough to reduce the 
organic composition in department II and increase the production of surplus 
value in both departments. The profit rate would fal! only if Ricardian 
dimimshing returns set in, or if real wages rose. Charasoff concluded that 
Marx's theory of the falling rate of profit is 'no law , . , but a plain error, , , 
according to the law of a capitalist economy, Ihe profit rate can neva fa 11' ,14 

These weaknesses in the theory were sufficient lo destroy the scientific 
pretensions of Marxian polítical economy as a whole,15 Apart from a brief 
and dismissive review by Otto Bauer,I6 however, ¡¡ttle attention was paid to 
Charasoff's book. The absence of any analysis of the falling rate of profit in 
the writings of the orthodox Russian Marxists (Plekhanov, Lenin, Bukharin 
and Trotsky) suggests that they took much the same view of the matter as 
Rosa Luxemburg. 

Thus by 1918 it was a standard criticism of the falling rate of profit theory 
that Marx had underestimated the effects of technical progress Oil the 
productivity of labour; that these effects tended to reduce the value of 
constant capital and to increase the rate of exploitation; and that the rate of 
profit would not fall, but was likely to rise, as a result of technical change. 
Orthodox Marxists hedged, as indeed had Marx himself. Most, however, 
denied that the counter-acting tendencies would be sufficient, in the long 
run, to prevent the profit rate from falling, and few had any truck with the 
notion that technical change would actually increase the rate of profit. None 
saw the falling rate of profit theory as a very important part of Marxian 
crisis theory, nor (apart from Stiebeling) made any reference whatsoever to 
empirical evidence. 

n 1918-45 

This second period saw the arguments of the critics considerably strength
ened, with the work first of Natalie Moszkowska and then of the remarkable 
Japanese economist Kei Shibata, ParadoxicalIy, it was also a time in whích 
sorne Marxists began to use the falling rate of profit theory to explain 
economic crises. Both developments, however, took place very largely on the 
fringes of international Marxism, Orthodox Social Democrals such as 
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Kautsky and Hilferding paid no further attention to these debates, and this 
neglect was paralleled in communist economics. After 1945 the falling rate of 
profit would increasingly be seen as the analytical basis for Lenin's concept 
of capitalist 'overripeness', which he invoked to account for the export of 
capital, growing imperialist rivalry and war. But Lenin 's lmperialisrn is 
profoundly ambiguous on this question, and the overwhelming majority of 
Leninist (and Jater Stalinist) writers between the wars interpreted him as an 
underconsumptionist. Thus in 1935 the Comintern's leading tbeorist, Eugen 
Varga, treated the tendency for the profit rate to fal! as an incidental 
consequence of the rising organic composition of capital, the principal effect 
of which was to reduce working-c1ass purchasing power by lowering the 
employment of variable capitaL That the organic composition would rise, 
and the rate of profit fall, was, however, taken for granted. 17 

The connection with crises was first emphasised by the German academic 
Erich Preiser, for whom the falling rate of profit was the basis of Marxian 
crisis theory, explaining both the overproduction of commodities and the 
intensity of the competitive struggle. Preiser rejected previous interpretations 
of Marx as an underconsumptionist or a disproportionality theorist. This, he 
c1aimed, involved a methodological error, since 'nowhere are the parallels 
with the Hegelian philosophy of history c1earer than in the law of the falling 
rate of profít'.18 This point was taken up five years later by Henryk 
Grossmann who argued that, in order to be consistent with Marx's 
materialist conception of history, the economic contradictions of capitalism 
must be traced back to the production of surplus value rather than to its 
realisatíon. Grossmann derived from Marx's law both a theory of cyclical 
Iluctuations and, more dramaticaUy, a predlction of economic breakdown: 
surplus value declines in relatíon to the capital employed, and this eventually 
makes it impossible for capitalists both to maintain the pace of accumula
tion and to sustain their own consumption expenditures. 19 Grossmann, an 
independent Marxist associated with the Frankfurt School, was severely 
criticised from all quarters for neglecting the impact of technological change 
on labollr productivity and ror assllming that capitalists would continue to 
accumulate irrespective of the effect on their profits.20 Even if his analysis 
had been correct, the Social Democrat Hans Neisser conc1uded, Grossmann 
would still have failed to establish a link between the falling rate of profit 
and the onset of economic crisis. Accumulation might continue, even with a 
decreasing profit rate, so long as it remained positive; and successful 
capitalists, who were increasing their profítability at the expense of their 
rivals, would certainly continue to expand their own productive capacity.21 

The first really plausible account of the connection between the trade cycle 
and the falling rate of profit carne, in 1936, from the Austrian Social 
Democrat Otto Bauer, by then an exile in Czechoslovakia. Bauer's start
ing-poínt was an economy in the trough of the cycle, which receives an 
(unexplained) exogenous stimulus. The degree of capacíty utílisation will 
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increase, since more can be produced with the same (underutilísed) plant and 
equipment. More workers are therefore employed, which reduces the 
organic composition of capital and ¡ncreases the rate of profit. encouraging 
renewed accumulation. This gives rise to a boom. Eventually the pace of new 
investment is fast enough to ¡ncrease the organic compositíon. Everything 
now depends on the rate of exploitation. Ir in the upswing this has risen 
sufficiently to maintain the profit rate, Bauer argues, the decline in wages 
relative to profits may spark off a crisis of underconsumptíon. If the rate of 
exploitation lags behind the organic composition, the rate of profit falls. 
Companies reac! to !his by cutting back their dividends; there is a stock 
market crash, a consequent decline in investment, and hence a slump.22 
Bauer's analysis lacked both a formal model of the cycle and an endogenous 
mechanism to bring about the upswing, but lt was the most convincing of a 
number of contemporary attempts to use the falling rate of profit in a theory 
of cyclical fluctuations, incorporating problems of efTective demando To 
some extent, too, it foreshadows !he more ambitious post-war syntheses of 
writers such as Ernest MandelY 

While Grossmann and Bauer were constructing a crisis theory, Natalie 
Moszkowska had relurned lo Tugan-Baranovsky's formulation 01' the 
problem: could technical change really lower the rate of profít without an 
increase in the real wage? Moszkowska began with Marx's criterion for a 
viable technoJogical advance. To be profitable for the capitalist, Marx had 
argued, a new machine must save at least as much paid ¡abour as it costs to 
construct. In a series of numerical examples Moszkowska showed that this 
criterion entails another. An innovation which is ¡abour-saving in Marx's 
sen se also - celeris paribus. holding real wages constant - increases the rate 
of profit. In the Iimiting case, where capitalists are indifferent between old 
and new techniques beca use Ihe nel saving in labour value is zero, Ihe profit 
rate will be unchanged. Thus Tugan was right. New technology which 
reduces the rate of profít will fail to mee! Marx's criterion of labour-cost 
reduction.24 

Moszkowska's argument can be illustrated with a slightly modlfied 
version of her example of ¡he limitÍng case.25 lt is a one-sector model in 
which, we assume, identical workers use homogeneous units of a means of 
produclion (com) to produce larger quantities of the same commodity. The 
old technology can be written, in physical units, as 

170 corn + 340 ¡abour ..... 510 corn (7.1) 

Ihis shows Ihat in each production period 340 workers transform 170 tons 
of corn into a gross output of 510 tons. The net output is 340 tons; ¡abour 
productivity, defined as nel output per worker, is 340/340 = 1; and the value 
of a ton of corn is the inverse of this (that ¡s, also, 340/340 =. 1). If we 
assume that one-half 01' each working day is paid for, and oue-half unpaid. 
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the value of ¡abour power is one-half and the rate of exploitation equals 100 
per cent. This means Ihal one-half of the net output goes to the workers, so 
that each worker consumes 170/340 = '12 ton of corn; the remainmg 170 
tons represent the surplus product and accrue to the capitalists. Remember
ing Ihat the value of one ton of corn = 1, the system can be written in value 
lerms as 

i70c + 1701' + 170s = 510, (7.2) 

so that the rate of profit is 170/(170 + 170) = 50 per cent. 
The new technique which Moszkowska considers can be written as: 

340 corn + 340 labour -> 765 corn (7.3) 

It can be seen that it does - just - satisfy Man's criterion. If there are 
constant returns to scale, a gross output of 765 tons could have been 
produced under the old techno!ogy if the use of both corn and labour had 
been increased by 50 per cent, giving 

255 corn + 510 labour -+ 765 corn (7.la) 

Comparing (7.la) wíth (7.3), it is evident that the new process uses 85 more 
tons of corn, with a value of 85, and 170 fewer workers; with the value of 
labour power equal to one-half, this represents a saving of 85 llnits of labour 
value in the payment of direct labour. Thus the extra labolir embodied in the 
new mean s of production is exactly equal to the saving in paid labollr which 
the new technique allows, when the labour values of the original technique 
are used to make the comparison. 

Using the new technology, net output has increased to (765 - 340 = 425); 
means of production per worker have doubled (from 170/340 = '1, to 340/ 
340 = 1); and productivity has increased by 25 per cent (net output per 
worker, previously 340/340 = 1, is now 425/340 = 1.25). Hence the unít 
value of corn has fallen, from 340/340 (= 1) to 340/425 (= 0.8). Ir real 
wages are unchanged. at one-half of a ton of corn per worker per period, 
workers receive 170 and the remaining 425 - 170 =. 255 tons constitutes Ihe 
surplus product paid to the capitalists. Value magnitudes can then be 
calculated as before. Constant capital ís 272 (340 x 0.8), variable capital is 
136 (170 x 0.8) and surplus value is 204 (255 x 0.8), giving: 

272c + 136v + 204s = 612 (7.4) 

with the rate of exploitation = 150 per cent (204/136) and the rate of profit 
unchanged a t 204/(272 + 136) = 50 per cent. Ir the rate of exploitation had 
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remained constant, at 100 per cent, Ihe rate of profit would indeed have 
fallen: 

272c + 170v + 170s = 612, (7.4a) 

with r = 170;(272 + 170) = 38.5 per cent. But this would involve an 
¡ncrease in real wages (which Marx's argument precludes), since the 170 
units of variable capital represent 170/(0.8} = 212.5 tons of corn, and each 
worker would be able to consume 212.5/340 = 0.625 tons per penod ínstead 
of the original 0.5. The rate of profit could also be induced to fal! by making 
the increase in productivity less than 25 per cent, but this, as we have seen, 
would have rendered the innovation unacceptable to capitalists on Marx's 
labour-saving criterion and would not, therefore, represent a criticism of his 
theory. If labour productivity had mcreased by more than 25 per cent, 
however, the rate of profit would have risen if wages had remained constant. 

Moszkowska conduded from Ihis Ihat Ihe theory: 

is a dynamic, not a historicallaw. Jt does not express a historical ract, i.e. 
Ihal the rate of profit falls, but simply the mutual dependence of two 
varia bies. Le. 
1. When the rate of exploitation remains the same, the profit rate falls. 
2. When the rate of profit remains the same, the rate of surplus value 
rlses. 
Thus the law only expresses a functional relationshíp, and could as well 
be called 'the law of the tendency for the rate of surplus value to rise' as 
'the law of the tendency for the rate of profit to fall' .26 

The problem with Moszkowska's argument is similar to that ofTugan's; it is 
cast in terms of labour values and not in prices of production, and it deals 
with Marx's argument in the context of a one-commodity economy in which 
there is a single produced good. Capitalists, however, make their decisions in 
leems of prlce magnitudes, nol labour values, and have to do so in an 
economy which produces a multitud e of commodities. Moszkowska's 
argument therefore falls short of a comprehensive critique on two 
grounds. Fírst, Marx's critenon for an innovation to be profitable to 
capitalists must be specified in price terms, to require that the increased 
cost of extra constant capital be more than offset by reduced wage costs, and 
his argument must be evaluated on this basis. Second, the evaluation should 
be conducted in the context of a multi-commodity economy. 

In an article which appeared in 1934, five years after the publication of 
Moszkowska's book, Kei Shibata demonstrated that the Tugan-Bortkie
wicz-Moszkowska rising profit rate theorem could indeed be established Cor 
models specified in prices as well as labour values. Shibata used a three
department model with only circulating capital, in which, for simplicity, the 
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quantity of means of production per worker was ínitially the same in all 
sectors. With a liule licence (Shibata does not na me the three eommodities, 
and sets out his argument ralher differently), his system may be written as: 

8/3 steel + 4/30 labour ..... 4 steel 
2/3 steel + l/3D ¡abour ..... 1 eorn 
2/3 steel + l/3D labour -+ 1 gold (7.5) 

If the real wage equals 5 tons of wheat per unit of labour per period, this 
system 1S in simple reproduetion. The output of steel 18 exaetly equal to the 
quantity used up in the three departments (4 toos), and the entire output of 
eorn goes to feed the workers, sinee (6/30)(5) = 1; the output of gold aecrues 
in lts entirety to the eapitalists. The labour values of the three eommodities 
(As, and Ag) are found by solving 

8/JAs + 4/30 = 4As 

2/3As + 1/30 Ac 
2/3As + 1/30 = Ag 

from whieh As = Ac = Ag = 1/10, and the value relalions are 

8/30c¡ + 2/30v¡ + 2/30s¡ = 4/10 
2/30C2 + 1/60V2 + 1/60s2 = 1/10 
2/30'3 + 1/60v3 + 1/60s3 = l/lO 

(7.6) 

(7.7) 

with the organie composition of capital ... 4 in eaeh department, the rate of 
exploítalion = 100 per cent and the rate of protit >= 20 per eent. 

Denoting the priees of the tirst two eommodities in tenns of gold by Ps and 
Pe, the wage rate by lV and the rate of protit by r. the corresponding príee 
magnitudes can be obtained by solving 

(8/30ps + 2/3lV) (1 + r) = 4fl Ops 
(2/30ps + 1/6011')(1 + r) = 1/IOPe 
(2/30po + 1/601\')( l + r) = 1/1 OPg (7,8) 

where we know already that IV = 5p" and Ps = 1. These equations show that 
the equilibrium príees of eaeh commodity must be such as to allow 
eapitalists to recover their costs and to obtain the prevaíling average rate 
of protil r (see Chaplee 3 of volume 1 of this book, and chaplers 12-14 
below). Solving equations (1,8) yields Ps Pe = 1, and r = 0.2. 

Shibata now introduces several types of teehnieal change, ea eh involving a 
very small ¡nerease in the use of means of produetíon and a very small 
reduction in the employment of living [abour. In the tirst case, he ¡nereases 
the inputs of steel per unit of oulput from 2/3 lo 401/600 in departments 1 
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and n, reducing the corresponding labour inputs from 1/30 to 199/600. The 
conditions of production in the gold industry are unchanged. Solving the 
relevant variants of equations (7.6) and (7.8), he shows that the organic 
composition in the two departments has increased as expected (from 4 to 
4.03), while prices and the rate of profit have changed: Ps == Pe = 1.001. and 
r = 0.1988. But this oITers no support lo Marx's law of the falling rate of 
profit. The prices of both commodities have risen. Hence the innovation is 
not cost-reducing; no raliona! capita!ist would introd uce it, and it is 
therefore irrelevant to the question at hand. 

The seeond case involves an inerease in organic compositions wi!h no 
change in prices. (Shibata chooses new input eoeffícients in the fírst two 
departments which do not result in different priees from those ealculated in 
equations (7.8) for the original case depieted in equations (7.5).) This is 
achieved by raising the quantity of steel required, per unit of steel and eorn 
output. to 4100/6006, and redueing direct labour requirements to 199/6006 
in each department. Using a suitably amended version of equations (7.6). 
Shibata finds Iha! the organic compositions and rates oC exploitation have 
risen at the same rate, leaving lhe value rate of profit unaltered. This is 
confirmed from the new equations (7.8), whieh yield Ps = Pe = 1, and 
/' = 0.2. This example is analogous to Moszkowska 's 'limiting case': there 
is no reduction in cost, and no change in the rate of profit. Capitalists would 
be indifferent between ¡he new and oJd techniques. 

A third change is now considered, which alters the unit input requirements 
to 401/601 and 199/6010 in the first two departments. The new value 
relations show a higher organic composition and an increase in bolh the 
rate of exploitation and the rate of profit. This is confirmed by the price 
equations, which give Ps == Pe = 0.999, and r = 0.20080. This innovation 
has reduced costs, and is thus acceptable to capitalists. Only if it is associated 
wíth an íncrease in the real wage, however, can it ¡ead lo anything other than 
an increase in the rate of profit,27 

Shibata's analysis of 1934 went beyond that of Moszkowska by explicitly 
treating Marx's argumenl in terms of prices of production. But he does not 
come lo grips with the complexity of a genuine1y multi-commodity economy. 
Throughout his artide, he keeps the organic composition of capital in the 
production of steel equal lo that in corno Consequently these two goods are 
always produced under the same technological conditions, and from an 
analytical perspective could be treated as a single commodity.28 It is tfUe 
Ihal Shibata allowed a differenl organic composition in gold production. bUI 
Bortkiewicz had shown in 1907 that such 'luxury' sectors could ha ve no 
influence upon the rate of profít, or upon the prices of non-Iuxury 
commodities. 29 Thus Shibata's argument could be conducled in terms of 
the first two departments alone, and these could be reduced lo a single 
sector. Despite appearances, then, Shibata had not dealt with the second 
Iimitation of Moszkowska's work. 
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In 1939, however Shibata published a more general analysis which did 
deal with this question, In fact he provided a very early example of a 
Leontief íoput-output model, from which (given the real wage) prlees of 
productlon and the profit rate could be derived. The paper represents 
something of a miJestone in the debate 00 the transformation problem, 
and wiII be considered in detall in Chapter 12 below. AH that need be noted 
here is that Shlbata went a long way towards establishing three proposítions, 
all of which were formally confirmed after 1945, Fírst, the rate of profit in 
such a system can be calculated, given the real wage, from data on input 
coefficients and tumover periods of capital in departments 1 and II. without 
reference either to ¡abour values or to conditions of production in depart
ment III. Second, cost-reducing innovations in either department r or 
department II lead to a rising rate of profít, so long as the real wage is 
he Id constant, This has come to be known as the 'Okishio Theorem" after 
the subsequent rigorous proof by Nobuo Okishio (see section IV below), 
Third, these results are unaffected by the introduction of fixed capital, if it 
can be assumed to depreciate linearly over time. 30 

Thus Shibata had contributed significantly to demonstrating the falsity of 
Marx's theory of the falling rate of profit Although his work appeared only 
in Japan it was wrítten in English, and soon carne to the attention of Paul 
Sweezy, presumably vía Sweezy's Harvard colleague Shigeto Tsuru, who had 
unsuccessfully challenged the results of Shíbata's first paper,31 In his Theory 
o/ Capilalisl Development, published in 1942, Sweezy cites Shibata without 
apparently understanding the significance of the rising rate of profit 
theorem, which he Sweezy did, however, repudiate the traditionaJ 
falling rate of profit theory as a general law, since he could see no reason 
why the organic composition must necessarily increase more rapidly than the 
rate of exploitation. If the rate of profit did fal!, Sweezy concluded, it would 
more likely be as the result of increasing real wages, or state intervention to 
benefit labour.32 

British writers al this time seem to have been familiar with neither 
Moszkowska nor Shibata, but similar reservations about the general 
validity or Marx's analysis were very evident. The actual course of the 
profit rate depended, Maurice Dobb argued in the early 19405, on the 
relationship between technical change, productívity growth and the rate of 
exploitation, The rate of profít was likely eventually to decline, but this was 
contingent and might be long delayed,33 Joan Robinson went further, 
coming to conclusions very similar to those of Moszkowska. One might as 
well talk of a rising rate of surplus value as of a falling profit rate, Robinson 
suggested; 'one tautology is as good as another', She also echoed Bauer in 
his attempt to incorporate effective demand into the analysis, but concluded 
that Marx's díscussion of the falling rate of profit was 'a false scent , .. 
[which] explains nothing at all>34 
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In 19454:.1973 

Post-war controversies took place on three levels. First, in the late 1950s and 
early 19605, academic economists in Britain, the United Sta tes and Japan 
continued to investiga te the logical coherence of the falling rate of profit 
theory; all found it defective to a greater or lesser degree. Then, coinciding 
with the end of the long boom in the early 1970s, the rediscovery of Henryk 
Grossmann stimulated a vigorous defence of the theory as an alternative to 
Keynesian and underconsumptionist influences in Marxian political econ
omy (see Chapter 5 above). Meanwhile, the first serious efforts were being 
made to provide empirica! support for Marx's volume III analysis, and to 
relate it to actual developments in contemporary capitalist economles. 

The initial contribution carne in 1956 from H.D. Dickinson, who 
employed analytical tools taken from neoc1assical economics to explore 
the relationship between the organic composition of capital and the rate of 
exploitation. 35 Holding the real wage constant, Dickinson used a Cobb
Douglas production function to relate the growth of capital to that of 
output. Only if very special conditions held would the rate of profit faH 
continuously, he maintained; otherwise it would initially rise as the organic 
composition increased, decreasing only when capital accumulation had 
passed a crucial threshold. 36 Thus any decline in the profit rate, Dickinson 
concluded, although eventually inescapable, might well be postponed until 
'some distant future,.37 

This was an ingenious and widely imitated 38 but ultimately unsuccessful 
synthesis of Marxian and neoclassical economics. There can be no objection 
in principie to connecting capital accumulation, labour productivity and the 
growth of the surplus product, which was what Tugan, Moszkowska and 
Shibata had all done. While constant capital does not crea te value it is 
productive in the sense of increasing the output of commodities, as Marx 
himself knew very well. The problem with Dickinson's argument is that he 
used neoclassical ideas which ha ve since been shown to be seriously 
defective. Only very spedal types of technology can be represented in terms 
of an aggregate production function. 39 

In 1960 Ronald Meek avoided this pitfall in a less ambitious, but more 
influential, paper.4D Eschewing algebraic generalísations, Meek relied en
tirely on a series of plausible numerical examples in which technical progress 
increased both the organic composition and the rate of exploitation. His 
findings were similar to Dickinson 's. 'If we start from a fairly low level of 
organic composition, then', Meek concluded, '1 think it can possibly be said 
that on Marx's premíses the "tendency" of the rate of protil is first to rise, 
and then sorne time afterwards to fa1L,41 The initial increase would be 
greater, and the point of downtum later, the lower the initial rate of 
exploitation; the greater the increase in productivity associated with a given 
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rise in the organic composition; and the faster the growth of productivity in 
department II relative to department L This last result is somewhat 
surprising, since productivity growth in department I cheapens the elements 
of constant capital and thus works against the assumed increase in the 
organic composition.42 Tbis points to a defect in Meek's procedure. Like 
Moszkowska, Shibata and Dickinson, he had regarded the organic compo
sition of capital as a parameter with an inherent tendency to increase over 
time. lt should, however, be treated as an endogenous variable, ¡ts value 
derived from a hypothesis concerning the nature of technological change. In 
fact, technical progress may be associated with a decline in the organic 
composition if the unit value of constant capital falls fast enough. 

The first model in which the endogeneity of the organic composition was 
explicitly addressed seems to have been that of the Dutch economist Arnold 
Heertje, which dates only from 1972.43 Heertje drew heavily on the earlier 
work of Samuelson, which was itself greatly inOuenced by the path-breaking 
analysis of Leontief and von Neumann. Not the first to apply modern 
activity analysis to Marx, as one biographer c1aims,44 the Nobel laureate 
Paul Samuelson has certainly been the most distinguished, and also the most 
persistent. In Chapter 14 we shall describe Samuelson's long confrontation 
with the labour theory of value in the 19705. It is his 1957 paper, 'Wages and 
Interest: A Modern Dissection of Marxian Economic Models', which is 
relevant here. In it Samuelson demonstrated, on the assumption that there is 
no joint production or scarce natural resources, and a constant real wage, 
that the rate of profit must rise if there is a technical change which capitalists 
actually adopt. If the rate of profit does not rise, they will be better off using 
the old technology. Given the assumption that capitalists behave rationally, 
it is nol possible for there to be simultaneously (i) technical progress, (ii) 
constant real wages, and (iii) a falling rate of profit. Thus technícal progress 
which does not increase the real wage must increase the rate of profit. 45 This 
is Shibata's conclusion, generalised and more elegantly expressed. Samuel
son sta tes it, rather boldly, in a mathematical [ootnote to his artide. A 
rigorous proof was, however, subsequently provided by the Japanese 
economist Nobuo Okishio, after whom the Okis/¡io Theorem has been 
named. 46 

By the early 1960s, then, academic economists had voiced serious 
reservations about the tendency [or the rate of profit to decline. For 
Dickinson and Meek everything depended on the relationship between the 
organic composition, labour productivity and the rate of exploitation, and 
they believed that the profit rate might rise for a very considerable period 
before eventually starting to fall. According to Samuelson and Okishio the 
rate of profit would fall as a consequence of technical change only in 
conjunction with an ¡ncrease in real wages. But, for Marx, mechanisation 
also displaces workers, and the resulting unemployment tends 'to prec!ude 
wage rises,.47 Thus Marx seemed, in Samuelson's phrase, to have 'backed 
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one horse too many'. In consequence Cornelius Castoriadis was not the only 
socialist to repudia te the falling rate of prolit altogether. and wíth it to 
renounce any theory of capitalist crisis which did not depend on realisation 
difficulties. 48 

These doubts were reinforced by the first serious empírical study or the law 
since Stiebeling, which was made in 1957 by Joseph GiIlman. Using data 
from official US sources for the Jater nineteenth and early twentieth 
centuries, Gillman found a c1ear break in trend around 1919, befo re which 
the organic composition of capital had been rísing sharply, more than 
offsetting the increased rate of exploitation to give the expected decline in 
the rate of profit. After 1919 all three ratios had remained roughly 
constant,49 Either Marx's law applied only to the early stages of capitalist 
development, GilIman concluded, or it must be reformulated. He pointed to 
the 'capital-saving' nature of technical change under monopoly capitalism, 
and more especially to the rapid growth of unproductive expenditures, sueh 
as sales and administrative costs, which became so central to Baran's and 
Sweezy's Monopoly Capital (see Chapter 6 aboye). These represented 
deductions from surplus value, he argued. following Marx. 5o Ignoring 
variable capital, and denoting unproductive expenditures as u, the true rate 
of profit is (s - u)lc rather than sIc. The profit rate depends not only on the 
rate of exploítation and the organíc composítíon, but also on u/I', that ís, the 
ratio between unproductive expenditures and the wages of productive 
workers. Re·estimated on this basis, GilIman argued, the rate of profit had 
indeed declined aner 1919, but because of an inerease in ulv rather than (/1,51 

Gillman's series were in market prices rather than labour value terms, so 
that they do not measure Marx's r = s/(c + 1'), aH three components of 
which are defined in labour values. The fundamental problem with his 
analysis, however, is that it assumes full capacity utilísation. Paul Baran 
emphasised this point in bis review of Gillman's book: 

This is, indeed, a paradoxical way of lookíng al the malter, and 1 doubt 
that Oillman himself fully realizes its implications. For what follows from 
it is that U.S. capitalism today would be beHer off in the absence of the 
unproductive outlays to whích Gillman refers. Both the volume and the 
rate of profit would be higher. Clearly, for prosperity to prevaiL these 
larger profits would have to find sufficient outlets in investment (at home 
and abroad) and/or In capitalists' consumption lest they be 'offset' (and 
eliminated) by massive depressions and unemployment. Since ít cannot be 
GiI!man's víew that depression and unemployment would constitute a 
blessing to the capitalist system, he must believe that inveslment would 
respond lo higher rates of return and rise automatieally 10 the leve! 
required for the maintenance of reasonably high employment. 

That this confiÓence In the elasticity of inveslment wíth regard to the 
rate of profit is hardly compatible with the far-reaehing (and growing) 



142 The Long Boom 

monopolization of the U.S. economy, eorreetly observed and stressed by 
Gillman, apparently lea ves hlm undisturbed. Nor does he seem to be 
impressed by the undisguised dismay with whieh business circles reaet to 
any reduetion of the government's unproductíve expenditures, or by the 
anguish caused in Wall Street by every outbreak of a 'peaee scare.' 

Under eonditions of detieient aggregate demand, Baran eoncluded, unpro
ductive expendítures may increase protits by allowing the realisation of more 
of the surplus value which has been produced. 52 

This tension between the falling rate of protit and underconsumptionist 
models of crisis is equally apparent in the work of Emest Mandel, the only 
other Marxian economist in this perlod to invoke empirical evidence about 
trends in profitability. In his early writings Mandel showed scant regard for 
the theory. His 1962 Marxist Economic Theory devoted much less space to 
the falling rate of profit than to disproportionalíty and demand-deticiency 
theories of crisis. 53 In An Introduction to Marxist Economic Theory, which 
appeared five years later, the emphasis is similarly upon effective demand 
rather than the rate of profit. 54 Not until Late Capitalism, published in 
German in 1972 and in English in 1975, díd Mandel emphasise the fallíng 
rate of protit as the key to understanding the long boom and lts demise, 
borrowing from Parvus and Kondratiev the notíon of 50 year cycles or 'long 
waves' of capitalíst development (see Chapter I aboye and also Chapter 16 
below). For Mandel accumulation is a function of the rate of protit. 
Upswings in the long cycle are initiated by 'triggering factors' which lower 
the organic composition or increase the rate of exploitation. The post-war 
boom was one such upswing, Mande! maintained, with characteristically 
prolonged and powerful surges of capital accumulation and short, weak 
depressions. The specific triggers which had operated after 1945 included 
major technical changes cheapening the elements of constant capital, and 
improvements in transport and cornmunications which had reduced circula
tion time; both had offset the tendency for the organic composition to rise. 
Equally important was the substantial increase in the rate of exploitation 
resulting from the defeat of the European working class by fascismo As the 
'third technological revolution' exhausted itself, and the working c1ass 
recovered its strength and self-confidence, the long boom would give way 
to a new Kondratiev downturn, and capitalism would face renewed crises of 
the c1assic kind.55 

Mandel told an attractive story in lucid prose, iIIustrated with a wealth of 
empirisal detail dra wn from his encyclopaedic knowledge of orthodox 
economic literature and official statistical sources. His facility of exposi
tion, however, tended to conceal very real defects in his analysis. The data 
cited in Late Capitalism obscured an 'obstínate refusal to face facts', in 
particular to acknowledge that the capital-Dutput ratio - a rough proxy for 
Marx's organic composition - had been constant or falling for almost a 



The Falling Rate of Profit 143 

century, so that fluctuations in the rate of profit had depended very largely 
upon changes in the rate of exploitation. Class struggle rather than technical 
change was the critical factor 56 At the theoretical leve! Mande! had 
confronted neither the Okishio Theorem nor the Dickinson-Meek argu
ment that a rising rate of profit might be a secular instead of mere!y a long
cyclical phenomenon. Moreover, his failure to repudiate his earlier Key
nesianism produced a fatal ambiguity. As one reviewer concluded, 

it is never c1ear ... whether Mande! considers capitalism has an inherent 
tendency towards over-production which periodical1y expresses itself in a 
falling rate of profit, or whether over-production itself is caused by a 
falling rate of profít. As a result, his repeated references to demand and 
realisation exist in something of a vacuum, and one is left wondering 
what, if any, is their connectlOn wlth his basic theory of development. 57 

Resolute anli-Keynesianism was Ihe defining characteristic of one increas
ingly influential stream of thought, based on the ideas of Henryk Gross
mann as propagated by his disciples Paul Mattick (in the United States) and 
Roman Rosdolsky (in Germany).58 The mos! literate specimen of the large 
and often turgid literature of what has become known as the 'capital logic' 
school was a wide!y-read 1973 artide by David Yaffe,59 which was entirely 
faithful to the spirit of Grossmann 's theory (if not to his numerical models 
of breakdown). Yaffe began by warning against humanist interpretations of 
Marx, like that of the Frankfurt School, which located the contradictions of 
capitalism outside the economy, in the ideological, technical and political 
spheres. and against the Keynesianism of many self-proclaimed Marxian 
economists (see Chapters 4 and 5 aboye): 'If the capitalisl mode of 
production can ensure, with or without government intervention, continual 
expansion and fuI! employment, then the most importanl objective argument 
in support of revolutionary socialist theory breaks down., 60 Marx had 
commenced his own analysis of capitalism, in volume I of Capital, by 
focusing upon 'capital in general', or 'the inner nature of capital', abstract
ing from the effects of competition on the behavíour of 'many capitals', 
From this perspective he had demonstrated that the increasing organic 
compositlOn 'was not a mere assertion but follows logically from the 
concept of capital itself, since mechanisation and the consequent replace
ment of living labour by dead labour are required to secure capitaJ's 
domination over the process of production.61 

Because there were counter-acting tendencies, Yaffe continued, the fal! in 
the mte of profit was 'not linear but in sorne periods is only latent coming to 
the fore more or les s strongly in other periods and appearing in the form of a 
crisis cycle'. Once 'absolute overaccumulation' occurs, so that further 
accumulation adds nothing to the mass of surplus value which is pro
duced, growth comes to a hall. For Yaffe, this is aIl that there is to Marx's 
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theory of crisis. It is logically independent of competition and efTective 
demand, sínce 

we have shown the tendency that capitalism has towards over-production 
and crisis without considering competition. In the discussion so far it has 
also been assumed that aU goods are actually sold at their value and there 
are no realisation difficulties; that is the tendency towards crisis and 
overproduction of capital can be deduced independent of such considera
tions. 

Competition does beco me relevant in explaining how the crisis is overcome: 
the 'restructuring' of capital - a term redolent of the 1970s - ensures that 
only the more efficient, and most profitable, capitals survive: 'In this sense 
the capitalist crisis can be regarded as the strongest counteracting tendency 
to the long-mo tendency of the rate of profit to fal! ... The tendency 
towards "breakdown" and stagnation therefore takes the form of cycles due 
to the effects of the countertendencies of which the actual crisis is an extreme 
case.' 62 

Yaffe concludes by again denouncing what he considers to be a number of 
incorrect versions of the Marxian theory of crisis, which 'separa te the 
circulation process from the capitalist production process as a whole'. The 
most serious of these fallacies is underconsumptionism, which mistakes 
effects for causes: 'The over-accumulation of capital is the cause of the 
over-production of commodities and the latter is no! the Iimitation to the 
capitalist production process.' It follows that state activity cannot stave off 
the tendency for the rate of profit to decline, since it is innately unproductive. 
The profits of capitalists who sell commodities (for example, armaments) to 
the sta te are acquired at the expense of other capitalists, since they represent 
only 'a redistribution of the already-produced surplus value'. Hence 'the 
mixed-economy has not fundamentally changed the contradictions of the 
traditional capitalist system', which remains crisis-prone. 63 

This is a restatement of the falling rate of profit theory, not a reasoned 
defence. No more than Mandel does Yarfe offer a critique of the Okishio 
Theorem. He does consider what he correctly terms the 'immanent tendency, 
within the accumulation process' for the rate of exploitation to rise, but 
dismisses it on the grounds (first asserted by Marx himself) that it becomes 
progressive!y more difficult to reduce necessary labour time as technical 
progress proceeds. This was conceded by Meek, whose numerical examples 
nevertheless show the profit rate to rise initially, conceivably for a very long 
time. Yaffe ignores this possibility entirelyf>4 He also makes no effort to 
account for the 'long boom', or to explain the absence, for almost 30 years, 
of those crises of overaccumulation which are supposedly an inherent part of 
the essence of capital. To this extent his analysis is considerably less 
convincing than Mandel's. 
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IV Conclusion 

By the mid-1970s a two-part agenda for defenders of the falling rate of profit 
theory had emerged. Theoretically, they would have to come to grips with 
the Okishio Theorem, answer the Dickinson-Meek criticisms, and formulate 
their argument in such a way that it did not amount to a tautology of the 
form: 'Either the profit rate falls or, ir the counter-acting tendencies are 
strong enough, it does not.' Empirically, they would need to be much more 
careful in their representa tion of the evidence, measuring the organic 
composition and the rate of exploitation in terms of labour values and 
using these data to explain movements in the rale of profit, which is a ratio 
involving prices. Finally, they would have to be scrupulously clear as to the 
demarcation line between productive activities which create surplus value 
and unproductive activities which absorb it. In Chapler 16 we shall see how 
successful they were. 
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8 
The Permanent Arms Economy 

1 Introduction 

Perhaps the most obvíous (and certainly (he mos! sinister) dirference 
between the post-war and pre-war worlds was the leve! of military 
expendlture carried on by the victorious powers. Disarmament had not 
been complete even arter Ihe Fírst World War, bUI ¡here was no preceden! in 
¡he peacetíme history of capitalism for the scale of arms spending which was 
now being undertaken. In 1950 military expenditure accounted for 6.6 per 
cent of the United Kingdom's GNP, for 5.5 per cent in France and 5.1 per 
cent in the United Sta tes; a decade later the figures were 6.5 per cent, 6.5 per 
cent and 9.0 per cenl respectively.l Oue explanation for this persistent 
militarism was what the liberal economist James Tobin was later to describe 
as the 'naive theory' of arms spendíng, whích saw ít simply as 'a response to 
world even!s'? However, this is less naíve Ihan it sounds. Undoubtedly Ihere 
were serious poJitical barríers lo disarmamenl after ! 945. France and (Iess 
desperately) Britain were embroiled in colonial wars, the United States was 
defending its newly-won 'informal empire" and an three were engaged in the 
long Cold War confrontation with the Soviet Union and China. 

Inevilably, though, Marxists found the 'naive theory' lacking, since il 
ignored several important dimensions of the problem and, in partícular, 
made no mentíon of the positive benefits which high levels of arms spending 
might offer Ihe world capitalist system and its componen! nation-states. The 
firsl of these is ídeological: militarism promotes national uníly against the 
supposed external threat and reduces the intensity of interna! class antagon
¡sms. We shall return lo Ihis queslion al Ihe end of this chapter. Second, 
there are two calegones of indirect ecollomic advantages. Most lmportant are 
Ihose accruing from the exercise of imperial power, in the form of super
profits rrom investment in, and trade with, colonies and neo-colonies. In Ihis 
context military expenditure is a prop for imperialism rather than a 
significant phenomenon in its own right (Our separation of the economics 
of militarism from the political economy of imperialism is to a certain extent 
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an artificial one, and readers unfamiliar with the latter question should refer 
to Chapters 9. 10 and I1 below.) Also important are the civilían 'spin-offs' 
from military research and development, 'ranging from biros through 
computers to nuclear power'.3 We shall have more to say about such spin
offs shortly. 

For the most part. however, our concern here is with the direcl economic 
benefits which may result from militarismo Arms contracts are Iikely to be 
profitable for the companies which obtain them (the evidence is that they are 
very profitable indeed).4 But how could arms spending raise the rate of 
profit for the system as a whole? Like most liberals. many Marxists deny 
that this is possíble. sorne suggesting that military expenditure lowers the 
profit rate and thus represents a net burden Cor capital. Other Marxist 
writers, however. argue that armaments expenditure is directly beneficial. Cor 
one oC two reasons. The first is the stimulation that it provides to aggregate 
demand, and the corresponding weakening of the underconsumptionist 
tendencies which would otherwise prevent the realisation of surplus value. 
This line of argument is central to the analysis of (but by no means confined 
to) Baran and Sweezy and their followers (see Chapter 6 above). The second 
argument concerns the production of surplus value, not its realisation. Arms 
spendíng, ít Is maintaíned, represents the most important of the counter
acting forces working against the long-run tendency for the rate of profit to 
decline. This view was most cogently expressed in the 19505 and early 1960s 
by the English neo-Trotskyist Michael Kidron, and remains the official 
positlon of the Socialist Workers' Party in Britain. 

The remainder of this chapter i5 organised as follows. In the next section 
we summarise the somewhat sketchy and inconclusive discussion oC military 
expenditure in c1assical Marxism. We then examine the underconsumptionist 
argument, payíng special attentíon to the possibility oC testing it empirically. 
In section IV we analyse the relationship between arms spending and the rate 
oC profiL The following section deals with the economic costs of militarism, 
the role of the 'military-industrial complex', and the suggestion tha! 
militarism is a form of economic parasitismo We conclude by considering 
the methodological implications of the 'permanent arms economy' thesis. 

n Marxism and Military Expenditure before 1939 

Marx wrote nothing on the economics of military expenditure. Engels did 
httle more, despite his strong personal interest in the technical aspects of 
warfare and the substantial growth of European militarism in the final 
decade of his liCe. His pamphlet Can Europe Disarm?, written in 1893, called 
for the settlement of international disputes by negotiation and the replace
ment of standing armies by popular militias. For Engels arms spending 
ofCered neither direct nor indirect benefits to capitalist states, but only the 
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prospect of financial ruin. 5 Both German and Russian Marxísts tended lo 
neglect the entíre issue. Like Engels, Karl Kautsky did point to the costs of 
colonial expansion and the military spending associated with jt, warning Ihal 
Germany's aHempt lo build a slrong navy in addilion to its expensive army 
would resul! in economic disaster. As tbe world war loomed Kautsky argued 
thal, although mililarism did give a boos! to consumer demand, it was (Iike 
other unproductive expenditures) contradietory. Capitalists benefited from 
arms spending but, to the extent that it was financed by taxation upon 
profils, they would necessarily resíst il. In consequenee there were definite 
limits to the growth of military expenditure, whích eould no! enable the 
syslem lo overcome its chronic tendeney lO underconsumption.6 KauIsky 
daimed tbat bis left-wing critíes in the SPD were mistaken when they viewed 
militarism as a necessary condition for the survival of capitalism. Although 
it did have economic causes, arms spending was no! indispensable, and 
dísarmament was a real- albeit precarious - possibílity.7 

Of all Ihe classical Marxísls, it was Rosa Luxemburg who showed mosl 
interest in the economic ímplicatíons of mílilary expenditure, bUI her 
analysis, eontaíned in one shorl chapter of her Accumu{ation o/ Capital, 8 

is remarkably difficult lo follow. The fundamental Iheme of Luxemburg's 
book is the need for external (that is, non-capitalist) markets if surplus value 
is to be realísed (see Chapter 6 of volume 1 of this book). She seems to ha ve 
regarded mílitary expendíture as supplementíng the more important external 
markets províded by overseas coJonies and neo-colonies, bul her numerícal 
examples of extended reproduction with an armaments sector only serve to 
obscure her argument. In faet everything depends upon how an expansíon in 
military spending is financed. There are three possibilítíes. Increased laxes 
on workers merely alter the composition of oulput (more guns, less butter), 
without affeeting aggregate profits or the level of effective demando Higher 
taxes on profits may or may not ¡ncrease the overall profitabílity of capital, 
depending on what would otherwise have been done with Ihem. Deficit 
financing will have a stimulating effect so long as demand ís insufficienl lo 
permit the realisation of all the surplus value which would be produced at 
fuI! capacity utílisation. And military expendílure has Ihe distinet advantage, 
from an underconsumptíoníst viewpoint, that it 'crea tes no further problem 
by íncreasing productíve capacity (not lO mention the huge new investment 
opporlunilíes crealed by reconstruction after the capitalíst nations have 
turned theír weapons against eacb other)'.9 

But Ihis is 10 suggest only Ihat sense can be made 01' Luxemburg in 
Keynesian terms, nol Iha! she herse!f was a premature Keynesian. That 
would be lo give Luxemburg bolh too much and too little credit. Too much, 
because The Accumulation o( Capiw{ simply does not display Ihe necessary 
darity of analysis on tbe íssue of effec\ive demando Too little, because ít 
ignores ber wider contribulion. Luxemburg highlighled the social and 
ideological benefits which capílalism derives from mililarísm, both at home 
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(reduced c1ass tension, increased power of coercion where needed) and 
abroad (forced conversion of natural economy into commodity economy, 
rapid introduction of capital and wage labour in backward regions). 

Luxemburg's daims about the econornic advantages of arms spending 
were less supportable when viewed from the perspective of Bolshevik 
economic theory. Although neither Lenin nor Trotsky dealt specifical1y 
with the effects of military expenditure per se, as distinct from their analysis 
of impenalism, Bukharin did do so. Arguing in terms of Marx's reproduc
tion models, Bukharin recognised in the Economics of rhe Transformation 
Period that the production of armaments cut into surplus value and hindered 
expanded reproduction. Indeed, if the value of military production exceeded 
total surplus value, the system wou!d en ter into 'negative extended repro
duction'. Bukharin believed that the process might be hidden through 
inflation of money prices, but such growth was illusory. By impJícation, 
then. rather than explicit rebuttal, Bukharin argued that Luxemburg's 
treatment of the arrns econorny was the exact opposite of the truth; rather 
than aiding in the realisation of surplus value, the principal effect was to 
destroy the production of values. As we argue in la ter sections, Bukharin's 
position is the more defensible, but until recently it was that of Luxemburg 
which proved most influential in Marxian political economy.IO 

It would have been difficult to maintain that military cxpenditure was 
responsible for the relative economic stabilisation of the 1920s, given the 
very substantial degree of disarmament by all the major capitalist powers. 
Only after 1933, with the alarming revival of German militarism (and of the 
German econorny) under Hitler, was any serious attention paid to Luxem
burg's conclusions. Writing in 1937, Eugen Varga denied that arms spending 
could guarantee prosperity. The tenor of Varga's argument was, however, 
distinctly Keynesian, with strong undertones of Luxemburg. If military 
expenditure were financed by taxing the working dass, he suggested, 
aggregate demand would be unaltered; only its composition would 
ehange. Loan-financed expenditures, on the other hand, would expand 
demand so long as they involved 'the use of capital previously Iying 
fallo!>"; that ¡s, up to the point at which excess capacity had been 
eliminated. In a postscript two years later, Varga took a much more 
positive at!ltude. The increase in arms spending had 'Ied lo a liquidation 
of unemployment in Germany', he wrote. 'Armaments offer a tremendous 
and almost unlimited market for capitalism', which would not be at ¡he 
expense of clvilian activity unless military expenditure continued to inerease 
after fuI! employment had been attained ll Since Varga wrote with the full 
autbority of the Comintern behind him, it is clear Ihat by 1939 Ihe 
underconsumptionist, 'surplus-absorbing' approach to military expenditure 
eould be regarded as Stalinist orthodoxy, and to that extent Stalin ean be 
exempted from Natalie Moszkowska 's eharge that neither he nor Lenin ever 
carne to grips with the new phenomenon of 'war capitalísm,.12 
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The resurgence of militarÍsm could, however, be seen from a quite 
different perspeclive. As we saw in Chapler 1, Friedrich PoUock maintained 
(in 1941) Ihat the new stale eapitalism in the West eould not tolerate mass 
unemployment, for fear of popular revo!t. Rising living standards for the 
masses were no less dangerous, sinee they implied inereased leísure, more 
time for reflection, and a greater risk of conseious and revolutíonary 
opposítíon. In terms very similar to those of George Orwe!l's post-war 
novel 1984, Pollock concluded Ihat eapitalism could nol survive a 'peaee 
economy': 'As long as one nalional state eapitalism has nol conquered the 
enlire earth, however, Ihere will a!ways be ample opportunities lo spend 
most of its productive excess capacity (exeess over the requirements for a 
mínimum standard of living) foc ever-increasing and teehnically more 
perfeet armaments.' l3 

111 Afms Spending and Effective Demaod 

In The Theory of Capilalisl Del'elopmelll Pau! Sweezy had described 
militarism as 'an increasingly importanl offsetting force to the lendency lo 
underconsumptíon', which 'provídes the eapitalisl class as a whole wíth 
increased opportunities ror profitable investmenl of capital'. l4 Bul Sweezy 
devoted no more than a page lo ils economie effeets, and it was only aner 
the war that he and Paul Baran placed military expendíture al the centre of 
theír theory of monopoly capital (see Chapter 6 aboye) The one dísadvant
age of the arms economy was high taxation, Sweezy argued in 1953. 

Everything else is in its favour. It is precisely the biggest monopolies which 
benefit mosl directly from arms spending; there is no eompetition, direct 
or indirect. with prívate enterprise; the atmosphere of halred and 
intolerance that goes with war preparations - lhe witch hunls, Ihe 
jingoísm, the glorifieatíon of force creates the eonditions in which the 
propertied classes fínd it easiest to control the ideas and activities of 
workers and farmers and lower middle classes. 

None of the alternalives proposed by liberal peaee campaígners could 
succeed. Capitalists would resist the expansion of civilían government 
spending, and there would be powerful opposition to any attempt lo 
¡nerease consumption by raising wages al the expense of profits. Nor would 
a simultaneous and balanced reduction in mílítary expenditure and taxation 
prove effective: 'Profíts are so large as to confine the growth of consumption 
within nafrow limits, and if they were largely invested in expanding civíJian 
capacity the resull would very soon be a crisis of excess capacity and 
overproduction.' 15 
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Paul Baran 's Political Economy 01 Groll'lh, published four years later, 
placed less emphasis on the stabilising effects of arms spending, possibly as a 
result of the relative decline in US military expenditure at the end of the 
Korean War. However, militarism played a much greater role in Monopoly 
Capital, where it was treated as one of the two major absorbers of surplus, 
along with the 'sales effort' .16 By 1970 it had become an article of faith 
among American Marxists that 'the military-industrial complex has elimi
na ted the spectre of secular stagnation'. 17 Baran and Sweezy were themselves 
more circumspect, arguing that the demand-creating role of military spend
ing was subject to both military and economic límits. Weapons productíon 
was becoming so capital-intensive that its effect upon employment was 
severely constrained, and the lethal irrationality of the nuclear arms race was 
more and more acknowledged within the military establishment. These 
limits, Baran and Sweezy suggested, 'signa! the end of the illusion that 
perpetua! prosperity can be assured through the unlimited expansion of the 
afms budget', and foreshadowed the return of stagnation and depression.'8 
As a matter of brute fact, neither economic nor military logic restrained US 
m¡]itary spending in the way tha! Baran and Sweezy had expected. The arms 
budget rose (at current priees) from $47 billion in 1961 to $265 billion in 
1984, and $299 billion in 1989; even correcting for inflatíon, the massive 
increases in the Vietnam and Reagan eras are readily apparent. 19 

A t the theoretical level, the underconsumptionist argument raises two 
important issues. The fírst is whether military expenditure has been 
consciously pursued as an instrument of economic policy. The second is 
whether it has actually had the stimulating effects which Baran and Sweezy 
and their followers have claimed for it. As far as the first question is 
concerned, it would be very difficult to sustain a case that military spending 
was deliberately employed as a counter-cyclical or anti-stagnation measure. 
To do so il would be necessary to establish, first that Ihe US ruling class was 
conscious of the need for such a device and united in its determination to use 
it; and second, that changes in arms spending were governed, in their timing 
and magnitude, by macroeconomic considerations. Both propositions seem 
more than a Httle far-fetched (see be!ow for sorne rather inconclusive 
evidence). Neither was endorsed by Baran and Sweezy, who interpreted 
Ihe post-war growth in military expenditure in more conventional terms: it 
was the inescapable precondition of the United States's politica! and 
economic dominance over an increasingly hostile world.20 This is not 
Tobin's 'naive theory' of militarism, since it hinges on the indirect economic 
advantages which accrue from imperialist hegemony. Any direct economic 
benefíts from arms spending, however, were a mere by-product of the 
United States's super-imperialíst posítion. 

Were the benefits real, or only apparent? Attempts to ínvestigate this issue 
are bedevilled by conceptual and technical problems. Fírst, it is by no means 
dear Ihat it is legitima te to force dialectical Marxist theory into the mould of 



The Permanent Arms Ecollomy 155 

equilibrium models suitable for formal statistical testing. ThlS leads inevit
ably to a narrowing of its range, since broad and ambitious historical stories 
are notoriously more difficult to test econometrically than precise and 
limited economic hypotheses. Second, published data are invariably in 
market prices rather than prices of production, let alone labour values, 
casting sorne doubt on the pertinence of any such tests from the perspective 
of orthodox Marxist theory. Third is the question of the level at which 
analysis is to be conducted: individual sta tes, or the capitalist world as a 
whole') Fourth comes a c1utch of econometric problems, especial1y that of 
simultanei ty. Merely establishing asta tistical rela tionship between mili tary 
expenditure and capacity utilisation implies nothing about the direction of 
causation, which may run from the former to the latter ('rearmament boosts 
demand') or from the lalter to the former ('economic growth allows more to 
be spent on the military'); and there may, of course, be no causal relation
ship at all. 21 

There have been only two serious econometric studies of military spending 
[rom a Marxist perspective. In the fírst, Al Szymanski explored the relation 
between armaments expenditure, unemployment and economic growth in 
the 18 wealthiest capitalist countries between 1950 and 1968. His initial 
observatíon was that arms spending was so small - less than 4 per cent of 
national income in all except Britain, Israel and the United Sta tes _. as to cast 
serious doubt upon its economic significance. (Much however depends on 
the strength of international multiplier effects, which are discussed below.) 
Except for the United States, Szymanski found no correlation between the 
stage of development, measured by per capita income level, and the share of 
arms spending. If richer countries did produce relatively more surplus, and 
suffer more severely from underconsumption, it was not reflected in their 
military expenditure. Third, Szymanski found a negative correlation be
tween arms spending and the rate of economic growth. contrary to Baran's 
and Sweezy's expecta tions. On only one test did the theory succeed: 
Szymanski did find nations with higher military spending to ha ve lower 
unemployment rates. On balance, though, the surplus absorption approach 
was no! consisten! with observed capitalist reality.22 

In the other study Ron SmIth cast further doubt on the underconsump
tionist argument. Smith noted that military expenditure is unsuitable as a 
counter-cyclical policy both beca use of its long lead-time and due to the 
highly capital-intensive nature of most armaments production. He found no 
evidence that the timing of increases in US arms spending had been affected 
by trends in unemployment. Smith also discovered that differences in 
mílitary expenditure by advanced capitalist countries before 1970 were 
unrelated to their relative unemployment rates. Like Szymanski, he repor
ted a negative cross-sectional relationshíp between arms spending and 
economic growth. Smíth too conc1uded that the underconsumptionist 
interpretation of militarism possessed little explanatory power. 23 
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It might be objected to this that cross-sectional tests miss the point. If US 
arms spendíng can be shown to have stimulated demand in Japan and 
Western Europe, the lower levels of milítary expenditure there would be 
Ifrelevant to the underconsumptioníst argument. 24 There are, however, good 
eeasons ror beheving that this was not so. Fíest, ít remains conjectural: no 
hard evídence has been produced to show that unemployment rates or 
índices of eapacity utilisation in other capitalíst countries moved in Une with 
ehanges in US arms spending. Second, the marginal propensity to import of 
the United States was too low for sueh internatíonal spíllovers of demand to 
have served as a major engíne of expansíon, at least in the 1950s and 1960s.25 

Third, and deeisively, US military spending in these two deeades was funded 
in large part by ínereased taxatíon rather than by deficÍt finance. The 
expansionary effeet was therefore relatively smaH. Assuming the expendi
ture to have had no import content, national ineome in the United Sta tes 
would have been raised by the amount of the arms expenditure itself 
(aceording to the balaneed budget multíplier theorem of Keynesian eeono
mícs), but there would have be en no effeet on the international economy?6 
If part of the expenditure had involved the purehase of foreign goods, this 
would have generated international multiplier effects. However, in this case 
they would have been offset by a redueed expansion of demand within the 
US economy itself. 

This argument must be qualífied. There may well also have been 
aecelerator effects on US private investment, whieh eould conceivably have 
spilled over into the other Western eountries (US engineeríng companíes 
ordering machíne tools rrom Japan, for example). And this in turn may well 
have stímulated business confidence (and hence investment) al! over the 
world, although it would be diffieult to test this emplrically. Finally, it is 
important to note that neither Szymanski nor Smíth deal with the period 
after 1970, when the US eeonomy became mueh more open to import 
penetratíon, and duríng whíeh (espeeially from 1981 onwards) military 
expansion was aceompanied by colossal budget defieits. Their findings 
míght thus be valid only for the earlier perlad. However, none of these 
reservatíons weaken the two, essentially negative, conclusions. The demand
ereating effects of arms spending probably did not cause the 'long boom' 
after 1945 in the manner suggested by Baran and Sweezy; and the deereasíng 
growth rates and rising unemployment levels of the 1970s and 19805 were 
not the unintended eonsequenee of beating swords into ploughshares. 

IV Arms and the Falling Rate of Profit 

Even more than Baran and Sweezy, Michael Kidron viewed arms spending 
as the key to eapitalism's suecess after 1945 (see also seetíon IV ofChapter 3 
aboye). It was, aeeordíng to Kidron, a period in which hígh employment, 
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rapid growth and economic stability operated as a 'causal loop', reinforcing 
each other in much the same way as stagnation and instability had done in 
the 19305. Kidron rejected several popular explanations of the change, State 
planning presupposed hígh levels of economic activity, and would have been 
unnecessary in their absence, As for the post-war liberalisation of trade and 
ahe rapid pace of technical innovation, Kidron argued that both operated 
inside the causal loop airead y mentioned. To account ror the long boom an 
autonomous, external factor was required. 27 

For Kidron this factor was the arms economy. Insofar as it is financed by 
taxation on profits, military expenditure deprives eapitalism of resources 
whieh would otherwise be used for produetive investment. Their diversion to 
weapons produetion slows down the growth of the organie eomposition of 
capital in eivilian actívities, thereby signifieantly retarding the fal! in the 
profit rate whieh would otherwise occur. Kidron's analysis relies upon one 
crucial proposition: increases in the organie eompos¡tion in military produc
tion ha ve no effeet upon the rate of profit in the wider economy. Armaments 
are not eonsumed by workers; nor are they used as means of produetion in 
wage-goods industries, either directly or indirectly, In this they resemble the 
luxury commodities consumed by eapitalists. They belong neither to 
department 1 nor to department n, but rather to that third sector which 
Marx denoted by IIb and Bortkiewicz (followed in this by most later writers) 
identilied as department m. As early as David Ricardo it had been argued 
Ihat changes in the conditions of production in such industries wouJd affect 
only the relative prices of the commodities coneerned, without influencing 
the general profit rate. This was demonstrated to be true by Bortkiewicz al 
the turn of the cenlury, for a simple three-department model of simple 
reproduction, and was confirmed in a more general contexl by Piero Sraffa 
in 1960. Kidron concluded from this Iha! the permanent afms economy was 
the latest, and easily the most powerful, counter-acting tendency to the 
falling rate of profit. It constituted the basis of a new stage of capitalist 
development, superseding Lenin's imperialism, which had proved to be only 
'the highest stage but one'. 28 

Marx himself had hesitated over the validity of Ricardo's analysis of 
luxury production, on oceasion denying it forcefully.29 This has led those 
Marxists unwilling to criticise Ihe master, like Ernest Mandel, to dismiss 
Kidron's argument as erroneous. Mandel, indeed, points to the relatively 
high organic eomposition in military production as evidenee that the arms 
economy has accelerated the decline in the rate of profit and served as a 
destabilising influence. 30 This, however, is completely wrong. Bortkiewicz's 
simple mode! proves the independence of the general profit rate from 
conditions of production in department nI, and the underlying logic of 
this result is easily understood. Production in departments 1 and II is 'self
sufficient' in the sense that it does not require inputs from department lB. 
These two departments constitute a self-contained subsystem, and their 
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internal conditions of produclion alone determine their own rate of profít. If 
the rate of profit is equalised throughout the entire economy, that in 
department In must thus adjust to the rate which prevails in the subsystem 
formed by departments 1 and 11. An excessive concentrabon of constant 
capital in department In might keep the profit rate there so low as to 
prevent the equalisation process from occurring, but it canno! affect !he rate 
of profit in departments 1 and n]) More recently ahe same point has becn 
established for ahe more general, n-industry case. Piero Sraffa has shown 
that only 'basic' industries, which produce wage-goods and means of 
productíon, have any influence on the rate of profit. And armament 
productíon is clearly a 'non-basic' activity in Ihis rather technical sense.J2 

The real problems with Kidron's trealment are quite difCerent. At the 
theoreticallevel, his analysis stand s or falls with Marx's theory of the falling 
rate of profit, whích we saw in Chapter 7 to be seriously defective. There is 
thus no theoretical substance to Kidron's c1aim that without the permanent 
arms economy a dec1íning profit rate would ha ve rendered post-war 
capitalism prone lO crisis. Nor, as one would expect, is there any empírical 
support for his argument; for example, the sharp reduction in arms spending 
as a proportion of British oulput from 12 per cenl in 1952 lo 5 Y2 per cent by 
1970 was not reflected in a similar decline in the rate of profit. As we shall 
see in a later chapter, ¡he Cal! which did occur can be accounted for by other 
factcrs altogether.33 Thís is not to deny that military expenditure may affec! 
the rate of profit. Technical spin-offs míght cheapen the elements of constant 
capital in civilian industry, for example, while the ídeological impact of 
militarism míght be such as lo induce workers to accepl lower wages and a 
higher rate of exploitation. Equally, as will be seen in the following section, 
there are several ways in which arms spendíng may reduce profitability. But 
none of them lends any support lO Kidron's thesis, beca use the way in which 
arms expendíture affects the economy ís very different. 

V The Costs oC Military Spending 

Szymanski had concluded Iha! 'in a very basic sense, milítary spending, 
instead of leading to economic growth, actually appears lo be a cause of al 
least rela tive stagnation'. 34 In fact there are al leasl three ways in which arms 
spending could retard growth. Militarism may 'crowd out' investment in 
productive industry; it may divert scientists, technologists and ancillary 
resources from non-military research and development projects; and il can 
foster complacency and inefficiency both in the armaments sector itself and 
in the wider economy. Although specific vested interests gain from military 
expenditure, it is - if these factors operate - at the expense of capital as a 
whole. 
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Casual observation supports the notion that arms spending has reduced 
productive investment. To cite the extreme cases, it ís unlikely to have been a 
coincidence that post-war Brítain and the United Sta tes, with heavy military 
commitments, had much smalIer investment ratios and lower growth rates 
than Japan, where until very recently the constitutionallimitation of military 
expenditure at I per cent of GNP was regarded as binding. Smith's 
econometric research uncovered a strong negative relationship between the 
shares in national ¡ncome of arms spending and civilian investment, for both 
time-series and cross-sectional data. This presumably reflects the concentra
tion of military production in investment-goods industries (engineering, 
shipbuilding, electronics), together with the absence of senous deficiencies 
in efTective demand and the resistance of prívate and public consumption to 
downward pressure from expanded military expendíture35 

Militarism affects not only the quantity but also the quality of investment, 
which is heavily dependent upon technological innovation. Again taking the 
extreme case, more than half of all British research and development 
resources since 1945 have been directed to military work. This must ha ve 
been at the expense of progress in civilian industry, un les s there were massive 
and continuing technical spin-offs. Almost all writers agree, however, that 
military innovation has become increasingly specialised and esoteric, offer
ing fewer and fewer benefits to non-military capitalism. 36 And military spin
offs could hardly have had a greater effect on growth than direct expendi
tures on civilian research. 

Finally, and possibly most important of all, there is the intangible but 
pernicious erfect of military expenditure on the efficiency, dynamism and 
flexibility of the civilian economy. Normal competitive pressures apply not 
at aH, or only in a weak and distorted form, to arms production, for which 
the only major customer is the sta te. Profit rates are abnormally high; cost
rnaximisation (and thus subsidy-maximisation) replace cost-minimisation as 
Ihe cntenon of managerial success. Slruclural rigidities are engendered when 
rnilitary demand props up otherwise declining industries, and newer sectors 
like electronics are subordinated to military purposes. Slack and wasteful 
behaviour is rewarded at all levels of the contracting companies, which 
become more reliant on arms production as they become less able to survive 
in civilian markets. In the more heavily militarised states the entire basis of 
national competitiveness may be seriously undermined. 37 

Why, then, do capitalists in these economies support the arms economy? 
The simple answer may be that they do no!. Clarence Lo's careful sludy of 
attitudes in the (McCarthyite) United Sta tes between 1948 and 1953 revealed 
considerable business opposition to increased military expenditure because 
of the tax burden, inflation and increased state control to which it was 
expected to Iead. The rearmament programme went ahead anyway?8 Strong 
support for a high and increasing arms budget does, of course, come from 
those corporations which benefít directly from it. Liberal critics of militar-
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ism, from Cobden and Hobson lo Melman, have attacked Ihe vested 
interests making up the 'military-industrial complex', about which the 
retiring Presldent Eisenhower (himself a former general) warned the 
American people in 1960. W riting just after the Fírst W orld War had mn 
its bloody course, A.C Pigou denounced the arms producers for promoting 
'the explosive material, out of which the llame of war may burst'; and he 
meant these words in a figurative as well as a literal sense. 39 Many Marxists, 
too, see militarism as a form of economic parasitism in which a narrow 
fractíon of capital profits while the rest of socíety (including the majority of 
capítalists) foot the bílL In James O'Connor's words, the 'defence' con
tractors 'have established what seems to be a permanent tap on the federal 
budget and thus have a long-run stake in the arms race ítself ... Thus, the 
big military contractors participate readily with defense programs regardless 
of the rationality of these programs in terms of overall national capital 
interests: 40 Militarism bears violent witness to the failure of economíc 
management in the modern capitalíst state.41 

VI Capitalism and Peace 

To return to the categories used in the first section of this chapter, it 
appears probable that the direct economic effects of military expenditure are 
negative (or were negative, up to the end of the 1970s: the 'military 
reindustrialisation' of the United Sta tes during !he Reagan presidency has 
yet to be fully assessed).42 Acceptance of this conclusion implies that the 
important ¡¡míts to growth of output in post-war capitalism have been set 
by supply constraínts rather than deficient demand,43 or at least ahat any 
shortfall in effective demand resulting from disarmament could have been 
quickly corrected by increased civilian (including government) expenditure. 
This repudiation of Keynesian ideas leads to what has sometÍmes been 
termed, not entirely facetiously, 'supply-side Marxism' (see Chapter 16 
below). For the United Sta tes the initial indirect economic effects of arms 
spending may have been sufficiently positive to outweigh its direct eosts, 
since its military might did help the United States to domina te the 
international economy for a quarter of a century after 1945. It was, 
however, a contradíctory posítíon, sínce the ensuíng balance of payments 
deficits and crowding-out of produetive investment eontributed greatly to 
the destruction of the very economic hegemony that the arms spending 
began by defending.44 For the other Western powers with substantial 
milítary expenditure, like Britain and Franee, the balance sheet is over
whelmingly negative. The permanent arms economy, then, was not 
responsible for the long boom, nor were cuts in arms spending implicated 
in its demise. 
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There remaíns ¡he ide%gica/ ímpact of militarism, in terms of increased 
social cohesion and enhanced Iegitimation of capitalist class relatlOns. These 
effects cannol be measured and may at sorne poinls have been negative 
(especially during ¡he Vietnam War). Assuming them generally to have been 
positive, however, a signIficant methodological issue arises. Is it legitima te lo 
argue, from the fac! that military expendilure makes capitalism run more 
smoothly. Ihal Ihis is the reasoll why arms speI)ding has been so high since 
1945? Are functional explanations of Ihis kind acceptable m Marxist 
analysis, or must causal statements be framed in terms of raliona! decísions 
taken by individuals? These questions have wide ramifications (foc example 
in the theory of the state and of the ¡abour process) which will be consídered 
in Chapter 17 below. 

Another, close!y rela ted, issue has a bearing on a more tradilional 
controversy in Marxist ¡heory. This concerns the extent to which high 
milÍlary expenditure was caused by economic factors, as againsl 'relatívely 
autonomous' polítical, strategic and other superstructural determinants. 
Mary Kaldor has suggested the existence of a sort of weapons fetishism, 

in which the weapons system as a piece of separate independent hardware. 
a thing, appears to dictate its own patterns of consumptíon and produc
tíon to weld together the military and industrial components of !he mode 
of warfare. 11 could be Iha! our own awe of the Bomb makes us victim of 
Ihis fetishism, unable to identify a meaning in the social system Ihat 
produces it and therefore apparently helpless in the headlong momentum 
of modern mílitarism.45 

It is not necessary to go as far as E.P. Thompson, for whom a self-propelled 
'exterminism' has replaced capitalísm and socialism at the centre of world 
history,46 to reaUse that military compelítion does possess a deadly 
momentum of lIs own. 

This leads us to the final, and by far the most important, point. Modern 
militarism is arter all a product of capitalism, however convoluted and 
contradictory the productíon process may have been. Can it, then, be 
overcome within the confines of capltalism? This is the question which 
exercised Karl Kautsky on the eve of the Fírst World War. He cautíoned 
against confusíng the claim tha! militarism is the creation of capitalism 
(whích he accepted) with the proposition that militarism is a necessary 
condition for the eXIstence of capitalism (whích he deníed). There is nothing 
in the logic of capital, Kautsky concluded, to prevent dlsarmament and the 
onset of peaceY Given the remarkable resilience of the capitalist mode of 
production, we can only hope that he was right. 
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New Theories of Imperialism 





9 
Capitalism and 
Underdevelopment 

1 Intfoduction 

The analysis considered in Part Ir focused upon the funclioning and 
transformation of advanced capitalismo Each theory sought to provide an 
explanation of the 'long boom', understand the contradictions which would 
ultimateIy undermine it, and thereby account for the passivíty of the 
working classes in the West, as well as locating the basis for any future 
radicalisation. In a11 cases the economic structures of backward areas and 
their relationship to those of developed countries figured hardly al al!. Only 
Baran and Sweezy thoughl them to be significant, and even in Monopoly 
Capital they were of secondary importance. The forces of stability and 
change in the heartlands of capitalism were seen to operate primarily 
through the reproduction and growth of the major capitalist economies. 

Backwardness elsewhere, however. beca me increasingly evident after the 
Second World War. By then per capita incomes in the advanced countries 
were over four times higher, on average, than those of less developed areas, 
whereas in the míd-eighteenth century they had becn approximately equal, 
and 200 years earlier many non-European countries had been richer.' 
Moreover, as a political force Marxism progressed mainly in undeveloped 
areas, and Marxists naturally feh lhe need to link this to backwardness. In 
itself this was nol new. As volume 1 of this book documents, Russian 
Marxists considered this Issue at length. What was novel in the post-war 
theories which emerged was the argument that backwardness was a result of 
a process of underdevelopment, in which advanced capitalist eco no mies had 
distorted the economic structures of backward areas so as to preclude their 
development. Marxists, of course, had always taken the view that imperialist 
exploitation contributed to the economíc growth of leading capitalist 
nations. But before the 1920s they had also considered that the impact of 
the West encouraged economic development on a world scale. Marx and 
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Engels, Kautsky, Luxemburg and Hilferding, along with Lenin, Bukharin 
and Trotsky, all believed that imperialism fostered capitalist economic 
development generally2 

To be sure, it was never a pronounced theme in the work of these 
Marxists, which was highly Eurocentric. Even their use of the term 
'imperialism' reflected this. Lenín, for example, used it as a synonym for 
the monopoly stage of capitalism. while Hilferding and Luxemburg con
sidered imperialism lo be equivalent to a 'struggle for economic territory'. 
The domination and exploitation of undeve10ped countries by advanced 
economies, which has become its principal meaning in the post-war years, 
was certainly not the prevailing reference before 1917, or even in the inter
war years. Only Kautsky and Luxemburg carne close to ít, and they would 
have sharply resisted the politica! associations of the new usage, in which it 
was frequently held that 'class struggle' now meanl a conf1ict between 
exploited and exploiting nations (see section m below). 

The responsibility for initiating the revision of established theories of 
imperialism falls on Pau! Baran, who, in the early 1950s, formulated most of 
the main economic propositions in the analysis of underdevelopment. 3 

Anticipations of his ideas can be found, including no les s an authority 
than the Comintern programme of 1928 (see Chapter 11 below). Occasional 
statements of Stalin, Trotsky and other Russian Marxists in the inter-war 
years also pointed towards Baran's work. 4 There was c!early a basis for the 
new theory in Lenin's c1aim that capitalism had ceased to be a progressive 
force and, since he relied heavíly upon Hílferding and was close to the views 
of Bukharin, in their writings too (see Chapter 13 of volume 1 of this book). 
After 1920 the Third International elevated the importance of anti-imperial
ist struggles in the coloníes, and this no doubt also provided an impulse 
conducive to the reformulation of the theory.5 Nevertheless, only with 
Baran 's work did there occur a c1ear break with Iraditional Marxian views 
about capitalist economic development in backward countries. For the first 
time a comprehensive economic theory of underdevelopment was formu
lated, explaining why development outside the strongholds of advanced 
capitalism was impossible without the intervention of socialist revolutíon. 
Furthermore, although Baran's ideas were subsequently extended by André 
Gunder Frank, Immanuel Wallerstein and the 'dependency theorists', they 
seldom improved upon Baran (see sections III and IV below). Consequently, 
Baran may claim a place in modern Marxian theories of imperialism 
analogous to that of Hilferding earlier in the century. He provided the 
principal concepts and the main ideas, while leaving enough space for 
additional considerations to be introduced by other theorísts. 

The main inf1uence on Baran may well have been Paul Sweezy. An 
enduring friendship between the two began in 1939, and Sweezy's Theory 
ofCapitalist Development, publíshed in 1942, brief1y pointed towards Baran's 
ideas of a decade later. 6 However, Sweezy increasingly moved towards an 
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'exchange perspective' which was not clearly manifest in Baran's own work 
(see section 1 of Chapter 1I below). Raul Prebisch and other radical 
development economists may also ha ve provided sorne of the ideas which 
Baran used, together with the terminology of the 'centre' and 'periphery' 
which would beco me the hallmark of the new theories of imperialism, But 
Baran emphasised neither the structural rigidities which (they claimed) 
inhibited the growth of backward economies, nor the deteriorating terms 
of trade which supposedly followed from these inf1exibilities. 7 lnstead he 
stressed underdevelopment as a result of the very nature of capitalism itself. 
The contras! provided by the economic transformation of ¡he Soviet Uníon 
c1early impressed Baran, as did the extensíon of the command economy lo 
Eastern Europe and China, It led him to repudia te reformism: no malter how 
radical, a reformed capitalism would be inferior to ahe potential offered by 
central planning, the very nature of which required a socialist revolution 8 

Together with decolonisation, the drama tic rise of nationalliberation move
ments, and the Soviet Union's need for allies and trading partners, this 
Stalinist aspect of Baran's theory was responsible for the warm reception 
which his ideas received from Maurice Dobb and from Soviet spokesmen. 9 

n Paul Raran and The Political Economy o/ G,.owth 

Baran fírst outlined his theory of underdevelopment in an anide 'On the 
Political Economy of Backwardness', which was published in 1952. having 
been presented as a paper to the American Economic Association two years 
earlier. This was followed by a more extended account in TI/e Pulitiea! 
Econol11)' o/ Groll'th in 1957, the main ideas of which had been the subject of 
a lecture series delivered in 1953. During the 1950s and 1960s Baran also 
wrote artides on various aspects of underdevelopment, some of which were 
collected together in T/¡e Longer Viell'. published (posthumously) in 1970. At 
the same time he was cooperating with Paul Sweezy in writing MOllopuh 
Capital (see Chapter 6 aboye). This text was almost wholly concerned with 
the economic structure of advanced capitalism, bUI, given the nature of 
Baran's thesis on backwardness, it formed an integral part of his theory of 
underdevelopment. 10 

The central idea in Baran 's treatment of imperialism ís more classical than 
Marxían. Economic growth is the result of the size and utilisation of the 
surplus product. Economies grow by allocating the surplus lo productive 
investments, and the more surplus is accumulated the fasler is growth, 
Economic stagnation occurs either because the surplus is insufficient to 
expand the productive forces or, if adequate, is wasted in unproductive 
consumption. Thus the divergent economic histories of ¡he centre and 
periphery - in which the development of the means of production is 
concentrated in the centre, and development is inhibited in the periphery -
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hinges on the division of the world's sur plus between different regions and 
the way in which il is used within them. 11 

According to Baran the divergence originated in the sixteenth century, 
when Western European countries began a process of colonial expansion 
and primitive accumulation. While the domestic surplus was also increas
ingly being invested at home, it was supplemented by using the surplus of 
other economies outside Europe. This transfer of surplus undermined the 
economic development of Latin America, Africa and most of South East 
Asia. Baran claimed that the seeds of autonomous capitalist development 
could be discerned everywhere (or, at least, everywhere in Asia) in the 
sixteenth century, when it had been feasible for accumulation to have 
occurred over the whole globe. In the event it was concentrated in Western 
Europe only because European domination of other areas thwarted incipient 
bourgeois revolutions there, and restructured their econornies in the interests 
of the imperial centres. 12 A small initial advantage possessed by Western 
Europe at the dawn of modem history was thereby turned into an enduring 
benelit and gave rise to cumulative divergence. 

To support this thesis Baran pointed to the industrial development of 
India prior to i(s conquest, and showed how the Indian economy was then 
distorted by colonial adrnmistrations for the benefit of British manufactur
ers. Established industry was undermined and the sur plus produced by the 
Indian economy was siphoned off by the imperial power. Baran also 
contrasted Jndian experience with the fate of Japan, which had successfully 
escaped colonisation and consequently preserved its industry intact, carried 
out its own bourgeois revolution, and used the surplus for its own 
productive investments. 13 More generally, according to Baran, what deter
mined whether a country developed or beca me underdeveloped was ItS 
incorporation into an imperial economy or the retention of independence. 

There is no doubt that Baran exaggerated his case. To assert that all of 
Asía was on the verge of bourgeois revolution was absurd. 14 Baran 
concentrated his attention upon the forces of production and failed to 
perceive the strength of pre-capitalist relations of production which char
acterised many areas outside Europe. However, his c1aim that colonisation 
did undermine the existing productive forces and plunder the surpluses of 
the colonised is well esta blished. 15 A t least in part, the speed of accumulation 
in Europe was a function of the exploitation of the periphery. Whether this 
brought about underdevelopment, though, is a more contentious issue. Ir the 
peripheral areas were backward at the outset - as Marx himself believed -
restructuring their economies for the benefit of the imperial power does not 
itself constitute evidence of underdevelopment. Rather, it may be a necessary 
condition for sustained later growth. 

Aside from issues of historical development, the really controversial issue 
is whether or not the process continued to operate after decolonisation. 
Baran c1aimed that it did, and here he supplemented his analysis with more 
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obvíously Marxian elements, including theories of monopoly capital and 
underconsumption. He dated the emergence of monopoly capital to the late 
nineteenth century and thus opened the possibility of interpreting his own 
theory as an extension of Lenin's.16 Baran's analysis of the functioning of 
monopoly capital, however, is very difTerent from that of Lenin. For Baran 
mter-imperialist rivalry plays no role, and it is underconsumption which 
brings about a tendency towards stagnation. lnvestment outlets are insuffi
cient to absorb an ever-larger surplus, and modero capitalism thus ceases to 
be a progressive force, even 00 its home ground. lnstead of sustaining a 
rapid expansion of the productive forces, as did competitive capitalism, it 
dissipates surplus in wasteful activities (see Chapter 6 aboye). 

For Baran there is no discontinuity in the economies of the periphery, 
since neo-imperialism effortlessly replaced colonial control and engendered 
sustained underdevelopment. Surplus continues to be drained off, princip
ally through the repatriation of profits from foreign investments. This 
intensifies the surplus absorption problem in advanced economies, but 
cannot be alleviated by extensive investment in the periphery itself because 
this would threaten the entrenched monopoly positions of foreign corpora
tions. Baran maintains that tbis is reinforced by the c1ass structures of 
peripheral societies, themselves the product of imperialist or neo-imperialist 
domination. Whatever surplus is retained by the ruling classes of backward 
economies cannot be productively employed there, beca use the extreme 
inequality which prevails precludes profitable investment in industries 
catering for mass consumption, which Baran held to be essential for 
capitalist industrialisation. The periphery also suffers from a heritage of 
colonisation, which establishes a social structure dominated by a comprador 
(client) bourgeoisie and remnants of feudalismo Any attempt by Third World 
governments to encourage autonomous development engenders intense 
opposition and brings the threat of external intervention by the sta tes of 
advanced capitalismo and especially by the United States. Monopoly capital 
has no more interest than colonial administrations in genuine economic 
deve\opment in the periphery.17 

Baran's argument for the continuance of underdevelopment in the post
war years, and that of many of his followers, may thus be summarised as 
follows. First, the causes ofThird World backwardness are exogenous rather 
than endogenous: that is, their poverty Is due to relations with the West, not 
beca use of purely internal barriers to economic growth. Second, these 
contacts result in underdevelopment rather than development since the 
rich capitalist countries have both a strong incentive to block growth and 
(by creating relations of dependence) the power to do so. They ha ve an 
incentive to perpetuate backwardness because this mates it more profitable 
to export capital to, or to engage in cornmodity trade with. the periphery. 

Harry Magdoff. alld other disciples of Baran. have added sorne orthodox 
Marxian considerations to his thesis. Underdevelopment entails a lower 
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organic composition of capital, a larger rate of exploítation and thus a 
greater rate of profit than is available in the developed countries, It also 
means higher prices for manufnctured exports from the metropolis, lower 
prices for imported raw materials from the periphery, and a correspondingly 
greater share of the gains from tcade, 18 This is why relations of dependence 
are profitable, They are sustained through the exercise of both political and 
economic power. Formal colonial rule gave way to 'neo-colonialísm' or 
'neo-imperialism' (see section I of Chapter 4 aboye) and is buttressed by 
severa! types of economic influence, Direct ownership of assets is only one; 
no less important are monopoly control over modern technology and the 
growing indebtedness of Third World states, which renders them unable to 
resís! the dictates of imperialíst ínstitutions like the International Monetary 
Fund and the World Bank, 

Against Baran and his followers ít has been objected, with considerable 
justice, that wealthy areas yield higher profits than poor ones, and that the 
supposed incentive for blocked development ís therefore íIIusory, Befare 
1914 capital was exported not to the most backward parts of the globe but to 
the 'regions of recent settlement' in America and Australasia, where living 
standards were exceptionally high. 19 Again, in the post-war years US capítal 
exports were directed more towards Western Europe than to the Third 
World, After 1945 trade, too, grew more rapidly between the advanced 
capitalist economies, with metropolis-períphery exchange lagging well 
behind. Thus rích regions appear to offer more lucrative markets, and 
more profitable investment opportunities, than poor countries and Western 
capital had no obvious incentive to block economic development in the 
backward areas, Its power to do so was also less than Baran had c1aimed, 
There have been many examples of political and milítary intervention by 
advanced capitalist states in the internal affalrs of Third W orld countries,20 
But, at the same time, decolonísation was not purely cosmetic; at least the 
larger of the newly-índependent sta tes won a significant measure of genuine 
independence, No more than Brazil and Mexico are India and Nigeria mere 
puppets of of imperialism, 

The evidence for economic dependence is stronger, bUl its implications are 
not straíghtforward, The extent of índebtedness is notorious, and very much 
greater than it was in Baran's day. But, by ¡tself, the geographicallocation of 
asset ownership is entirely irrelevant to questions of development and 
backwardness, The central issue is no! who owns the surplus bUI where it 
is invested, If this were not the case how else is it possible to explain Ihe post
war backwardness of Spain and Portugal who were the firsl, and very 
substantial, plunderers of the New World and Afríca? AnalogousJy, a 
periphery remains backward nol beca use it is exploited by a centre, but 
beca use the surplus is invested elsewhere,21 And, whlle peripheral economies 
continue lo rely technologically on the West, it is not clear why this should 
preclude development In fact technologícal dependence has provoked two 
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completely incompatible complaints: Iha! the Third World is denied access 
to the most modern techniques, and that the use of these inappropriate 
methods of production has profoundly damaged their deveJopment 22 

It is possible lo take issue with olher aspects of Baran 's analysís: his 
characterisa tion of Western economies in terms of 'monopoly capital', his 
underconsumptionism, his rejection of the possibility of export-orienled 
industrialisatlOn in the Third World, and his identification of US foreign 
policy with the immediate economic interests of capital. The theory of 
monopoly capital has been criticísed in Chapler 6 aboye, and problems in 
the associated theory of underconsumption were exposed by Tugan-Bar
anovsky nearly a century ago (see Chapters 9 and 10 of volume 1 of Ihis 
book). If there was a justification for emphasising the importance of the 
interna! market in the early 1950s, it has certainly been weakened by the 
liberalisation of the world economy sínce then. After Baran's dealh in 1964. 
it has beco me c1ear Ihat industríalísation can be based upon exporls (see 
Chapler 11 below). A stable world hierarchy of income levels and rates of 
economic growth, which Baran's theory predicts, has been undermined. 
Even in the years immediately preceding The Polítical Ecollomy o[ Growth 
events díd not conform to Baran's thesis. The MarshaH Plan provided large
scale aid fmm the United Sta tes explicitly in order to facilitate the recovery 
of Western European economíes.2J There was no attempt to 'block' 
development hefe, but Baran did not mentíon this important counter
example. and instead characterised 'aid' as invariably a transfer of resources 
from the centre 10 the periphery in order to sustain underdevelopment24 Of 
course, the transfer of resources to Europe under the Marshall Plan might be 
explained by the strategic objective of countering Soviet power, which 
operated to qualify the deeper interest in limiting dcvelopment, but [he 
possibilíty tha! the trade-off could run Ihe other way did not enter Baran's 
analysis. Nor did he consíder the likelihood that US intervention in the 
Third World which inhibits development might stem from polítical objec
t¡ves, and lack any economic interest in sustainíng backwardness. 

Baran was aware that growth had occurred in at least sorne perípheral 
economies. However, he characterised this as dependent development, which 
was the crealion of advanced capitalism in the centre. lackíng any auto
nomous impulse, and was in consequence 'distorted,25 Thís argument 
proved popular with sorne Japanese Marxists, who alleged that under US 
domination Japan's economíc development had been subordinated to the 
needs of American capital. The phenomenal success of Japan over the last 40 
years has made this thesis less and less convíncing. although it lingered on 
into the 19605 as part of the Japane5e Communist Party's doctrine. 26 

Elsewhere, too, lhe concept of 'distorted development' continued to be 
popular, especially among the dependency theorists of Latín Amenca. 27 But 
no more than Baran have they provided criteria by whích an autonomous 
development might be distinguished from a dependent one. When other 
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economists have done so, in order lO test Ihe hypothesis Ihat dependent 
development characterises Third World countries while that of the centre is 
autonomous, they have found no evídence in lts favour. The moSI obvious 
eounler--example ís Canada, whieh by many índices is economically, politic· 
ally and culturally dependent upon the United Sta tes, yel enjoys a per eapita 
income only slighlly below Ihat of Ihe United States itself.28 

The belief that economic backwardness could be eradicated only by 
following Soviet practiee was exceptionally widespread in the 1950s, and 
extended well beyond the ranks of orthodox eommunists. Baran's trealment 
of the issue is nonetheless notable for being wholly uncritieal. Stalinist 
repression received no more than a passing referenee in his work, and Ihe 
possibility Ihat il might be ínlimately related lo Ihe Soviet mode of 
production wenl unreeognised.29 The faet Iha! Soviet practice frequenlly 
flew in Ihe face of the most secure propositíons of c1assíeal eeonomics, whieh 
Marx himself had aeeepted, was regarded as a strength rather Ihan a 
weakness (see Chapters 11 and 18 below). Baran ignored everything but 
the mobilisation of the surplus for rapid aecumulation in eapital-intensive 
processes based on heavy industry.30 His trcatment was therefore very 
similar to that of Maurice Dobb, and Dobb himself was very favourably 
disposed to Baran's analysis.3J 

In the final years of his Jife Baran displayed doubts about the Soviet route 
to socialism.32 His friends in Russia during the 1920s - who íncluded 
Preobrazhensky - and his association with the Frankfurt School in the 
19305, meant that he eould have had few illusions abou! the extent of the 
repression under Stalin. BUI, like Paul Sweezy and Isaac Deutscher, and 
before them Otto Bauer and Theodor Dan (the leader of the emigré Left 
Mensheviks in the 1930s), Baran believed that Soviet aulhoritarianism 
would ultimately yield to the liberating potentialities opened up by eeono
mie development. 33 Aeeording to Ihis víew, Stalin was preserving socialism 
in the only way that was praetícally possible. In doing so he had used 
barbarie means, bUI they were employed pnmarily to eliminate barbarism 
itself; eeonomic modernily would prove to be incompatible with totalitar
íanism, and must inevitably bring substantial democratisation. Coupled with 
the collectivist property forms proteeted by Stalin, Ihe socialist project 
would relurn to c1assical conceptions. As the evidence accumulated against 
this rather vulgar form of historical materialism, Baran beca me increasingly 
uncomfortable with the pro-Soviet stanee which he had taken in Tlle 
Polilical Economy 01 Groll'lh. NevertheJess, by the time of his death in 
1964 he was still unwilling, or unable, to offer an alternative model of 
development, and there is no evidence that he repudiated his Iheory of 
underdevelopmen t. 

For his parí, Paul Sweezy did sever his eommítments lo the Soviet Uníon 
in the late 1 960s, proclaiming instead the appropriateness of a Maoist 
strategy toward sooalísl development,34 Mao himself aetually designated 
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the Soviet Union under Khrushchev as a form of capítalism, and accused it 
of actíng in an imperialíst manner.35 Some East European communist 
partíes may have sympathised with this view after their own experiences 
of Soviet imperialism, and they like China frequently resisted incorporation 
ínto a 'socialist division of labour' based upon comparative advantage.36 In 
the West the Maoist critique was extended by Charles Bettelheim, who 
sought to document the degenerative tendencies in Soviet history from the 
earliest days of ahe revolution. In doing so he echoed many of the arguments 
articulated by theorists of bureaucratic collectivism and state capitalism (see 
Chapter 3 aboye). But Bettelheim ultimately explained the degeneration in 
terms of the absence of a supreme leader who could maintain ideological 
purity, and counter 'economistic' concerns for the development of the 
productive forces as opposed to the creation of new socialist relations of 
production through contínued class struggle.n 

Like Sweezy and Bettelheim, many disillusioned communists and fellow
travellers shifted allegiance to other socialist states during the 1960s and 
1970s, and they were joíned by a younger generation in the New Left.38 

Baran's enthusiasm for the Cuban revolution suggests that, had he lived, he 
míght have done so as well. Russia was a rather unsuitable role model for his 
theory of underdevelopment, which corresponded more closely to the Third 
World revolutions led by national liberation movements, and which 
dominated the writings of Mao, Guevara and Debray.39 After al], if Baran 
was correet there was no possibility of proletarian revolution in the 
periphery, and so me other ageney was required. However, his traditional 
Marxist eontempt for the peasantry,40 and his Stalinist allegiance to heavy 
industry might have inhibíted any sueh reorientation. 

111 Frank's Revisions 

Baran found it exceedingly difficult to publish in the 1950s, and his position 
at Stanford University was threatened after his outspoken support for the 
Cuban revolution.41 But The Politieal Eeonomy 01 Groll'th had an immense 
impact upon radicals. It coloured the thinking of innovative development 
eeonomists like Raul Prebisch, Dudley Seers and Keith Griffin, and was 
greatly admired by Marxist activists such as Salvadore Allende. Che 
Guevara and Regís Debray. Even Mao's ehallenge to Soviet hegemony 
had elements which were also recognisable in Baran's thinking. At the same 
time it provided the foundation for a school of Marxian eeonomists 
concerned with the theoretical comprehension of underdevelopmenL The 
works of dependency theorists like André Gunder Frank and Theotonio 
Dos Santos represent extensions of Baran's analysís, while the journal 
Monthly Review (edited by Paul Sweezy and Harry Magdoff) became 
identified with the overall perspective. But orthodox Communists such as 
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Maurice Dobb were sometimes equally enthusiastic, as were Trotskyísts 
such as Ernest Mande!. Nor was Baran's influence confined to polítical 
economísts and revolutionaries, sínce the historiography of Fernand Braudel 
and Immanuel Wallerstein drew heavily upon his general theoretical view
point (see section IV below).42 

During the 1960s Frank proved to be the most importan! Marxist writer 
tú extend Baran's ideas, especially in his Capítalism and Underdevelopment in 
Latín America,43 In [arge part this book was no more than a restatement of 
Baran's original thesís, applied to Latín America. Indeed, it was in Latin 
America that Baran found his most receptive constítuency, and Frank's 
works were the chief medium. Nevertheless, Frank did revise Baran's 
analysis in various ways, and these modifícations have had an enduring 
inOuence. He dispensed with sorne of Banm's weaker arguments, introduced 
additional material designed to strengthen others and, most important, 
outlined a new perspective which sought to generalise Baran's treatment 
of coloníalísm and monopoly capital. 

Frank did not repeat Bafan's c1aim that incipient bourgeois revolution 
and autonomous capitalist development were world-wide phenomena in the 
sixteenth century, He accep!ed instead tha! mosl of Ihe globe was genuinely 
undeveloped, and that the 'development of underdevelopment' was a proeess 
of reeonstruction to meet imperial needs rather Ihan a reversal of prior 
development. Nor did Frank employ Baran's irritating and wholly ¡nap
propriate references to the rule of Reason as a justifieation for Stalinism, 
although he too saw the emulation of Soviet practíce as the solutíon ror 
underdevelopment.44 While retaining the ímportance attributed to mono
poly, Frank concentraled upon ils efrect in the periphery, and did no! 
emphasise tendencies towards stagnation in the centre. He also provided 
many more historical illustrations of the process of underdeveloprnent, and 
explieitly eonfronted the neoclassical theory of international trade, promi. 
nent theorists of 'modernisation' like Rostow, and more radical structural· 
¡sts who emphasised the importance of rigidities and economic dualísrn IR 

peripheraJ societies.45 

None of this moved very rar beyond The Political Economy o/ Groll'th, 
and the really important deficiencíes in Baran's thesis remain evident in 
Frank's work. But Frank also introduced a significant shift in perspective. 
He defined eapítatism in terms of exchange relationships: production ror the 
market. rather than ror direet use, made economic activíty capitalist. 
Whether or not property relations involved wage labour or bondage, ir 
outputs were produeed for exchange this sufficed to define íhem as beíng 
capitalist In Frank's víew, moreover, al! markets were only segments of a 
single world market, so ahat every capitalist activity was part of a global 
dívision of labour. The different 'modes of labour contror46 are simply 
optimal methods of production in specific eircumstances, and all are the 
result of profit maximísation. lt follows that Latin America had beeo 
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capitalist since the sixleenth cenlury, when il was lirst incorporaled in lo ¡he 
world economy47 

Frank maintained Iha I monopoly had characterised the capitalist world 
economy from its inception. The system has always involved 'chains' in 
which surplus is extracted from 'satellites' by 'metropoles', whi~h may 
themselves be satellites of higher-order metropoles. These chains operated 
within countries as well as between them, so there was an extended 
continuum of exploitatíve relationships. Frank recognised that importan! 
changes had occurred in the five centuries since the capitalíst world economy 
originated, but he claimed Ihal this had been a 'continuity in change', with 
no alteration in underlying struclure.48 This structure was, in tum, frequ
ently presented as a matrix of zero-sum relations, in which the wealth of the 
metropoles is a direct function of surplus extraction from the satellites. 
Thus, for Frank, economic development and underdevelopment are exact 
complements, whose c1assical express ion can be found in early Mercantilist 
thought.49 

Ahhough il is possible lo find allusions to these themes in Baran,5o on the 
whole his own viewpoint was markedly different. Baran remained much 
doser to the original Marxian conception of capitalism as a mode of 
production delined by specific social relations, and contrasted the centres 
of advanced capitalism and the periphery more c1early than in Frank's 
metropolís-satellite chaín. For Baran monopoly capital was a particular 
stage in capitalist development; whíle he undoubtedly thought of it as 
parasític, he viewed the earlier forms of capitalism as unambiguously 
progresslve, on standard Marxian grounds. Surplus extraction was related 
primarily lo ¡he development of ¡he productive forces, and it was from rapid 
accumulation through command planning Ihat Baran saw salvalion for the 
Third World. 

Frank's thought is extremely loose, and ambiguities are everywhere. But 
the real difficulty hínges on his conception of capitalismo into which the 
continuum of metropole-satellite relations and the zero-sum vísion of 
exploitation fit so neatly. It was precisely this which brought an onslaught 
of criticism from more orthodox Marxists in the 1970s (see Chapler 1I 
below). In the 1 960s, however, Frank's revisionism was widely embraced 
because it dovetailed with the revolutionary theories thal were then popular. 
Peripheries could be located within advanced capitalism, facilitatíng Ihe 
identifícatíon of Ihe oppressed and marginalised in the Firsl World wilh 
those in the Third. At the same time, the incorporation of the Weslern 
proletariat could be explaíned by its relative affluence. which derived fram 
the surplus extracted from these groups. They, in turn, could be regarded as 
genuine agents of world revolution because it was their suffering which 
underpinned the whole structure 01' global capitalism. 5

! 

Towards the end of the 1960s, Frank himself moved beyond Latin 
American underdevelopment towards the broader subjecl of the world 
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economy.52 This also beca me the central topic for Samir Amín and 
Immanuel Wallerstein, and it ís the 'world systems' theory constructed by 
Wallerstein whích has since proved to be the most influentíal interpretation 
within this genus. The theory has very close affinities with the vision which 
Frank adopted in the 1960s, but at the same tíme introduces modifications 
whích strengthen it. Thus, with the rise of worId system theory in the early 
1 970s, Baran's original theory of underdevelopment underwent a second 
reVlSlOn. 

VI Wallerstein's Revision of Franlc. 

The world systems theory of Immanuel Wallerstein is constructed firmly 
upon Frank's conception of capitalism as a system of exchange. For 
Wallerstein the eapitalist mode of production is defined by produetion 
oriented to the market, in which different modes of labour control are the 
results of profit maximisation under varying circumstanees and where each 
constitutes an e1ement in the division of labour of a world economy.53 He 
often suggests that the system is one of zero-sum surplus transfers,54 
although this viewpoint is not consistently proclaimed;55 as in the work of 
Frank, there is considerable ambiguity and apparent contradictíon on this 
and many other malters. Wallerstein also sometimes refers to the existence 
of a chain of metropolis-satellite relations,S6 but usually emphasises the tri
modal hierarchy of the world capitalist economy, At the apex is a eore of 
rich powerful states, while the base is comprised of most eountries in the 
Third World. In between is the 'semi-periphery', whose eharacteristics are 
convex combinations of core and peripheral elements. Wallerstein c1assifies 
most of Latín Ameríca as semi-peripheral, which is not surprising given that 
per capita incomes here are eonsiderably aboye those in most backward 
eountries. 57 

This perspectíve is fleshed out in Wallerstein's history of the world 
economy since the sixteenth eentury, when (he believes) capitalism origi
nated. To date, only three volumes of The Modern World System have 
appeared, but Wallerstein has already sketched the arguments of the 
projected fourth and final volume in a large number of articles eovering 
di verse topies in the period since the mid-nineteenth eentury.58 The foeus is 
very mueh on the longue durée, (that is, the very long run), which reflects the 
influence of Fernand Braudel. And, although Wallerstein recognises various 
stages of capitalist development, there is again an emphasis on 'continuity in 
ehange', as with Frank. Wallerstein also daims, however, that his overall 
vision is very dose to the spirit (if not the letter) of Marx, and traditional 
Marxian themes are indeed more evident in his work than that of Frank. But 
Wallerstein regards all work on underdevelopment as essentially Marxist, 
and believes world systems theory to be its culmination, since it expresses in 
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analytically complete form what Baran and Frank could only ap
proximate.59 

In fact 'underdevelopment' and 'dependency' are displaced from centre 
stage in Wallerstein's work, and are overshadowed by his recognítíon of a 
general interdependence between all the elements in the world economy. 
Moreover, while there always exists a hierarchy of core, semi-periphery and 
periphery, there ís also socio-economic mobility. For Wallerstein the 
locatíon oC particular countries has varied over time; in particular, there 
have been movements in and out of the semi-periphery from both directions. 
Wallerstein analyses the changes in The Modern World System and recog
nises the complex forces at work, As a general rule, however, he regards the 
active role played by state organísatíons to be pivotal.60 Unlike Baran and 
Frank, therefore, WalJerstein recogníses the importance of polítical índe
pendence as a prerequisíte for overcoming underdevelopment. Since he also 
views each state as the agent of a national bourgeoisie (broadly understood 
in accordance with his definition of capitalism, in which the specifíc social 
relations of traditional Marxian definitions do nol figure) his system has 
sufficient flexibility to incorporate Lenín's notion of uneven development 
and inter-imperíalíst rivalry, as well the 'super-imperialism' of the Uníted 
States61 

At the same time Wallerstein devallles the significance which Baran and 
Frank had both assigned to the Soviet rollte to socialism. Indeed, he 
maintains tha! there is no way in which an individual cOllntry can break 
free from the world capitalist system. Wallerstein regards as pointless most 
of the debate over the nature of the Soviet Union in terms of the concepts of 
degenerated workers' sta te, bureaucratic collectivism and state capitalism, 
beca use it presumes tha! internal social relations are crucial, and any 
analysis in terms of the 'betrayal' of the revolution is thought to be naive. 
However, he considers the Soviet Union to be state capitalist for the same 
reasons as Cliff (see Chapter 3 aboye): the law of value rules the Soviet 
economy through the pressures of military and economic competition from 
other states. Quite independently of the intentions of the revolutionaries, the 
Bolshevik revolution proved to be an example of a more general phenome
non whereby state power is rejuvenated and the economy restructured in 
order to lift a country from the semi-periphery into the core.62 

Wallerstein has complete sympathy with the aims of the original Bol
sheviks. and believes that the movement which Ihey led represented a 
genuíne 'anti-systemic' force. So lOO did the Chinese Communist Party, 
and Wallerstein is particularly impressed with Mao's efforts in the Cultural 
Revolullon to resist the pressures of the capitalist world economy by 
continuing the c1ass struggle against bureaucratisation and 'capitalist Toad
ers', Nevertheless, in his view there is no way that either revolution could 
have been sllccessful; the capitalist world system is simply too powerful, and 
ultimately dominates all units in the global economy. Wallerstein explains 
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the Sino-Soviet conflict since the 1950s in terms of the difIerent positions 
which the two countries occupy. Russía had succeeded in attaining core 
status while China remained in the periphery, and the logic of surplus 
appropriation had to assert itself.63 

Neither the Russian or Chinese revolutions, nor those of other national 
liberation movements in the periphery sínce the Second World War, 
however, are regarded as twentieth-century replicas of the 'Prussian road' 
to capitalist modernisation Con which see Chapter II of volume 1 of this 
book). They represent the beginnings of the world anti-systemic movement 
which, Wallerstein believes, will triumph during the next two centuries. He 
adheres to a version of the revolutionary scenario described at the end of 
section III aboye, and maintains that his economic analysis alone can 
explain the apparently diverse movements which have embraced Marx
ism.64 Only by recognising capitalism as a world system, and interpretíng 
the concepts of Marxian political economy in these terms, can it be 
appreciated how Marx's 'proletariat' has come to designate the oppressed 
and exploited generally. Here Wallerstein's argument has close affinities 
with the heterodox views of Frantz Fanon and Herbert Marcuse. More 
traditional versions of Marxian thought, which take the social relations of 
national unÍts as the basis from whích to define modes of production, are 
completely impotent when it comes to accounting for the multitud e of 
revolulionary movements which seek to overthrow capitalism uoder the 
banner of Marxism. 65 

Despite reincorporation into the capitalist world economy, Marxist 
revolutions have been progressive. They have eradicated the social relations 
of bondage and, although they have failed to achieve socialism, socialist 
ideals live on in the officíal ideologies.66 Anti-systemic revolutionary move
ments will continue to arise elsewhere in the world system and, while they 
too will be unable to break free of capitalism, they will operate in the same 
progressive manner. Ultimately the contradictions of capitalism will bring 
about the unification of anti-systemic forces 00 a world scale, and socialism 
wiU then emerge triumphant.67 

Wallerstein is exceedingly vague about the economics of this process, but 
it seems to involve an underconsumptionism reminiscent of Rosa Luxem
burg joined to the cyclical theory of Kondratiev and Schumpeter. 68 He 
summarises his views as follows: 

It has been the case over the history of the capitalist world-economy that 
the system's growth or 'development' has not been constant, but has 
occurred in wavelike spurts of expansion and contraction ... As 
production is expanded in the individual search for accumulation, there 
regularly come points where the amount produced throughout the world
economy exceed[s] the effective demand resulting from the existing 
distribution of world income ... The consequent periods of stagnation 
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both reduce overall production and lead to class struggles which force a 
redistríbution of world income to lower strata within the world-economy. 
This redistribution expands the market, at least in the core zones, and this 
can be most effectively compensated for, in terms of the interest of the 
upper strata, by the incorporation of new zones within the world
economy, adding a new component of ultra-low-income-receiving direct 
producers.69 

According to Wallersteín the contractíonary phases do not threaten the 
existence of capitalism beca use there is a mechanism which regularly brings 
about a reversal. However, he does believe tha! the capitalíst world economy 
has entered a 'long crisis', which began early in the twentieth century. 
Expansion of the outer boundaries of the system, and the proletarianisation 
of direct producers, which are the methods by which effective demand 
recovers, are nearing their Iimits. Politically, this is reOected in the rlse of 
anti-systemic movements70 One effect of proletarianisation (in the normal 
Mandan sense of this term, which Wallerstein adopts in this context) IS to 
reduce the differentiatíon within and between these movements, alIowing 
their unifícation on a world scale. They will then be able to attack capitalism 
as a whole, rather than being limited to the national struggles of the past. 
whích were bound to faíl in breaking free of capitalism. In other words, Ihe 
closer does capitalism (as Wallerstein understands iO approach capitalism 
(as Marx understood it), the nearer is genuine socialist Iiberation. Stalin, 
Baran and Frank all believed thal socialíst societies could co-exist with 
capitalism, in rivalry with it and progressively expandíng at its expense. Thís, 
however, i5 an iIIusion. According to Wallerstein capitalism is a world 
system, and it must be overthrown at that level; socialism can only be 
realised on a world scale. 71 

Wallerstein therefore returns to a theme of Marx himself, but his route 15 

very dífferent. Despite the manifold ambíguíties in the writíngs of Marx and 
Engels, they are nothíng as compared with those of Wallerstein. lndeed, one 
of the most frequent charges levelled against worLd systems theory, as well as 
against the ideas of Frank and the dependency theorists, i5 the lack of 
conceptual precision and analytical rigour. This is particularly acute at the 
very heart of thelr economics: the nohons of surplus, and surplus transfer. 
Unlike Baran, who sometimes explained his ideas on these matters at length. 
Wallerstein ís partícularly opaque. He refers constantly to monopoly, but 
not only does he use the term in very different ways, he also seems to regard 
ít as a synonym roc unequal exchange. At several points. however, he rerers 
for support to the theory of Arghiri Emmanuel,72 and it is this analysis 
which will be critically examined in the next chapter, befo re we consider in 
Chapter II the crítics of underdevelopment theory, 
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10 
Unequal Exchange 

1 Unequal Excbange Before Emmanuel 

With the solitary exceptíon of Rosa Luxemburg, classícal Marxian analyses 
of imperialism identílíed the export of capital as the fundamental mechanism 
by which metropolitan capitalism exploits the periphery (see Chapters 5-6, 
and 13 of volume 1 of this book). One of the consequences of ¡he decline of 
the Leniníst theory of ímperialism after 1945, whích was descríbed in Ihe 
previous chapter, has been an increasing inlerest in Irade rather Ihan capital 
Ilows as the principal instrument of international exploítation. What 
appeared to be a growing gap between developed and undeveloped 
countríes, especíally after the collapse of the Korean War boom and the 
sharp fall in commodity prices in the early 1950s, had important intellectual 
repercussions. Development economics had only recently emerged as a 
c1early defined academic subdiscipline. From its beginnings it had been on 
Ihe margíns of economic orthodoxy, with ils practítioners much more 
inclíned Ihan their mainstream colleagues to tolerate state interference with 
the operatíon of market rorces and to countenance radical politícal changes, 
such as land reform, as a necessary pre-condition for economÍc development. 
These heterodox tendencíes were strengthened by the post-1952 experience, 
which reínforced ahe arguments of development economists like Hans Singer 
and Raul Prebísch who postulated a secular deterioration in the terms of 
trade of poor primary producen dating back to the nineteenth century and 
constítutíng the chief cause of the wideníng gap between rich and poor 
countríes. One díd nol have lo be a Marxist, in this period, to see free trade 
as a tool of imperialist domination. 1 

Although considerable doubt was subsequently cast on the claim about 
the terms of trade,2 the concept of unequal exchange proved to be more 
resílíent. In facl it is no! logically dependent upon any trend in the lerms of 
trade, since inequality in exchange can be defined in terms of a quite 
dífrerent standard. In the labour theory of value, Marxian polítical econ
omy has an alternatíve benchmark by whích the degree of unequal exchange 
ca n be assessed. 

186 
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When, however, the development theorists turned to the Mandan 
lilerature, they obtained IíUle guidanee. In Capital, Marx himself coneen
trated precisely upon showíng how the existence of exploitation did nOI 

depend upon unequal exchange. For Marx surplus value is produced even 
when eommodities seU at their values, due to the unique nature of ¡abour 
power. While this did not preclude the possibility that unequal exchange 
mighl constitute an additional means of surplus extraction, Marx did not 
pursue it systematically, and was extremely critical of those who did, like the 
Mercantilists and Utopian socialists. 3 Marx himself had failed to write the 
projeeted volume of Capital dealing with the world market, and his few 
references to the labour theory of value in international trade were 
fragmentary and unsystematic. The three most important are found in 
volume III of Capital. Two of them involve numencal examples illustrating 
the possible relationships between the rate of exploitation and the rate of 
profit in advanced and backward countries. In the first, Marx shows how a 
higher profít rate can obtain in Asia than in Europe, even though the rate of 
exploitation is much higher in Europe: 

Europe 
Asia 

84c + 161' + 1605 = 116 
16c + 841' + 21s = 121 

Europe has an organic composition of 4, arate of exploitation of 100 per 
cent, and a profit rate of 16 per cent; for Asia the corresponding figures are 
1/4, 25 per cent and 21 per cen!. With this example Marx claims lO have 
discredited Bastiat and Carey, who would have predicted a higher rate of 
profit in Europe, but he offers no further explanation. His second example 
contrasts an undeveloped country with a nation at a higher stage of 
development: 

Undeveloped 
Higher stage 

50, + 100v + 100s = 250 
400c + IOOv + 100s = 600 

The two countries now have the same rate of exploitation, so that the more 
advanced country, with its higher organic composition, has a very much 
10wer profit rate: 20 per cent as against 66 213 per cen!. Marx continues by 
assuming productivity to be lower in the backward country, increasing 
necessary labour and reducing both surplus labour and the rate of 
exploitation: 

Undeveloped 

The profit rate has fallen to 36 213 per ceot, but remains higher than that in 
the advanced country. 

There is no direct reference to unequal exchange in either of these 
passages. Later in volume UI, when Marx discusses the forces counter-



188 NelV Theories olImperia/ism 

acting the tendency for the rate of profit to fall, he does refer to unequal 
exchange. His argument here is not concerned with international differenees 
in ¡he organic eomposition of capital, but with the faet that the higher 
labour produetivity of the more developed countries allows them to sell their 
eommodities for more than the labollr embodied in them, 'even though 
eheaper than the competing countries' with lower productivity leve1s. Marx 
draws aD analogy with the capitalist within a particular country 'who 
employs a new invention before it becomes generally used, undersells his 
competitors and yet sells his commodity aboye its individual value', thereby 
obtaining a surplus profit. In an international context, 'the more favoured 
country receives more labour in exchange for less labour, although this 
difference, this excess, is pocketed, as in any exchange between labollr and 
capital, by a certain class,.4 

The next Marxian economist seriously to consider these questions was 
Quo Baller in his important book on the national question, pllblished in 
1907. Although he did not cite Marx directly, Bauer was clearly influenced 
by the volume III argument concerning international differences in the 
organic composition of capital. Marx's theory of price, Bauer maintained, 
supplies the key to understanding the economic basis for antagonism 
between two regions at different levels of development which trade with 
each other. If organic eompositions diverge, trade will take place on unequal 
tenns, and 'the capitalists of the more highly-developed country not only 
exploit their own workers but also constantly appropriate part of the surplus 
value produced in the less-developed country'. This unequal exchange 
applies not only between predominantly agrarian and mainly industrial 
countries, but also within states. 

Without a doubt this is also the economic relationship between German 
Bohemia and Czech Bohemia ... What German writers so happily 
describe as the higher culture of German Bohemia, the 'Iesser merit' of 
the Czech regions, is nothing other than the effeet of the fact which 
dominates all capitalist competition, that the capitalistically more highly
developed parts of the country appropriate part of the value produced in 
the capítalistically less-developed areas. 5 

Bauer had in fact added little or nothing to Marx's own discussion. In 
view of both Lenin's theory of imperialism and subsequent developments in 
the theory of unequal exchange it is significant that he strongly denied ihat 
imperialism could benefit tbe working c1ass in the metropolis, and explicitIy 
stated the rate of exploitation in low-wage Czech Bohemia to be IOlVer than 
in the higher-wage Gerrnan regions.6 Bauer's analysis was, however, quite 
intluential in the 19205, winning the support of both Henryk Grossmann and 
Evgeny Preobrazhensky, whose model of Soviet industrialisation hinged 
upon surplus extraction from the peasantry by means of unequal internal 
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excbange. Grossmann used the fírst of Marx's numerical examples, on p. 187 
aboye, pointing out that if the rate of profit were to be equalised 
internationally ihis would entail a transfer of value from Asia to Europe. 
80th commodities would then seU at 118 V" giving a common rate of profit 
of 18 V1 per cent and involving an unequal exchange in Europe's favour of 
2 'l'2 units of value. sinee commodities embodying 116 units of value would 
sel! for 118 V,. This process of value extraction, Grossmann argued. was a 
signiflcant offset to the falling rate of profit and helped to explain the 
strength of imperialist pressures in twentieth-century capitalism.1 In the 
1930s the protectionism of the Romanían neo-fascist Mihail Manoílescu 
owed something to Bauer, while in Japan Toichi Nawa and Kaname 
Akamatsu were antícipating much later developments in European Marx
ism in their debate on unequal exchange.8 Thereafter the issue became much 
less prominent, at least in Western Marxism. In 1942 Theory 01 Capitalist 
Developmenl, for example, Paul Sweezy rejected the very possibility that 
international trade could transfer value from one country to another, on the 
grounds that trade alone (without capital movements) cannot equalise profIt 
rates. His collaborator, Paul Baran, was similarly dismissive. 9 There was a 
substantial Soviet literature, dating from 1954, but this seems to have been 
of low quality and to have gone almost unnoticed in the West befare the 
publication of J.-O. Andersson's survey in 1976. lO 

By then it was of purely historical interest. In December 1962 a Greek 
economist working in Paris, Arghiri Emmanuel, delivered a lecture in whieh 
he attributed unequal exchange not to intemational differences in organic 
composítions but to the huge and growing gap in real wages between fieh 
and poor countries. This, Emmanuel argued, gave rise to a large divergence 
between relative prices and ¡abour values, leading to the exehange of vastly 
unequal quantities of labour in the normal course of international trade. 
Unknown to Emmanuel another Parisian, Henri Denis, was about to 
publish an article with a very similar theme. 11 The ensuing controversy 
was at first confined to Franee but, with the publication in 1972 of an 
English translatíon of Emmanuel's book, it soon took on global propor
tions. 

JI Emmanuel's Tbeory of Uneql.lal Excballge 

Emmanuel's starting-point is the existence of a powerful tendency for ¡he 
rate of profit to be equalised on a world scale, while ¡here remain huge 
differences in both wages and rates of exploitation between advanced and 
backward countries. He suggests tbat the ínternational mobility of capital 
has eliminated any substantial gap in profit rates, after allowing ror 
relatively small and quite stable risk premia. 12 Thus, unlike Baran, Frank 
and the dependency theorists, Emmanuel considers the world economy to be 
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essentially competitíve. However, he recognises one fundamental exception 
to this, and it constitutes the foundation for his analysis of unequal 
exchange. Such Jabour mobility as is permitted by immigration controls in 
the West is utterly inadequate to equalise wages between rich and poor 
countries. In fact, according to Emmanuel, wages 'can vary enormously in 
space bu! very Httle in time'. Even the physiological minimum is elastic. since 
socially-created needs can become biological needs if their satisfaction has 
been guaranteed for a long period of time: 'a stage is reached at which 
certain needs created by civilizatlOn become so habitual and urgent that a 
worker will rather cut down on his food and c10thing than do without the 
corresponding article or service'. In addition, 'there are considerable moral 
constraints upon the ¡abour market. In spite of everything capitalism retains 
certain vestiges of personal relationships inherited from the feudal regime. 
One does not change one's employer as one changes the shop where one 
buys things', and one's employer is se/dom proud of wage reductions. 
Finally, 'the trade-union struggle of ¡he working c1ass and the reactions of 
the employers' organisations prevent the free play of the market in this 
field,.13 

For these reasons there exist very large international differences in the 
value of labour power, which Emmanuel takes to be exogenous in the sen se 
that they are the cause of differences in commodity prices and in the level of 
economic development rather than the result. For him, wage differentials 
between r¡eh and poor countries explain why it is that commodities 
produced in the Third World are so cheap, and those from the West so 
expensive; and this is responsible for the wide and growing gap in economic 
development between them. Emmanuel's rather confusing discussion of the 
relationship between wages and príces uses numerical examples which 
invoke ftrst Marxian and then Sraffian models of price determination, in 
neither case very satisfactorily.14 To illustrate rus argument we employ a 
híghly-simplified example of om own, framed in terms of labour values and 
ignoring all the problems with Marx's transformation algorithm (a more 
complicated and more acceptable Sraffian model is presented in section IV, 
although even this may have problems, as Chapter 15 below indicates). Rieh 
country A produces 30 cars, using 720 days of direct and indirect ¡abour, 
while poor country B produces 30 tons of tea with 480 days of direct and 
indirect labour. Wages are lower, and the rate of exploitation correspond
illgly hígher, in B than in A, but the organic composition of capital is the 
same in the two countries. Assuming for simplicity that there is no fixed 
capital, the value relations can be written as: 

A 
B 

e 

480 
240 

v 

120 
60 

s 

120 
180 

Total 
va/ue 

720 
480 

Va/ue per unit 
%utput 

720/30 = 24 
480/30 16 
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Here the (common) organic composition is 4, while the rate of exploitation is 
100 per cent in A and 300 per cent in B. 

Without international capital mobility, the rate of profit would be 20 per 
cent (= 120;600) in A and 60 per cent (= 180;300) in B. However, a uniform 
rate of profit is established, along the lines proposed by Marx in volume m 
of Capital,15 by dividing total surplu5 value by total capital employed, 50 
that r = 300/900 = 33 J/3 per cent. Prices of production are obtained in the 
usual manner: 

Cost-priee Profits Pria o/ produetion Priee per unit 
(e + v) r(e + v) (1 + r)(e + v) of output 

A 600 200 800 800/30 = 80/3 

B 300 100 400 400/30 = 40;3 

The ratio of the labour values of the two commodities (24/16 = 1.5) is less 
than the ratio of their prices (80;3 -7- 40/3 = 2). Assume that A imports 6 
tons of tea at a total cost of (6) (40/3) = 80. B's receipts will allow it to 
import three cars without incurring a balance of payments deficit, since 
(3) (80/3) = 80. But the labour value of B's imports is (3)(24) = 72, while 
the labour value of its exports is (6)(16) = 96. Thus rich country A gains 24 
days of labour from this unequal exchange. Of the 60 days of surplus labour 
performed in the poor country only 36 remain there, the other 24 being 
transferred to the rieh country in the eourse of trade. This value transfer, it 
must be emphasised, is quite separate from the unequal exehange diseussed 
by Bauer and Grossmann, whieh resu!ts fram differenees in the organic 
eomposition of capital with wages equal (see Appendix A for an example). 

Like his díseiple, the Egyptian Samir Amín, Emmanuel argues that 
unequal exchange serves to sustain and inerease international dífferenees 
in wages. Growing prosperity in the rieh countries inereases the speed of 
their economie development, allowing stíll further wage ríses. In the poor 
countries, on the other hand, the narrowness of the interna! market means 
that accumu!ation is reta rded , so that unemployment ¡ncreases and wages 
decline still further. With a widening wage gap, the eonsequenees of unequal 
exehange beeome more and more serious: the entire .proeess is a eumulative 
one. It can be reversed only by delibera te políeies to raise wages in the poor 
countries, which will necessitate export taxes and import substitution under 
tariff protection. Even complete autarky would, on Emmanuel's argument 
be preferable to unequal exehange. 16 

The ramifieations of Emmanuel's analysis are profound and far-ranging. 
He repudia tes the entire Leninist eonception of imperialism as a stage of 
eapitalism dominated by the export of capital. On the eontrary, 'all 
imperialisms are, in the last resort, mercantile in eharaeter',17 yielding their 
huge profits from commodity trade rather than from foreign investment. 
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This explains why capital has always flowed more freely to advanced than to 
backward areas, and why decolonísation was implemented so rapidly after 
1945 once the foundations for free trade had been secured. 18 A further 
implication is that neither dependency, broadly defined, nor specialisation 
upon agricultural production need preclude economic development, so long 
as wages are high. Emmanuel compares Canada and the Congo (both 
considered to be highly dependent) to establish the first point, and cites 
the examples of Australia, New Zealand and Denmark in support of the 
second. 19 

Finally, and by far the most important, he attacks the notion of interna
tional working c1ass solidarity and replaces the c1ass struggle with conflict 
between rich and poor countries as the central divide in world capitalism. As 
the chief beneficiaries of unequal exchange, workers in the advanced 
countrie5 no longer ha ve a common interest with those in backward areas, 
upon whose continued exploitation their own high living standards dependo 

From the moment when the shanng-out of the product of international 
exploitation assumes an important, if not preponderant, place in what i5 
at stake in the class struggle within the nation, this struggle ceases to be a 
genuíne c1ass struggle in the Marxist sense of the term, and becomes a 
settlement of accounts between partners around a jointly-owned cake. 

Thus loyalty to the nation transcends class interests, and 'national integra
lÍon has been made possíble in the big industrial countríes al the expense of 
the interna1Íonal disintegratíon of the proletaria t'. 20 In the coming global 
revolution, the Western working class is like!y to be on the wrong sídeY 

nI Emmanuel and his Critics 

Early in the debate which Emmanuel's ideas provoked, Charles Bettelheím 
raised an objectíon which was to be repeated frequently in the following two 
decades. The poverty of the Third World was due to the low level of 
deve!opment of the productive forces, Bettelheim argued. Wage differentials 
with the West were the result, not the cause, of underdevelopment.22 In 
similar vein, other critics maintained that Emmanuel had failed to recogníse 
the importance of the level and rate of change of labour productivity as a 
determinant of real wages. It was their relatively hígh productivity whieh 
had allowed British workers to enjoy high wages duríng the Industrial 
Revolution, and the steady ¡nerease In productivíty whích had permitted 
wage levels to rise thereafter. The same was true, a forcíori, of the white 
settlers in North America and Australasia.2J Wrítíng in the mid-1970s, J.-O. 
Andersson pointed to the grím example of Uruguay to arrive at the same 
conclusion from the opposite direction. Once known as the 'Switzerland of 
Latín America', renowned for its mass affluence and comprehensive welfare 
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state, Uruguay had been led by declining productivity in its export markets 
¡nto apparently terminal economie decline, with working-class living 
standards savagely reduced and polilical rights destroyed.24 In all these 
cases wages seem to be the dependent, not the ¡ndependent, variable. In his 
review of Unequal Exchange Henri Denis drew the same conclusion from a 
more neodassical perspective. Consider the effects of a fall in the overseas 
demand for a poor country's exports. Balance of payments equilibrium 
would be restored by a depreciatíon of its currency, entailing a decline in real 
wages. Hence wages are affected by changes in world market condítíons. 
They are endogenous, not exogenous, lo the system. 25 

Emmanuel's critics expressed further doubts concerning the quantitative 
significance of unequal exehange, Even ir his analysis were assumed to be 
fundamentally correet, exactly how much of the poor countries' surplus 
value was being transferred to the rieh countries? Was it enough to account 
ror the blocking of economlc development in the Third World? Could it also 
explain the dramatic century-Iong inerease in real wages in the advanced 
capitalist countries? Bettelheim suggesled ahal lhe answer to both questions 
musl be a negalive ofie, since lhe poor counlries' exports to the West 
amounted (in the mid-1960s) to no more than $25 bilJion (se e also section 
III of Chapter 11 below). Emmanuel replied thal the impact should be 
measured in terms of the potential revenue from these exports if unequal 
exehange were abolíshed, whích might be as high as $200-300 billion,26 
Samir Amín's estímate - again for the mid-1960s - was Ihat unequal 
exchange cost the poor eountríes sorne $22 billíon eaeh year. This repre
sented only 1.5 per cent of the GNP of Ihe melropolitan eapitalist counlríes, 
hut 15 per cent of that of the poor countries, and was alone responsible ror 
Iheir failure lo develop.27 AlI these estimales are somewhat speculative, and 
Emmanuel's seems to assume a pre-determíned pattern of ínternational 
trade and a zero price-elastieitity of demand for the poor countries' exports. 

We shall return to the quantitative importance of unequal exchange in lhe 
next section. Related to it are Ihe political conclusions drawn by EmmanueL 
which themselves became the subject of ¡ntense crítical scrutiny. Both 
Marxists and neoclassical economists like Paul Samuelson were quick lo 
note that unequal exchange is not, as Ernmanuel maintained, inconsistent 
with mutual gains from Irade. Even if the poor eountries lrade on 
unfavourable terms with their ficher partners, their los ses are relatíve rather 
than absolute. lt follows that autarky would be inferior to trade on almost 
any terms, however unequal. 28 Indeed, ít is necessary to distinguish, as 
Andersson does, between unequal and 'disjunctive' trade. The latter is 
defined as trade which widens the economic gap between the parties. It is 
logically independent of the former, since a country which is the subjeet of 
unequal exchange may gain from a faster rate of economic development 
than its partner, and vice versa. The destructíon of overseas eompetition by 
dumping illustrates this possibilíty; the converse case occurred with the de-
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industrialísation of countries apparently benefiting from oil or gas rents, like 
Venezuela, the Netherlands and Britain.29 

A further pertinent objection to Emmanuel's political conc!usion was 
raised by Brewer, who notes that ahere are three classes, not two, in Unequal 
Exchange: a single unilied bourgeoisie and two proletariats, one poor and 
the other rich. A ceteris paribus increase in wages in either country will 
reduce the rate of profit, giving an objective basis for c1ass conflict between 
workers and capitalists there. It may or may not lower wages for the other 
working class. At al! events, there are no 'national' interests, as Emmanuel 
would have us believe. 30 While this is true enough, it does not re-establish 
material prerequisites for the international proletarian solidarity which 
Bettelheim and other Marxist writers continue to assert. To shed light on 
this question a precise theory of income distribution is required, and neither 
Emmanuel nor his critics provides such a theory.31 We shall return to this 
question, too, in section IV. 

Emmanuel assumes that the huge wage difIerentials between ahe Third 
World and the West are reflected in correspondingly large differences in 
rates of exploitation. Many of his critics have argued that the reverse is true: 
if the productivity difrerentials between rich and poor countries are larger 
than the real wage gap, then the rate of exploitation will be higher in the rich 
countries, not lower as Emmanuel supposes. 32 This can be demonstrated in a 
simple one-commodity mode!. Assume that both Indian and British workers 
consume corn, but that the latter are very much better fed. Real wages in 
Britain (11'8) are thus much higher Ihan in India (11',). But agricultural 
productivity is significantly lower in India, so that the labour value of coro 
there 0 .... ,) is much higher than that of British corn O"e). Then necessary 
¡abour in India (IV,A,) may be greater than that in Britain (weAn); if the 
working day is the same in the two countries, surplus labour will be lower in 
India, and the rate of exploitation also lower. Once we allow for the fact that 
Indian and British workers consume different commodities, produced under 
a variety of conditions, the analysis becomes very much more complicated. 
But the underlying principIe is the same: ir ¡abour power costs much more, in 
terms of labour, in India than in Britain, the rate of exploitation there will be 
lower. British workers will be richer, but more exploited. 

This is an important weakness in Emmanuel's analysis. It can be 
expressed, rather differently, as his failure to adapt the labour theory of 
value to the problems posed by international trade. 33 When workers of 
different skills operate at different intensities upon quite difIerent quantities 
of machinery and raw materials, it can no longer be taken for granted that 
their labours are equivalent. This dífficuIty applies within any particular 
country or regíon, so long as technical and cultural condítions differ. It 
requires that serious thought be given to the 'reduction' ol' complex to simple 
labour, and to the definitíon of 'socially necessary' simple labour, when 
condiaíons of produclion vary.34 When the comparison is between advanced 
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and backward countries, the problems are more acute. Emmanuel is able to 
assume them away beca use of his critical assumption that rich and poor 
countries are completely specialised. Rich country A produces cars, but no 
tea, in our example in section II; poor country B produces tea, but no cars. 
Comparisons of labour productivity are meaningless, since it is not possíble 
to measure 'cars per hour' in relation to 'tons of tea per hour'. For 
Emmanuel, then, the notion of 'ínternational value' is redundant. The 
value of a car i5 defíned as the amount of labour socially neces5ary to 
produce it in A, and the value of a ton of tea is the labour-time socialIy 
necessary for its production in B. There is no ambiguity. If we were to relax 
Emmanuel's símplifyíng assumption and introduce a third commodíty which 
is produced in both countries, this would change. The productívity of labour 
in this third actívity is likely to be higher in A than in B, and the 'nationaJ 
value' correspondingly lower. But whích of the two national values ís the one 
which 'counts'; that is, which defines the international value of the 
commodity in questíon? If it 15 the (low) A-value, it follows that an hour 
of labour-time expended in B counts for less than an hour in A, and 
estimates of unequal exchange must be reduced accordíngly. If it i5 the 
(high) E-value, this is still true beca use one hour of labour-time in A 
produces more value than in B. 

We may conclude from this that the theory of unequal exchange needs 
substantial modification once there are productivity differences. in compar
able industries. between rich and poor producers. Indeed, if there were no 
such differentials it would be difficult to explain why any accumulation 
whatever is undertaken in the high-wage West. Why should internationally 
mobile, profit-seeking capital not concentrate all accumulation in ¡he poor 
countries, taking advantage of the lower wages which it can pay there to 
produce the goods which Emmanuel assumes to be manufactured in the rich 
countries? Will this not eventually do away with the whole distinction 
between rich and poor countries, between the West and the Third 
World?35 Indeed. sorne Marxian economists have argued that de-industria
lisation in advanced capítalísm and the industrialísation of certain Thírd 
World countries indicates that this is precisely what is happening now (see 
section V of Chapter 11 beJow). But it cannot be understood, and its 
limitations established, within the confines of Emmanuel's 'cars-and-tea' 
model of a completely specialised world in which the pattern of trade i5 pre
determined. In one sense this is the most damning criticism of his entire 
analysis of unequal exchange. 

IV Andersson's Reformulation 

In this section we set out a slightly simplified version of Andersson's model, 
which meets several of the objections to Emmanuel's analysis which were 
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considered earlier. 36 There are two countries, distinguished by different wage 
levels, where the wage in country I is higher than that in country 2 (IVI > 
1V2)' But there are now ¡hree commodities, two produced in only one country 
and the third produced (under different conditions) in both. Commodity A 
(machinery) is produced only in the rich country, and commodity e (coffee) 
only in the poor country; commodity B (doth) is manufactured in both, with 
BI denoting the output of the rich country and B2 that of the poor country. 
Thus trade involves the exchange of machinery for coffee. 

Hence there are four industries, each of which uses labour and machines. 
The quantities of machinery and labour required, per unit of output, are 
(Aa.La), (Ab¡,Lbl ), (A b2,Ld and (Ac-LJ respectively, and prices are repre
sented by Pa, PbJ, Pb2 and Pe' It is assumed that there is no fixed capital, that 
machines wear out at the end of each year, and that wages are paid at the 
end of the year. With r as the common rate of profit, egual in aH four 
industries, we can write the following system of equations: 

P(Aa (l + r) + !VILa = PaA 

PaAb¡{l + r) + !VILbl = PbIB¡ 

PaAbl(l + r) + IV2Lb2 = Pb2Bl 

PaAc (1 + r) + W2Lc = p,.C (10.1) 

The first equation in this system expresses the equilibrium condition that in 
the machinery industry sales proceeds (PaA) must equal its wages bill (!VILa), 
plus its machinery costs (PaAa), plus profits on those costs (rpaAa). The 
remaining three equations state analogous conditions for the production of 
doth in both countries, and for coffee production. In these four equations 
there are seven unknowns: the four prices, IV), 1V2 and r. They can be reduced 
to five by taking one of the four prices as numeraire: for example, setting 
Pa == 1, and by defining a relatíonship between Pbl and Pb2 (which are the 
prices of the same commodity in the two economies). The system then has 
one degree of freedom, since there is one les s equation than there are 
unknowns. The economic meaning of this is that only one of the two wage 
rates can be exogenous, not both, as Emmanuel assumes. Thus, if IVI is taken 
to be exogenous, changes in wages in the rich country affect the wage rate in 
the poor country, and vice versa if W2 were the exogenous wage rateo 

We can now assess the merits of Emmanuel's three fundamental c1aims: 
First we return to his argument that there is no basis for international 
working-c1ass solidarity. This is related to the proposition that increased 
wages in the rich country are gained at the expense of lower wages in the 
poor country; in formal terms, tbis means that dW2/dwl < O. To examine this 
claim we make the simplifying assumption that there are no tariffs or 
transport costs, so that there is a single world marlcet price for cloth: 
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Pbl = Pb2 = Pb (10.2) 

Now assume the wage rate in the rich country to be exogenous, and equal to 
li' l. From the second and third equations in system (10.1) we find that 

(l0.3) 

so that 

Lbl B2 La B2 (Abl Ab2) -.---.- ---
BI Lb2 Aa Lb2 Bl B2 

(l0.4) 

In order that dlV2/d¡V ¡ < O, this requires that 

(10.5) 

But nothíng can be said a priori about the sign of this expression, which 
depends on the machine-output and labour-output ralios in machinery and 
cloth production. Consequently Emmanuel's first claim is insecure. 

A second claim implied by Emmanuel's argument in Unequal Exchange is 
that the rich country's terms of trade are improved by an ¡ncrease in wages 
there, and vice versa. This proposition can be assessed by taking machines as 
the numeraire and setting Pa = l. Since the poor country exchanges coffee 
ror machines, its terms of arade are now expressed by Pe, which is the price of 
coffee in terms of machines. Using equations (10.1), (10.2) and (10.3) we 
obtain 

11'1] 

so rhat 
(10.6) 

(10.7) 

Once again, the relevant relationship, that between Pe and IVI> depends on 
the machine-output and labour-outpul ralios in the various industries, so 
that no fmn conclusion can be drawn a priori. 

The third and fIDal proposition concerns the relationship between in ter
national wage differences and unequal exchange. Emmanuel c1aims that the 
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country with low wages experiences unequal exchange and will suffer from 
it, lo Ihe benefit of the rich eountry. To appraise this c1aim we need to 
reeognise differenees in ¡abour productivity and reformulate the four 
industry equations of system (l0.1) in Jabour value terms. Where Aa and 
"'e are the quantities of diree! plus ¡ndireet labour needed to produce 
maehinery and eofree; '}'b is the quantity of direet plus indireet labour 
needed to produce cloth in the rieh country; and a « 1) is a factor 
expressing the relationship between an hotir of labour in the poor eountry 
and an hour of labour in the rieh country, we have 

A"Aa + La = AaA 

"'aAhl + Lbl = AbB ¡ 

A"A h2 + aLb2 AaB2 

AlIAe + aLe = Ace (10.8) 

The fírst two equations in system (10.8) relate to the rich country. The 
seeond equation, for example, defínes the value of cloth in eountry 1 (ll.bB¡) 
as the sum of the indirect labour (A.aAbl) and the direet labour (Lb1 ) required 
to produce il. The second two equations apply to ¡he poor country, where 
labour is less productive and therefore 'eounts' for less. The quantities of 
direet labour used to produce cloth and eoffee in the poor eountry must 
therefore be sealed down [rom Lb2 and Le to aLb2 and a.Le; and it is the more 
advanced eonditions of produetion in the rich country which define the 
international labour value of c!oth (that is, Ah, whieh is obtained by soIving 
the seeond equation in the system). In the third equation, then, the value of 
cloth output in the poor country is shown as AhBz; and this equals the sum of 
the indirect ¡abour (AaAd and the direet ¡abour (a.Lb2 ) required. The fourth 
equation sets the ¡abour value of the output of cofree (AcC) equal to ¡he sum 
of the indirect and direct labour requíred in its production (AeAe + aLe). 

Solvíng system (l0.8), which has four equations and four unknowns 
(Aa, Ab, Ac and ex), we obtain 

Aa = 
La 

A-Aa 

Ab = 
Lhl Ahl 

+-
La 

BI BI A-Aa 



Unequal Exchange 199 

a.= 
(

Abl _ Ab2 ). 

BI B2 
(10.9) 

The equation for Aa is straightforward: the labour value of a machine is 
equal to the labour employed in the industry, divided by the net output of 
machines. The equation for the value of a unít of c10th (Al» shows it to be the 
sum of (1) the direct labour input per unít of output, Lb¡/ B l , and (ii) the 
indirect labour which i5 required, given by the produet of the machine
output ratio (Abd B¡) and the value of a machine Aa = La 

A - Aa 

The even more eomplieated expressíon for Ac can be interpreted simílarly. As 
for a., the fourth equation in system (10.9) shows it to depend (among other 
things) upon (i) the relative productivities of living labour in the cloth 
industry in the two countries (B¡/Lbl and B2/Lb2 ); and (ji) the re1atíve 
machíne-output ratios (AbJ/B1 and Ab2/B2)' 

We can now return to the question of unequal exchange. If we set the 
value-price ratio of machinery equal to unity, so that A" p" = 1, unequal 
exchange can be defined in terms of the trade in coffee alone. Exchange will 
be unequal if Pe =F Ac. that ¡s, if the priee of coffee (in terms of machines) 
differs from its labour value. With Aa = I in equation (10.9), 

( 10.10) 

and to establish the exístence of unequal exchange we must compare 
equatíons (10.6) and (10. ¡ O). Again no simple conclusion suggests itself. 
Exchange is likely to be unequal, but there IS no c1ear reason to suppose that 
it will necessarily benefit the rich country at the expense of the poor country 
rather than the other way round. Thus a more rigorous reformulation fails 
to provide any general substantiation of Emmanuel's three basic claims. 37 

This can be iIlustrated by inserting hypothetical numerieal examples into 
Andersson's model, as in Appendix 8.38 

V Some Unanswered Questions 

In spite of these serious analytical defects, it is difficult to deny that 
Emmanuel highlíghted an important question. Why is it that Sri Lankan 
tea-pickers earn only a tiny fraction of the real wages paid to a working-class 
tea-drinker in the United States? Why do stonemasons or truck drivers in the 
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two countries, performing very similar work, enjoy vastly different living 
standards? Why is it, after centuries of international trade, that these wage 
differentials not only have not been eliminated, but have widened consider
ably? Is there not a 'Iabour aristocracy' on a global scale, and might this not 
shed Iíght on the absence of international proletarian solidarity? 

If Emmanuel achieved nothing else, he did ensure that Marxian econom
ists were forced to pay long-overdue attention to questions such as these. 
And there are others. One is the Marxian attitude to the theory of 
comparative costs, The great majority of Emmanuel's critics rejected 
autarky as a feasible path to development Were they not thereby endorsing 
the orthodox analysis of trade as a process in which both parhes gain, and 
workers in poor countries may gain most of all?39 Another set of issues 
concerns the analysis of exploitation when wages differ. Are two groups of 
workers differentiaJly exploited whenever they are paid unequal wages, or 
only when wage differentials exceed any differences in productivity? What if 
they are concentrated in different branches of production, so that their 
productivities cannot easily be compared? These questions have ramifica
lions beyond the theory of imperialism: for example, in the analysis of 
discrimination against black or women workers within the advanced 
countries. They have yet to receive an adequate answer.40 

A third set of problems is posed by Emmanuel's assumption that 
competitíon rather than monopoly prevaíls in international economic 
relations. This is one of his most obvious disagreements with Leninism. Is 
it fully justified by the emergence of a global free market under US economic 
hegemony after 1945? Are the multinational corporations effectively free 
competitors on a world scale?41 If so, how is one to interpret the protective 
barriers ímposed by the rich countries against the poor countries' exports? 
How do these trade barriers compare with the repatriation of profits, and 
with deficiencies in domestic demand due to low wages, as an obstruetion to 
the economic development of the Third World?42 Was Emmanuel in faet 
correct to minimise the significance of capital exports (his second major 
break with Leninism)? Or is the focus of aecumulation now shifting from the 
metropolis to the periphery, so that the whole basis of the distinction 
between r¡eh and poor countries is beginning lo break down?43 How long 
will it take, and what are the implications for wage differentials? We tum to 
some of these questions in the following chapter. 

Appendix A: Unequal Exchange Due to Different Organic Compositions 

If we modify the numencal example used in section JI by allowing equal 
wages and rates of exploitation, but unequal organie compositions, we can 
write the following value relations: 
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total value per unit 
e v s value oloutput 

A 480 120 120 720 24 

B 240 120 120 480 16 

Bere the average profit rate is (240/960) = 25 per cent, and the price 
relations are: 

A 

B 

cost-price 

600 

360 

prolits 

150 

90 

price 01 
production 

7S0 

4S0 

price pe,. /lnit 
o( output 

750/30 

450/30 

25 

15 

Again the relative price of cars in terms of tea (2S/15 = 1.6) exceeds thelr 
relative labour value (24/16 = I.S). lf A imports 5 ton s of tea at a total cost 
of 75, B can import three cars costing (3)(25) = 75. The labour value of A's 
imports is (S)( 16) = 80, exceeding the labour value of its exports, which is 
(3)(24) = 72. The rieh eountry has gained eight days of ¡abour through thls 
unequaJ exchange. 

Appendix B: Numerical Example of Alldersson's Model 

for simplicity the output of each industry is assumed to be the same (A 

BI = B 2 = e = 100), and the input requirements are set at (Aa = 80. Lu = 

20). (A bl = SO, Lbl = 50), (A b2 = 40, Lb2 = 200), and (A c = 20, Le ~ 100). 
Here machinery production is (he most machine-intensive, followed by clOlh 
manufacture in the nch country; cloth and coffee production in the poor 
counlry are equally labour-intensive. Settmg p" = 'Aa = 1, and Phi = PI>::' = 

Pb, it is found fram equations (10.1) - (10.10) that Ab = LA, = 0.5 and a = 

0.3.AssumingthatH'1 = 0.2.wealsoobtainpb = 0.7,p, = 0.35,11'2 = 0.11. 
and r = 0.2. Since A( = 0.5 > p, = 0.3S, the poor country is the victim of 
unequal exchange. Raising 11'1 to 0.6, however, has the foUowing effects. The 
rate of profit ralls (r = 0.11), the price of coffee inereases (Pe = 0.425) and 
¡he wage rate in the poor country rises (lI'2 = 0.205), Contrary lo 
Emmanuel's expectations, an increase in real wages in the rieh country 
has increased real wages in the poor eountry, improved ¡ts terms of trade, 
and reduced lhe degree of unequal exehange (since pclAc is now 0.425(0.6 = 

0.71, as against 0.35/0.6 = 0.S8). Even Ihough in this case unequal exchange 
does indeed benefit the rich country, its magnitude is unlikely lo be very 
greal. 
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Now reverse the production conditions in the rich country's two indu
stries, so Ihal maehine production beeomes less machine-intensive than cJoth 
manufacture (Ihe data for the poor country's two industries do nol change). 
With Aa = 50, La = 50, Abl 80 and Lbl = 20, ¡he labour value solutions 
prove lo be the same as before. Ifwe se! IVI = O. ¡he priee equatíons can be 
solved lo oblain Pe = 0.65, W2 0.35, and r = 0.5. Unequal exchange now 
opera les in favour of Ihe poor eountry, sínee Pe = 0.65 > At = 0.5. 
Increasing w) = 0.8 gives a new solution with Pe 0.56, U'2 = 0.32, and r = 

0.2. Wages in the poor country have fallen, its terms of trade have 
deteriorated, and its advantage from unequal exehange has decJined (since 
pJA., = 0.56/0.5 = 1.12 rather than 0.65¡05 1.30). Although in Ihis case 
there is indeed no basis [or international proletarian solidarity, as measured 
by the criterion on p. 196, it ofTers very Iiule comfor! ror Arghiri Emmanuel. 
As a general theory, Unequal Exchange is evidently deeply flawed. 
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11 
Critics 01 Underdevelopment 

1 Introduction 

Al! theories of underdevelopment treat capitalism as functíoning on a global 
scale in the manner of Marx's account of merchant capital, where monopoly 
power and unequal exchange redistribute surplus between geographical 
areas. Frank and Wallerstein add a zero-sum description to this circulation
íst perspective. Not only do they maintain tha! advanced capitalism under
developed the periphery, but they also insist that the centre has developed 
only because of the exploitation of the periphery. Furthermore, for Frank 
and Wallerstein it is production for profit realised on the market which 
defines capitalism. Specific relations of production are not regarded as 
important. Capitalism ineludes various forms of labour control, each of 
which is the outco¡ne of optimising behaviour by property owners, including 
serfdom, slavery and wage-labour. Thus elass structures are endogenous 
variables and have no causal significance; any effect which may be 
attributable to them can be reduced to the more fundamental determinant 
of profit maximisation. 1 

This position is sometimes associated with Paul Sweezy, who, in his 
debate with Maurice Dobb during the 1950s over the transition from 
feudalísm to capitalism in Western Europe, saw the rise of trade as the 
'prime mover>2 Dobb, by contrast, argued that contradictions of the feudal 
mode of production were the principal factors bringing about the transition. 
Sweezy's view was expressed by Marx in the 1 840s, and beca use he was then 
heavily influenced by Adam Smith any emphasis on the importance of 
exchange relations is sometimes caBed 'Smithian'.> The importance of the 
market in promoting capitalism in Russia was also stressed by Plekhanov 
and Lenin in their debate with the populists. and the idea reappeared in 
controversies over economic development in Russia during the 1920s (see 
Chapters 8, 9, 10 and 15 of volume 1 of this book). Nevertheless. modern 
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theorists of underdevelopment go very much further than earlier Marxists, 
who always identified capitalism with wage labour. Thus. while Sweezy (for 
example) believed (hat the expansion of markets eaused the development of 
capitalism, he defined capitalism by specific relations of productíon in the 
same way as Marx. 

Insofar as there is a theoretieal link between Sweezy and the theorists of 
underdevelopment in their treatment of capitalism it líes at a deeper leve!. 
Critics of the thesis that the expansion of (rade created capitalism allege that 
it rests upon the assumption of horno economicus4

. If this is true, there 1S 
indeed a resemblance between Sweezy, Frank and Wallerstein. A differenee 
oceurs only beca use Sweezy believed that profil maximisation would result 
in wage labour, while theorists of underdevelopment reeognise that other 
modes of labour control may prove more profitable. There i8 here also a 
similarity with neoclassical theory, although agaín ít ís imperfecto Neoclas
sical economists invariably assume that rational economic agents aet in an 
environment where voluntary contracts prevail,5 whereas Frank and Wall
erstein reeogníse the possibility of trade al the point of a gun. This indica tes 
that an appeal to aequisitive behaviour expJains very liuJe. It becomes an 
explanatory hypothesis only when the feasible set from which choices are 
made is specified. This judgement is reinforeed by the faet that Robert 
Brenner, who is a powerful eritic of all Smithian views, assumes rationality 
to predominate in economic behaviour, and that property owners seek to 
maxímise theír incomes. His own account of the origin of capitalism and of 
undevelopment, therefore, rests upon the same assumption about motiva
líon as those which he attacks (see seetion In below). 

Sinee the 1 96Os, Marxian eritics of theories of underdevelopment have 
regarded the treatment of relations of produetion as the central weakness of 
these theories. They are convineed that dass structures are far less pliab1e 
than Frank and Wallerstein maintain. From the crit¡es' perspective, the 
periphery has suffered less from capitalist exploitation than from ¡ts absence, 
and continuing baekwardness is the result of factors endogenous to 
peripheral societies rather than being exogenously imposed by their con
tacts with the advanced capitalist world (see seetion II of Chapter 9 aboye). 
Since relations of production have remained predominantly pre-capitalist, 
the rapid economic development which eapitaEst c1ass structures invariably 
generate has been delayed or bloeked. WhiJe the crities reeognise that 
underdevelopment may occur, they c1airn that it depends upon the reinfor
cement of non-eapitalist relations of produetion. More generally, theyargue 
that class struetures are not properly conceived as endogenous variables; 
they are instead the exogenous cause of development and underdevelop
mento And while they also aceept that capitalist development at the centre 
may have benefited fmm exploitation of the periphery, they do not regard 
this exploitation as a necessary condition for the development to have 
occurred. Consequently, the Marxian crities argue that a zero-sum concep-
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¡ion of ¡he relationship between the centre and the periphery is thoroughly 
misconceived. 

The most important criticisms of the theory of underdeve!opment from 
this 'modp of production' perspective arise from two interpretations of 
historical materialism formulated by Louis Althusser in the 1 960s, and 
Robert Brenner in the 1970s. Only Brenner appears to have been motivated 
by the issue of backwardness, but Althusser's theory has been applied to the 
problem by numerous Marxists. Section 11 below outlines the Althusserian 
approach, and section III considers Brenner's critique of Frank and Wall
erstein. As we will see, both forms of historical materialism can be criticised 
for devaluing the causal significance of the forces of production. Each 
theory, therefore, points to the importance of the version of histoncal 
materialism defended by G.A. Cohen in the 1970s, in which relations of 
production are held to be endogenous while the forces of production are 
exogenous. Cohen's theory has never been used explicitly in the analysis of 
underdevelopment, but his ideas are of central relevance to it. They are 
considered in section IV. Finally, we deal in section V with the work of those 
Marxists who have argued that many peripheral economies are, in fact, 
rapidly developing the forces of production. 

n Articulation Theory 

Althusserian Marxism is inherently complex, but it is made artificíally 
dimcult to understand by the use of a vocabulary which inhibits darity.6 
However, the essential ideas relevant to the problem of backwardness are 
reasonably straightforward. Actual economic systems are seen as involving 
more than one mode of production, and this 'articulation' of modes is 
particularly pronounced in the case of peripheral 'social forrnations,.7 
Capitalism is treated in the usual Marxian manner as involving wage 
labour, and it is generally presumed that capitalist relatlOns of production 
facilitate the rapid development of the forces of production. The persistence 
of backwardness in the periphery is due to restraints on the expansion of 
capitalism by pre-capitalist modes of production. This may be due to the 
integrity of the pre-capitalíst mode itself, or to the weakness of capitalist 
penetration, or it may be the resul! of the adaptation of the pre-capitalist 
modes to meet the requirements of capitalist reproduction, which thereby 
sulfocates its own dynamism. (Note, however, that such adaptatíon is not 
interpreted as the result of a conscious policy by advanced capitalist sta tes to 
obstruct the development of the periphery.) The extent to which capitalist 
development is hindered is variable, and depends principally on the nature 
of the pre-capitalist mode. Development and undeveloprnent, then, can ea eh 
be regarded as a function of the ease with which capitalism is able to 
progress in the face of resistance by pre-capitalist modes. What Frank and 
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Wallerstein see as a single capitalist economy is ¡nstead a set of distinct 
modal articulations, which result in very different developmental tendencies. 

Not aH 'mode of production' Marxists are artículatíon theorists. Sorne 
show the influence of dependency theory and regard capítalism in the 
periphery as externally deterrnined, with its dynamic deriving from capital
ist modes of production at the centre. Since Frank and the dependency 
theorists themselves have increasingly given attention to, and emphasised the 
importance oC internal factors withín peripheral economies, the difference 
between these schools beco mes unclear. Other mode of production theorists 
have argued that 'peripheral' or 'colonial' modes of production are sui 
generis. 8 The modes of production outside the centre are thus considered to 
be distinct from those at the centre, and to bring about different kínds of 
development, beca use they were imposed under colonialísm, or are otherwíse 
the result of the centre's domination of the world economy. This approach 
again comes very dose to that of Frank, Wallerstein and the dependency 
theorists. In this section, therefore, we do not consider mode of production 
theorists in general but direct attention to articulation theorists, who do 
have a position distinct from the theorists of underdevelopment. 

The nolíon of articulation ís evídent in the earher history of Marxian 
polítical economy, includíng Marx's own analysis. But Althusserians have 
tended to repudiate Marx's ideas on peripheral economies, instead using his 
general theoretícal apparatus to construct their own. Lenin's treatment of 
the Prussian and American routes to capitalist development is dearly 
relevant, and most Althusserians have a high regard for all aspects of 
Leninism.9 Rosa Luxemburg's account of the violent impact of capitalism 
on natural economies is usually respectfully acknowledged, although she is 
criticised for failing to recognise lhe extent to which capitalist deveIopment 
in the periphery may be blocked. 1o However, Trotsky's ideas on uneven and 
combined development, which are the most relevant of al!. tend to get ¡ittle 
credit in Althusserían Marxism. 11 Thís has probably more to do with the 
politics of French communism than considered judgements as to their worth, 
which may also explain the importance attached to sorne of the platitudes of 
Mao Tse-Tung. 

Modern articulation theory comes in two forms: studies of specific social 
formations,12 and general theoretical work designed to elucida te the key 
concepts U However, this division ís somewha t artificial in that the work of 
Althusserians is invariably theoretical, and specific studies have somctimes 
formulated general hypotheses. Moreover, by the very nature of this 
approach to undevelopment. high theory 18 put at a premium. Since 
concrete social formations are to be explained by the modes of production 
which constitute them, m the face of the manifold meanings which Marx's 
concepts ha ve acquired there is a need to refine the 10015 of analysis. Indeed, 
this was at the outset the primary purpose of Althusser's Marxísm, whích 
was based on the belief that Marx's work had been extensively ínfused with 
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alíen notions of economism, humanism, historicism and empiricism, and 
required a thorough overhaul to make rigorous the specifically Marxían 
problema tic. 

However, little progress has beeo made on ¡he specialised issues of 
articulatiÓn theory. There is no doubl Iha! the basic idea is a rertile one 
and Ihat fixing attention on modes of production is clearly more Marxian 
than ís the theory of underdevelopment. 14 But ¡he considerable aUentíon 
devoted lo conceptual elucidatíon has brought greal dísagreemenl over ¡he 
exacl definition of a mode of production, how modes interrelate, and the 
re1ation of modes to the polítical and ideological dimensions of social 
formations. 15 These basic theoretical íssues have pro ved diffícult to resol ve. 

Since the outcome of any artículalion depends on the dynamics of the 
combined modes of production, it is essential Ihat these elements of ¡he 
Iheory be treated properly. Bu! Althusserians have been altogether ignorant 
of the deficiencíes in Marx's own trealment of the laws of motíon of 
capitalism. Thus Laclau, in whal is otherwise an admirable critique of 
Frank's work on Latín Ameríca, appeals to Marx's law of the falling rate 
of profit to explain the geographical expansion of capitalism. 16 This cannot 
possibly form the basis of any coherent explanation (see Chapter 7 aboye). 
More generally there has been a pronounced tendency. beginning with 
Althusser himself, to treat all of Marx's more technical economic analysis 
as unproblematic, including the quantítative theory of value (see par! IV 
below).17 Despite their own shortcomings, theorísts of underdevelopment 
correctly realíse Iha! some revision is required, but this is anathema to 
Althusserians. 

Any accounl of the dynamics of the capítalist mode of production must in 
turn be based on a model of pUl'e capitalism, where thefe are no elements 
[rom other modes present. However. what is invariably laken as a necessary 
feature of capitalism - commodity productíon ~ cannot extend to al! aspects 
of economic life; it is excluded from the production of labour power. and 
rrom institulions which regula te and enforce contracts. 18 Moreover. all 
instances of capitalism have up to now been organised as specific política I 
units (cíty- or nation-states), reflecting the importance of previolls historical 
development. 19 

An even more intractable problem is lo determine what modes of 
production can in principie exist. Unless all modes are specified, it is 
ímpossible lO separate artículations from single modes. Explanatiol1 in 
Althusserian lerms would necessarily be suspect, as it could always retreat 
into ad IlOe specification of new modes in arder to counter evidence which 
Ihreatened established theory. Modes of production theorísts may well have 
trodden this path already. The existing literature ineludes references to 
'colonial modes of production', the 'lineage mode', 'plantation modes' and 
'peasant modes" which certainly cannot be found in Marx. whiJe hís own 
concept oflhe Asiatic mode has rightly been subject to criticism (see Chapter 



210 New Theories of lmperialism 

7 of volume J of this book). Moreover, to preclude the endless creation of 
new modes requires sorne principIe of limitation, and this implies an appeal 
to elements which are not modal; forces of production are the obvious 
example withín the Manian tradítion. But then modes of production 
become endogenous variables, and can have no part in the most funda
mental of explanations of development and undevelopment.20 

Nothing ín the overall vision of Althusser's Marxism aids the solution of 
these problems. The alleged príority of economíc relations is specified in a 
way which cannot be falsified. Those cases where politics appears to be of 
paramount importance, for example, are rationalised by asserting that this is 
so only beca use the economic structure allows it and therefore remaíns the 
'structure in dominance'. Elements of the superstructure, however, are said 
to have relative autonomy, although the límits which define it have not been 
specified c1early. They do not involve human agency, for individuals are 
conceived as mere 'bearers of relations' and only structures are of signif
icance. This facilitates functionalist explanatíon, but no justificatíon is 
provided for this form of argument. Jndeed, there is no sensible specifica
tion of what constitutes scíence. Theory construction itself is supposed to be 
an autonomous practice, unconstrained by empirical evidence. Exactly what 
valida tes knowledge remains unclear. 21 

m Class Relations and Development 

Robert Brenner offers a much more rigorous account of backwardness in 
terms of relations of production than do the Althusserians, and he is now 
widely recognised as the strongest crHic of Baran, Frank and Wallerstein 
from this perspective. However, Brenner's primary concern is with back
wardness prior to the twentieth century, and he suggests that sorne of his 
propositions might have to be modified in the changed conditions of the 
modern world,u On the other hand, since Brenner appeals to theoretical 
considerations which are general, any changes would presumably be slight. 
Thus the relevance of his critique to the post-war theory of underdevelop
ment is ambiguous. 

Brenner's basic proposition is that capitalist relations of production ¡ead 
to a systematic development of the productive forces. and pre-capitalist 
relations do no1. Two relations define capitalism: the dependence of 
economic agents upon the market, and wage labom. Since individuals in 
capitalism cannot produce the fuIJ range of use values which they need, but 
instead must procure them through exchange, they have an incentive to be 
efficient More important, they are forced to be efficient by competitíon 
from similarly situated economic agents. Furthermore, the existence of wage 
labour allows continual adjustments in organisation and scale to achieve 
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efficiency.23 Pre-capitalist rela tions of prod uction which involve either the 
coercive extraction of surplus from direct producers, or non-dependence 
upon markets, or both, generate neither the incentive nor the compulsion for 
continuar improvements in efficiency, and if the direct producers are tied to 
their means of productíon (as under feudalism) the organísation of labour ís 
less flexible. While Brenner accepts that improvements in techniques are not 
wholly precluded by pre-capítalist relations of production, he argues that 
these relations do not genera te a systemafic tendency in this direction.24 

Instead, property owners are led to concentrate upon increasing their 
íncomes by lengthening the working day, or reducing the incomes of direct 
producers, rather than raising labour productivity as under capitalism. 25 

According to Brenner. then, Baran, Frank and Wallerstein ha ve al! 
misunderstood the reasons for development and continued backwardness, 
which are largely separate and unconnected phenomena. Dífferent c1ass 
structures are the pivotal factors. not the relationship of centre and 
periphery in the world market, or surplus transfers between geographical 
areas. Thus Brenner is asevere critic of the theories of underdevelopment 
which were discussed in Chapter 9 aboye. 

Brenner supports his thesis with a whole battery of arguments and 
evidence. He examines the transition from feudalism to capitalism in 
England and cogently argues that it was not the rise of trade. but rather a 
series of class struggles between peasants and lords, which constituted the 
'prime mover'. This is buttressed by comparisons of similarly sÍluated 
European countries, in which Brenner seeks to show that only the dífferent 
outcomes of the same c1ass struggles can account for the different economic 
histories of the various countries. The method itself is a powerful one, for it 
seeks to iso late c!ass struggles as the only factor which differs in the initial 
situatíon, so that any variation in forms of development must be due to this 
cause. 26 Dobb's earlier position in his debate with Sweezy is thus broadly 
confirmed by Brenner, and the causal importance of the world market is 
denied 27 Brenner also maintains that it is the dass structures of peripheral 
regions that account for their place in the world economy;28 he points lO 

examples where peripheries have sometimes derived surplus from trading 
with the centre,29 and denies that the exploitation of backward areas was 
necessary for the development of advanced capitalism beca use capitalism 
has its own internal dynamic of growth. 30 

Brenner's rehabilitation of the importance of c1ass relationships is a major 
achievement, with devastating consequences for the theories of underdeve
lopment examined in Chapters 9 and JO aboye. But Brenner's c!aíms are nol 
thoroughly secure, and the remainder of this section concentrates upon their 
weaknesses. The arguments are sometimes ¡ndetermínate, bul there are 
reasons for believing that the autonomy of class structures - at least in 
the modern world - has been significantly weakened by the development of 
the world market. This does not re-esta blish ¡he validity of theories of 
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underdeveJopment, but it does suggest that sorne of their subsidiary 
propositions may contain elements of truth. 

Capitalist competition, acting as a compulsive force which generates 
ecoDomic development, is at the heart of Brenner's thesis. Marx himself 
agreed that this was important, but maintaíned that competition only 
externalises 'the inherent laws of capitalist production' which arise from 
the fact that 'the appropriation of ever more and more wealth in the 
abstract' is the 'subjective aim' of capítalists 3

! This distinction is important 
because, without the prior existence of the acquisitive drive, competition will 
not arise in the first place. The reaSOn why capitalist c1ass relations ha ve 
been associated with economic development may not then lie wholly within 
these relations, as Brenner presumes. Cultural factors become important as 
well, at least in the formative penod. 32 

This argument is reinforced by the experience of European 'late starters'. 
German and Russian capitalism in the second half of the nineteenth century 
was extremely dynamic, but was also characterísed by extensive protection 
and monopolistic practices which Tugan-Baranovsky, Hilferding, Bukharin 
and Lenin all documented (see volume 1 of this book and section V beJow). 
Furthermore, in both cases industrialisation was induced by pressure from 
other states, so that competition was of a different type from that stressed by 
Brenner. This indica tes also that Wallerstein's conception of the world 
economy cannot be completely subordinated to matters of c1ass, since in 
these instances c1ass structures were altered 'from aboye' in order to meet the 
challenges posed by the international system. And. in treating this issue. 
Wallerstein makes a more fundamental point against all theorists who argue 
that relations of production act as exogenous causes of development and 
undevelopment. He poínts out that economic theory studies systems, and 
must therefore pay attention to the boundaries of systemic relations. 
Wallerstein defines an economic system, not unreasonably, as a connected 
divisioD of labour and argues that the modes of production of particular 
areas do not ¡nelude al! the factors relevant to explaining economic 
performance, except in primitive and isolated mini-systems. 33 The problem 
with this argument is that, in the work of Frank and Wallerstein, it takes an 
absolutist formo They treat any particular country's connection with the 
world economy as entailing that its economy is wholly determined by the 
world economy. Indeed, Frank argues that even the remaining mini-systems 
which are not overtly connected with the world economy are nevertheless 
determined by it. The fact that they have 110t been incorporated reflects the 
lack of potential for profitable reorganisation, and this itself i5 determined 
by the situation in the world economy.34 

The increasing causal importance of the world market is also suggested by 
sorne of Brenner's arguments for the dominance of class relations in 
European pre-capitalist economies. He does not appeal to traditionalism, 
but instead claims that relations of production channelled the rational 
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actions of all economic agent9"towards reproducing existíng relations of 
productíon, even though overall productívity could have been increased by 
changing them?' For example, peasant producers did not innova te and 
specialise beca use markets were ¡hin and uncertaín, so that risk-averse 
behaviour favoured conservatism,36 However, it would seem lo follow 
that, as the world economy expands, the better organisation of markets 
would then encourage specialisatíon and the development of capitalism, as 
Plekhanov and Lenin argued (see Chapters 8 and 9 of volume 1 of this book). 

Thís example also suggests ¡ha! Brenner's thesis may after all share the 
central deficiency of articulatíon theory, In Brenne(s argument, it is not only 
¡hin markets which hold back development; were living standards higher. Ihe 
cost of engagíng in risky specíalisation would be reduced. Thus the mam
tenance ofpre-capítalist c1ass structures seems to be dependen! upon the level 
of development reached by the productive forces. Relations of production are 
endogenous, then, and there are deeper causes of the continuance of back
wardness, It is the IimÍted development of the forces of production whích 
pro ves to be self-sustainíng, generating a 'low-leve1 equílibrium trapd7 

IV The Productive Forces and Ihe Reladons of ProductioB 

Is it, then, the growth of the productive forces which represents the motor of 
history, and the level of theÍr productivity which determines the stage of 
economic development? According to G.A. Cohen's version of historical 
materíalism. they are indeed both the prime mover and the principal 
determinana. In Kml Marx's Theory o[ HislOry, publíshed in 1978, he 
argues for an interpretation of the materialist conception of history which 
in the post-war years was considered to be indefensible by even the most 
fundamentalíst of Marxísts. It is the technological determinism of Marx's 
famous summary of his science of history in the preface to the Critique o( 
Political Economy whích, Cohen maintains, is canonicaL 38 'History ís, 
fundamentally, the growth of human productive power, and forms of 
society rise and faIl accordingly as they enable or impede that growth'.J9 
Cohen's substantive position is thus very c10se to that of Kautsky and 
Plekhanov, and runs against most currents of twentieth-century Marxism, 
which elevate the importance of the relations of production. But Cohen's 
metbod is distínctive: he uses the tools of modern analytic philosophy and 
employs new arguments to make his case, 

Cohen organises his defence of technologícal determinísm by arguíng ror 
what he calls ¡he 'development thesis' and the 'primacy thesis',40 The 
development thesis rests upon three proposítions: '(e) Men are. , , some
what raliona!. (d) The historícal sÍtuation of men is Ofie of scarcity, (e) Men 
posses intellígence of a kind and degree which enables them to improve their 
situatíon.' Because of (d) there is a struggle for survival; (e) ensures that 
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scarcity-reducing innovations will occur; and (e) implies that there will be a 
tendency to adopt them. Cohen's case for the primacy thesis hinges on the 
argument that ditTerent relations of productíon do have differential capabí
lities for generating growth in the productive forces at ditTerent stages of 
development.41 

These ideas have played no role in the debate on underdevelopment. This 
is surprising beca use their relevance to it would seem obvious, and the 
quality of Cohen 's analysis far surpasses that of the main protagonists in the 
debate. It appears to reinforce the critical position already taken towards the 
work of Baran, Frank and Wallerstein, as well as questioning both 
articulation theory and Brenner's thesis. At the same time, however, 
Cohen's position apparently runs against the brute facts of backwardness. 
Why, given the vast development of the productive forces in advanced 
capitalism, are the living standard s in the poor countries on average one
seventh of those in the developed countriesyl2 

The relevan ce of the 'development thesis' for understanding Third World 
backwardness today is very Jimited. The productive forces have already 
developed elsewhere, and desires for material improvement in the periphery 
are manifestly evident. On the other hand, the acceptance of the primacy 
thesis may not be incompatible with the main thrust of the theory of 
underdevelopment. Surprisingly, Cohen nowhere explicitly specifies the 
types of economy to which his propositions apply: that is, whether they 
relate to the local economies; to regional, national or continental economies; 
or to the global economy as a whole. In the inteUectual history of Marxian 
polítical economy strikingly ditTerent positions have been taken on this 
question. One way of representing the differences in 1917 between Bukharin, 
Trotsky and Luxemburg on the one hand, and Kautsky, Hilferding and 
Plekhanov on the other, is that the former group took the world economy as 
the relevant unit in terms of which the concepts of historical materialism 
were to be understood, whereas the latter believed that national or regional 
territorial entities were the proper referents. Both interpretations could find 
support in Marx, but in neither case is it conclusive. And Cohen does not 
even discuss the issue, let alone resolve it, although what hints there are to 
his own views suggest that he would side with Kautsky, Hilferding and 
Plekhanov.43 Thus in principie Frank and Wallerstein could accept the 
primacy thesis by arguing that it applies to the world economy, and that the 
economic relations of this economy are functional for global accumulation, 
which is centred in the core countries at the expense of the periphery. 

The theorists of underdevelopment might also accept the primacy thesis 
yet reject the proposition that capitalist relations of production (in the 
traditional Manian sense) facilitate the development of the modero produc
tive forces. There is evidence supporting the idea that wage labour may be 
less effective, compared to slavery, petty commodity production and 
serfdom, than Cohen is willing to concede.44 Moreover, even if increasing 
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,. 
technícal sophisticatíon of the productive forces favours wage labour, there 
is still ambíguíty in the rdevance of the primacy thesis for capitalist 
development In the periphery, for Cohen nowhere discusses the time frame 
of his propositions. Consequently it is not clear whether the tendency to 
proletarianisation would opera te over a matter of decades or centuries. 

Nor does Cohen's histoflcal materialism have c1ear implícations, either for 
articulation theory or for Brenner's thesís. Like Brenner, Cohen recogníses 
exceptions to the association between capitalist relations of production and 
rapid economíc development ir these relations are ínsufficiently extensíve in 
the social formation, as articulation theorists emphasise. In addition, 
Cohen's treatment of pre-capitalíst relations of production seems to hinge 
on their appropriateness being concentrated on preservíng established 
productíve power. He suggests that the limíted avaílabilíty of surplus puts 
a premium upon productive relations whích maintain, ratber than change, 
the forces of production. This is hardly a position dramatically at odds with 
Brenner's own45 

Recent work by sophisticated neoclassical economists and by some Marx
¡51S has substantiated this proposition in the context of undeveloped 
countries. By recognising uncertainty, information asymmetries, non-can
vexities and transactions costs, as well as the incompleteness of markets and 
the imperfections in existing markets which result from these factors, they 
have demonstrated Ihat what appear to be 'feudal remnants', like share
cropping, may be sustained in the absence of coercion or traditional culture.46 

Thís points to the importance of state polícy in establishing institutions which 
encourage the endogenous emergence of capitalist relation of production. 
Such institutions might even involve the creation of social securíty systems to 
reduce the risks to entrepreneurship on the part of petty producers, 

A related issue is the importance of secure property rights.47 Neither the 
articulation tbeorists, nor the theorists of underdevelopment, nor Brenner 
and Cohen, treat Ihis issue. Al! implicitly assume that property rights are 
immune lo any tbreat apart from class conflict. But the fact that many Third 
World areas are wracked by civil war, under military threat, and ruled by 
corrup! and arbitrary governments, is nol conducive to capitalíst economic 
development, even when other conditions might be highly favourable to il. It 
ís not clear, however, whether these factors support those wbo claim tha! 
continued backwardness stems from internal factors, or the theorísts of 
underdevelopment who maintaín that il ís the relation of the peripheral 
economies to the advanced West which is the key issue. 

V Capitalist Development in tbe Peripbery 

The ideas of Althusser, Brenner and Cohen represent successive attempts to 
'returo to Marx' in the face of the revisionism which has become íncreasingly 
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important since the 1920s. The theory of underdevelopment was therefore a 
natural target, and each version of historical materialism has indicated 
límitations in the tbeory. However, at the time none proved able to mount a 
frontal assault on the doctrine as it applies to economic backwardness in the 
modern world. Such an attack emerged only in the 19705, and even then did 
not beco me pronounced untíl the 19805. But here, too, a 'return lO Marx' 
has been evident, and at a much more concrete leve!. 

From the oulse!, Marxism sought to become the chief intellectual 
opponent of liberalismo lts success in achieving this objective resulted in 
an inclinatíon on the par! of sorne Marxists to suppress or dismíss Marx's 
own economic Iiberalism. Notwithstanding the significance of his critique of 
classícal polítical economy, Marx remaíned in many ways a c1assical 
economist, and this is obviously true al the level of policy. Apart from 
supporting working-class attempts to limil exploitation, Marx by and large 
favoured free trade and a minimal sta te, and certainly regarded coloníalism 
as extending 'civilisation'. He did not repudiate the doctrine or comparative 
advantage, was opposed to autarkic economic development, and favoured 
virtually al! measures promoting capitalist social relations, including imper
ial domination of 'non-historical' ethnic groups. And, on the whole, he 
remained optimistlc Ihat capitalísm would engulf the whole globe and 
provide the material basis for socíalísm on a world scale.48 

Long dismissed as ideological representatíves of the dominant powers, 
liberal economists have never experienced the pessimism of many modern 
Marxists regarding economic development of the periphery. It has come as 
somethíng of a shock to Marxian writers that the empirical evidence on 
economic growth in the periphery since the Second World War has borne 
out much of the liberal case. Those countries which adopted strategies of 
export-oriented growth have achieved the mosl spectacuJar performance, 
while countries favounng self-sufficiency have done relatively poorly. 
Countries which have resisted distorting market prlces have out-performed 
the heavily interventionist backward economies, which ha ve in varyíng 
degrees emulated the Soviet model and replaced economic mechanisms 
with direct controls and administrative allocation.49 Not surprisíngly there 
has been a resurgence of liberal development economícs since the 196Os, and 
the theory of underdevelopment has been brought into disrepute. 

It Is to ¡he abiding credit of Bill Warren that, 20 years ago, he began the 
process of reasserting the coherence of the original Marxian position, and 
coupled it to a comprehensive criticaI evaluation of the theory of under
development. In a series of works, the most important of which ís his book, 
lmperialism: Pioneer of Capilalism, published (posthumously) in 1980, he 
exposed many of the conceptual ambiguities, theoretical errors and empír
ical inaccuracies of Baran, Frank and the dependency theorists. 50 Warren 
forcefully restated the case for regarding capitalism (defined in the tradí
lional Marxian sense) as progressíve, not only economically but also 
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politically, morally and culturally. Empirical evidence that eapitalist econo
míc development in the Third World brought with il a lendency toward 
equality, increasing freedom and cultural growth was used to clinch his 
case. 51 

Warren argued that the theory of underdevelopment represented a 
nationalist ideology suited to the interests of the professional intelligentsia, 
and not very different from thal of the Russian Narodniks a century 
earlier52 Indeed, he regarded the sta te of Marxian development theory in 
the 1970s as very similar to the 'great debate' between Social Democrats and 
populists in the 1890s (see Chapters 7, 8, 9 and 10 of volume 1 of this 
book).53 In arguing thal backward eapitalisms had their own inlernal 
dynamic, and in documenting their growth, Warren saw himself as occupy
ing a position analogous to that of Lenin. But in fael he was in sorne ways 
c10ser to the position of Peter Struve. Like Struve. Warren saw population 
growth as the proximate cause of outright misery in the Third World,54 
underestimated the diversity of conditions which prevailed there, and 
painted the most optimistic piclure which the data eould sustain. Even 
those Marxists who were sympathetic to his general v!ewpOinl felt impelled 
to criticise his own presentation sharply.55 

Warren also gave capitalism a one-dímensional representatíon. In order lo 
justify íts progressívity, he negleeted the dialeetieal eomplexities evident in 
Marx's own writing on primitive aeeumulation and nineteenth-century 
imperialism.56 Marx distinguished between imperialist nations with respeet 
to the modernity of their own social formations, and related this lo the Iype 
of colonialism whieh they praetísed. Even the impaet of British rule in India 
had varied over time, depending on whieh particular groups wíthín the 
propertied c1asses dominated poliey formation. So far as Ireland was 
concerned, Marx believed it essential for British rule to be ended eomple
te1y; without independenee, the strength of domestic eapitalist development 
would be sacrificed to those interests whieh eontrolled the oecupying 
power. 57 Thus in Marx 's view not aH aspeets of imperialism were wholly 
favourable to the most rapíd development of eapitalism. and none of them 
minimised the 'birth pangs' of that development. 58 

Furthermore, Warren contradieted himself when he stressed the economie 
ímportance of political independenee for Third World eountries. 59 He was 
correet to argue that decolonisation was much more than an aspect of 
'eontinuity in ehange' whieh the theorists of underdevelopment claimed, but 
in doing so he undereut his own differenl representation of eontinuity, in 
whieh both eolonialism and independenee aided eapitalist development in 
the periphery. Warren was also rather cavalier in tracing the intelleetual 
origins of the theory of underdevelopment, despite the extended treatment 
which he gave lO the issue. He 10cated the watershed in Lenin's lmperialism, 
and saw a conlÍnuous line of advanee to Frank and the dependeney 
theorists. It is true that Lenin facilitated the formation of underdevelop-
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ment theories by representing capitalism as moribund, treating working
class aff1uence as confined to a labour aristocracy living off super-profits, 
and finding a place for anti-imperialist movements jn the overthrow of 
capitalismo But it was only with Baran's work in the 1950s that a 'Third
Worldist' revision of Marxism attained even minimal coherence. And an 
essentÍal e1ement in this revision stemmed from the achievements of the 
Soviet command economy, which post-dated Lenin's death. Warren mis
takenly equated the political slogans of the Comintern and the statements of 
Soviet díplomats with theoretical analysis, and he attributed to Lenin's 
Imperialism a more coherent and precise content than it actually contained 
(see Chapter 15 of volume 1 of this book).60 

Despite these weaknesses in Warren 's presentation of his argument, it was 
basically sound, and it has been well supported both by subsequent analysis 
and by empirical evidence. The most important Marxian work has been that 
of Nigel Harris, who provides extensive data on the rapid capitalist 
development of peripheral economies and differentiates between types of 
growth.61 With one important qualification Harris recognises, as did 
Warren, that neoclassical theorists have been more acute in understanding 
Third World development than neo-Marxists like Baran, Frank and Wall
erstein.62 The qualification concerns the importance of sta te capitalism: 
apart from Hong Kong, all 'Newly Industrialising Countries' (NICs) have 
depended upon extensive state involvement. However, this offers little 
support to the theory of underdevelopment because the NICs followed the 
example of Japan and Wilhe1mine Germany rather than the Soviet model, 
and export-oriented growlh strategies have been far more successful than 
those of import-substitutíon. Moreover, accordíng to Harris, modern 
technologies ensure that development cannot contínue very far without 
entry into the world market, even for the largest economies. He maintains 
that a free-trade policy, if not complete laissez-Iaire, has become a necessity 
for continued success. 63 

According to Harris the success of the NICs reflects the emergence of 
what Marxists have increasingly seen as a new international division of 
labourM A centre concentrating on manufacturing and a periphery specia
lising in primary products is rapidly being replaced by integrated circuits of 
production, widely distributed in space and nol amenable to simple 
c1assílicatíon. Advanced capitalíst sta tes do not constitute a unified centre, 
and transnational corporatíons are intensely competitive. Protection from 
the rigours of the world market can be achieved only at great cost in terms of 
efficiency, and any partial de-industrialisation of developed economies 
which occurs because of relocation of productive capacity in the Third 
World has to accepted. AH this will beco me more evident as new NICs 
emerge, an occurrence confidently expected by Harris. He even sees the 'debt 
crisis' as having positive value here; it forces developing countries ¡nto the 
world market and counters attempts to reduce dependence, which can only 
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fail. 65 Harris also maintains that a more integrated world economy wíll 
provide the foundation for reduced military conflict, the erosion of natio
nalism, and ao increasing uniformity of conditions for working c1asses 
everywhere. He rehabilitates Marx's original idea of global socialist revolu
tion based on an intemalional proletariat which inherits a world where the 
means of production ha ve been everywhere developed.66 

Critics have nowhere provided a refined altemative prognosis. Instead 
they have formuJated only a patchwork of objections which indicate the 
great uncertainties inherent in the global economy. The bulk of the Third 
World, even those areas which have grown very quickly, can still be 
represented as a 'chamber of horrors' in which unemployment, mass 
poverty and sweated ¡abour prevaiL The vast gulf between the living 
standards of the Western working class and those of the proletariat in the 
backward countries is likely to preclude any recognition of common 
interests. Moreover, the end of the 'long boom' in the early 1970s slowed 
growth generally (see Chapter 16 below). Many Third World countries 
insulaled themselves only through extensive borrowing, which brought 
about the debt crisis of the 1980s. This has cut into their advance 
drastically, and is Iikely to continue to do so for many years. If the 
experience of the South·East Asian 'tigers' is to be duplícated, it will 
require ever-Iarger import penetration into advanced economies. whích is 
bound to strengthen protectionist pressures in the West in the face of de
industrialisation. The decline of US hegemony may also threaten the 
continuance of the liberal economic order in the world economy, perhaps 
even ushering in a new era of inter-imperialist rivalries.67 

VI Conclusion 

The ambiguities and loose construction introduced wholesale into the theory 
of underdevelopment by Frank and the dependency theorists províde ample 
opportunity to weave ¡hese considerations into continued support for a neo
Marxist 'Third-Worldism'. But the evidence on the development that has so 
far occurred is c1early inconsistent with what the dependency theorists 
claimed in the 1960s. Moreover, the crisis of the Soviet mode of production 
adds yet more hostile evidence (see Chapter 18 below). It is now increasingly 
apparent that the principal barrier to global development is not the 
incorporation of the periphery into the world economy, but whether 
advanced capítalist countries will continue to act in a manner which allows 
this incorporation to continue, and whether international coordination 
mechanisms can sustain the broad stability evident in the post-war years. 
Thus major uncertainties remain within the economies of the advanced 
capitalist countries and the rickety institutions which integrare their 
activities. 
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Where does this leave the Marxian theory of imperialism, taken as a 
whole? We saw in section 1 of Chapter 9 aboye that the term underwent a 
metamorphosis in the middle decades of the century. In c1assical Marxism 
'imperialism' referred principally to the relations between the advanced 
countries, and denoted a 'struggle for economic territory' among the 
metropolitan centres of monopoly finance capital which led inexorably to 
world wars. The relatíons between the major capitalist powers and the 
backward areas were regarded as being of subsidiary importance. Paul 
Baran and his followers changed all this. Perhaps now, with the palpable 
decline of dependency theory, the original usage might sensibly be restored. 

There are, however, two serious problems which must be faced in any 
attempt to rehabilitate the Hilferding-Lenin theory of imperialism. The fírst 
is factual: there has been no war between the advanced capitalíst states for 
almos! half a century, and never since 1945 has an imperialist conf1ict 
appeared likely. To a very large extent thís reflects the polítical conjuncture: 
the combination of economic and (especially) military dominance by the 
United Sta tes, and the threat - real or supposed - from the Soviet Union. 
With the evident decline of US 'super-imperialism' ,68 and tbe termination of 
the Cold War, the Pax Americana may itself be coming to an end. So long as 
there is uneven development on a global sea le there remains considerable 
scope for conflict between the metropolitan powers. as sorne Manían 
writers have always recognised.69 But the prospect of renewed warfare 
along c1assical imperialist lines - involving. sayo Europe, Japan and the 
United States - remains mercifully remote. 

This indicates a second difficulty. The Hilferding-Lenin analysis of 
imperialism requires that capitalists are nationalistic. Whether they inter
nalise the bellicose chauvinism and racist ideology identified by Hilferding70 

is unimportant. What matters is that they believe their own material interests 
to be intimateIy connected wíth those of the nation-states to which, in sorne 
sense, they 'belong'. Liberal thinkers such as Cobden and Schumpeter had 
always maintained this to be an illusion. Capital, they argued, was increas
ingly cosmopolitan; the interests of its owners were bound up with the peace 
and prosperity of the world as a whole, and were damaged (as they 
themselves would come to realise) by militarism and the pursuit of aggresive 
foreign polides. NationaJistic impulses were atavistic, and freedom of trade 
and capital movements would give rise to internatíonal harmony and 
cooperation.7l 

Although shared by sorne Marxists, like Karl Kautsky,72 this vision was 
shattered by the two world wars. But the revival of global economic 
liberalism after 1945 has a real material foundation in the emergence of 
'multinational' or 'transnational' capital. 73 Corporations with huge assets on 
several continents can no longer be regarded automatically as 'American', 
'British' or 'Japanese' simply because their head offices are New York, 
London or Tokyo; patriotism may be, increasingly, unprofitable. To the 
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extent that transnational corporations treat all nation sta tes as fair game, 
and identify with none of them, the continued relevance of the classical 
Marxían approach to imperialism is in doubt. 
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Va/ue Theory Before Sraffa 

1 Introoucnon to Part IV 

Thís part ís devoted to the Marxían theories of value and exploitation. It 
tells, as simply as we have been able to teH, a very long and complicated 
story. Readers should be warned tha t the structure of this para of ahe book is 
somewhat un usual. It contalns two chapters (12 and 14) which are broadly 
chronologícaJ in theír díscussíon of the transformation of values into prices 
of production, and two on Srafian economícs (13 and 15) which are largely 
analytical in nature and dea! only incídentally with the evolutíon of ideas 
over time. This divisíon of the subject-matter is admittedly rather awkward, 
and necessarily involves some repetition. It seems, however, to be an 
inescapabJe consequence of the material with which we are concerned. 

This chapter outlines the analysis of the Marxian theory of value from 
early in the century until the late 1950s. For the most part it merely 
confirmed previous results, especially those of Dmitriev and Bortkiewicz, 
although in doing so more rigorous and general formulatíons were some
times provided. Only with the publication of Pie ro Sraffa's Production 01 
Commodities by Means 01 Commodities l in 1960 did really novel develop
menís occur. This, too, corroborated known results, bua in addition it 
brought new and more fundamental íssues into contention which whoUy 
overshadowed past analysis. Matters were never quite the same agaín, and it 
is therefore reasonable to divide the twentieth-century discussion of value 
theory into two phases: the pre-Sraffian round which closes in 1957 with the 
contributions of Seton and Samuelson, and the post-Sraffian stage. How
ever, the fuI! import ofSraffa's work proved difficult to assess at first, and its 
impact was felt episodically over many years. 

Both the difficuhy and the delayed impact of Sraffa's book point to the 
need for a self-contained surnmary of the arguments which are implicít in it. 
This is provided in Chapter 13, interruptíng the discussion of the transfor-
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mation debate whích is resumed in Chapter 14, where we take the history of 
the transformation problem through to the end of the 1980s. Chapter 15 ¡s, 
Iike Chapter 13, mainly analytical in content. It offers a critical assessment 
of Sraffian economics as a whole, introducing issues whích were first raísed 
al various points in the 1970s and 1980s but which would ha ve been 
indigestible if inserled into the precedíng chapter. 

The Production 01 Commodities was a puuling book in a number of 
respects. The models it presented were exceedingly abstraet, and the 
emphasis was placed squarely on conceptual precision and logical rigour, 
coupled to an extreme economy in exposition. Sraffa explained it5 purpose 
in the most cryptic of terms, provided only mínimal guidance as to the 
significanee of the propositions whíeh he established, and remained aloof 
from the fierce controversies which his work engendered. Yet it had takeo 
hím nearly 40 years to complete the book, his commitment to sorne form of 
Marxism was widely rumoured, and his intellectual stature has been equalled 
by few other economists.2 

Not surprísingly, then, it took many years for the significance of Sraffa's 
results to be appreciated. Initially Ronald Meek, in one ofthe few perceptive 
reviews of the book, glimpsed the basis for a 'magnilicent rehabilitation' of 
Marxian polítical economy.3 Nevertheless, it was in a very different area that 
the first drama tic impact of Sraffa was felt. Chapter 13 outlines how it 
became evident in the 'Capital Controversíes' of the mid-1960s that The 
Production 01 Commodities contained a devasta tíng a ttack on those forms of 
neoclassical theory whích had been at the forefron! in criticising Marxism. 
Coupled with Sraffa's earlier critique of Marshallían theory in 1926,4 it was 
c1ear by the end of the decade that only the Walrasian version of neoclassi
cism might rema in viable. 5 The coherence of Walrasian analysís had not as 
yet been subject to systematic examinatlOn in the Iight of Sraffa but, 
whatever this would yield, it was cJearly a less suitable ínstrument for 
tradí tional neoclassical a pologetícs. 

The comfort which Marxists might draw from this was qualified very 
quickly. As Chapter l4 below indicates, Samuelson opened up what was to 
become the second round of controversy in value theory by c1aimíng that 
Sraffa's work supported a conclusíon he had already come to in 1957: 
Marx's theory was a 'comphcating detour' and should be abandoned (see 
section IV of Chapter 12). During the course of the 1970s Srafftans 
themselves substantiated this but, more importantly, also went weU beyond 
it: the 'detour' was possible only in particular technologies, whíle in others it 
did not exist at aH. Chapter 13 reviews these arguments, and sets the scene 
for the following chapter, which deals with the debate 00 Marx's theory of 
value during the years in which the Sraffian critique of Marx was under
taken. 

The final chapter of Part IV takes up the view of many Sraffians that their 
critique of Marx is in fact progressíve for Marxian political economy. They 
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see The Productíon of Commodities as bringing about a theoretical rejuvena
tion by absorbing Marxism into a more general 'surplus tradition' of 
thought. lo fact tbis poiot was frequentIy stressed at the same time as the 
critique of Marx was undertaken in the 1970s aDd, as already Doted, had 
been voiced by Meek as early as 1961. It gave rise to a Marxist response 
somewhat different to that examined in Chapter 14: one which fully accepts 
the logic of the Sraffian analysis of Marx, but rejects the relevance of the 
conceptual structure from which it originates. In this perspectíve the 'surplus 
tradition' is itself a form of vulgar economy, whereas Marxism is a unique 
system of thought which can resíst a Sraffiao re-assessment by arguing that 
it is no more coovincíng thao previous versions of revisionismo 

In addition, Chapter 15 explains how surplus theorists have 50ught to 
develop economics beyond Sraffa and símultaneously to continue their 
critique of neoclassical theory. In the mid-1970s they articulated theír 
attack on Walrasian theory, whích hínged on the charge that, although 
immune from the logical deficiencies evideot in other forms of neoclassical 
theory, general equilibrium analysis canoot explain (he uníform rate of 
profit characteristic of an equilibrium in competítive capitalism.6 Consequ
ently only the surplus tradition, which ineludes both Marx and Sraffa, is a 
genuinely scientifíc politícal economy. Vulgar economy, ít is claimed, has 
finally been undermined. Supply and demand theorists, however, have 
refused to accept this condusíon, and have ínstead launched a counter
critique. Section V of Chapter 15 indica tes how thls exposes severe 
defíciencies in all forms of the surplus paradigm, including those of Sraffa 
and Marx. But this is at the end of a very long story, which begins in the next 
section of this chapter with an acccount of developments in value theory 
before Sraffa. 

n Tbe Tbeory of Value: 1914-39 

As we saw in Chapter 3 of the fírst volume of this bool<, the two most 
important writers on the Mandan theory of value in the years immediately 
preceding the First World War were Rudolf Hilferding and Ladislaus von 
Bortkiewicz. Hilferding emphasised the social and historical dimensions of 
Marx's 'objectivist' theory of value which, he c1aímed, gave jt more 
explaoatory power Ihan contemporary 'subjectivist' utility theory; but he 
had nothing to say about the analytical difficuhies of transforming values 
into prices of production. For his par! Bortl<iewicz regarded Marx's general 
approach to value theory as inferior to that of Ricardo, but 'lIso developed 
an algebraic solution to the transformatton problem. Marx had postulated 
two equalities or 'invariance conditions'; total value must equal total price, 
and total surplus value must equal total profit. This implied that the general 
rate of profit prevailing in a regime of prices of production equalled - and 
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could be regarded as determined by - the ratio of surplus value to total 
capital in a regime of labour values. Bortkiewicz, however, denied that this 
was in general possible. Exeept under special assumptions, only one of 
Marx's two invariance conditions could be satisfied, and the 'price' and 
'value' rates of profit were generally unequal. 

Something must be said here concerning a contemporary of Bortkiewicz's 
whom we unjustifiably overlooked in the first volume of this book. The 
Russian mathematician Georg von Charasoff, born in Georgia in 1877, 
spent the 20 years after 1896 in political exile in Germany and Switzerland. 
In 1909-10 he published a remarkable two-volume cntical analysis of 
Marxist theory,7 in which he anticipated many of the results of the 1960s 
and 1 970s. These included such Sraffian themes as the standard commodity, 
the device of 'subsystems', the dístinction between 'basle' and 'non-basie' 
commodities, and the definition of value in quantities of 'dated labour' (see 
Chapter 3 of volume 1 of this book and Chapter 13 below). CharasoIT was 
also the first to interpret the transformation of values into prices of 
production as a Markov process (Chapter 14, section IV), and can claim 
to be the diseoverer of what Michio Moríshima later described as the 
'Fundamental Marxian Theorem', which sta tes that a necessary and 
sufficient condition for there to be positive profits is that surplus value be 
positive.8 

AH this suggests that Charasoff is no less significant in the history of 
Marxian economics than V.K. Dmitriev, whose work has received belated 
but generous recognition and became widely known after much of it was 
translated into English (see volume 1 of this book, Chapter 3, section IV). 
But Charasofrs analysís proved to be far too demanding for his contempor
aries. His books were brieny reviewed by Quo Bauer, who dísmissed them as 
the work of a latter-day Physiocrat. 9 Fleeting references to CharasoIT can 
also be found in the writings of Nikolai Bukharin, Henryk Grossmann and 
Natalie Moskowska. None of these theorists, however, was able to absorb 
Charasofrs insights, stíll less to develop Ihem. 

Before 1939 very little further progress was made in the theory of value, 
either in Germany or in Russia. Henryk Grossmann, for example, asserted 
both the importance of the formation of a general rate of profit and the 
contínuíng relevance of labour values as an analytíeal and historical startíng. 
point. But Grossmann had the etTrontery to criticise earlier Marxísts like 
Luxemburg and Bauer for neglecting the transformation problem and 
presenting their crisis theory in value rather than price terms, ignoring the 
fact that the objection applied with equal force to his own mode! of 
economic breakdown published only three years earlier!¡O Despite his 
perceptive discussion of the 'qualitative' and 'quantitative' aspects of the 
theory, Franz Petry's Social Conten! of the Mandan Theory of Value, which 
appeared posthumously in 1916, entirely ignored the quintessentially 
quantitative question of transformation. 11 Several years later (the exact 
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date is unelear) the Menshevík ]J. Rubín published an exceptionally lucid 
exposition of Marx's value theory, stressing the significance of his concept of 
fetíshism. Rubin's book was notable for the emphasis which it gave to the 
quaiítative issues of value theory and for íts explicit identification of the 
volume lB analysis as a model of dynamic equilibrium, and price of 
production as a 'theoretically defined centre of equilibrium'. But Rubin 
offered no criticism of Marx's 'solution' and made no reference to Bortkie
wiCZ. 12 The last, and least successful, of the pre-war studies was Emil 
Walter's attempt in 1936 to show that both the Marxian invariance 
conditions could be sustained. To obtain this resuh he required that the 
ratio of price of production to value differ, for each commodity, from 
department to department. Bortkíewicz had denoted the price-value ratios 
for means oC production, wage-goods and luxuries by x, y and z respectively, 
with x, for example, taking the same numerical value whether the means of 
production in question were used in department 1 or n or III (see volume 1 
of this book, Chapler 3, section V). Wa1ter's analysis abandoned this feature 
of the Bortkiewicz model, and thus provided no solution al alL!3 

More perceptive was OHo Kiihne, who in 1922 reformulated Bortkie
wicz's model to eliminate the confusion of physical quantities and labour 
time uníts which he c1aimed to have found. Apart from this, Kühne's paper 
added httle that was new, and seems lo have gone largely unnoticed. 14 Seven 
years Jater NataJie Moszkowska concerned herself primarily with the 
question of the Marxian invariance conditions. Moszkowska accepted that 
only one of the two conditions wíll nonnally hold, and attacked Hilferding 
for his insistence that both were required. Unlike Bortkiewicz, however, 
Moszkowska set total value equal 10 total price. 15 She conceded that surplus 
value and profit now diverged, and the Marxían rate of exploitation differed 
from the ratio of profits to wages. But, she maintained, surplus labour did 
still determine profit. 'The dependence of two quantities upon one another 
need not take the form of an equality. Eguality is only one of the conceivable 
relations of dependence between them'. Both Schmidt and Tugan-Baranovs
ky had becn wrong to den y this. 16 

In fact the rate of profil can be established without any reference whatever 
to value magnitudes. This was demonstrated, in 1939, by the remarkable 
Japanese economist Kei Shibata,11 who in addition anticipated the Okishio 
Theorem on the falliog rate of profit (see Chapter 7 aboye). It had also been 
proved by John von Neumann in 1932, when he tirst presented to a semínar 
at Princeton the famous growth model which was published in German in 
1937, and republished in English translation in 1945. 18 The result was also 
implicit in the input-Qutput analysis developed by Wassily Leontief in the 
1930s. 19 However, although the von Neumann and Leontief mode1s were to 
make importan! contributions to Marxían theory in later years (see section 
III below, and Chapters 14 and 15 below), their authors did not apply them 
to the labour theory of value or the transformatioD problem. Shibata, by 
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contrast, was interested in precisely these questions. He set out a five-sector 
model, with a money commodity; two types of machinery; two consumer
goods; and homogeneous labour. Where inputs precede and outputs follow 
the arrows, the model can be written schematically as 

Machine 2 + Labour -> Money 

Machine l + Labour -> Machine 

Machine 1 + Labour -> Consumer good 

Machine 2 + Labour -> Machine 2 

Macrune 2 + Labour -.. Consumer good 2 

In Shibata's rather cumbersome notatíon, the production of a unit of money 
requires Co units of machine 2, and ao units of ¡abour which are paid a real 
wage - defined in terms of the first consumer-good - of Wo; the production 
process takes to time units. The input coefficients of machines and labour for 
the remaining four industries are denoted by the su bscripts 11, 21, 12 and 22 
respectively; W¡¡, W2 ¡, WI2 and Wn are the respective real wage rates; k¡ 
and k 2 are the prices of the two machines; PI and P2 are the prices of the two 
consumption goods; and i is the uniform rate of profit. Assuming that the 
real wage rates are exogenously determined, Shibata then writes: 

(COk2 + aoWOp¡) ( 1 + Y I o = l 

(clI k ¡ + GI¡W¡¡P¡) (1 + ./ I 11 == k¡ 

(C21 k ¡ + a21 W21 P¡) (1 + )1 1 11 = p¡ 

(C12k 2 + G12 W12p,) (1 + )1 I 12 = k 2 

(Cnk 2 + GnWnP¡) (1 + ')1 1 22 ==P2 (12.1) 

There are five equations in this system, and five unknowns: PI, P2, k¡, k 2 and 
i. The first equation shows that the receipts obtained from producing one 
unit of money (the price of which is obviously se! equal to unity) mus! be just 
sufficient to refund the capitalists' machine- and wage-costs, together with 
the general rate of profit (1) compounded over the to periods taken up by the 
production process. The remaining four equations have an analogous 
meamng. 

Shibata concludes this part of his analysis as follows: 

We ha ve in the aboye arrived at prices and general profit rate without 
referring to value but with specíal reference to objectively identifiable 
entities, such as technical coefficients of production, viz., amounts of 
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concrete producers' goods and of labour needed for the production of a 
unít of the respective products, and real wage levels:20 

He conduded Ihat the problem could be formulated, and sol ved, in terms of 
labour values, but that i¡ was nOI necessary 10 do so. Expressing all 
magnitudes in value lerms would add nothing to the soJution obtained 
without them,21 Thus Shibata, like Dmitriev and Charasoff before him, 
antícipated one of the most important conclusíons of Samuelson in 1957 and 
of the Sraffian economists of the 19605 and 1970s (see section IV below and 
Chapter 13 below), 

III Bortkiewicz Rediscovered 

By the mid-1930s Nazísm and Stalinism had rendered impossible all serious 
work on Marxism in both Germany and the Soviet Uníon. Not surpnsingly, 
the geographical axis of Marxian economics shifted; heneeforth develop· 
ments in value theory would be pubhshed in English and, to a very great 
extent, would originate in Britain and the United Slates, Shibala's anide, 
however, although writlen in Engiish, fiad no more impact on subsequent 
debates than his earlier paper on ¡he faHing rate of prolit; ¡ts appearance In a 
Japanese journal, at ¡he very outbreak of the Second World War, served to 
minimise its influenee. For Anglo-Saxon writers to cootribute to ¡he 
controversy ít was necessary for them to beeome familiar with the earlier 
contributions written io German. This had to await the publieation in 1942 
of Paul Sweezy's Theory o/ Capitalisl Development, Chapter 7 of which 
eontained a detailed and enthusíastic summary of Bortkiewicz's solution, Jt 
seems Ihat Ihis was all quite new to the two leadíng British economists with 
an ínterest in ¡he ¡abour theory of value: there is no mentíon of Bortkiewicz 
in Joan Robinson's Essay, published in the same year as Sweezy's book, 
while Maurice Dobb's review of Sweezy described the chapter in question as 
lis 'mosl novel par!', and Borlkiewiez's writings as 'httle known',22 

Whatever the reasons for Robinson's and Dobb's negleet of Bortkiewicz
which may ha ve amounted to nothing more Ihan unfamilíarity wíth German 
- it was Sweezy's presentatíon which provided the basis for the debates of 
the next 15 years. Sweezy made no serious criticism of Bortkiewicz and, in 
particular, aceepted the latter's conclusion that only one of the Manían 
invariance conditions could be maintained. But, he c1aimed, 'no significan! 
theoretical issues are involved in this dívergenee of total value from total 
price. It is simply a questíon of the unít of account: For Sweezy the true 
importanee of Bortkiewicz's solution was ils demonstration that 'a system of 
price ca!culation can be derived from a system of value calculation'. Thís 
was what had interested Marx. 
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He believed tha! he could solve it by using an average rate of profit 
ca\culated directly from the value magnitudes. This was an error, but it 
was an error which paJes into insignificance when compared with his 
profoundly original achievement in posing the problem correctly. For, by 
this accomplishment, Marx set the stage for a final vindication of the 
labour theory of value, the solid foundation of his whole theoretical 
stmcture. 23 

For Sweezy. however, the ¡abour theory of value was not primarily a 
mícroeconomic doctrine. 'Why not start with price calculationsT. he asked, 
in what may have been an oblique reference to Oskar Lange's recently
published appraisal of Marxian anó neoclassical theory. 'A Marxíst can 
safely concede something to this poínt of view', since ¡abour values offer 
'Httle assistance in dealing with individual prices and profits'. Orthodox 
theory 'ís more useful in this sphere than anything found in Marx or his 
followers', But, Sweezy argued, this is not tme at the level of the system as a 
whole, where value calculations are essential for a clear aceount of 'the 
origin and nature of profits as a deduction from the product of total social 
labour ... value calcularíon makes it possible to look beneath the surface 
phenomena of money and commodíties to the underlying relations between 
people and c1asses'. The fetishism inherent in price calculations, on the other 
hand, mystífies these relatíons and encourages gross errors líke the produc
tivity theory of profil. 24 

The first criticism of Bortkiewicz from an English Marxist came in 1948 
when J. Winternitz published a short note in the Eeonomíe Journal; this was 
the first time that ahe Marxian theory of value had featured in its columns. 
Winternitz objected to two unnecessary assumptions in Bortkiewicz's 
analysis.25 The first was his requirement that aIl surplus value be consumed 
by the capitalists, $0 that simple reproduction prevailed. Any genera) 
$0Iut10n, Winternítz argued, should be capable also of dealing with nel 
saving and hence, in Marx's terms, with expanded reproduetíon. Second, 
Bortkiewicz had identified gold with the luxury commodíty produced by 
department nI, setting its prlce equal to unity. This, Winternitz claimed, was 
'an arbitrary and unjustified assumption which makes the sum of prlees 
deviate from the sum of values' 26 

Winternitz's own analysis removes both assumptions. We present it in a 
slíghtly modified form. The subscripts 1, 2 and 3 denote the three depart
ments: 1 produces means of production, II wage-goods, and IU luxuries for 
capítalist eonsumption. The value relations are wriUen: 

el + VI + SI = al 

e2 + V2 + 

(12.2) 
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where ¡he c, v, s and a magnitudes refer respectively to the constant capital, 
variable capital, surplus value and total value in each departmenL Equation 
(12.2) is a more general version of the Bortkiewicz system, which assumed 
simple reproduction: 

( 12.3) 

Winternitz follows Bortkíewicz by denoting the ratios of price of production 
to value in the ¡hree departments as x, y and z. The rate of protit ís p, and 
can be written as: 

p = 
al.\' - (elx + VIY) 

(elx + j'¡.1') 

al.!' - (C2X + V2.v) 

(C2X + V2Y) (12.4) 

Consíder the second term in equation (12.4). The numerator gives total sales 
proceeds in department 1 (a,;I;), minus costs (elx + vLV): it shows the profits 
receíved by capitalists in that department. The denomínator ís total capital 
employed there, expressed in prices rather than values; note that Winternitz, 
Iíke Bortkiewicz, deals only with circulating capitaL Taken as a whole, ¡he 
second term ¡hus defines the rate of profit in department L Similarly, the 
third term gives the rate of profit in department Ir, which in equilibrium is 
equal to that in department L Department III is for the momen! ignored, 
since (as will shortly be demonstrated) conditions of production in luxury 
industries have no effect upon the general rate of profit. 

The price relatíons of the system can now be written as: 

(elx + 1'1 )')( I + p) = alx 

(e2x + V? v)(1 + p) := 02.v 

(cJx + V3 ),)(1 + p) := G3Z ( 12.5) 

which can be compared with Bortkiewicz's price equations, incorporating 
his assumption of simple reproduction: 

(CI.\: + v¡y)( I + p) = (CI + 

(12.6) 
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Winternitz's system (12.5) has three equations and four unknowns (p, x, y 

and z). To obtain the missing equation Bortkiewicz had set z = 1, but 
Winternitz follows an alternative procedure: 

The obvious proposition in the spirit of the Marxian system is that the sum 
of prices is equal to the sum of values. This is not a tautological or 
meaningless thesis. It says that the sum of aH prices changes only and in 
so rar as the number of hours necessary to produce the aggregate output or 
the value of the money commodity changes. 

He thus writes: 

a (12.7) 

He further defines: 

111 (12.8) 
\ . 

From equations (12.5), (12.7) and (12.8) the rate of profit can be derived: 

a¡m 
-1 p = 

C¡/11 + V¡ 

together with solutions rol' x and .:::: 

;: 
a¡(C3111 + V3)X 

aJ(c¡m + VI) 

am(c¡1II + v¡) 

(12.9) 

(12.10) 

FinaJly, y can be derived by substituting equation (12.8) into the expression 
ror x In equation (12.10). This solution applies to both simple and expanded 
reproduction 27 It does however entail - and Winternítz might well have 
drawn this out explicitly - that In general the sum of surplus value differs 
from the sum of profits. 

In the following year Winternitz's papel' was commended by Sweezy in the 
introduction to his translation of Bortkiewicz28 He was however criticised 
by Sweezy's compatriot Kenneth May for restricting his analysis to three 
departments. 29 May himself soon generalised the Winternitz solution to 11 

industries, using an ínput-output model in the first application of Leontiefs 
analysis to the transformation problem. There is no need here for a detailed 
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exposition of May's solution as its essence was contained, in simplified formo 
in Francis Seton's much more innuential 1957 paper which will be discussed 
in the following section. May's conclusions, though, do deserve sorne 
attention. He m.ade a very importan! analytical point in noting Ihat the 
aggregation of n industries into a three-department mode! of the type used 
by Bortkiewicz and Winternitz was possible only under very special 
assumptions. In general, 'individual commodities must be considered 
because they enter into the production of difIerent industries in difIerent 
proportions and hence the constant capitals ... involved in aggregate 
industries have prices of production and values in differenl ratlOs in 
different industries' .30 Subject to this important reservation, the transforma
tion problem was 'mere!y a formal maUer', and 'practically trivial mathe
matically,.31 

The Winternitz-May analysis seems to have provoked sorne controversy 
among British Marxists before being publicly endorsed by Maurice Dobb in 
1954. 32 Two years laler Ronald Meek suggesled a slighlly difIeren! approach 
lo Ihe problem. For Meek, earlier writers had misinterpreted one of Marx's 
invariance conditions. Equation (12.7) on p. 236 aboye was not what Marx 
had in mind. Marx's assertion that the sum of prices be equal to the sum of 
values, Meek argued, should be respecilíed as requiring tha!: 

:Ea :Eap 
= (12.7a) 

:El' :E vp 

where La al + a2 + aJ 

Lv VI + \'2 + 1'3 

:Ea = p al.\' + a2.)' + a3z 

and Lvp = (v¡ + \'2 + 1'3) Y 

Meek had tillle difficulty in showing that, in general, equatíon (12.7a) was 
inconsistent with (12.7), and would itself be valid only if the organic 
composition in department II were egual lo the average in the economy as 
a whole. 33 A rather similar interpretation was offered, almost twenty years 
la ter, by David Laibman 34 Meek himself sllbsequently repudiated his 1956 
anide, acknowledgmg that it had added hule or nothing lo Bortkiewicz's 
conclusions. 

IV Seton and Samuelson 

There appeared in 1957 two important bul contrasting papers, by Francis 
Seton and Paul Samuelson, which set the seal on the first round of the 
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modern transfonnation debate J5 (As wíl! be seen in Chapter 14 be!ow, 
Samuelson was to ín¡tíate the second round with an even more influentíal 
197 J article in the Journal 01 Economic Literature.) Seton's work focused 
more directly on Marx's analysis of transformation, both simplifying May's 
formulalion and generalising his solution to aIlow all n commodities to be 
used as inputs in all n industries. Again ahe under1ying framework is tha! of 
Leontief input-output analysis. Seton writes kíj as tbe input of commodity j 
into the production of the ¡th commodity, measured in labour value and 
including both constant and variable capital ('machine feeding' and 'worker 
feeding', as Seton puts It);36 e¡ represen!s the amoun! of commodíty i 
absorbed by capitaJist consumption and by investment, al80 measured in 
value tenns; SI is the surplus labour performed by worker8 in industry i; and 
O¡ is ¡he total value of the output of the ílh commodity. Thus Seton 's value 
system IS 

k ll + k21 + 

k l2 + k22 + 

SI + S2 + 

+ kn ¡ + el == a, 

+ kn2 + e2 = a2 

+ S" = S (12.11) 

Row i (i = I ... n) equates the ¡abour value of the output of commodity i 
(a,) to the sum of the values of the ¡Ih commodíly used as an input in all n 
industries, plus capitalíst consumptíon of and investment in commodity i. 
Column í shows the labour values of all the n inputs used in the ith industry, 
togelher wíth the surplus ¡abour perfonned there; and each column sums to 
aj. 

Seton then constructs the corresponding príce system. He wrítes p, as the 
príce-value ratio of commodíty 1, and 1t as the ratio of total profit to total 
príce of productíon; p == 1 - 1t is what Seton lerms the 'cosl ratio'. These 
two concepts are c10sely related lo the rate of profit (r), since r = n/( I - n) 
and p = 1/(1 + r), Seton's price system is: 

k IIPI + k 1'1P2 ••• + k ¡nP" = pa¡PI 

k 21P¡ + k2'1P2 ••• + k2nPn = pa'1P2 

panP" (12.12) 

Row i (i = 1 ... n) sets the inputs of r:ommodity i, expressed in príce terms, 
egual to the total proceeds from the sale of commodity ¡(in price tenns), 
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from which capitalists' profits have been removed by multiplícation by the 
'cost-ratio' p. For example, the magnitude p alPI in the first equation is whal 
the proceeds of capitalists in industry 1 would have to be in order to allow 
them only to cover their costs, without making any profits. Column i 
índicates the amounts of the ith commodity inputs needed to produce each 
commodity, also in price terms. There are n equations in system (12.12), one 
for each sector, and n + 1 variables: the n prices Pl ... pn and the cost-ratio 
p. Seton demonstrates that the system can be sol ved for p and n - 1 re/mive 
prices 31 He also demonstrates that Marx was correct in one of his c1aims: 
price of production will be greater than, equal to or less than labour value, 
depending on whether the organic composition of capital in the industry 
concerned is greater than, equa] to or less than the average for the economy 
as a whole. 38 

The second part of Seton's article deals with the invariance conditions, 
only one of which is needed to convert relative prices into absolute prices. 
Seton explores very carefully the spedal assumptions under which Marx's 
own conclusions would be valid, with total value equal to total price, total 
surplus value equal to total profit, and the 'value' rate of profit equal to the 
'price' rate of profit. This requires both that the organic composition of 
capital in department IJI be equal lO the social average, and that the system 
be in a state of simple (not expanded) reproduction. 39 In general these 
conditions clearly will not hold and, in any event, 'there does not seem to be 
an objective basis for choosing any particular invariance postulate in 
preference to all the others, and to that extent the transformation problem 
may be said to faIl short of complete determinancy'.40 

Seton's artic1e was a landmark in the modern discussion of the transfor
matíon problem. He provided a proof that prices could be derived from 
labour values in a multi-sector economy, and his formulation was taken over 
by the great majority of la ter mathematical economists who dealt with the 
question, with only minor modilications. Seton also demonstrated the 
conditions under which the rate of profit is always positive, being one of 
the first to identify what Michio Morishima would later term the 'Funda
mental Marxian Theorem', which states that a positíve rate of exploítation 
guarantees a positive rate of profit, and vice versa (see Chapters 13 and 14 
beIOW).41 However, Seton ended his article on a cautious note: 'While the 
internal consistency and detenninacy of Marx's conceptíon of the transfor
mation process, and the formal ínferences he drew from ¡t, have been fully 
vindicated by this analysís, the same can certainly not be said of the body of 
the underlying doctrine, without which the whole problem loses much of ¡ts 
substance and raison d'étre.' 42 

Paul Samuelson, whose technical analysis of Marxian economics was 
published in the same year as Seton's paper, had even stronger reservations. 
Samuelson had just co-authored the c1assic text 00 linear economics43 and 
used the framework to evaluate the Marxian treatment of prices, wages, 
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profits, unemployment and economic growth; only a small section of his 
article was devoted to the theory of value. He sets out a model of a two
sector economy in whích the following relations hold: 

al ¡abour + b¡ machines -> l machine 

a2 labour + b2 machines ---jo 1 consumer good (12.13) 

Here al and b l are the inputs of ¡abour and of machines which are required 
to produce one machíne, and a2 and b2 are the correspondíng input 
coefficients in consumer-good production. Writíng IV as the real wage rate 
(measured in consumer goods per unit of labour), and r as the profit rate, 
Samuelson sets capitalists' receipts in each department equal to their costs of 
production. plus profits, and obtains a two-sector analogue of Seto n 's 
system (12.12): 

(lval + Plb¡)(l + r) = PI 

(\Va) + p¡b2)(l + r) = P2 (12.14) 

Samuelson then derives the prices of the two commodities in terms of the 
wage: 

PI al(1 + r) 

IV - b¡(l + r) 

11' 1 - bl(l + r) (12.15) 

Samuelson concludes from this that the 'so-called "transformation 
problem" is ra ther poin tless', since equations (12.14) and (12.15) 'deter
mine a11 market magnitudes in terms of al, h; al. b2: r; 11". Labour values are 
not required. As we saw in section 1, this was what Kei Shibata had argued 
back in 1939, and what Mühlpfort and Dmitriev had realised in the 1890s 
(see Chapter 3 of volume 1 of this book). But Samuelson went further. It is 
certainly possible, he agreed, to 'evaluate all the Marxian expressions as 
functíons of these same variables'. But, he continued. 'Iogically this 
transformation goes from exchange values to Marxian-defined values -
not vice versa!,44 Again this was not an original view. It had been 
anticipated by Lehr in the 18905 (see p. 35 of volume 1 of this book), and 
Joan Robinson had made an identical point in 1950: 'the whole argument IS 

condemned to circularity from birth, beca use the values which were to be 
"transformed into prices" are arrived at in the first instance by transforming 
prices into values,.45 
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In raet this is untrue so far as Samuelson 's own presentation is eoneerned. 
Marx's value magnitudes can be derived from (12.13) in the following way. 
Writing Al and 1..2 as the value of a unít of each eommodity, we have: 

AJ aJAI + bl 

1..2 = a2 Al + b2 (12.16) 

where, for example, a¡ ís the amount of direct labour needed to produce one 
machine, and blA¡ 15 the quantity of indirect labotir required. 

Substitution reveals that: 

Al 
al 

1 - b l 

1..2 
b2a, 

+ a2 --
1 - b, ([2.17) 

Once we know Al, the value of the constant capital used in each department 
can be calculated. Given 1..2 and 11', the value of labour power can be 
ascertained. Finally, knowledge of Al and 1..2 establishes the value of output 
in each sector, and surplus value can be derived as a residual. When one unit 
of each commodity is produced, we have: 

Constane Variable Surplus va/ue Total 
capital capital va/l/e 

Sector 1 
b{ 1 ~~J [ b2a¡ 

+ a2] 
[b1a¡ j al 

II'b J -- al -11'al -- + a2 
1-b¡ 1- b¡ I-b¡ 

Sector 2 [ al J [b
2
a¡ J [b

2
a

l J 
b2a¡ 

b2 -- ll'a2 -- +a2 az(I-II') -- + a2 + a2 
l-b J l-b J l-b l l-b J 

(12.18) 

No price magnitudes are ínvolved in (12.18), only the input coeffícients al. 

b¡, a2 and bl> ami ¡he real wage w. Samuelson's claím as to the priority of 
prices over values would, however, be valid if there were alternative methods 
of producing one of the two commodities, sínce the method chosen would 
depend upon the rate of profit. 

In lerms very similar to those of Robinson, Samuelson conduded tha! the 
Marxian theory of value explains ¡he deviation of prices from values only In 

the sen se that 'truth always equals "error plus a variation"', the variation in 
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this case being the degree to which the Bortkiewicz price-value ralios differ 
from unity. The labour theory of value provides an accurate theory of price 
only when profits are zero. Samuelson praised Ricardo for recognising this 
where Marx had noto Marx's postulate of an equal rate of exploitation in alL 
industries was merely a 'complicating detour'. 'Marxolaters, to use Shaw's 
term, should heed the basic economic precept, valid in all societies: Cut your 
lossesl',46 and abandon the labour theory of value altogether. 
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13 
Sraffa and the Critique of 
M arxian Theory 

1 The 'Capital Contro,"ersies' and the Returo of Samuelson 

Marxian economícs was at a very low ebb io 1957, and no one sprang to the 
defence of Marx against Samuelson's strictures. The political climate 
remained profoundly hostile, with the Cold War aod vestigial McCarthyite 
pressures still very strong in the United States, and the communist parties of 
Western Europe fracturiog in the wake of the Hungarian revolution and 
Khrushchev's revelations concerning the Stalin era. There were at this time 
few professed Marxian economists of any academic standing - as we saw in 
Chapter 6 aboye, Paul Baran was the only full professor in the entire United 
States who claimed to be a Marxist - and none capable of taking on an 
opponent as technicalIy formidable as Samuelson. The evident failure of 
Marxism to explain the long post-war boom (see Part m aboye) had in any 
case weakened the ability of such theorists as Sweezy, Dobb and Baran 
himself to resist the influence of bourgeois economies. 

The reopening of the debate on Marx's theory of value occurred only after 
a combination of circumstances had seemingly strengthened Mandan 
analysis. Interest grew with the fírst signs of a faltering in the 'long 
boom', apparent from about 1966, and the student radicalism which 
reached a climax two years later. And this more favourable milíeu for the 
reception of Mandan ideas was coupled with significant developments at the 
intellectualleveL Piero Sraffa's The ProductioT/ 01 Commodítíes by Means 01 
Commodities, published in 1960, was to engender the 'Capital Controver
síes', fatalJy undermining those forms of neoclassical theory which had 
always been most aggressive towards the socialist movement. 1 

The first casualty was the theory associated with J.B. Clark who, at the 
end of the nineteenth century, formalised the idea that distribution could be 
consistently explained in 'trinitarian' terms. The remuneration of each of the 
'factors of production' - land, labour and capital - was explained by each 

245 
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Biography of 
Piero Sraffa 

Piero Sraffa was born in Turin in 1898, the son of a professor of law. 
Between 1916 and 1920 he attended the University ofTurin, where he 
carne under the intluence of socialist ideas and, in 1919, establíshed an 
enduring friendship with Antonio Gramsci. The appearance of his 
article, 'The Laws of Return under Competitive Conditions', in the 
Economic Journal in 1926, which attacked Marshall's theory of value, 
established his reputation as a theorist of considerable brilliance. He 
accepted a position at Trinity College, Cambridge, in the following 
year, and remained there until his death in 1983. The two subsequent 
works for which Sraffa is most famous are his editing of Ricardo's 
Works, and The Production ofCommodities by Means ofCommoditíes, 
but al! of his contributions to economic theory were marked by great 
originality and finesse. At Cambridge he influenced both Maurice 
Dobb and Joan Robinson, as well as a large number of talented 
students, including Ronald Meek, Pierangelo Garegnani and Luigi 
Pasinetti. However, he took virtually no public role in the great 
controversies which his theories engendered. 

factor's relative scarcity and its productive contribution to output. Clark 
used his results to argue vociferously against all theories of exploitation, and 
to justify the distribution of income under capitalism.2 During the twentÍeth 
century these polemical aspects of the theory were partially suppressed, but 
the more analytical content proved extremely intluential among neoclassical 
theorists. In the mid-1960s the Sraffian critics demonstrated that this 
analysis was in fact logically incoherent, except in very special circum
stances. Factors of production (as Clark and his successors conceived of 
them) did not receive their marginal products; in particular, the productivity 
of capital played no role in explaining profits. 3 

B6hm-Bawerk's alternative formulation of neoclassical ideas on capital 
and profit,4 which served as a basis for his own direct attack on Marx's 
theory of value (see Chapter 3 of volume 1 of this book), proved no more 
secure. Sraffa's results indicated that the Austrian reduction of produced 
means of production to a series of dated 'original' factors of production -
labour and ¡and - could not be performed in the case of production 
processes using fixed capital. Furthermore, even with circulating capital 
technologies, B6hm-Bawerk's theory of accumulation and distribution was 
shown to be fatally flawed on other grounds. 5 

AH thís seemed to confirm the long-standing Marxian critique of 'vulgar 
economy'. As Marxists had always maintained, capitalist relations of 
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production could not be absorbed into technology. Ir the means of 
productíon were treated fetishistical1y the consequence was logical incoher
ence, no! simply conceptual confusion_ 6 For a time this greatly strengthened 
the position of Marxían economísts. Maurice Dobb and Ronald Meek, as 
weIl as others influenced by Sraffa's ideas, attempted to use The Production 
of Commodities to bring about a full-seale renaissanee of Marxian polítical 
eeonomy (see Chapter 15 below). In doing so the earlier objections raised by 
Dmitriev and Bortkiewiez against neoclassieal theory were thrown into 
rehef, and it was now very much the turn of orthodox supply and demand 
theorists to be in retreat. 

In faet, leading neoclassical economists quickly accepted that the offensive 
against Clarkian and Austrian analysis had been successfuL 7 However, not 
only did they maintain that the leadíng form of their theory - Walrasian 
general equilibrium analysis - remained unscathed, but there were various 
attempts to use Sraffian analysis against Marxian value theory, the most 
prominent of whieh was undertaken by Paul Samuelson in the early 19705 
(see Chapter 14 below).8 So far as quantitative value theory was eoneerned, 
Samuelson's critique of Marx pro ved to be correet in a mueh more 
fundamental sense than he himself realised at the time_ Sraffian economists 
would soon extend the criticism of Marx far beyond the charge that the 
transformation problem was a 'complicating detour,.9 And it appeared to 
many Marxists, as well as to neoc1assical wríters, that the attack on Marx 
was even more destructive than had been the results of the 'Capital 
Controversíes' against neoc1assícal theory a decade earlier. The remainder 
of this chapter outlines the Sraffian critique of Marx, and the following two 
chapters deal with Marxist reactions. However, as Chapter 15 makes c1ear, 
the Sraffians were mueh more favourably disposed to Marxian economics 
than to neoclassical analysis. They argued that The Production of 
Cornrnodities, properly understood, would allow the revival of Marxian 
value theory in a reconstituted formo 

n Tbe 'Complicating Detour' Confirmed 

Samuelson's eharge that the transformation problem was a 'eomplicating 
detour' was not a new one. As we saw in Chapter 3 of volume 1 of this book, 
at the turn of the twentieth century Mühlpfort, Dmitriev and Bortkiewicz 
had eaeh suggested that priees of production could be determíned from 
knowledge of physical input eoefficients and the wage, without the ínter
vention of labour values. In the 19305 Shibata províded an explieit 
demonstration of how this eould be achieved in the context of a very 
simple model of production. An implicit proof that this was also possíble for 
the n-sector ease was furnished by Seton's famous article of 1957, while Joan 
Robinson had c1aímed sinee the early 1940s that value analysis was 
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redundant (see Chapter 12 aboye). Dne of the most striking aspects of 
Sraffa's work ís tha! il confirmed these conelusions and, moreover, did so 
for very rnuch more complex cases. Sraffa's analysis encompassed joint 
production technologies as well as single-product activities; fixed and 
circulating capital; the use of non-produeed inputs like land in addítion to 
produced commodities; and the existence of alternative production proces
ses. In eaeh case Sraffa showed how equilibrium prices could be derived 
directly from information concerning conditions of production and the 
distribution of ineome. ¡O 

This may be illustrated by considering the teehnology in Table 13.1, which 
is one of the more complicated systems treated by Sraffa (but not the most 
complex, wruch would also ¡nelude non-produeed goods and recognise that 
the production processes had been drawn from a larger set of alternatives). 11 

The G,} represent inputs of commodity j in process i, bij are the corresponding 
outputs, and the 1I are the amounts of direct labour which are used. The 
system therefore incorporates joint production, since there can be more than 
one output from each process. It also allows there to be items of fixed 
capital. Sorne of the aij may represent machines of various types and ages, in 
which case they would also be represented on the right-hand side of the 
arrow by appropriate b¡¡s, signifying that the process reproduces them as 
machines which are one period older. In other words, a durable capital good 
is treated as a set of disparate commodities differing by stage of obsoles
cence, so that the older goods which remain at the end of the production 
period are treated as by-products of the process. 12 

Table 13.1 A Srafflan technology involving joint produclion and 
flxed capital 

all + a\2 + ... al" + I I -> bu + b l2 + ... b ln 

a21 + a22 + ... a2n + /2 -> b21 + b22 + ... b2n 

Table 13_2 The system of Table /3.1 IVritten in price terms 

(allP¡ + ... GlnPn) (1 + r) + 1¡1V = b¡IP¡ + ... blllPn 

(a2¡p¡ + ... a2nPn) (1 + r) + /ZIV = b21P¡ + ... b2nP" 
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Table 13.3 The system of Tab/e 13.1 IVriUen in va/ue temu 

all Al + ... al" A" + 1, 

Obviously sorne of the av and bij may be zero, since not a1l processes will 
necessarily utilise all inputs and produce every output. And sorne may be 
single-product processes, where all b,l' save one, are zero. But on Sraffa's 
assumptions, and irrespeetive of the exact nature of the input-output 
relations, prices can be derived directly from the conditions of production, 
supplemented by information on the distribution of ineome (that ¡s, the level 
of the wage or rate of profit).13 

The system in prlce lerms is shown in Table 13.2. This incorporales 
Sraffa's usual treatment of wages as paid in arrears at the end of the 
produetion period, so that the 'wage fund' is not part of the capital on which 
profit aecrues. 14 The Pi are equilibrium prices, IV is the wage. and r is the rate 
of profit. Provided that either IV or r is taken as exogenous, al! eommodity 
priees and the value of the other distributional variable (r or w) can be 
determined. This may be seen intuitively by noting that there are TI proeesses 
of produetion and TI + 1 endogenous variables (PI ... pr¡. and either r or IV). 
Sinee one priee can be eliminated by taking it as the unít of priee 
measurement (setting its value equal to unity), we have sufficient informa
tion to sol ve for all other priees and the other distributional magnitude. 15 

That this proves to be possible should not real1y oecasion surprise. Labour 
values are derived magnitudes, whieh depend upon exactly the same factors 
as do prices. Marx himself worked from labour values to priees of 
produetion. But as Table 13.3 indieates, these labotir values (A¡) can be 
determined only from the informatíon on input-output relations contained 
in Table 13.!. Marx's 'journey' therefore involves a de tour whieh is 
redundant from the viewpoint of quantitative value theory, as can be seen 
from Figure 13.1. Marx's proeedure is to move from conditions of produc
tion and ¡neome distribution, through a detour into labour values and 
surplus values, to priees of produetion and profits. Sraffa's more direet route 
misses out the ealculation of values and surplus values, but has the same 
starting-point and the same destination. 

Sraffa 's 'solution' to the transformation problem is thus one in which the , 
problem is sol ved by side-steppíng it in favour of the more fundamental issue 
of deríving eommodity príees and the rate of protit from data on eonditions 
of production and ineome distribution. So far as quantitative va!ue theory is 
eoneerned, Marx's approach is both exeessively elaborate and disguises the 
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Figure 13.1 Sraffa's and Marx 's 'journeys' compared 

MARX'S 

JOURNEY 

SRAFFA'S 

JOURNEY 

Conditions 

of produclion ----. 

Real wage 

Values Prices of 

Surplus ----. Transformalion ----. produclion 

value algorilhm Rate of protil 

Condltions Prices of 

of production --------------.... production 
Real wage Rale of protil 

real nature of the causation. Therefore Mühlpfort, Dmitriev, Bortkiewicz, 
Shibata and Samuelson, in questioning Marx's c1aim for the logical priority 
of values,16 al! receive powerful confirmation for their views in The 
Production 01 Commodities. 

SrafTa's analysis also reinforces the arguments of some earlier critics who 
had found Marx's other assertions on the relation of labour values to prices 
of production to be problematic. Thus Bortkiewicz was correct to defend 
Ricardo, and criticise Marx, on the irrelevance of the production of luxuries 
to the determination of the profit rateY SrafTa also corroborates Bortkie
wicz's proof that, in general, the profit rate cannot be represented by Marx's 
formula s/(c + v); 18 the inappropriateness of aggregating values into c, vand 
s, which Kenneth May pointed to; 19 Tugan-Baranovsky's criticism of 
Marx's law of the falling rate of profit;20 and Lehr's accusation that, once 
alternative processes of production are allowed, it is labour values that 
become logically dependent upon prices, rather than the other way roundY 

Powerful as all this ¡s, SrafTa's analysis goes far beyond the rigorous 
confirmation of the work of other cntics. His own framework can be used to 
demonstrate even more fundamental deficiencies in Marx's theory of value. 
Transformation is not only a 'complicating detour'; the excursion may 
actually prove to be impossible. Moreover, even in cases where Marx's 
extended journey is feasible, the important relations of exploitation which he 
believed to be revealed by it cannot always be established. In other words, 
the 'complicating detour' turns out to be a dead end, These two issues form 
the subject matter of the next two sections. Section V then indicates how The 
Production 01 Commodities suggests that the damage can be minimised. 

IU The Non-Existence oC the 'Complicating Detour' 

Marx invariably treated the labour values of produced commodities as 
positive magnitudes, as did both later critics and defenders of Marxian 
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economics. Then, in 1975, Ian Steedman pointed out that Sraffa's analysis 
revealed the existen ce of contrary casesY The consequences of this are 
drama tic. First, labour values may not be defined, or they may be zero, so 
that Marx's transformation cannot be undertaken; his route to prices of 
production simply does not exist, and Sraffa's 'journey' is the only one 
possible. Second, labour values can be negative. This, together with the 
possibility that labour values may be zero, in turn undermines the Funda
mental Marxian Theorem which states that positive profits imply, and are 
implied by, positive surplus value. In fact, however, a positive rate of profit 
may be associated with a negative or zero rate of exploitation, and positive 
profits can co-exist with negative or zero surplus value. 

These are counter-intuitive results. If direct labour is utilised in all 
production processes, how can outputs fail to have well·defined labour 
values, and how could these values be anything other than positive? This 
section deals with the first question, and the following section with the 
second problem. We begin by providing two numerical examples which 
genera te undefined and zera labour values respectively.23 

Table 13.4 depicts one particular case from that family of Sraffian systems 
represented in Table 13.1. The corresponding price equations are written in 
Table 13.5, and there exists an economically meaningful equilibrium. 
Assuming that commodity 1 acts as the unit of price measurement (so that 
PI = 1) and that the real wage is one unit of commodity 2, paid in arrears, 
equilibrium is given by PI = 1, P2 = 4,11' = 4 and r = 0.25. However, we 
cannot reach this conclusion through Marx's 'detour' into ¡abour values. In 
Table 13.6 the system is written in vaJue terms; it leads to the inconsistent 
equations: 

Al + A2 = 

2A. I + 21..2 = 

so that ¡abour values cannot be computed, and there are, in consequence, no 
clearly specified value magnitudes to transform ¡nto prices of production. 

Table 13.4 A numerical example of {he type of system represented 
in Table 13.1 

Inputs Outputs 

Commodity 1 Commodily 2 Labour Commodily 1 Commodity 2 

Process 1 4 

Process 2 O 

o 
6 

5 

2 8 
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Table 13.5 The system 01 Table 13.4 written in príce terms 

4p¡ (1 + r) + w = 5p¡ + P2 

6P2 (I + r) + w 2pI + 8P2 

TabIe 13.6 The system 01 Table 13.4 written in value terms 

4A¡ + 1 5A¡ + A2 

6A2 + 2AI + 8A2 

A similar concJusíon follows if sorne ¡abour values are zero. This 
possibility is illustrated in Tables 13.7 to 13.9. Again taking commodity 1 
as the unit of price measurernent, and assurníng that the real wage ís one unít 
of cornrnodíty 2, paid in arrears, an economically meaningful equilibrium 
exists, with PI = 1, P2 = 2/3, w = 2/3 and r = 0.25. But, as with the first 
example, Marx's 'complicating detour' is not possible. The value systern in 
Table }3,9 irnplies that A¡ = O and A2 ,~ 1, so that the ¡abour value for 
cornmodíty I vanishes and there is again nothing to transfonn, 

TabIe 13.7 A second numerical example 01 che Cype 01 system 
represented in Table 13./ 

/nputs Outputs 

Commodity 1 Commodity 2 Labour Commodity 1 Commodity 2 

Process J 4 

Process 2 O 

o 
12 

5 

2 

Table 13.8 The system 01 Table 13.7 written in price terms 

4Pl (l + r) + w = 5pI + P2 

12p2(l + r) + w = 2Pl + 13p2 

Table 13.9 The system 01 Table /3.7 written in value terms 

4A¡ + = 5AI + A2 

12A2 + 1 2AI + 13A2 

13 
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These results seem strange because there is a tendency to think of ¡abour 
values in the context of single-product production processes, where inde
termínate and zero values cannot occur; they anse only in joint production 
systems. Bul these caunot be dísmissed as complicating details of limited 
relevance, sínce they are pervasíve in any actual economy: the slaughter of 
sheep, for example, yields wool, hides, blood, offal and various cuts of 
meat. 24 It is also possible to pro vide an intuitive explanation of these 
apparentJy perverse results. If positive amounts of direct labour are used 
in production processes, the ¡abour value of the net oulput must be equal to 
the total quantíty of this direct labour. The net produet in the system 
represented in Table 13.4 is (5 - 4) + (2 - O) = 3 units of commodity 1, 
plus (1 - O) + (2 - O) = 3 units of commodity 2. Since the direet labour 
inputs are 2, this net product mus! have a totallabour value of 2. However, 
it is not possible to allocate this ¡abour value between the componenl parts 
of the surplus product because each process produces net outputs in the 
same proportions. 

A necessary condition for the calculation of individual labour values, 
therefore, is that the processes produce net outputs in different proportions. 
This is met by the system in Table 13.7, where net output is (5 - 4) + (2 -
O) = 3 units of commodity 1 and (1 - O) + (13 - 12) = 2 umts of 
commodity 2. But in this case process 2 is physically more productive with 
regard to comrnodity 1, and has the same produetivity in the produetion of 
eommodity 2. Even though the net output as a whole will have a labour 
value equal to 2 (which is the amount of direet labour used in the system), 
the labour value of commodity 1 must be zero. If we were to keep the total 
labour input constant, but to transfer part of it from process I to process 2, 
we would inerease the production of commodity I while that of commodity 
2 remains the same. Sínce the labour value of the total net output must 
remain unchanged al 2, the labour value of eommodity 1 must be zero. 

IV Tbe Marxian Detour as a Dead End 

In this section another eonsequence of joint production is illustrated which is 
no less darnagíng for Marx's theory. Even if labour values are determínate 
and non-zero, sorne may be negative. This can undermine the Fundamental 
Mandan Theorem which eonnects surplus value to profit, as is shown in a 
third numerical example presented in Tables 13.10 to 13.12. Assuming as 
before that PI = 1, and the real wage is one unit of commodity 2, paid in 
arrears, the priee equilibrium derived from Table 13.11 is : PI = 1, P2 = 2, W 

= 2 and r = 0.25 The labour value of commodity 2, however, is negative, 
since Table 13.12 generates Al = 1 '12 and 1.2 '" - '12. 
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Table 13.10 A third numerical examp/e 01 the type 01 system 
represented in Table 13.1 

Inputs Outputs 

Commodily 1 Commodity 2 Labour Commodity 1 Commodity 2 

Process 1 4 

Process 2 O 

O 

16 

1 ..... 

1 ..... 

5 

2 

Table 13.11 The system 01 Table 13.10 written in price terms 

4p¡ (l + r) + w = 5pI + P2 

16p2 (l + r) + IV = 2Pl + 20P2 

Table 13.12 The system 01 Table 13.10 wriUen in value terms 

4A.¡ + = 5A.1 + A.2 

16A.2 + = 2AI + 20A2 

1 

20 

Again this result seems odd, but it is easily explained intuítively. The net 
output of the system in Table \3.10 is (5 - 4) + (2 - O) = 3 units of 
commodity 1, plus (1 - O) + (20 - 16) = 5 units of commodity 2, with 
process 2 being physically more productive with regard lO both commodi
tieso Consequently labour could be transferred from process 1 to process 2, 
and more of both commodities could be produced as net output. However, 
this larger nel output must embody no more labour ihan that saved by 
reducing ¡he operation of the least productive process. This is only possible 
if one commodity has a negative labour value. 

Together, the two numerical examples of the prevíous sectíon and the one 
just considered lead lo a general conclusion: the labour values of all 
commodities will be determínate and positive only when net outputs are 
produced in different proportions by the different processes, and when no 
process dominates in productivity. As we have seen, such condítíons are not 
required to prevail for price equilibria to existo Thus models in which 
processes produce net outputs in the same proportions, and systems in 
whích one process is more productive than others, are perfectly acceptable. 
In particular, the fact that one process dominates in productivity does not 
imply that other processes cannot be profitably used by capítalists; in an 
equilíbrium all processes are equally profitable. 
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So far as transfonnation is concerned, negative labour values - unlike 
indetenninate and zero values - need pose no special difficulty. The units in 
which commodities are measured are arbitrary. It is therefore possible to 
take units to be embodied labour values whenever they can be calculated and 
are non-zero. Prices then beco me prices 'per unit of ¡abour value', or price
value ratíos. Gíven the wage, and a desígnated unít of measurement for 
price-value ratios, a solution could exist for those prices and the rate of 
profit. In the case where there are negative ¡abour values, a negative entry 
for inputs and outputs would occur. However, this would indicate only that 
an economically meaningful solution would involve the corresponding 
price-value ratios being non-positive, so that the purchase and sale of such 
commodities involve positive expenditures. 

But transformation cannot now accomplish what Marx considered 
essential, namely, to show that a positive rate of profit has its origin in a 
positíve rate of surplus value. Calculatíng the magnitudes of the constant 
and variable capítals, and surplus values, we find that the system in Table 
13.10hasc¡ = 6,C2 = - S,v¡ = -1'2,v2 = - 1'2, S¡ = 11'2ands2 = 11'2. 
Thus the rate of exploitation is negative, while the rate of profit is positive 
(at r = 0.25). Calculations for the example in Table 13.7 reveal that CI = O, 
C2 = 12, V¡ = 1, V2 = 1, SI = O, and S2 = O. There is no surplus value in the 
system, and the rate of surplus value is zero, even though the rate of protit is 
again positive (at 0.25). 

It is also possible to find production systems in which there is negative 
surplus value and positive profits (and not just a negative rate of surplus 
value coexisting with a positive rate of profit). Steedman's original example 
is reproduced in Table 13.13. Assuming the unit of price measurement to be 
the wage (so that w = 1), and the real wage - paid in arrears - to consist of 
y, unÍ! of commodity 1 and 5/6 units of commodity 2, the equilibrium is 

PI = 1/3, P2 = 1, IV = 1 and r = 0.2. Total profits are 9 lh, and positive. 
However, aggregate surplus value equals - 1, and is negative. 

Table 13.13 Sleedman 's example 

InpUlS OutpulS 

Commodily 1 Commodily 2 Labour Commodity 1 Commodily 2 

Process 1 25 

Process 2 O 

o 
10 

5 --> 30 

3 

5 

12 

Thus the Fundamental Marxian Theorem does not hold generally. A 
positive rate of surplus value is not a necessary condition for a positive profit 
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rate, and positive surplus value is not necessary for pos¡tIve profits. 
Consequently, exploited ¡abour is not in general a 'prior concrete magru
tude ... which could possibly be regarded as constituting the ultimate 
source of profits,.2S This has ramifications beyond value and exploitation 
theory. The fact that labour values can be undetermined, negative or zero 
makes Marx's original analysis of the 'Iaws of motion' suspecl, for these laws 
are presented in terms of aggregate value categories (e, v and s) which are 
assumed to be well-defined positive magnitudes. Thus, even in the absence of 
other considerations, the possibility that some aggregate value categories are 
undetermined or of perverse sign would generate scepticism about Marx's 
macroeconomic 'Iaws of motion'. 

One particular 'Iaw of motion' is the proposition Ihat the organic 
composition of capital rises with capitalist development. Considering this 
'Iaw', Emest Mandel writes that 

the absolute inner Iimit of the capitalist mode of production ... líes in the 
fact that the mass of surplus value itseIf necessarily diminishes as a result 
of the e1imination of living labour power from the production process in 
the course of the final stage of mechanization - automation. Capitalism is 
incompatible with fully automated production ... beca use this no longer 
allows the creation of surplus value. 26 

If this is interpreted as the claim that positive surplus ¡abour is a necessary 
condition for positive profits, then it was refuted as early as 1898 by 
Dmitriev,27 and again by Sraffa's Production 01 Commodities. Imagine that 
the production processes in the numerícal example of Table 13.10 are fully 
automated, so that the direct labour inputs in each case are zero instead of 
unity. Table 13.11 wil1 be exactly as before, except that the IV terms vanish 
beca use no direct ¡abour is used. A positive rate of profit and positive 
equilibrium prices, however, will sti1l exist; assuming commodity I to be the 
numeraire, the solution is PI = 1, P2 = 0.7 and r = 0.425. Mandel's 
argument is clearly wrong. Providing only that there is a physical surplus of 
commodities - whether or not produced with direct labour - profits are 
positive. 28 

This conclusion, however, is not damaging to Marx's theory of surplus 
value, which was specific to capitalist society; a fully automated economy is. 
by definition, non-capitalist, since it uses no wage labour. Nonetheless, it 
does indicate a more serious problem for Marx's theory of value and 
exploitation. Even in non-automated economies where the difficulties of 
calculating ¡abour values and carrying out transformation are absent, 
Marx's belief in the unique surplus-creating properties of ¡abour power is 
problematical. In such circumstances one could, for instance, compute oil
coefficients which indicate the amount of oí] embodied in each commodity, 
and these could be 'transformed' into prices of production in the same way 
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that Marxian economists have traditionally transformed labour values. 
Moreover, 'profits are positive ir and only if ea eh produced commodity 
possesses the property of exploitability ... Every produced commodity used 
in production must be capable of giving up such a surplus ... for any ... 
profits ... to be forthcoming',29 From this viewpoint there is nothing special 
about labour-power, contrary to what Marx believed. 

V A New Sraffian Detour in tbe Spirit of Marx 

Can anything be saved from this wreckage? A full answer to this question 
must await discussion of the post-Sraffa debate on the transfonnation 
problem in Chapter 14, and the critical evaluation of Sraffa's own work in 
Chapter 15. But there IS one Jine of defence suggested by The Production of 
Commodities which can be outlined here. It applies only to the theory of 
exploitation, and offers nothing to repair the damage done to the Marxian 
theory of value. Nor does it address the problem highlighted at the end of 
section IV. Nevertheless, since Marxists may argue that value theory was 
primarily a vehicle for the analysis of surplus value, they could perhaps 
accept the criticisms of sections II, III and IV and yet c1aim that the analysls 
dealt with here ultimately substantiates the heart of Marx's political 
eeonomy, since the theory of value itself is of seeondary importance, full 
automation does not exist, and it can be argued that exploitation has 
meaning only in relation to labour power (see Chapter 14 below). 
Furthermore, the Sraffian argument about to be considered is clearly 
within a Marxían tradition; it refers to one of Marx's initiaJ contentions, 
subjects it to rigorous scrutiny, and then indicates that the original 
formulation is correct in spirit, if not in ¡etter. 

As part of his analysis of transfonnation Marx maintained (i) that a 
commodity which was produced by a process with an organic composition of 
capital equal to that of the economy as a whole would have a price of 
production egual to its labour value; and (ii) that its own conditions of 
production would be sufficient to determine the rate of profit. Treating his 
conception of the profit rate and his method of transrormation as unproble
matic, this proposition is correet. Marx's fonnula for the rate of profit can be 
written as ej(k + J) by dividing the numerator and denominator of the more 
usual expression sj(c + v) by v, where e is the rate of surplus value and k is the 
eeonomy-wide organic composition of capital. Since e is the same in all 
sectors, and the 'average' industry has an organic composition equal to k, the 
profit rate ofthis industry (calculated from its own labour value categories, e, 
v and s) must be egual to that prevailing throughout the system as a whole. 
This means that it receives as profit all its own surplus value and nothing 
more than its own surplus value so that, in Marx's transformation procedure, 
its price of production is equal to its Jabour value. 3o 
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The argument is in fact flawed, both because Marx was wrong to believe 
that the profil rale could be represented by s/(c + v) = e/(k + 1), and 
beca use his transformation applied only to outputS. 31 However, Sraffa's 
analysis indicates that the idea of an 'average industry', serving as a 
surrogate for the whole economy, can be given an alternative expression, 
and Man's argument can be substantiated. In The Production o/ 
Commodities Sraffa argues that the proportions of any of the systems of 
production which he considers may be altered by expanding and contracting 
the various industries, while the properties of the original system remain 
unchanged. 32 In the rearranged system, which Sraffa terms the standard 
system, the following propositions hold: 

l. the total output of each commodity bears the same proportion to its use 
in aggregate as an input; 

2. the ratio of the net product to capital in the standard system gives the 
maximum rate of profit, both for that system and for the system in ¡ts 
original proportions; 

3. when this net product (referred to by Sraffa as the standard commodity) 
is taken as the unit of price measurement, the rate of profit in the 
standard system corresponding to any wage is equal to the rate of profit 
in the original system for the same wage; 

4. the equilibrium price of the standard commodity will equal its labour 
value, and the rate of profit in the original system can be represented as a 
ratio of surplus value to capital in the standard system.33 

These propositions can be illustrated with the aid of a simple numerical 
example. It is easiest to do so without entering into the complexities arising 
from joint production (which will be considered in Chapter 15 below). Thus, 
instead of using one of the examples already presented, a new one is 
provided in Tables 13.14 and 13.15.34 In the original system, aggregate 
input-output proportions vary; the proportion for commodity 1 is unity; it is 
(45/28.5) or 1.6 for commodity 2; and it is (48/41) or 1.2 for commodity 3. 
These ratios can be brought into standard proportions by enlarging process 
1 by a factor of 4/3, scaling down process 2 to 4/5 of its former size, and 
leaving process 3 in its initial sta te. Now the aggregate input-output 
proportions are the same: 24/20 = 36/30 = 48/40 = 1.2. 

This magnitude, which Sraffa represents by the symbol (l + R), defines the 
maximum rate of profit for the standard system, and also for the original 
system. Regarding the standard system, R cannot be increased no matter 
what happens to relative prices. So far as the original system is concerned, if 
we write the system ofTab1e 13.14 in the price terms ofTable 13.2, and set 
the wage equal to zero (so al! the net product accrues as profit), the resulting 
rate of profit will equal R (= 0.2), and this is again the maximum profit rateo 
More generally, as Sraffa points out, the original system 'consists of the 
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Table 13.14 The original system from which a standard sysrem is 
constructed in Table 13.15 

1nputs Outputs 

Cdty 1 Cdty 2 Cdty 3 Labour Cdty 1 Cdty 2 Cdty 3 

Process 1 9 12 6 3/16 -+ 18 O O 
Process 2 5 12.5 15 5/16 -+ O 45 O 
Process 3 4 4 20 8/16 -+ O O 48 

Totals 18 28.5 41 18 45 48 

Table 13.15 The standard system for the system of Table 13.14 

lnputs Outputs 

Cdty 1 Cdty 2 Cdty 3 Labour Cdty 1 Cdty 2 Cdty 3 

Process 1 12 16 8 4/16 -> 24 O O 
Process 2 4 10 12 4jl6 -+ O 36 O 
process 3 4 4 20 8/16 -+ O O 48 

Totals 20 30 40 24 36 48 

same basic equations as the Standard system, only in different proportions', 
and 'particular proportions ... cannot alter. .. mathematical properties,.35 

Ir the standard commodity is used as the unít of price measurement, so 
that in our example 4pI + 6P2 + 8P3 = 1, and the wage is set at any feasible 
leve!, then, because of this property, the rate of profit will be the same in 
both the standard and the original system. And it is capable of a very simple 
representation in terms of the categories of the standard system: 

r = 
net product - wages 

aggregate means of production 
in price tenns (13.1) 

Given that Sraffa assumes the total labour used in the whole system to be 
equal to one unit, it follows that 

r = R(I - IV) ( 13.2) 
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where w is the wage (measured in units of the standard commodity).36 Thus, 
for our numerical example, if w == 0.5 then r == 0.1 in both the original 
system and the standard system. 

This in turo allows a Manían representation of the rate of profit. The 
¡abour value of the net product of any system of production must equal the 
total direct labour used in that system (see section 111 aboye). Thus in the 
case ofthe standard system it must equal unity, and the price ofthe standard 
commodíty ís equal to its labour value. Furthermore, the rate of profit in the 
standard system can always be represented as the ratio of the system's 
surplus value to the ¡abour value of the aggregate means of production. The 
labour value of the net product of the standard system can be decomposed 
into Vs and Ss, where Vs ís the ¡abour value of the wage and Ss is the residual 
surplus value; the subscript s denotes the standard system. The labour value 
of the means of production in the standard system can, símilarly, be denoted 
by CS' Hence the maximum rate of profit (R) equals ("s + ss)/cs' We know 
that r = R(I - w), and that (l - w) is simply the proportion of the net 
product of the standard system which goes to profit. Thus: 

(13.3) 

This is the ratio of surplus labour, or surplus value, to the labour value of 
the capital employed.37 Clearly a positive Ss is a necessary and sufficient 
condition for a positive r, gíven that es is positive. Dividing the numerator 
and denomínator of (13.3) by v s yields 

r = 
k (13.4) 

So this version of the Fundamental Manian Theorem also holds in terms of 
the raee of surplus value and the rate of profit. Moreover, since for any wage 
the rate of profit in the standard system must equal that in the original 
system, tbe protit rate in the original system may also be represented as the 
ratio of surplus value to capital. 

Meek concludes that: 

SratTa is postulating precisely the same relation between the ... rate of 
profits and the conditions of production in his "standard" industry as 
Marx was postulating between the ... rate of profits and the conditions 
of productíon in his industry of 'average organic composition of capital' 
... SratTa's 'standard industry', seen from tbis point of view, is essentiaUy 
an attempt to define 'average conditions of production' in such a way as 
to achíeve the identical result Marx was seeking. 38 
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From this perspective, the standard system gives transparency to the 
capitalist system and renders 'visible what was hidden,.39 This, of course, 
was exactly what Marx sought to achieve in al! his work on value and 
exploitation. 

VI Conclusion 

Taken as a whole, SrafTa's Production of Commodities has an ambíguous 
relation to Marxian political economy. The theory of value is shown to be 
valid only for special cases, and Marx's own exposition of his theory of 
exploitation is similarly shown not to be general. loínt production can cause 
both theories to be vaeuous, or to genera te perverse results. But Sraffa does 
not address questions of qualitatíve value theory and his treatment ¡s, 
therefore, not eomprehensive, while his own device of the standard 
commodity may be used to rescue one form of Marx's theory of exploita
tion (see, however, Chapter 15 below). Moreover, as we will see in Chapter 
15, sorne Sraffians argue that, since Sraffa's paradigm is within the same 
'surplus tradition' of economics as that of Marx, Manian economies is 
actually strengthened by his work beca use the defects of Marx's own specific 
form of surplus economícs are exposed and shown to be extraneous to the 
surplus approaeh itself. At the same time, enties of SrafTa have pointed to 
serious límitations in his economics, and by so doing have brought into 
question the whole surplus tradition, including the particular version 
developed by Marx. Before we consider these wider issues in Chapter 15, 
however, we must discuss the efTects which the 'Sraffian revolution' has had 
upon the treatment of the transformation problem. 
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14 
M arxian Value Theory After 
Sraffa 

I Introduction 

As we indicated in the previous chapler, the impaet of Sraffa 's The 
Production 01 Commodities by Means 01 Commodities was by no means 
immediate. The initial effec! was to genera te an attack upon neodassical 
theory. which resulted in the 'Cambridge Controversies' of the mid-1960s. 
Although this was relevant to the Marxian analysis of 'vulgar economy', it 
did not bear upon the logical coherenee of Marxian political economy ¡tself, 
and ít was not until the 1970s that the direct implications for Marxian 
economics began to be appreciated. Meanwhile, the questions raised by 
Francis Seton and Paul Samuelson in the 1950s awaited answers (see 
Chapter 12 aboye). lt remained to be seen whether Samuelson's condusions 
could be generalised to an n-sector model, and whether (as Engels and others 
had supposed) the transformation of values into priees of production could 
legitimately be regarded as a historical as well as a logical process (see 
volume 1 of this book, Chapter 3, sectíon 1I). Also unresolved were 
importan! methodological issues concerning the role of mathematical 
models in the appraisal of Marxian value theory, and the relative signif
icance of the qualitative and quantitative aspects of the problem. 

This chapter is structured largely, but not entirely, in a chronological 
fashion. The following section deals with the - very sparse -literature on the 
transformation problem which appeared between 195& and L 971, when Paul 
Samuelson returned to !he fray with a long and intensely provocative artide 
in the Joumal 01 Economic Literature. Section III surveys the heated 
controversy which broke out between Samuelson and his Marxian critícs, 
while section IV discusses the significance of the analytical contributions 
made by Michio Morishima and Ian Steedman in the mid-1970s, whích were 
outlined in Chapter 13 aboye. Morisbima was also involved in reopening the 
discussion of the 'historical transformation problem', which is assessed in 
section V. 

265 
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From the Jate 1970s onwards, several new attempts were made to solve the 
logieal problem of transformation, and these form the subjeet of section VI, 
along with certain additional difficullies whích were ídentified in the course 
of the 1980s. Section VII ís thematíe rather than chronologicaJ, touching on 
a number of objections to the ¡abour theory of value which carne to the fore 
in ¡he last two decades but were not directly related to transformation, 
Finally, section VIII contains sorne conc!usions on the standing of the 
Marxian theories 01' value and exploitation at the beginning of the 1 99Os. 
Note, however, that Chapter 15 ean in a sense be read as an extended 
conclusion to the present chapter, and that sorne of the substantive and 
methodologieal problems dealt with here will resurfaee in the appraisal of 
'rational choice Marxism' in Chapter 17. 

11 Early Contributions 

The most important eontribution to the transforma tion litera ture in the 
1 960s was Ronald Meek's review ofSraffa, which was summarised in seetion 
V of Chapter 13 aboye. Apart from this, relatively little of any signifieance 
was published dunng this decade, and as late as 1971 Maunee Dobb eould 
complain that the discussion 'has remained ... somewhat restricted, even 
recondite; and for the most part it has evoked liule ¡nteres! (or even 
awareness) among Marx-disciples and interpreters', who had concentrated 
instead on the questions of crisis and imperialism. l 

In 1961 Miehio Morishima and Francis Seton demonstrated that the 
transformation procedure could be undertaken in reverse: that is, labour 
values could be derived from prices of production, using information on 
eonditions of production and the distribution of the nel product? They 
eoncluded from this that positivist objections to the labour theory of value 
were unfounded. Value was nol a metaphysical coneept, as loan Robinson 
(among others) had suggested. 'Whatever the usefulness or ¡rrdevanee of the 
Marxian value concept as a deseriptíon of "realíty" or a guide to aetíon, it ís 
at least operationally meaningful.,3 

Two years laler the Norwegian writer Leíf lohansen retumed to a theme 
whieh had interested severa! writers at the tum of the century: the possibility 
of reconci!ing the ¡abour theory of value with marginal utílíty analysis (see 
volume I of this book, pp. 191-2). Johansen se! out two models of príce 
determínation. In the first model, workers had fixed subsistence requíre
ments which determined the equilibrium real wage in the traditíonal Marx
ian manner, while capitalists maximised neoc1assical utility functíons subject 
to a budget constraint. Marginal utilities now determíned the quantities of 
commodities which were consumed by the capitalists, but not their priees. In 
the second model, workers as well as capitalists had utility functions, and the 
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rate of profit became indeterminate without a separate theory of income 
distribution or - the variant preferred by Johansen - the specification of a 
minimum utility level for workers. Prices were now inl1uenced indirectly by 
marginal utilities, since any shift in workers' utility functions would affect 
the rate} of profit and thereby alter prices of production.4 

Following Seton 's 1957 article an era began in which mathematical 
techniques were applied to the analysis of value and exploitation much 
more enthusiastically than ever before. Initially, however, there was liule 
response to these two papers, and the same can be said of the highly critical 
comments on the transformation problem made in 1963 by Nobuo Okishio 
in a paper which is generally remembered only for its rigorous attack on 
Marx's falling rate of profit theorem (see Chapter 7, section III, above).5 The 
only olher important text lo appear before the commencement of the 
Samuelson controversy was Andras Brody's Proportions, Prices and 
Planning, first published in Hungarian and then, in 1970, in English.6 As 
will be seen in sections V and VI below Brody antícípated several aspects of 
the subsequent debate, but hís book had little immediate impact in the West 
and probably even less in the East, where creative intellectual endeavour still 
met with immense obstacles. 

Meek's interpretation of Sraffa was largely ignored in these years, with 
one significant exception: Sraffa's Cambridge colleague Maurice Dobb 
began to isolate himself from many of his fellow-communists by his 
insistence that The Production of Commodities offered a vindication of 
Marx no les s than a damning indictment of neodassical economics. rn a 
very inl1uential artide which appeared in 1970 in the Dutch journal De 
Economisf,7 Dobb located Sraffa in a c1assical tradition which inc1uded, he 
c1aimed, Karl Marx no less than Bortkiewicz and Dmitriev (on whom see 
volume 1 of this book, Chapter 3, sections IV and V). AIJ had shown the rate 
of profit to depend on 'the conditions of production of the input-producing 
industries (whether wage-goods or constituents of constant capital) and on 
rhese afone'.s There was nothing in Sraffa's few remarks on the theory of 
distributlOn, Dobb maintained, which was inconsistent with Marx. The 
capitalist monopoly over the means of production was implicit in Sraffa 's 
model, and even his treatment of wages as contaming part of the surplus 
product could be regarded as a realistic response to the circumstances of 
modern capitalism? These arguments were amplified in Dobb's last book, in 
which he highlighted the methodological similaritíes between Sraffa, the 
c1assical economists and Marx. AIl of them viewed distribution as logically 
separa te from exchange, and in ea eh case prices were 10 be derived from the 
distribution of income (together with conditions of production) and not vice 
versa. This 'pre-Jevonian order or pattern of determination' ser ved to 
demarcate their ideas very sharply from those of neoclassical theorists. la 

Chapter 15 below assesses this very influential interpret;:¡tion of the history 
of economic thought. 
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m TIIe Samuelson COIlb'oversy 

In 1969 or 1970 Paul Samuelson obtained a grant from the National Science 
Foundation in the United States to finance a study of Marxian value theory. 
He published a preliminary summary of his findings in the lalter year, JI and 
a much longer paper appeared in 197/ in the Journal 01 Economic 
Literature. 12 Samuelson's conclusions were basically those which he had 
reached in 1957 (see Chapter 12 aboye, section II). The ¡abour theory of 
value was a complicating detour; prlees of production and the general rate of 
profít could be derived directly from infonnatíon on condítions of produc
tíon and the distribution of ¡ncome; Marx's theory of surplus value was 
therefore unnecessary for an understanding of profit in a capitalist economy. 

While the earlier paper had been ígnored by Marxian economists, the 1971 
article provided a furious controversy. Severa) reasons may be adduced for 
this difference in critical reaction. Interest in Marxism generaUy was much 
greater, and there were many more Marxían economísts in academic 
employment than ever befo re. The Journa/ 01 Economic Literature was les s 
technical, and had a wider readershíp, than the more forbidding American 
Economíc RevielV. By 1971, moreover, Samuelson was a commandíng figure 
in orthodox economics, with a much higher publíc profile than he had 
enjoyed in the 1950s. In 1970 he had been awarded a Nobel Prize, and the 
various edítíons of his íntroductory text had already sold more copies than 
any other economics book in the English language. Generations of students 
around the world had learned their elementary theory from Samuelson's 
Economics. was, lastIy, a question of style. The 1957 article had been 
restrained and scholarly in tone. Parts of Samuelson's 1971 paper were by 
contrast (and deliberately?) provocative: 

For when you cut through the maze of algebra and come to understand 
what is going on, you discover that the 'transformatíon algoríthm' is 
precisely of the foJlowíng form: 'Contemplate two ahernative and 
discordant systems. Write down one. Now transform by taking an eraser 
and rubbing it out. Then fill in the other one! Voí/a l . You have completed 
your transformation algorithm'. By this technique one can 'transform' 
from phlogiston to entropy; from Ptolemy to Copernícus; from Newton to 
Einstein; from Genesis to Darwin - and, from entropy to phlogiston ... It 
tells us sometbing about the need for a systematic survey and elucidation 
of the transfonnation problem that this uncontroversial and prosaic truth 
is nowhere underlíned in what is now a copious literature, stretching over 
more than three-quarters of a century.13 

It was this 'eraser theorem' which, more ihan anything else, enraged 
Samuelson's Marxian readers. 

The then editor of the Journal 01 Economic Lílerature, Mark Perlman, 
soon received a large number of critical notes and comments. Hís response 
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was rather odd. The only submissions which were accepted for publication 
carne from distinguished academic economists, lo two extremely brief 
contributions, Abba Lerner bizarrely accused SamueIson of making 'un
warranted concessions to the so over-thoroughly demolished labor theory of 
value', while loan Robinson claimed that he had conflated c1assícal-Marxian 
and neoclassical models. 14 William Baumol argued that Samuelson liad 
misunderstood Marx's intentions. Marx 

was concerned primarily with the relatiooship between profits and surplus 
value and only incidentally (as a means to get at the former) with that 
between prices and values ... The competitive process, that appears lo 
show that land is the source of rent and capital the source of profits aod 
interest, is mere!y a distributive phenomenon and conceals the fact that 
labor is the only socially relevant source of output. Thís ís the significance 
of the value theory and the transforrnatíon analysis of Marx. J 5 

This Samuelson denied, maintaining instead that his 'erase and replace 
theorem' applied equally to the transformation of surplus value into profit; 
Baumo! replied that his own artide had been devoted to the nature of 
Marx's objectives, not to the different question of whether he had succeeded 
or failed. 16 Finally, Michio Morishima defended his book Marx 's 
Economics, published in 1973 at the height of the debate, which he believed 
to be even more critica] of Marx than Samuelson had been, yet provided 
arguments by which Marx's principal insights could be preserved. 17 

None of these contributions was especially profound, but a further clutch 
of cornments addressed to the Journal of Economic Literature remained 
unpublished. Instead Perlrnan comrnissioned Martin Bronfenbrenner 'to 
outline for econornlsts uninitiated into "Marxism-Modernism" controver
sy, what this la test round is abo u!' , It is unc1ear whether his brief included 
synopses of the six rejected papers, but this was what he supplied. Their 
tone, he noted, ranged 'from the scholarly to the vitupera ti ve' .18 From 
Bronfenbrenner's account it seems that only one took an explicitly neocJas
sical perspective, while foue had attempted to defend the Marxian theory of 
value. 19 Evidently Perlman's choice of artides ror publication was less than 
even-handed, and Samuelson, in a section headed 'Reactions to Quoted 
Writers', found it 'a bit odd to be comrnenting on abortive articJes that have 
not been accepted for publicationdO 

Two of the rejected comments were subsequently published elsewhere. 
That by the veteran Couneil Communist, Paul Mattick,21 made three 
substantive points. First, he stressed (correctly) that Marx's theory of value 
shared with bourgeois equilibrium analysis the property of being a 
'theoretical deviee' or 'mental construct', which was therefore not 'suscept
ible to direet observatíon'22 Second, he argued that Marx's principal 
concem had been with the question 'why the social labor relations appear 
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as value relations'. Marx had asked 'how the concept of value could arise 
altogether' (in the first place?), and he found the answer in the specific c1ass 
relations of the capitalist mode of production. 23 This implied a distinction 
between the qualitative and quantitatíve aspects of value theory which was 
to feature prominently in other critiques of Samuelson, and to be used 
against Sraffian critics of Marx (see Chapter 15 below). Third, Mattick 
argued that the labour theory of value could be corroborated only at the 
level of the entire econorny: 'The law of value finds its empirical verification 
not in everyday priee relations but in the overall faH or rise of the prices of 
production ... The system as a whole is susceptible to value analysis. ,24 A 
related conclusion would later be drawn, mueh more rigorously, by Miehio 
Morishima (see section IV below). Sarnuelson had understood none of this, 
Mattick maintained. He was a vulgar economist; his algebra was 'highfalutin 
rubbish', and he had 'wasted his time and the National Scíence Foundation's 
money,.25 

Ir Mattick had combined scholarship and vituperatíon, David Laibman's 
attaek on Sarnuelson was a mode] of restraint. 26 Laibrnan first presented his 
own, geometrieal solutíon to the transformation problem, which replaced 
the conventional invariance conditions, involving the equality of total value 
and total price and/or total surplus value and total profit, with the 
requirement that the rate of exploitation be the same In value and in priee 
terms. Laibman justilied this revision on the grounds that the c1ass struggle 
between workers and capítaJists revolved around the rate of exploitatíon, 
not the rate of profit,27 Like Mattick, Laíbman also complained that 
Samuelson had only dealt with the quantitative aspects of the problem, 
ignoring the more significant qualitative dimensiono Samuelson had entirely 
failed to grasp 'the problem of value as a social category', thereby revealing 
himself to be 'a terrible polj¡jcal economist, in the Mandan sense of the 
word'. 'To advance his side of the debate', Laibman concluded, '[Samuelson] 
must step over the arbitrary boundary between the "philosophical-sociolo
gical" and the "economic-analytie" to confront the definition of value as a 
category of social relations.'28 

This crucial distinction between the qualitative and quantitative problems 
of value originates with Marx, and was emphasised by Paul Sweezy in his 
Theory o/ Capila/isl Development. 29 In 1975 Howard and King suggested 
that it might usefully be applied to the analysis of income distribution,JO and 
this was indeed implieit in Baumol's argument against Samuelson. In his 
(necessarily) brief eomments on Laibman's then-unpublished article, Sa
muelson dismissed the whole idea as 'a false perception' whieh involved 'an 
almost-comical fetishism and word-play'. 31 This is quite incorrect, and 
Samuelson's error probably served to weaken the impact of his own 
analysis by throwing out the (qualitative) baby along with the (quantita
tive) bathwater. A strong eaf.e can in faet be made that the two problems of 
value are logically separa te. If this is so, it is possible to accept the substance 
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of Marx's analysis of the qualitative íssues while abandoning - on Samuel· 
sonia n grounds - his quantitative theory of value,32 Laibman rejected this 
conclusion, and Sweezy eventually recoiled from ¡t,n but it has attracted 
some of the less dogmatic defenders of the continued relevance of qualitative 
value theory with its apparent promise of peaceful coexistence between 
Sraffians and orthodox Marxists (see Chapter 15 below),34 

Mattick was not the only critic to identify Samuelson as a vulgar 
economíst.35 lt was a charge which he himself vigorously denied: 'My 
vantage-point in the discussion was not neocIassical. It was Sraffian! ... 
What 1 said is what Joan Robinson, no neoclassicist, has been saying all 
along.'36 Neither did Samuelson repudíate the orthodox theory of distribu
tion; he símply refused to take sídes.37 Al! he wished to do was to destroy the 
myth of Karl Marx as a Merlín, who had revealed 'the mysteríes below the 
surface of things that cannot yield to conventional polítical economy'.38 In 
this he was, as we have seen, only partly successful beca use he failed to 
appreciate the importance of the qualitative dimension to value theory. 
However, at the end of the debate Samuelson did retreat a little from his 
1971 polemic, qualifying his adherence to the 'eraser theorem,39 and 
describíng Marx as 'an original and creatíve shaper of the science of 
polítical economy,.40 

IV Enter Morishillla and Steedlllan 

Meanwhile, on the other side of the Atlantic, a furious debate was taking 
place. It centred, at first, on Maurice Dobb's endorsement of a classical
Marxian synthesis (see section II aboye). Dobb was the doyen of English 
Marxian economists, a leading (if occasionally díssídent) theoretician of the 
Communist Party of Great Britain, and also Piero Sraffa's closest friend at 
Cambridge. In view of Sraffa's resolute silence on the controversies 
provoked by his book, Dobb's interpretation of !lis ideas rapidly assumed 
canonícal status, and Dobb himself became the principal target for the 
defenders of orthodox Marxism, 

The ¡nitial stages of the attack were launched in the newly-established 
journal Economy and Sociely, in which first Geoff PilIing and then Suzanne 
de Brunhoff identified major differences between the Ricardian and Marxian 
theories of value. Ricardo's method, they argued, was quite unlike that of 
Marx, with its dialectics, contradictions, historical specificity, and distinc
tions between form and content, essence and appearance, quality and 
quantity. Marx's concepts were unique; there was no counterpart in 
classical polítical economy to his analysis of use value and exchange 
value, or abstract and concrete labour. Above a1l, as Marx had recog
nised, Ricardo was to be críticísed for his conflation of price and value. 
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Dobb's invention of a 'c1assical-Marxían' tradition in the theory of value 
was thus profoundly mistaken.41 

Similar conclusions were reached (from a slightly different perspective) by 
Dobb's colleague Boh Rowthorn in a widely-read critique ofwhat he termed 
the Cambridge, Anglo-Italian or 'neo-Ricardian' school.42 (A more como 
mon tenn now is 'Sraffian'.) Rowthorn particularly objected to the reading 
of Marx 'as though he were an English c1assical economist'.43 In fact Marx 
had assailed Ricardo's treatment of surplus value as a purely distributive 
phenomenon, since this led mm to neglect the production process, and had 
also attacked his confusion of labour and labour power and his inability to 
distinguish constant and variable capitaL44 Because of their analytical debt 
to Ricardo, Rowthorn maintained, the neo-Ricardians were unable to 
comprehend Marx's concept of a mode of production, and therefore 
exaggerated the technical aspects of production at the expense of the 
social, regarding it as 'an a-social or natural process'45 Neo-Ricardian 
algebra was consistent with several different modes of production, and thus 
failed the crucial Marxian test of historical specificity. There was a real 
danger that Marxists would beco me 'trapped within a debate whose terms of 
reference were laid down by vulgar economists such as B6hm-Bawerk, on 
the one band, and neo-Ricardians such as Bortkiewicz on the other,46 

The weakness of these c1aims had already been demonstrated by Ronald 
Meek in the long introduction to the second (1973) edítion of his Studies in 
the Labour Theory 01 Value, in which he showed how Sraffa's highly abstract 
models of reproduction could be rendered mstorically and socially specific. 
Meek applied Marx's 'logical-historical method,47 to formulate a series of 
Sraffian models, beginning with simple commodity production and moving 
successively through a stage of early capitalism, with different profit rates in 
the various industries, to the mature capitalism of Capital, volume III, where 
a single rate ofprofit prevailed. Sraffa's reluctance to present his ideas in tbis 
way did not, Meek conc1uded, make him a vulgar economíst, nor did it 
vi tia te a unified classical-Marxian approach to the theories of value and 
exploitation. 

At this point the formidable talents of Michio Morishima were brought to 
bear on Marxian economics. Apart from Brody's text, Morishima's Man's 

Economics, which was published in 1973, was the first book-Iength analysis 
of its subject in mathematical terms. It was soon followed by an equally 
difficult paper in Econometrica, and then by a more popular presentation of 
the arguments written jointly with George Catephores.48 Morishima seems 
to have been the first to explore systematically the implications for the 
labour theory of value of the problems posed by joint production, fíxed 
capital, and the existence of alternative processes of production; as under
stood by Marx, labour values could in sorne circumstances be negative or 
undefined (see Chapter 13, section IV, aboye). Influenced more by von 
Neumann than by Sraffa, Morishima argued that these difficulties could be 
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overcome - and could on/y be overcome - by redefining the value of a 
commodity as the minimum quantity of labour needed to produce it. When 
necessary and surplus ¡abour are calculated in !erms of these 'true' or 
'optimum values' - and only tben - what Morishima termed the Funda
mental Marxian Theorem could be gene rally established: a positive rate of 
exploitation entails a positive rate of profit, and vice versa.49 

The objections to this, from a Marxian viewpoint, are twofold. lt is clear1y 
not the way in which Marx himself defined value (nor could it be, since the 
relevant mathematics was not invented during his ¡ifelime).50 More impor
tant, Morishima's 'true values' are non-additive. This means that it is no 
longer possible to define the value of a commodity as the sum of the 
constant capital, variable capital and surplus value embodied in it. 5l But 
many of Marx's best-known propositions rest on the assumption tha! values 
are indeed additive, which he regarded as too obvious to require justifica
tion. The reproduction models of volume II of Capital, for example, must be 
reformulated once additíve values are abandoned. Thus Morishima's 
recasting of Marxian economics in von Neumann form had ramifications 
which extended far beyond the theories of value and exploitation. And, 
although he had shown that a Fundamental Marxian Theorem might be 
preserved in the face of joint production, Morishima had not established the 
desirability of doing so, stiU les s its necessity, In other words, Morishima's 
value analysis might still be regarded as itself a 'complicating detour'. 

These Íssues were soon addressed, very forcibly, by Ian Steedman. In his 
1975 paper in the Economic Jouma/s,52 (see Chapter 13 aboye), S!eedman 
admitted tha.t the paradox of, ne~ative sur~lus value and positíve profits 
could be aVOlded lf Monshtma s 'true values were mvoked. 53 But there was 
no compelling reason to do so. 'Anything Ihat can be expressed in terms of 
value magnitudes', he argued in his book Marx Af/er Sraffa, 'can be 
expressed without them, since they are only deriva ti ve of the more 
fundamental physical production condítions and real wages.' S!eedman 
concluded (provocatively) Iha! 'ít can scarcely be over-emphasized !ha! the 
project of providing a rnaterialist accoun! of capitaJist societies is dependen! 
00 Marx's value magnitude analysis only in the negative sense that continued 
adherence to the latter is a major fetter on the development of the former>54 
Although Ihis conclusion carne from a Marxist who had argued his case in 
the Bulle/in oftlle Conference of SociaJist Economists and NeH' Left Rel'iel\',55 
it was, as several reviewers noted, virtually identical with SamueJson's 'era ser 
theorem,.56 

What, then, was left of Marx 'after Sraffa '? For Morishima and 
Catephores it was the Fundamental Marxian Theorem, expressed in lerms 
of Morishima's 'true values', which explained profits in terms of surplus 
labour, Steedman's student, Geoff Hodgson, claimed that even !his was 
redundant, since the very notion of embodied labour 'can be nothing more 
than a metaphor, devoid of material basis in any social realíty and any 
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corresponding phenomenal form', The real basis ofprofit was, for Hodgson, 
the surplus product, which 'is measured by ils price,.51 In Marx After Sraffa 
Steedman argued thal Sraffa's achievement had been to províde a basís for 
Morishima's Fundamental Marxían Theorem expressed in tenns of 'tme 
values',58 Two years Jaler, however, he followed Hodgson, nol Moríshima, 
in denyíng Ihal surplus valuc, or surplus labor, could account for the 
exístence of profit. They are 'both ways of calibrating the surplus [pro
duct] , .. the exístence of exploitation (narrowly defined) and the existence 
of profit are no more than two sides of the same coín: they are merely 
"tabour" and "monetary" expressions of the fact that there is a physical 
surplus'.59 

V The 'Historical Transformation Problem' Re\lisited 

Several years previously, Andras Brody had confronted Pau\ Sweezy's 
question, 'why not start from prices?', and had supplied a Hegelían 
answer. For Hegel, 'the history of a thing is the thíng itself. Hence 'our 
ideas and categories are ref1ections of real processes and there is advantage 
in developing them in the same arder as they appeared in hístory'. Sínce 
values are, in Marx's words, 'nol only theoretically bUI also historically príus 
to the prices of production', it was necessary to begin with the analysís of 
value, and surplus value, if anything sensible was to be saíd about prices and 
profits.60 Sorne later writers cJaimed that neglect of the 'historica! transfor
matÍon problem' by Morishima and Samuelson represented a major defect 
in their respective arguments. 61 

The hislorical dimension to the transformation problem was elaborated 
upon by Engels arter Marx's death, and subsequently taken up by Rudolf 
Hílferding volume I of this book, Chapter 3, sectíons 2-3). Among 
modern writers, Ronald Meek emphasised it most, since he regarded its 
solutioll as an important vindícation of Marx's logical-historical method. 
Meek maintained that the status of the labour theory of value differed in 
each of the various historical stages outlined by Marx. In non·commodity
producing socíeties there was either no exchange al al!, so Ihat the question 
of value did nol arise; or there was sporadic harter in which exchange ratios 
were largely a malter of chanceo The theory of value was ¡rrelevant al Ihls 
stage. The second stage was that of simple commodity production, and here 
the labour theory of value applied without qualification. In early capitalism, 
when competition was too weak lo equalise the rate of profit across all 
industries, the same was true. In mature capitalism, however, free competi
tion established a uniform profit rate, and it was in this fourth stage ¡hat 
prices of production emerged, díffering systematically from labour values. 
Finally, in post-capitalist (socialist or communist) society, commodity 
production would be abolished, and with it the need for any theory of 
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value. Both 'value' and 'price of production' were historically specific 
concepts, and as a historical process the transformation from the former 
to the latter carne about duríng the transition from early to mature 
capitalism, in the sense defined above.62 

The first and, as it proved, decisíve challenge to this view was posed by 
Morishima and Catephores in the Economic Journal in 1975.63 (The number 
of articles on value and exploitation accepted for publication in this journal 
in the mid-1970s has never been exceeded, before or since). Morishima and 
Catephores posed the question, 'when was the value epoch?' There were 
both historical and logical reasons, they claimed, why it could not have been 
simple commodity production. Historically, there never was such a mode of 
production, even during the disintegration of feudalism in Western Europe. 
Sorne feudal economic relations persisted in this period, while the continued 
importance of subsistence production and the pronounced immobility of 
labour demonstrated that commodity production was imperfectly deve
loped. Moreover, simple commodity production was logically impossible, 
since the vital concept of abstract labour, without which the theory of value 
was inapplicable, presupposed the suppression of any preference for one 
type of work against another. This could occur only under capitalism.64 

Díd the 'vaJue epoch' then correspond to what Meek had described as 
early capitalism? Morishima and Catephores rejected this, too. They argued 
that Meek's analysis had ignored merchant capital, which represented an 
intermedia te stage between feudalism and industrial capitallsm. Merchants' 
profits had come from unequal excha.nge rather than from the exchange of 
equivalents; evidently the Jabour theory of value did no! apply here. The 
genesis of industrial capital involved merchants extending their activities, 
first as contractors in the putting-out (or domestic) system and then by 
establishing factories. At no point in this historical process was it obvious 
that commodities had exchanged at prices reOecting their labour values. 65 

Morishima and Catephores concluded that Marx had in tended simple , 
commodity production as an ideal type or 'logical símulation', which he 
used to explain the emergence of profit; it implíed nothing about the 
determinants of prices in pre-capitalist economies. In fact commodities 
had never so Id at their labour values, and the transformation problem 
should be interpreted as a purely logical one, its solution being 'essentially a 
static, atemporal, analytical device,.66 

Although Meek defended his corner, it was to little avail,67 and sub
sequent attempts to vindicate the historical status of the transformatíon 
problem have been few and unsuccessful.68 Three general conclusions may 
be drawn from this aspect of the debate on transformation. First, the 
applícation of the logical-historical method to value theory is not as easy 
as Meek had implied. 69 Second, it remains the case that 'we know very little 
about allocatíon and pricing in societies where exchange and the calculus of 
costs and benefits are not widespread,.7D Third, and most Important, the 
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(quantitative) labour theory of value eannot be reseued by referenee to the 
hístorical prioríty of values over priees. 

VI The Logic of Transformation Once Again 

The multí-faeeted nature of the transforma tío n problem will by now be 
evident. By the end of the 1970s it had become a whole set of problems 
involving the quantitative relation of values to priees in diverse historieal 
and logical eontexts. The quantitative theory had also beeome infused with 
qualitative eonsiderations, on whieh there was a varíety of opínion and 
mutual misunderstandings. Furthermore, despite the kaleidoseopie eontro
versíes on the historieal transformation, on the implícations of joint 
production, fixed capital, and alternative processes, on the merits (or 
neeessity) of making the 'complicating detour'; despite all this, the last 
word had yet to be said on the issues oríginally posed in the simple, one
commodity, one-process model introduced by Marx in Capital, volume He J 

The first (and least successful) attempt to vindicate Marx stemmed from 
Anwar Shaikh's claim that Marx's own transformation procedure was not 
erroneous, as generally believed, but was rather to be interpreted as the fírst 
stage of an iterative process from whieh the correet (Bortkíewiez) prices of 
produetion would eventually emerge. That is, the priees deríved in volume 
III should be regarded only as a fírs! approximation, and the same algori!hm 
should be applied fírs! to them, then to the 'seeond-stage' priees, and so on, 
with the Bortkiewicz solution being approaehed asymptotically72 Although 
at the time Shaikh's argument ca used quite a stir, and was endorsed by no 
less a figure than Paul Sweezy,73 it was neither original nor convincing. 
germ of a similar notion is to be found in the pre-19 14 wrítings of Georg von 
Charasoff (see Chapter 12, seetion II, aboye), while both Brody and 
Morishima had antícipated the application of Markov matrices to the 
transformation problem. The diffieulty was, as Morishima noted, that the 
ini!ial starting-point was arbitrary.74 Hodgson observed, rather acidly, that 
Shaikh's iteratíve procedure would eventually yield an approximation to the 
eorreet pnees of produetion even if one began not with labour values, but 
with 'the number of letters in the name of the eommodíty when that name IS 

translated into Serbo-Croat'. 75 And Paul Samuelson, at the promptíng of 
Wassily Leontier, had already devised a similarly meaningless 'gibberish' 
model of priees. 76 

More interesting is what Hunt and Gliek, in their New Pa/grave entry on 
the transformatíon problem, term the 'new solution,.77 This was first 
published In 1980 by the Freneh writer G. Duménil, bul the US eeonomist 
Dunean Foley had been workíng along similar Hnes and their argument has 
sinee been supported by others. 78 The most aecessíble aecount is given by 
Foley in his Understanding Capital. 79 Consíder a two-seetor eeonomy 
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producing steel and wheat by means of steel and human labour. under the 
following conditions: 

V, steel + I labour -> I steel 

V. steel + I labour -> I wheat 

The labour values of steel (As) and wheat (A",) can be calculated in the same 
way as in earlier examples: 

(14,1) 

giving )'5 = 2 and A ... = 1.5 Foley assumes the value of money (which is 
produced outside the system) to be unity, and the money wage to be 0.5. If 
the workers consume only wheat, they are thus able to buy 0,5/1.5 = 0.33 
units of it. 

The value system can now be written as: 

e v 
I 

s (c+v+s) e=slv(%) r=s/(c+ v)(%) 

Steel V2 V, 2 100 33 '1, 
Wheat '/2 V, V, l V2 100 50 

T otall average 1 V, 3 V2 100 40 

(Note that this economy is not in a state of simple reproduction, since the 
output of steel exceeds the quantity used as inputs in the two sectors.) To 
transform these magnitudes mto prices of productIon, Foley makes two 
crucial assumptions, which constitute the invariance conditions of the 'new 
solution'. The fírst sets the sum of values equal to the sum of priees, but only 
for the net product (Marx, anó Bortkiewicz, had insisted that this condition 
apply to the gross product)o The second requires that variable capital be 
unchanged by the transformation. In effect, Foley redefines the value of 
labour power: it is no longer the labour embodied in the bundle of wage
goods consumed by the worker, but rather the value of money multiplied by 
the money wage 80 The price relations can then be written as: 

(V'Ps + y,) (1 + r) = Ps 

(Ps + Y2) (J + r) = PI\' 

(Ps - Y'Ps) + (p". - Ps) = 2 ( 14.2) 
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where the third equation establishes the equality of the net product in terms 
ofprices (the left-hand side) and values (the right-hand side). The solution to 
(14.2) is Ps = 2.208, Pw = 1.448 and r = 37.65%, giving the following price 
system: 

Constant Variable Profits Price of Rate of 
capital capital production profit (%) 

Steel 1.104 0.5 0.604 2.208 37.65 

Wheat 0.552 0.5 0.396 1.448 37.65 

Total! Average 1.656 3.656 37.65 

The characteristics of the 'new solution' are readily identifiable. The net 
product is the same (= 2) in both values and prices; variable capital is also 
unchanged (= 1). It follows that one of Marx's invariance conditions is 
satisfied, since the sum of surplus value equals the sum of profits (= 1); and 
the rate of exploitation is also unchanged in the system as a whole (= 100 
per cent). But the value of the gross output (3.5) is less than its price (= 
3.656); constant capital in value terms (= 2) is less than in prices (= 2.208); 
and the rate of profit in the value system (= 33.3 per cent) is be10w that in 
the price system (= 37.65 per cent). This final discrepancy would certainly 
have worried Marx. 81 Moreover, the transformation process has involved an 
increase in the real wage, since workers can now buy (0.5)/( 1.448) = 0.345 
units of wheat instead of 0.33. This implies that the supposed logical priority 
of values over prices has evaporated: 'the distribution assumption requires 
ex post knowledge. The actual set of prices must be known before the rate of 
wages can be established. One cannot move step by step from values into 
prices. The two realms must be considered separate1y while the new solutíon 
only provides a mapping procedure from one to the other.,82 Lastly, it must 
be recalled that this is a single-product, single-process model, in which the 
problems posed by joint production, fixed capital and alternative methods of 
production have not been encountered. In sum, it must be doubted whether 
the 'new solution' is a real improvement over the more traditional methods 
of dealing with the transformation problem; and neither overcomes Samuel
son's charge that working with labour value categories is a complicating 
detour. 

Al! this is pure1y sta tic: that is to say, it is concerned with the properties of 
an 'equilibrium' profit rate and 'equilibrium' prices of production,83 and not 
with the process by which, in a competitive capitalist economy, these 
equilibrium magnitudes might be established. Marx seems once again to 
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have regarded it as self-evident that capital would move from industry to 
industry in search of hígher protlts unlí! a unifonn rate of profit prevaíled, 
although he recognised Iha! this might involve considerable turbulence. In 
the 19805, however, it became apparent Ihat matters were more complicated 
than Ihis. 

The problem was posed simultaneously by Emmanuel Farjoun and 
Moshe Machover and, in rather different form, by H. Nikaido.84 Farjoun 
and Machover marshalled an impressive array of evidence to support their 
claim that protit rates were in fact highly unequal, even wíthin industries, 
and Ihat the 'law of equal price' was also empirically false. This, they argued, 
was a necessary outcome of the process of capitalist competítion itself: 
'under any reasonable theorizatíon of the concept of competítion, forces Ihat 
tend to scrambJe rates of profit away from equality are at least as real and 
powerfuJ as those that pul! towards uniformity'. These forces include the 
uneven deve10pment of technology and the use of predatory underprícing as 
a strategy to secure higher long-run profits by bankrupting competitors. 

The general point to be grasped is the followíng: competitíon, by its very 
essence, i5 a disordtrly process - and the freer il is, the more disorderly. 
Because of this, it would lend lo deslroy rather Ihan preserve a uníformity 
in the rate of profit if such uníformity were ever imposed 00 the system. 
To expect competítion to preserve an initial parity in rates of profit is as 
unreasonable as expectíng al! horses in a race to finish together just 
beca use they started together 85 

Farjoun and Machover conduded from Ihis that price formatíon mus! be 
regarded as a stochastic process. The only valid theory of price is a 
probabilistic one, and Marx's detenninistic analysis in Capital, volume m, 
was therefore a mistake. Economic magnitudes cannol be measured in tenns 
of equilibrium prices, sínce this concepl is inapplicable lo any actual 
capitalist economy. A non-price system of measurement is needed, and 
given the unique status of labour as the 'essential substance' of economic 
activíty ~ this can only be human labour. Marx would have done well lo 
remain Irue lo the labour value theory of volume 1.86 

This is an intriguing argument, which has some basis in Marx's own 
treatment of competition as the theory of a dynamic process rather Ihan a 
statie outcome.87 The notion of a probabilistic 'bridging theory' between ¡he 
decisions of individual economic units and the behaviour of the system as a 
whole is an appealing one88 And Farjoun and Machover are quite right to 
insist that the volume III unifonn rate of profit, and the corresponding 
prices of production, are theoretical entities which cannot be directly 
observed in capitalist reality.89 But this does not render ¡hese concepts 
meaningless, any more than the faet that the concept of abstraet ¡abour is an 
abstraction destroys the coherence of the labour theory of value. Farjoun's 
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and Machover's analysis thus rests on an ultra-empiricism which is incon
sistent witb any defensible version of Marx's economic methodology. 

Participants in the debate initiated by Nikaido approach the problem in a 
manner wruch is very similar to the way in which sophisticated neoc1assical 
theorists treal equílibríum analysis. Various disequilibrium adjustment 
mechanisms are examined in very simple contexts to see if the dynamics 
of the system bring about prices of production involving an equal rate of 
profit. The results are not reassuring. They 'range from the demonstration of 
complete instability. . to the demonstration that prices of productíon are 
at least locally stable ... It can also be demonstrated ... that prices, 
outputs and profit rates are fluctualing or oscillating within boundaries.' 
Furthermore, most of the analyses 'refer oniy to a círculating capital model 
... and the demonstrated results depend On the type of formalísatíon, the 
reaction coefficients as well as on additíonal [assumptionsJ'. Thus the 
question of convergence remains open, and so therefore does the theoretical 
and empirical signíficance of prices of production and an equal rate of profit 
(see also Chapters 15 and 17 below).9o 

VII Odier Problems in die Thoory of Value 

The debate on value theory has not been confined the transformation 
problem. In this sectíon we touch on several issues which are not directly 
related to the derivation of prlces of production from labour values. First, 
there ís a complex of questíons centring on the peculiar status of the 
commodity 'labour power,.91 One problem, orígínalIy raised by Marx 
himself, concerns the 'reduction' of skilled to unskilled (or complex to 
simple) labour. Is an hour of híghly-skilled labour to 'count' for more than 
an hour worked by an unskílled labourer ando if so, how are the weíghts 
calculated which are to be assigned to workers with differíng degrees of skill? 
Marx's own 50lution has been heavily criticised, both for íts formal 
weaknesses92 and for íts deficiencies as a theory of relative wages93 One 
alternative, proposed by adherents to the Uno School of Japanese Marxian 
economists, is a radical egalitarianism which regards an hour of labour as 
producing an ídentical quantity of value, no maUer how híghly qualified or 
traíned the worker who performs it.94 This, however, offers no theory of 
relatíve wages or of peices of production. 

A separa te issue, which is so closely intertwined with the first as to be 
often confused with jt, concerns the segmentation of the market for labour 
power. Differences in pay between workers wíth ídentical skílls are sub
stantial. They seem also to be systematic rather than random, depending on 
the characteristics of both the emptoyer (big firms, for example, paying more 
than small ones), and those of the worker (so that racial minorities and 
women receive less than white men). The early analysis of segmented labour 
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markets was undertaken by neo-institutionalist economists,95 but the under
Iying ideas ha ve proved popular also with Marxians, who have interpreted 
these phenomena as evidence of a 'divide and conquer' strategy on the part 
of capital in its deaJings with an otherwise recalcitrant labour force. 96 The 
associated explanation of wage discrímination ís more convincing than its 
neoclassical rivals, and this indeed ís one area in which Marxian economics 
is clearly superior to orthodox theory,97 Segmentation does, however, entail 
that rates of exploitation differ between dífferent sections of the proletariat. 
The full analytícal (and polítical) implications of these variations remain to 
be fuUy explored.98 

Cutting across al! these difficulties is the assertion, made with increasing 
frequency in recent years, that Marx was fundamentally mistaken in his 
treatment of labour power. The argument is in two parís. Fírst, commodities 
are by definition produced for sale on the market; this is not the case for 
¡abour power; hence ¡abour power cannol be a commodity.99 Second. the 
coefficients which express the conditions of production are socially as much 
as technically determined; they are the result of unending conflict al the 
workplace over the intensity of labour and the division of tasks. This poses 
real problems in analysing the use-value of labour power. 'The enjoyment of 
the use-value of any other commodity is non-problema tic: the bread does 
not resist being eaten. Not so with labor-power. lts "use-value" is not 
delivered, it is not offered, it is not consumed. It must be extracted', 100 in the 
face of conscious resistance by the workers in the process of production. 
Marx's conception of labour power as a commodity suppresses this crucial 
idiosyncrasy and threatens - paradoxically - to eliminate c1ass struggle from 
lhe eore of his political economy.IOI 

These objeelions are cJosely connected to another. Feminists eomplain, 
with considerable justiee, that Man's value lheory degrades women's 
domestie labour by eategorising it as 'useful but unproductíve', Useful, 
beca use ít is essential for the reproduction of (predominanUy) male labour 
power, and thus for the reproduction of the capitalist mode of production 
itself; unproductíve, since jt produces neither commodities, nor value. nor 
surplus value. 102 This is not the only context in which Marx's attempt to 
dislinguish between produetive and unproductive ¡abour has generaled 
controversy. The groWlh of eirculation expenses, and the large (and until 
recently increasing) economic activities of the sta te, also caused intense 
debate, most especially in ¡he 1970s. 1

0
3 

Three further problems must also be mentíoned, The Manían theory of 
rent, traditionally neglected by friend and foe aJike, had in fact been 
eriticised by Samuelson as early as 1959, on the grounds that the use of 
non-produced inputs was itself sufficient to make relative prices diverge 
from relatíve labour values. 104 Twenty years Jater a flurry of articIes 
attempted to resurrect Marx's analysis of absolute renl, which is bound 
up with his transformalion of values into priees of production in industries 
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which use natural resources, and to distinguish Marx's concept of differ
entia! rent from tha! of Ricardo. los This question has a significance which 
extends well beyond ¡he problems of urban land prices where it originally 
arase, since ren! may be paid wherever labour is in sorne sense 'more 
productíve' in one field of employment than in another. There is thus a 
close connection between the analysis of rent and the definition of ¡abour 
value where alternative processes of production are in use. 106 This has 
further ramifications for the application of the labour theory of value to 
international trade, and in particular for the analysis of unequal exchange 
between nation-states, or geographical areas at different stages of economic 
development. 107 

There is also, and finaJly, the question of monopoly, which is almost 
invariably ignored in the Iiterature on transformation. 108 Prices of produc
tion are competitive poces, presupposing free competition and a strong 
tendency for ¡he formation of a uniform rate of profit. One way of dealing 
with !he problem of monopoly is to deny its existence on the grounds either 
that competitive prices have always been overwhelmíngly powerful or that 
they have been greatly strengthened, on a global scale, by the emergence of 
transnational capital. 109 Baran and Sweezy took an alternative approach, 
replacing Marx's prices of production with a neoclassical theory of equí
librium monopoly price which Sweezy has justified - very contentíously - as 
representing a 'second' transformation. 11O A third type of analysis, whích 
has found surprisingly little favour with Marxían economists, would require 
the adoption of Michal Kalecki's 'post-Keynesian' mode! of oligopo!y 
pricing, with a hierarchy of profit rates reflecting differences in the degree 
of monopoly power enjoyed by capitalists in different branches of Ihe 
economy.111 

VIII Conclusion 

The qualitative labour theory of value emerges from the post-war discus
sions essentially unscathed. Production is an inherently human process, the 
títle of Sraffa's book notwithstanding. Beneath the phenomena of exchange 
can be found a social division of labour. Because the producers relate to 
each other through the medium of commodity exchange they are also 
alienated from each other, and their perceptions of social reality are 
distorted by the resulting fetishism of commodities. This is why labour 
occupies a 'privileged' place in polítical economy, and why the 'energy', 
'corn' or 'peanut' theories of value, díscussed in section V of Chapter 13 
aboye, totally miss the qualitative significance of Marx's labour theory of 
value.1 !2 

The position is quite different with respect to the quantitative theory of 
value. In volume 111 of Capital, Marx made two bold assertions. He argued, 
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first, that the transformation problem could be solved; that the sum of prices 
equalled the sum of values, the sum of profits equalled total surplus value, 
and that the uniform rate of profít which prevailed in a regime of prices of 
production was thereby pre-determined by the ratío of surplus value to the 
value of constant plus variable capital. Second, he maintained that prices 
and profits could only be derived from labour values, which thus had logical 
priority. 

Marx's fírst c1aim is not, in general, correct. Even in a single-product, 
single-process model it is valid only under very special assumptíons. Once 
joint production, fíxed capital and alternative processes are allowed for, it is 
almost always false. Weaker versions of Marx's claim can be substantiated. 
The rate of profit can be expressed as a functíon of the conditions of 
production, plus the distribution of ¡ncome between workers and capitalists. 
Using Morishima's 'true' or von Neumann values, it can be wriUen as a 
functíon of value magnitudes, and the Fundamental Marxian Theorem - a 
positive rate of profit entails a positíve rate of exploitation, and vice versa 
can be upheld. Only in this attenuated versíon does Marx's fírst claim prove 
to be justified.l!3 

His second c1aim, however, ís false. Marx's 'complicating detour' was 
indeed unnecessary; as loan Robinson put it, half a century ago, 'none of the 
important ideas which he expresses in lerms of the concept of value cannot 
be bener expressed without it'. 114 In particular, the la bour theory of value is 
not necessary for a theory of exploitation, even in a qualitative sense. Profíts 
arise, as Marx himself explained, because of the capitalíst class monopoly 
over the mean of production in an economy which produces a surplus. The 
class monopoly is the ability of capitalists to deny access to the means of 
production which they own. Since the majority of the population cannot 
survive without such access, capilalists can establish an effectíve claim on 
part of what is produced. Subject to the qualifications noted in the previous 
paragraph, profits can be expressed in quantities of surplus labour. But this 
is only one possible scale of measurement and is not essential to the theory 
of exploitation. 

Although these conclusions remain controversial, adherence to the 
quantitative [abour theory of value contioues to decline. What is to replace 
it1 Many Marxian economists have simply retreated into qualitative value 
analysis. The difficul!y with this response is that Marx's analysis of 
commodity exchange, capital accumulation and crísis was conducted in 
value terms, and needs to be reformulated in a more acceptable way. Some 
writers simply adopt a non-Mandan theory of price, as in Baran's and 
Sweezy's Monopoly Capital (see Chapter 6 aboye), the semi-Keynesian 
models of cyclical growth developed by Howard Sherman, or the Kaleckian 
analysis of monopoly capítalism associated with Keith Cowling and Mal
colm Sawyer. 115 In the following chapter we assess an altemative reaerion, 
more openly hostile to neoclassical analysis, whieh draws instead on the 
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Sraffian theory of equilibrium pfice and seeks to construct on tbis founda
tion a system of political economy which rehabilitates the essential elements 
of Marx's qualitative value analysis, albeít without using his value categor
les. 
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15 
Marxian Political Economy and 
Surplus Economics 

I Sramao Marxism 

Sraffian eeonomists I have remained essentially unmoved by all attempts to 
salvage Marx's th"eory of value, and have continued to maintain that the 
critique outlined in Chapter 13 aboye holds tfue: the labour-value categor
ies, however reformulated, are at best redundant and at worst contradictory 
or erroneous. At the same time Sraffians have claimed that their analysis of 
Marx is constructive, arguing that Sraffa and Marx both belong to a 'surplus 
paradigm' and so share the same perspective and methodology. Thus they 
aegue that their critique of Marx is an 'internar one, and that Marxían 
political economy has really been strengthened beeause the dereets in the 
original formulation have been exposed and shown to be irrelevan! to the 
more general approach which underpins it. In consequence, Sraffa's work 
represents a secure roundation upon whích the surplus paradigm can be 
developed and the real insights of Marxism reconstituted. 2 

These writers have differed in their definition of the surplus, but the 
essential idea ís always the same: surplus constitutes disposable resources. 
The net output of any economíc system is divíded into two components: that 
requíred for the reproduction of outputs, representing necessary costs of 
production or reproductíon, íncluding necessary labour costs; and the 
remaíning element of !let output, whieh represents the surplus. The eeon
omy's outputs can be ensured írrespective oC how the surplus is used, 
although its use will affeet the dynamics of the system (see Chapters 6 and 
9 above). Receipt of the surplus corresponds to no exchange of equivalents, 
and represents no cost of production. Thus property íneomes - which ha ve 
always bee!l eO!lsidered to be the main forms through which surplus is 
distributed in class societíes are easily conceived to be the fruíts of 
exploitation, and many Sraffians explicitly accept such a description as 
appropriate.3 
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In capitalism, profits are the principal form of property ¡ncome and their 
dístribution in competitíon occurs through the formatíon of prices of 
production which equalise the rate of profit and simultaneously allow 
economÍc reproduction to occur. Thus profits do not represent the remu
neratíon of any 'factor of productíon', nor do prices reflect relative 
scarcities, as in neoclassical economics.4 In the surplus perspective there is 
a 'circular process' of the production of commodities by means of commo
dítíes, in contrast to the neoclassical víew 'of a one-way avenue that leads 
from "[actors of production" to "consumption goods" ,.5 In addition, no 
notion of reproduction or surplus need figure in neoclassical theory, or, if 
appended, need take on no significance; commodities may be produced, but 
they are not conceived as reproduced inputs incorporating a surplus over 
and aboye the inputs requíred for their production,6 Furthermore, foc those 
adhering to the surplus paradigm it is the requirements of proouction and 
reproductíon which predominate in determiníng economic behaviour, whích 
cannot appropriately be characterised as the choíces of autonomous agents 
(see Chapter 17 below). Instead there are c1asses, defined by their role in the 
production and distributíon of the surplus.7 

The surplus theorists' analysis of va!ue has been undertaken in terms of a 
particular concept of competítive equílíbrium, usually referred to as 'Iong
period' sta tes or 'centres of gravítation,.8 Rates of profit and the wage rates 
of homogeneous types of ¡abour are each assumed to be uniform between 
dífferent sectors, and units of the same commodíty trade at the same price. 
These features are evident in the Sraffa systems outlined in Chapter 13, and 
Marxían treatment of the transfonnation problem has typicalIy conformed 
to this notíon of equilibríum (see Chapter 3 of volume 1 of this book, and 
Chapters 12 and 14 aboye). But the Sraffians claim to have rigorously 
examined the properties of these economic states, whíle Marxíans have not; 
theír critique of Marx has been one result, and theír attack on neoclassical 
theory has been another (see Chapter 13 above). 

For the Sraffians, the significance of Marx's own value theory ís purely 
hístorical: it was the principal medium through which the surplus paradigm 
was preserved and extended after the decline of Rícardian economícs. 
However, sínce other economists, like Dmitriev, Leontief and von Neu
mann subsequently advanced the surplus approach beyond Marx, and in 
doing so revealed important limitatíons in Marx's work, Sraffians c1aim that 
ít ís essential to be revisíoníst ir the truths of Marxism are to be preserved. 
Nonetheless, modero theorists of the surplus paradígm are not unÍled in 
their views as to exactly what this requires. Garegnani, Eatwell and Milgate 
favour an approach based squarely upon The Productíon of Commoditíes. 
Morishima, Goodwin and perhaps Pasinetti argue that linear production 
theory, and especially the work of von Neumann, is more robust. loan 
Robinson and the post-Keynesians prefer the work of Keynes, as interpreted 
by Kalecki, as the principal mode of advance (see Chapter 5 aboye), while 
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Marglin and Hanis are more eclectic (see section IV below). One common 
quality of al! these positions is that the amalgamation of Marx's ideas with 
those of other economists has the efIect of diluting theír specifically Marxian 
component, so that it becomes unclear as to what modero Marxian polítical 
economy exactly ¡s. This ambiguity is exaeerbated by the fact that the 
characteristics of the surplus paradigm are sometimes defined in opposition 
to neoclassical theory, and there have been difIerent views as to what 
precisely the essence of neoclassicisrn ¡s.9 

The next section outlines how intellectual historians have interpreted the 
development of economic thought, and especially theories of value, in the 
light of SrafIa. They maintain that there have been two principal strands of 
anaiysis since the rise of capitalism: the surplus tradition, and supply and 
dernand theory. Section lB deals with the Marxian erilies of this position, 
who e1airn that it is wholly inappropriate to incorporate Marx into a stream 
of polítical economy which also ¡neludes bourgeois thinkers Iíke Ricardo 
and Sraffa. This is followed in seetion IV with an outline of how modern 
surplus theorists have sought to extend their approach to economics beyond 
The Production 01 Commodities, while section V deals with the criticism 
which their endeavours have provoked. 

II Tbe Surplus TradiUon in tbe History of Economic Tbougbt 

Sorne ofthe similanties between Marx and Sraffa were quickly perceived by 
both RonaId Meek and Maurice Dobb. 1O In due course they each rewrote 
the history of eeonomics in terms of SrafIa's work, arguing that at least since 
the eighteenth century economic theory bad developed in two traditions: the 
supply and demand approach, and the surplus paradigm. II Dobb majn
tained that Adam Smith was the pivotal figure from which both traditions 
drew. Ricardo and Marx bad extended the surplus approach in the 
nineteenth century, while Dmitriev, Bortkiewicz, Leontief, von Neumann 
and Sraffa were the leading lights of the twentieth century. Meek's ernphasis 
was somewhat diferent. His extensive knowledge of PbyslOcracy led him to 
elevate the importance of Smith in formulating the paradigm of modern 
surplus theory,12 and his researches into the ongins ofhistorical materialism 
reínforced this conelusion. 13 Meek argued that prior to Smith no econornist 
had properly conceptuaJised the class strueture of capitalist societies, and 
had no! reeognised the importance for accumulation of capitalist class 
relatíons. Furthermore, although Meek did not questíon the centrality of 
Ricardo's work in the surplus tradition, he was less convinced that Sraffu's 
own interpretation of the development of Ricardían economics was beyond 
reproach. Dobb had eooperated extensively with Sraffa in completing The 
Works 01 David Ricardo, and was no doubt influenced by Sraffa's views on 
the exaet nature of Ricardo's theory.14 
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However, neither Meek nor Dobb found it difficult to rewríte the history 
of economic thought in the light of Sraffa's work, because it confonned so 
closely to their own established views. Prior to 1960 each had sought to 
locate Marx firmly wíthin the tradition of classical pohtical economy, and to 
argue that classical analysis could not be regarded simply as an embryonic 
form of neoclassical economics (as many non-Marxist historians of thought 
had done).15 Furthennore, they both died - Dobb in 1976, Meek in 1978 -
before it became clear that the logic of Sraffa 's critique went well beyond 
treating the transfonnation problem as a 'complícating detour' (see Chapter 
13 aboye). Their work on intellectual history therefore facilitated that of 
more single-minded Sraffians who have continued to argue for the 'dual 
tradition' interpretation of the history of economic ideas, yet also accept the 
full force of the Sraffian critique of Marx. Garegnani has closely examined 
the structure of the classical and Marxian theories of value, arguing that 
each is logically and historically compatible with a Keynesian theory of 
effective demand. 16 Milgate has claimed Ihat Keynes himself can be 
interpreted as a 'long period' theorist, and his analysis can be freed from 
its residual neoclassical elements which were undennined by the 'Capital 
Controversíes' of the 19608. Indeed, Milgate and Eatwell have maintained 
that the logical deficiencies of neoclassical capital theory totally subvert any 
other interpretation of Keynes's work, and require that Keynesian theory be 
relocated within the surplus paradígm. 17 

The evolution of supply and demand theory has also received attention 
from the Sraffians. Garegnani, Eatwell and Milgate have a11 argued that 
neoc1assical general equilibrium theory abandoned the traditional 'object' of 
value theory -long-period equilibria - during the 1930s, under the influence 
of Hicks and Hayek. It then became apparent that the Walrasian view of 
economic relations was not in general compatible with the existence of a 
unifonn rate of profit. For this reason notioos of inter-temporal equilibrium 
and temporary equilibrium, involving unequal rates of return on the supply 
price of capital goods, came to replace long-period centres of gravitation, 
which had previously dominated the analysis of value theorists in both 
traditions. Coupled to the devastating critique of other forms of neoclassical 
theory, Sraffian economists have therefore cJaimed that the surplus para
digm is the only coherent approach to política! economy.18 
. Dobb himself became an exponent of this view. 19 Prior to The Production 
01 Commodities he had argued for the virtues of cJassical and Marxian 
political economy against neoclassical theory, but he had never made an all
out attack on the logical coherence of supply and demand analysis, declaring 
with Meek only that it was conceptually flawed and ideologically motiva
ted. 20 After the impact of Sraffa there was a significant shift in his emphasis. 
Dobb now declared that the scientific status of neocJassical theory had been 
completely undennined; by implication, Marx's own aim of totally routing 
vulgar economy21 had been fulfilled. 
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IU Manian Crities of the Surplus Tradition 

Many Marxists have resisted the incorporation of Marx into the surplus 
paradigm, often also claiming that the sramans and their predecessors are 
themselves vulgar economists. They argue instead that Marxian polítical 
economy is unique, representing a sharp break with classical analysis and 
incapable of absorption into a Sraman stream of thought without irrepar
able harm to its own integrity. These critics do not need to question the 
logical coherence of the sraman attack on Marx's value theory; indeed, 
sorne freely admit that it is formally sound. Instead they reject the terms of 
reference within which the critique of Marx is made, and accept only the 
attack on neoclassical theory, since it too is a vulgar economy (see Chapter 
14 above).22 

In his review of Dobb's Theories 01 Value and Distribution Since Adam 
Smith, Paul Sweezy provided a moderate version of this criticismo It is 

true that Marx's theory built upon and developed that of Ricardo in 
several directions. But Marx, totally unlike Ricardo, conceived his task to 
be the construction of a comprehensive and uncompromising critique of 
the whole capitalist order, including even its best efTorts to explain its own 
workings; and in carrying out this task he broke wholly new ground and 
established a counter-tradition to that of classical as well as neoclassical 
economics ... the very title of the book of SrafTa, who, in Dobb's 
treatment, is the contemporary embodiment of the tradition to which he 
refers ... is in sharp contrast to Marx's approach. Marx was emphaticaJly 
not concerned with the 'production of commodities by means of 
commodities.' His s~bject was the production of commodities by means 
of human labour23 

In the same spirit, other Marxists have charged Dobb and Meek with 
consistently minimísing the significance of Marx's criticism of classical 
polítical economy.24 

There is oue respect in which this is true. Marx incorporated into his value 
categories a set of qualitative properties, as well as quantitative content. He 
formulated a 'value theory of ¡abour' as well as a 'Iabour theory of value'. 25 

In other words, Marx's concepts sought to express the social relations of 
commodity-producing systems in an explicit manner which was absent from 
classical political economy.26 Dobb can be accused with sorne justice of 
virtually ignoring Marx's critique of classical economics, and Meek of 
illegitimately reading into Smith's and Ricardo's value theories the qualita
tive properties that only emerge explicitly with Marx's work. By doing this 
they minimised the discontinuity, and devalued Marx's justified claim that a 
fetishistic perspective pervades the economics of his classical predecessors. 27 

Marx's economics was not simply a linear continuation of dassical political 
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economy, and this is true ¡rrespective of whether the Sraffian critique of 
Marx's quantitative value theory is sound. 

However, the Marxian critics have passed over in sílence the attempts by 
Meek and others to employ the Sraffían framework in qualítative analysis 
parallel to that of Marx's original endeavours?8 And, more importantly, 
they have failed to reeogníse that the holistíc nature of Marx's value 
categories makes a defect in any of their dimensions a flaw in the overalI 
structure of the theory. Only by emphasising the qualitative dimension of 
value theory, to the virtual exclusíon of the quantitative, is it really possible 
to see a wholly different tradition in the intellectual history of Marxism 
mnning through Hilferding, Petry and Rubin to Sweezy and Rosdolsky, with 
the Sraffians lumped together with the neoclassicals as vulgar economists. 29 

While the Marxian critics of Sraffa have failed to engage this rather 
elementary point, they have raised two deeper issues. Fíest, tbe Sraffían 
critique adopts particular conventions governing ¡he allocation of embodied 
labour between jointly-produced cornmodities which Marx did not pro
nounee upon. It follows, erities argue, that the Sraffians ha ve read far too 
much significance into their own results, and have not demonstrated 
conclusively that their reading of Marx's quantítative value analysis í5 the 
appropriate one. JO Second, scientific analysís is but one element of Marxísm, 
whieh seeks al50 to be a critical theory aimed al transforming the existing 
order. There is nothing in the Sraffian framework which could compensate 
adequately for the ideological-political loss that results from eliminating all 
reference to the coneept of surplus value. 31 

Nonetheless, these argurnents cannot justify the strategy of 'carry on 
regardless' whieh sorne Marxists have adopted in the fa ce of the Sraffian 
critique. The ambiguitíes of Marx's quantitative value theory have been 
misused by anti·Sraffian Marxists. The perversities outlined in Chapter 13 
are very much more in the results than they are in the procedures and 
assumptions which genera te thern, Steedman's eritlcs ha ve aH too often 
retreated into accounts of the 'true' nature of value-price relations which are 
indefinite and opaque, and eertainly do not a'ddress the deduetive and 
formal account of value theory found in volume III, as distinet from 
volume J, of Capital,32 In volume JII Marx is recognisably in the tradition 
of Ricardo, and this i8 additionally evidenced by Engels's treatment of the 
'Prize Essay Competition' (see Chapters 2 and 3 of volume 1 of this book).33 
And the politieal-ideologieal role of the ¡abour theory of value reHes on ¡ts 
scíentific truth34 The separation of seienee and polítics would threaten the 
whole basís of the Marxian projeet, as demonstrated by the use of Marx.ism 
as a state ideology under Stalin (see Chapter 2, section JII, aboye). 

Anti-Sraffian Marxists are on stronger ground when they move from 
defending Marx to attaeking the stark architecture of Sraffa's own econo
mies. Even here, though, they have erroneously read ¡nto Sraffa's work 
properties whích it does not contain. The fae! that Tlle Production 01 
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Commodities itself has no analysis of the labour and círculation processes 
does not imply that it is inherently incapable of treating these matters, as 
Steedman has demonstrated.35 Charges that Sraffian theory ís Iimited to 
relations of exchange, treats production as a malter of technology and 
incorporales a fetishistic perspective,36 are without substance. This conclu
sion is buttressed by the faca that Sraffians have sought to build a 
comprehensive polítical economy upon Sraffa's original work, as we show 
in the next section. 

IV Beyond the Theory oí Value 

Surplus theorists have adopted various research programmes 10 extend and 
ennch theír approach lo polítical economy. Not aH have regarded The 
Production o/ Commodities as the most suitable poínt of departure; some 
prefer the models of Leontief and von Neumann. But all have recognised 
that where Marx's ideas are relevant they need lo be incorporated into the 
work of non-Marxian theorists, including that of anti-Marxísts like Keynes 
and Schumpeter. Nevertheless, thís form of revisionism is self-consciously 
less aggressive than mally earHer versiolls, and has had as a general aim the 
strengthening of Marxian ínsights on capitalist development, rather than 
casting further doubt upon them. 

Garegnani, Eatwell and Milgate not only emphasise the particular virtues 
of Sraffa's treatmellt of value, but also c1aim that it accurately rellects the 
oyera)) structure of causation which opera tes in capitalist ecollomies. The 
'object' of the theory of value - long-perlod equilibrium - allows analysis lo 
focus UpOIl the 'persistent alld systematic' forces which operate through 
competition, and absiracts from the complicating and transitory inf1uences 
of disequilibrium. The data of value theory (technology, outputs and a 
distributional variable), from which equilibrium prices and other distribu
tional variables are derived, reflect the lack of any general causal relation
ships between actual changes in outputs. distríbution, and techmcal 
progress. COllsequently the determinants of each elemen! of ¡hese data are 
largely separate from each other, and polítical economy therefore requires a 
segmented approach involving dífferent explanations of each type of 
variable, rather than the símultaneous determination of all variables from 
a single set of data, as attempted by neoclassícal theorists 

Sraffians c1aim tha! the hallmark of the classícal and Marxian approach 
lo economic theory is separable explanations of ea eh type of variable or sets 
of systematically inter-related variables (Iike the rate of profit and equi
librium príees), and the subsequent consideration of the interactions between 
them. Thís is to be sharply contrasted with the methodology of símultaneous 
determínatíon employed in the supply and demand tradítion. The proce
dures of surplus theory renect the belíef that, although a11 phenomena in a 
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capitalist economy continually interact, there are subsets of relatíons whích 
are relatively autonomous. Thus they can inítíally be treated as separa te, and 
the question of their interactíons with other phenomena (which are 
themselves empirically variable) can be postponed lo a later stage?7 

As so rar developed there are real weaknesses in these Sraffian ideas. 
Garegnani, Eatwell and Milgate have given rar more attention to laying 
down the rules of theory construction than to actually building any theory 
beyond Sraffa. Where they ha ve attempted to do so, it does not always 
appear to conform to their methodological strictures.38 They have not 
addressed the questíon of whether the 'one íssue at a time' procedure of 
Ricardo and Marx represents a genuine view about causalion, or simply 
refiects their analytícal inadequacies in treating systemic inter-relations. Nor 
have they examined whether the supposedly 'persistent and systematic 
forces' of capitalist competition wiU lead economies to converge toward 
long-penod equilibria. Others have done so, and their results taken as a 
whole are not encouraging; non-convergent adjustment paths appear quite 
possible and thereby weaken the argument that long-period equilibria act as 
'centres of gravitation,]9 

Not surprisingly, sorne modern theorísts wíthín the surplus paradigm have 
narrowed theír focus lo the sequence of long-penod equilibria in steady-state 
growth, which Marx first began to analyse in his reproduction models.4{) By 
adding the assumption of constant returns to scale to The Production 01 
Commodities, ¡as resuhs can be incorporated into linear production theory, 
which also indudes the work of Leontief and von Neumann.41 Moreover. it 
is possíble to link this analysis of production with Kaleckí's treatment of 
effective demand considered in Chapter 5, and to do so in a way which 
complements Sraffa 's theory of value. 

Equation (5.2) on page 104 of Chapter 5 aboye can be rewritten as 

P = ( I - Se ) P + J (15.1) 

where P represents profits, J stands for ¡nvestment, and Se i5 the savings 
propensity of the capitalist class. Dividing through by K (which symbolises 
the capital stock) and rearranging terms, equation (15.1) becomes 

P/K = (l/K) / Se (15.2) 

On a steady state growth path, PI K í5 the equilibrium rate of profit (r) and 
the rate of accumulation (l/K) equals the rate of growth of output (g). 
Equatíon (15.2) can then be written as 

(15.3) 
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The rate of profit is thus determined by the rate of accumulation and the 
savings ratio of the capitalist class. When this rate of profit is substituted 
into the data of Sraffian analysis, all endogenous variables of the long
period equilibria are determined. Kalecki's distribution theory and Sraffian 
value theory are fused together in a consistent whole. 

Luigi Pasinetti has shown that equation (15.3) is not dependent upon the 
assumption that workers' savings are zero (which underlies equation 
(15.1 )).42 And he has used equation (15.3) in support of the surplus 
paradigm against the critics of Marxism: 

For more than a century now, since the time of Marx and B6hm-Bawerk, 
economic theorists have been debating whether the rate ofprofits is due to 
any 'productivity' of capital ... But new horizons have been opened. In 
the long run ... the rate of profit is determined by the ... rate of growth 
divided by the capitalists' propensity to save, independently of any 
'productivity' of capital ... and indeed independently of anything else,.4J 

This fits clearly with the general perspective of Marxian polítical economy, 
for it is the accumulation process and class actions which are important, not 
the 'Holy Trinity' of 'factors of production' interacting through exchange 
reja tions 44 

However, steady state growth modeJs are only first approximations to an 
understanding of the turbulent conditions of accumulation in actual 
capitalism. 45 Pasinetti himself has gone well beyond them, and in doing so 
has opened up avenues of direct relevance to other issues of Marxian theory. 
In Structural Change and Economic Groll'th he explored the properties of 
economies experie,JIcing uneven rates of technical change and evolving 
patterns of consumption, indicating in/er alia a tendency towards under
consumption which many Marxists have always considered to be a principal 
contradiction of capitalist development (see volume I of this book, and 
Chapter 1 and Part II above)46 The overaccumulation strand of Marxian 
crisIs theory has also received a boost from Richard Goodwin's incorpora
tion of disequilibrium into the von Neumann growth mode1.47 His results are 
very much in the tradition ofOtto Bauer and Paul Swetzy (see Chapter 6 of 
volume [ of this book. and Chapter l aboye). But Goodwin's cyclical 
analysis is far more rigorous, and incorpora tes Schumpeterian elements as 
well as those drawn from Marx. 

Yet another strand of surplus theory has formulated models of accumula
tion and crisis which are even more eclectic, but c1early show the influence of 
Marx and treat issues central to Marxian political economy. Joan Robin
son '5 Accumulalion of Capital was the- first and remains the most famous,48 
but there are others, notably those of Stephen Marglin, DonaJd Harris and 
the post-Keynesian schoo1.49 Hostility toward rieoc1assical theory is prob
ably as important a force in motivating post-Keynesian wnters as the 
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inclination towards Marx, but the two influences have tended to comple
ment each other, even if they are not logically connected (see Chapter 5 
aboye). In this sense Christopher Blíss was right to claim that the principal 
conflict in the high theory of modern economic analysis has been between 
Marxism and 'vulgar economy,.50 

The conflict has not, however, been one-síded. The Production 01 
Commodities drew blood in a way in which supply and demand theorists 
could understand, and they ha ve launched counter-attacks. Samuelson's 
critique of the transformation problem in the early 1970s occurred in the 
wake of the neoclassícals' defeat in the 'Capital Controversies', but was 
quickly overtaken by the deeper critícisms of orthodox Marxism emerging 
from the tradition of surplus theory itself (see Chapters 13 and 14 aboye). 
Since then, he and other neoclassical theorists have taken aim at more 
su bstan ti al targets, and sorne of their arguments have found an echo among 
anti-Sraffian Marxists. Orthodox economísts and orthodox Marxists are no 
doubt strange bed-fellows, but they have shared the objective of neutralising 
the larger claims of the Sraffians, and of absorbing Sraffa's work into the 
structure of neoc1assical theory as a 'special case'. However, it is the supply 
and demand theorists who have set the pace, and their díssection of surplus 
economics has revealed grave weaknesses, which have also not left Marx's 
own política! economy unscathed 

V Limitations oC Sraffian Analysis 

The loca tío n of c1assical and Marxian political economy within a surplus 
tradiüon has brought an avalanche of criticism from sorne historians of 
economic thought, such as Samuel HolIander, for whom there has been only 
one, supply and demand, tradition of analysis since Smith, and this ¡neludes 
Marx.51 This, however, remains a minority position, which is rejected even 
by neoclassical historians of economic thought who show few signs of 
sympathy with modern versions of surplus theory but accept that the 
interpretatíon of classical and Marxian political economy in such terms 
makes much greater sense. 52 The arguments of Sraffa, Dobb and Meek on 
the history of nineteenth century thought have therefore met with wide 
acceptance, and are not confined to theorists within the surplus tradition. 53 

However, this judgement is not so frequently extended to the work of 
Leontief and von Neumann in the twentieth century. Samuelson has indeed 
charged that under Sraffa's influence economists have misinterpreted von 
Neumann's growth model,54 which at no point threatens any of the 
propositíons of neoelassical general equílibrium theory.55 Furthermore, 
Samuelson argues that his own work, together with that of Arrow, Debreu 
and Koopmans, has demonstrated how pivotal Leontief and von Neumann 
have been in the development of modern supply and demand theory56 



Man:ian Polilical Economy ami Surplus Ecollolllics 30 l 

Samuelson also claims that von Neumann's framework is more general than 
that of Sraffa, a view shared by sorne within the surplus Iradition itself. 57 

Hahn has reinforced these arguments by asserting Ihat there is no 
proposition in The Production of Commodities which contradicts the results 
of neoclassical general equilibrium theory; that neoclassical theory can itself 
genera te Sraffa's results and, moreover, show the restrictive assumptions 
which are required for them to prevail; and that it is therefore reasonable to 
see Sraffian economics as a special case of neoclassical theory. In particular, 
long-period equilibria will result from neoclassical general equilibrium 
models only for particular initial endowments of capital stocks and 
structures of final demands. In general, Hahn argues, profit-maximising 
activities will not be compatible with equilibria as Sraffians imagine them: 
that is, including an equalisation of the rate of profit on the reproduction 
price of capital goods. Competitive equilibrium involves an equal rate of 
return on al! assets, bul neoclassical theory recognises that only under 
particular conditions will asset prices equal their costs of production58 

There is an eIement of irony in this neoclassical attack on Sraffian 
theorists, and also in Iheir reaction lo it. The position of the neoclassical 
critics is formally identical to Ihat which the Sraffians adopted in relation lo 
Marx's economics. Neoclassicals fully concur with Steedman's claim that his 
evaluatíon of Marx represented 'an argument ín logic' and, 'should anyone 
wish to challenge il, they must do so either by finding a logical flaw ... or 
by rejecting explicitly and coherently one or more of the assumptions on 
which it is based,.S9 But they al so extend this claim to their own critique of 
Sraffian theory in terms of modern general equilibrium analysis. On the 
olher hand, the Sraffians' defence of their own economics mimics that of 
many anti-Sraffian Marxists - they accept the logical coherence of the 
criticism, but deny the appropriateness of their opponents' conceptuaJisa
tion.60 

Anti-Sraffian Marxists have frequently sided with the neoclassícals, failing 
to realise how damaging their critícisms are for Marx's own analyS!S61 
Modern supply and demand theory reveals important deficiencies in all 
forms of surplus theory, which are not dependent upon acceptance of a 
neoclassical view of the world. One problem líes in Sraffa's assumption thal 
a 'uniformity principie' holds, where no! only is the wage and rate of profit 
the same in all processes, but the price of each commodily is identical 
¡rrespective of whether it is an input or an oUlput. Assuming competitive 
conditions will not ensure prices are stationary. Take, for example, the 
following system: 

all PI 1 (l + r) + I¡ JI' = p¡2 

a21 PI I (1 + r) + 12 w = p/ 
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The superscripts on prices refer to time and, if prices are unconstrained to be 
uniform (so that it is possible for p¡l # Pl2), specifying r and the numeraire 
is not sufficient to determine either prices or the wage,62 

This particular cause of underdetermination also threatens the link 
between profits and surplus. Output prices may differ from input prices in 
such a way that a positive surplus is neither a necessary nor a sufficient 
condition for positive protits,63 Thus the usefulness of treating the economic 
system as involving reproduction and surplus extraction is suspect, for 
neither concept may be linked to exchange phenomena once the possibility 
of non-stationary prices is accepted. Consequently, the visíon of causatíon in 
surplus theory where production and specific distributional relations com
pletely detennine exchange relations is no ¡onger a compelling one. This, in 
turn, questions the particular applications of the materialist conception of 
history which many theorists within the surplus tradition have made in order 
to integrate their economics into a general social theory.64 

Even if exchange relations are as Sraffian economists imagine them to be, 
so that a stationary price vector prevaíls, there is still a problem with their 
treatment of the production structure, whích entails that the number of 
processes and commodities are equal. This assumption appears to be 
economically arbitrary, for it is both possible and reasonable to imagine 
economies involving joint production where the number of processes which 
exist is less than the number of commodities which are produced. The 
determination of the endogenous variables in such a situation is something 
which is outside the scope of a Sraffa-based economics unJess additional 
assumptions are specitied,65 Again, this 'in no way supports Marx against 
Sraffa: with the number of processes less than the number of products, 
Marx's ¡abour values cannot even be computed,.66 

These !imitations in the Sraffian treatment of exchange and production 
a1so have important consequences for the reconstruction of Marx's theory of 
exploitation through the device of the standard commodity, which was 
outlined in section V of Chapter l3 above, In the absence of stationary 
prices, and without an equality between the number of processes and 
commodítíes, the standard commodíty either cannot be constructed, or 
fails to act as a surrogate for the economic system as a whole. Each 
eventuality implies that the argument of section V in Chapter 13 can hold 
only for particular technologies and types of exchange relations, and is not 
gene rally va lid . 

There have also been damaging interna! disputes among surplus theorists 
themselves. loan Robinson in particular has been severely critical of the 
Sraffians' equilibrium methodology, One lesson she c!aíms to have learned 
from Marx 'was the need to think in tenns of history, not of equilibrium,.67 
Economies move froro an 'irrevocable past into the unknown future',68 and 
the 'anarchy of production' makes failures of coordination endemic. In her 
view the principal rationale for analysing long-period equilíbria can only be 
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that of Marx regarding the reproductíon models: they can be used to 
highlight how fragile such condítions are, thus revealing varíous types of 
disturbance to which real economies are subject.69 Anti-Sraffian Marxísts 
have raised similar objectíons70 and, indeed, they would find broad agree
ment among those neoclassical economísts whose use of equilíbríum models 
likewise does not reflect a belief that they correspond closely to reality.71 

Thus disputes between Sraffians, anti-Sraffian Manists and neoclassicals 
have sometimes made it difficult to understand exactly what divides them. lt 
is certainly tfue that modern supply and demand theory is considerably less 
'vulgar' than Marx believed its earlier forms to be. For example, it has 
revealed potential causes of crisis and instability in capitalist economíes by 
considering rigorousJy what conditions threaten the existence of an equi
librium and preclude market forces from converging to equilibria. More
over, the lack of c1ear differentiation between schools of thought was further 
exacerbated during the 19808 with the emergence of the 'rational choice 
Marxists', who accept the Sraffian critique of Marx as well as the 
neoclassical critique of the Sra ffia ns, and consequently reject the surplus 
paradigm as an appropriate vehicle for the further development of Marxian 
poHtical economy. Instead, they accept neoclassical methodology, and 
analyse Marxian problems with the tools of supply and demand analysís. 
We consider their work in Chapter 17 below; fírst, though, we turn to 
questions of crisis theory. 
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Current Controversies 
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16 
The 'Second Slump ': Theories of 
Crisis after 1973 

1 The End of the Long Boom 

By the early ¡ 970s there were c1ear signs that the long post-war boom was 
over, The quarter-century arter 1945 had seen a 'Golden Age' of rapid 
economic growth throughout the advanced capitalist world and (for mos! 
countríes) virtually continuous full employment, whíle real wages had grown 
steadiJy bu! no! so rapidly as seríously lo threaten the profitability of 
capital. l After 1973, however, accumulation slowed considerably. The GDP 
of four major European countríes (the UK, Franee, West Germany and the 
Netherlands) plus Japan, which had grown at an annual rate of 5.6 per cent 
between 1950 and 1973, rose by an average of only 2.1 per cent per annum 
between 1973 and 1984, and ¡he growth rate of output per hour worked fell 
from 5.3 to 2.8 per cent per annum over the same period. FOf the Uníted 
Sta tes the decline was only slíghtly less marked: from 3.7 to 2.3 per cent 
(GDP) and lo 1.0 per cenl (GDP per hour worked) respectively.2 The rise 
in unemployment was even more dramatic. MaJe unemployment in Britain, 
for example, ranged from 1.1 per cent to 3.6 per cen! between 1953 and 1970; 
from 1971 to 1980 the range was 3.6 per cent to 8.7 per cen!, and in 1981-3 
unemployment rose from 13.7 per cent to 16.7 per cent. The experience in 
other countries was similar, if les s extreme. 3 Both the rate of profit and the 
share of profíts in net output fel! in the 1970s,4 while inflation ~ an irritanl 
rather than a major problem in earlier decades - accelerated dramatically. 

Sorne economísts, both orthodox and Marxian, ioterpreted these develop
ments as further evidence of those 'long waves' of economic growth first 
identífíed by Parvus and Kondratiev (see Chapter 1, section 1, aboye). 
According to these theorists, capitalism was characterised by 50 year 
fluctuations on to which the more familiar 7-10 year tracle cycles were 
superimposed. lo the long upswing the average rate of capital accumulation 
is high, cycJical booms are powerful, and depressions are correspoodingly 
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weak, as indeed they had been for 25 years after 1945. During the long 
downswing, however, slow growth resulted from a combination of weak 
booms and relatively deep and prolonged depressions. The inter-war years 
could be interpreted as one such Kondratiev downswing, and the period 
after 1970 as another5 

By no means all Marxian theorists were persuaded of the existence of long 
waves, which had in any case themselves lo be explained. And the differences 
between the Oreat Depression and the much milder, more inflationary crises 
of the 1970s and 1980s were too apparent for any simple analogy between 
the Iwo periods lo carry much conviction. 6 There was, though, general 
agreement among Marxisls both that the rate of profit had declined very 
signifícantly and that this was the crucial mechanism behind the slowdown 
in capital accumulatíon. In accounting for this falling profit rate, Marxian 
economists drew upon three of the four theories used by a previous 
generation to explain the Oreat Depression: the voiuroe nI, rising organic 
composition roode!; underconsumptionism; and the Bauer-Dobb-Sweezy 
analysis of overaccumulation (Chapter 1, sectÍon 1I, above).7 Only the 
fourth approach, involvíng disproportionalities between the varíous depart
ments of production, lacked adherents after 1970. The 1973 oil crisis did 
reflect a serious disproportionality between the output of manufactured 
commodities and the supply of energy. But it was universally interpreted by 
Marxian economists as an effect of much deeper economic problems, rather 
than as the underlying cause of the decline in profitability. 

The remaining three strands of thought, embeHished in various ways, 
alone or in combination, form the basis for all serious Marxist discussion of 
the collapse of the long boom.8 Their different claims may be outlíned 
algebraically. Following Thomas Weisskopf,9 we can write the rate of profit 
as an identíty: 

P y 
r == 

K 2 

2 

K 

P 

y (16.1) 

Here P represents total profits; Y is net output; K stands for the capital 
stock; and 2 denotes potential output (that is, the level of output whích 
would be produced if the capital stock were fully utilised). The rate of profit 
is thus the product of the rate of capacity utilisation (YI2), the potential 
output-capital ratio (21 K) and the profit share (PI Y). Allowing for the fact 
that equation (16.1) is expressed in market prices instead of ¡abour values, it 
alJows a clear distínction to be drawn belween the three competing theories. 
A decline in the rate of profit can result, first, from underconsumption, 
which would give rise to realisation difficulties and reduce the rate of 
capacity utilisation (YI Z). Or il could be caused by an increase in the organic 
composition, which will be rellected in a fal! in the potential output-capital 
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ratio (ZIK1. 1O FinalIy, the rate of profit may decrease dlle to a decline in the 
profit share (Ply) brought about by overaccumulation (which Weisskopf 
terms the 'rising strength of ¡abollr' thesis). In principie, empírical research 
should be able to determine which of the three factoes dominated the post-
1970 decline in the rate of profit, though in practice there are very 
substantial diffieulties in the way. 

We investiga te the undereonsumptionist interpretation in seelion n. 
turning in the next section to the rising organic composition approach. 
Two variants of tbe over-aceumulation theory are díseussed in sectíons IV
V, while the specific problems posed by the enhanced economic role of the 
5tate form the subject-matter of section VI. In the final section we draw 
some substantive and methodological conclusions. 

n Undercol1Sumption Revisited 

It will be recalled from previous chaplees lhat modern Marxisl theories of 
underconsumption difTer considerably on points of detail but possess a 
common eore. This is the proposition that wages cise too slowly for workíng
class consumption to keep pace with the expansion of outpul, leading lo 
deficiencíes of efTectíve demando There are two obvious difficulties con
fronting an undereonsumptionist explanation of the events of the 1 970s and 
earfy 19805. The fírst concerns the distribution of income. 80th before and 
during Ihe initial stages of the crisis which began in 1973, wages and salaries 
were increasing as a share of net ¡ncome, in sharp contrast lO the 1920s when 
(al least in the United States, where the crisis began) the labour share had 
declíned. Seeond, thefe ís the question of ·stagflation'. Whereas afler 1929 
the peiee level fel! sharply in every capitalist country, the post~ 1973 crisis saw 
the inflatíon rate reach heights hitherto unprecedented in peacetime. Ir 
undereonsumptionism won very few converts after 1970,11 il was very 
largely beca use of these anomalies. 

The doyen of Marxian underconsumptionists, Paul Sweezy, attempted lo 

grapple with them. Although his eo-author Paul Baran had died in 1964, 
Sweezy remained active, both as joint editor with Harry Magdoff of the 
journal Monthly Review and as one of its principal contributors on economic 
subjects. Sweezy did nol publish a revised edition of Monopoly Capital, but 
important shifts of emphasis can be discerned in his subsequent writing. He 
still insisted in the early 1980s that 'Ihe immediate cause of stagnatíon is the 
same now as it was in the 19305 a strong propensity lo save and a weak 
propensity to ínvest'. 12 While apparently maintaining bis cornmitment to 
underconsumptionism. however. Sweezy no longer invoked the 'law of rísing 
surplus' as the fundamental contradiclÍon of monopoly capital. Instead he 
endorsed a Kaleckían mode! of overínvestment: 'it i5 true that investment by 
capitalists is the generator of economic growth. But ít is equally true that 
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investment tends lo produce an overaccumulation of capital, which in turn 
leads to recurrent crises: 13 The 'tragedy of ínvestment', as Kalecki had put 
it, ís that il símultaneously íncreases both effective demand and productive 
capacity: 'a strong incentive to ¡nvest produces a burst of ínvestment which 
in turn undennines the incentive to invest'. ;4 The slowdown after 1973 was 
one sueh 'investment retardatíon', brought about by prevíous overaccumu
lation in older industries which could not be offset by sufficiently rapid 
expansion in the new seetors of US industry.l5 

To aceount for inílation Sweezy eombined elements of monetarism with 
the strueturalist theory suggested by Charles L. Sehullze in 1959,16 Aceord
íng to Sehultze, the downward priee rigídity eharaeterístíe of monopolístie 
seetors of the eeonomy meant that ehanges in the eomposition of demand 
were inherently inílatíonary. Príees rose in those industries where demand 
was inereasing, and faBed to fall in seetors where demand had deelined, 
Structural int1ation of this type eould eo-exist with substantial exeess 
eapacity and unemployment, Sweezy noted. Oligopolists, not trade union
iSIS, were the villains or Ihe piece, and the intlationary effects of rhe c1ass 
struggle, which were given an exaggerated importance by European writers, 
were largely irrelevant to the weakly-unionised U nited States. 17 It was the 
power of the oligopolies, Sweezy argued, which explained the failure or 
Keynesian demand management policies after 1973. Keynesian theory 
assumed free competition; under oligopoly, increased demand led to rises 
in prices, higher profits, increased COSls and ultimately (as a result of the 
rising cost ofliving) to higher wages rather ¡han an expansion of output. The 
result was general inílation: 'In a nutshel1: the deeper the stagnation and the 
stronger the counter-acting financial forces, the worse the inflationd8 The 
long boom had, in raet, been founded on ahe eonlinuous growth of both 
private and publíc debt. The 'financial explosion' after 1945 had opened up 
profitable ínvestment opportunities in real estale and eonstruetion, and had 
stimulated luxury eonsumption out of the spiralling interesa paymenls. Bul 
this 'hyperexpansion' of the financial sector was 'obviously pathological and 
parasitical: 19 It constituted 'the secret of the long postwar boom and of the 
return of stagnatíon in the 1970s. As t he boom began to peter ou t, 
stagnation was fought off for sorne years by more and more debt crea
tíon, more and more frantie speculation. more and more int1ation.' The day 
of reckoning was now at hand.2o 

There are several objections to Sweezy's analysis. Fírst, he never succee
ded in getting to grips wilh the 'profít squeeze' of the late 1960s and early 
19705, which is difficult to reeoncíle with the 'rising surplus' proclaimed by 
Monopoly Capital. It could be contended, in accordance with the spirit of the 
earlier work, that the apparent reduction in the rate of exploitatíon was a 
statístical iIIusion produced by the continuing growth of unproduetive 
activities. Sweezy did not, however, pursue this line of argument, nor did 
he make any attempt to correet or update Phillips's estimates of the 
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economic surplus,21 A second and more serious criticism concerns the 
inadequacy of Sweezy's theory of ínvestment, which again appears incon
sistent with the analysis of Monopoly Capital. Mere references to the double
edged nature of investment - which are generally recognised by bourgeois 
economists who do not accept Sweezy's views, and have been since the 
earliest days of the Harrod-Domar growth model - do not establish the 
existence of a tendency towards stagnation. For this a more precisely 
specified model would be required, together with both a rebuttal of the 
objections raised against Sweezy's earlíer analysis of underconsumption (see 
section IV of Chapter 6 aboye) and sorne evidence that the model really did 
apply to events surrounding the end of the long boom. Sweezy provides 
none of this. 

Third, his account of inflation is unsatisfactory. Schultze's structural 
theory does offer a plausible explanation of the mild rises in the general 
price level experienced during the 1950s, but sectoral demand shifts simply 
did not occur rapidly enough to generate the double-digit inflation rates of 
the 1970s. And, so far as monetary factors are concerned, Sweezy was nOI 
entlfely consistent, sometimes treating them as being of secondary impor
tance and on other occasions as the primary cause of inflation. 22 Moreover, 
the connection between money and inflation is more problema tic than 
Sweezy recognises. It is possible to advocate a sort of Marxist monetar
ism, along the followíng lines. The value of commodíty money - that ¡s, gold 

depends, like that of any other commodíty, on the quantíty of labour 
which is sociaUy necessary to produce i1. Hence the value of gold can vary 
only with changes in the productivity of labour in the gold-mining industry. 
In the circulatíon of commodities. however. gold is replaced by paper 
money, bank deposits and credit, which act as representatives or 'tokens' 
of the labour embodied in gold. The larger the number of tokens per ounee 
of gold, the smaller is the quantity of labour which they represent, since 
more tokens are needed to represent the equivalent in gold of the labour 
embodied in the commodities which they are used to buy.23 Even accepting, 
for th; sake of argument, the validity of the quantítative labour theory of 
value (see Chapters 12-15 aboye), there are grave difficulties with this 
approach to the theory of ¡nflatíon. There is no reason why an increased 
quantity of (non-commodity) money should be regarded as the underlying 
eause of inflatíon. Indeed, it is more consistent with Marx's writings on the 
subject, and with the behaviour of modem financial institutions, to interpret 
monetary expansion as the effeet of increases in the overall price level 
sparked off by real disturbances: for example, by c1ass conflict over ahe 
distribution of income between wages and profits.24 

Thus Sweezy,s monetarism stands the true relationship between money 
and prlees on lts head. But he once again fails to elaborate his argument, and 
simply takes it for granted that thefe is a connection between monetary 
growth and price inflation. Thís has sorne bearing upon the fourth and final 
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flaw in Sweezy's analysis as a whole: the unsupported, contradictory and 
sometimes entirely false predictions to which it led him. Thus there was no 
analytical foundation for his prognosis, in 1981, tha! a financial catastrophe 
was ímpending. and in effect he renounced it four years later. 25 Nor was the 
Reagan administration's massive armaments expenditure 'violently infla
tionary', as Sweezy had expected it to be, and the 5ustained and powerful 
economíc recovery to which ít contributed 50 greatly was more than just 'a 
normal inventory correction'. 26 Al! in al!, Sweezy's treatment of stagflatíon 
is unconvincing. 

DI The Falling Rate of Profit Yet Again 

Efforts to apply the falling rate of profit theory to post-1973 developments 
can be assessed under three headings. There are, first, several theoretical 
contríbutions attackíng the significance of the Okishio Theorem. Second are 
the (very few) empiricaI analyses of trends in the organic composition of 
capital and their relation to the profit rate. FínaUy, a number ofwriters otIer 
neither new analytical formulatíons flor any relevant evidence, but defend 
Marx's volume III tbeory on purely methodological grounds. 

It will be recaUed that the Okishio Theorem states it to be impossible for a 
cost-reducíng innovation to lower the rate of profit without símultaneously 
increasing the real wage. This points lo an inconsistency at the heart of 
Marx's argument, beca use the very increases in the organic composition 
which reduce the profit rate are supposed also to ¡ncrease unemployment, 
thereby preventing any sustaíned growth in real wages (see Chapter 7 
above).27 One response to this has been to deny the validity of the Theorem 
outside the spedal case where the economy is in long-rllo equilibrium and 
only circulatíng capital is employed (to whích Okishío had Iimíted his own 
analysis). In the short run the productivity of constant capital may differ 
from firm to firm, raising the possibility (canvassed by Marx) that an 
innovation may raise the rate of proflt for the enterprise which introduces 
ít whíle reducing the profit rate for capitalists as a whole. 28 As early as 1967 
the Soviet economist A.A. KonÍüs had questioned whether Okishio's proor 
applied to economies which used fixed capital. In 1979 there appeared, 
independently of each other, two elaborate and painstaking articles demon
strating that the Theorem did indeed apply to fixed capitaL29 It was soon 
objected by N. Salvadori, however, that Okishio's theorem did nol cover the 
general case of joint production. Rere there are exceptions, and Marx's 
position can be correct. 30 As ít takes only one example to refute a general 
theorem, it must be conceded that technical progress, rising unemployment 
and a falling rate of profit are after all compatible, in principIe, in a system 
where joint production exists. The signíficance of these conclusions for 
explaining the end of the long boom, however, remaíns unclear. Certainly 
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Marx's theory of the falling rate of profit is not valid in al! cases, nor even in 
all cases of joinl production. 

A second theoretical liue of attack on the Okishio Theorem was mounted 
in 1978 by Anwar Shaikh, who noted Ihat, in the original circulating capital 
model, the profit rate (profitsjcapital) was identical with the profit margin 
(profits/costs). According to Shaikh, Okishio had in fac! demonstra!ed only 
that technical change would raise the profit margin, holding real wages 
constant. This, Shaikh observed, was fully consistent in a more general 
model with a declining rate of pro fi lo 3 I This is true but irrelevant, since the 
profit margin is not a sensible target variable for capitalists. 32 It would be 
irrational for the capitalist to adopt an innovation which increases the profit 
margin at the expense of a lower profit rate, since this would reduce total 
profits for a given capita1. 33 

The final theoretical reaction accepts the formal validity of the Okishio 
Theorem but denies its importance in a capitalist economy where real wages 
do not remain constant in the face of technical progress but rise, whether 
there is mass unemployment or not. In such an economy the rate of profit 
will fall if productivíty growth is not rapid enough lo offset the growth in 
wages. This can be se en by writing the profit rate as: 

r == 
P 

K 

P y 

y L 

L 

K (16.2) 

We here ignore the distinction between actual and potential output. PI Y is 
the profit share in net output; YIL is the average productivity of labour: and 
LI K is the inverse of the capital-Iabour ratio. If we replace the Okishio 
assumption of a constant real wage, per unít of labour power, wíth the more 
realistic postula te that real wages grow at the same rate as the labour 
productivity, PI Y will remain constan!. The rate of profit will then fal! only 
if technical progress raises output per worker (Y/ L) less rapidly than capital 
per worker (Kj L). This entails an increase in the capital-output ratio (Kj Y), 
which) can be loosely interpreted as a renection of Marx's organic composi
tion of capitaL 34 

This third approach is by far the most relevant to explaining the 'new 
slump'. lmmune lo logical challenge, it also identifies the important 
variables governing the tendency of the rate of profit: real wage and 
productivity growth, and trends in the ratio of capital to net output. We 
investigate the first and second of these variables in the next two sections of 
this chapter. What of the third? What evidence is there that the post-1973 
decline in profitability actually was associated with an increase in the 
organic composition of capital, loosely proxied by the capital-output ratio? 

It is remarkable just how few of the defenders of the falling rate of profit 
analysis have feh called upon to answer Ihis question, which is central lo 
Marx's own argument. Emes! Mandel, for example, has insisted repeatedly 
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that the downswíng in the long wave, which he identifies as having begun in 
the late 1 960s, coincided with a sharp increase in the organic composition of 
capital. This, he claims, resulted from the exhaustion of the 'third technolo
gica! revolution' in which advances in electronics and nuclear power had 
cheapened the elements of constant capital and had largely offset the effects 
of a continuously rising technical composition. 3S We leave aside the issue of 
whether nuclear energy has cheapened anything except human !ife, and 
ignore the contentious assertion that productivity advances in the electronics 
industry tapered off after 1965, noting only that not one of the 57 statistical 
tables in Mandel's Second Slump has any bearing on the organic composition. 

Weisskopfs scrupulousJy careful examination of the US experience 
provides no evidence of a significant decrease in the ratio of potential 
output to capital (that is, 21 K in equation (16.1)) before 1975, by which time 
the decline in the rate of profit was well under way. Smith, however, 
documents a growing capital-output ratio in a number of advanced 
capitalist countries during the 1970s, though he notes that the faH in the 
profit share (PI Y in equation (16.1)) contributed more than this to the 
declining profit rate, especially in manufacturing industry. Hargreaves Heap 
also identifies an increase in capital-output ratios, associated with an 
increase in the relative price of raw materials. Finally, Lipietz reporls a 
clear increase in the capital-output ratio in France after 1973, following two 
decades of stability or decline, and cites evidence or a similar increase in 
West Germany and the UK (after the mid-1950s) and also in Japan and the 
United States (from the mid-1960s onwards). Lipietz, too, sees the dec1ining 
profit share as equally significant. 36 

For sorne Marxian economists these (rather inconclusive) investigations 
are fundamentally misconceived, since Marx's 'law of the tendency' was not 
meant to be an empirical prediction concerning the secular course of the 
profit rateo In Marxian language it lays bare 'an inherent barrier of capital. 
which is constantly surpassed in the course of development'; it is 'an 
exposilion of contradictory tendendes,.3? This implies Ihat Marx's analysis 
can never be wrong, because it is empiricaJly empty and serves only as a 
taxonomic devÍCe to ¡sola te the principal factors which influence the rate of 
profit, in both directions, without any pretension to reveal which will 
predomina te in an actual capitalist system at a given point in time. 
Whatever one thinks of thls argument, it is dear that it can have no bearing 
whatever on the causes of the 'second slump', nor can it be used to counter 
empirical analyses of the variables in Marx's argument. 

IV 'Overaccumulation' and the Profit Squeeze 

As it became apparen! thal increases in the organic composition of capital 
could at best have played only a minor parl in reducing the rate of profit. 
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attenlion began 10 shift 10 the rate of exploilatíon. as reflected in the profít 
share in net output. Previous Marxist discussíon of this variable had been 
more concerned with the prospect Iha! long-run in creases in the rate of 
exploítation might offset a tendency for the organic composition to rise (see 
Chapter 7 aboye). At the begínning of the 19705. however, two British 
wríters poinled 10 a marked squeeze on profitabílity in the previous Iwo 
decades. wilh the decline in rhe profit share beíng Ihe chief contribulor lo 
the falling rate of profit. Andrew Glyn and Bob Sutcliffe attributed Ihis lo 
the growth of rank-and-file union militancy. which had pushed up money 
wages. In the face of intensified international eompetitíon. British capital
iSls were unable fully 10 pass on increased COSIS in the form of higher priees, 
so that their profit margíns dedined. 38 In 1975 Raford Boddy and James 
Crotty argued that Ihe same process had been responsible for a significant 
fall in the rate of profit in the United States. 39 A similar theme became 
more and more pronounced in the writings of Emest Mandel, who had 
always regarded the weakness of the European working dass (the produet 
firsl of fascisl repressíon and then of the Second World War) as a major 
founda tion ror the post-1945 expansiono By 1980 Mande! was plotting a 
(metaphorical) 'class slruggle curve', stressing the 'relative aUlonomy' of 
'subjective factors' such as Ihe class slruggle. and rejecting the possibilily of 
a renewed long upswing unless the organised working class had been 
decisively defeated beforehand.40 And an ídiosyneratie version of over
accumulation theory can be detected in the crisis theory of the Japanese 
Uno School.41 

Empírical corroboration of the profit squeeze in the United States was 
provided in 1979 by Thomas Weisskopf. His decomposition of changes in 
the protit rate in ¡he United States in the fíve post-war cycies from 1949 lo 
1975 is summarised in Table 16.1. lt wilJ be seen Ihat the rate of profit fel! 
between the first and third cyc1es. then recovered, and dt'creased again (quite 
sharply) between the fourth and fifth cyc1es. Decreases in the profít share 
(PI Y) aceount for mos! of the fal!, with no evidence of any clear Irend in Ihe 
potential output-eapital ratio (ZI K) or in the degree of capaeíty ut¡¡isalion 
(Y!Z); the latter actuaUy rose signifieantly between Ihe third and fourlh 
cycles, explaíníng the ínerease in Ihe rate of prolit in Ihis periodo Having 
established his 'rísing strength of labour' thesis, Weisskopf proceeded to 
distinguish its 'offensive' and 'defensive' aspects: 

The long-term decline in the rate of profit from 1949 10 1975 was almost 
entirely attributable to a rise in the tfue share of wages, which indicates a 
rise in the strength of ¡abour. This rise. however, was largely defensive in 
nature. The working class díd not succeed in making real wage gains 
commensura te with the growth of true productivity; i t merely sueceeded in 
defending ítself somewhat more suceessfully against a long-Ierm deter
ioration in the terms of trade Ihan did Ihe eapitalist class.42 
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In particular, the 'rising strength of labour' protected real wages from the 
impact of the OPEC oil price increases in 1973. 

Tablel6.1 The rale o/ profil and ils determinanls in lhe Uniled 
Sta tes, 1949-75 

First Second Third Fourth Fifth 
cycle cycle cycle cycle cycle 

Full 1949.4- 1954.2- 1958.2- 1960.4- 1970.4-
Variable period 1954.2 1958.2 1960.4 1970.4 1975.1 

Profit rate (r) 12.1 13.7 12.0 11.4 13.1 9.4 

Profit share (P/Y) 19.2 21.6 19.7 19.1 19.1 15.5 

Ratio of actual to 
potential output 
(y/Z) 83.6 85.0 83.3 79.8 84.7 82.3 

Capacity output to 
capital ratio (Z/KJ 75.5 74.7 73.0 75.0 78.0 73.2 

Source: Derived from Weisskopf, 'Marxian Crisis Theory', Table 2, p. 351. 

Weisskopfs analysis relates only to the period befare 1975, and only to 
the United States, but the profit squeeze does seem to have been an 
international phenomenon, and to have continued at least untíl the end of 
the decade. Comprehensive documentation of this was provided in 1984 by 
Glyn and two colIeagues, who also e1aborated a general theory of over
accumulation. 

The basic idea of overaccumulation is that capitalism sometimes genera tes 
a higher rate of accumulation than can be sustained, and thus the rate of 
accumulation has eventually to fall. Towards the end of the postwar 
boom, an imbalance between accumulation and the labour supply led to 
increasingly severe labour shortage. The excess demand for labour 
generated a fas ter scrapping of old equipment. Real wages were pulled 
up and older machines rendered unprofitable, atlowing a faster transfer of 
workers to the new machines. This could in principie have occurred 
smoothly: as profitability slid down, accumulation could have declined 
gently to a sustainable rateo But the capitalism system has no mechanism 
guaranteeing a smooth transition in such circumstance. In the late sixties 
the initial effect of overaccumulation was a period of feverish growth, with 
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rapidly rising wages and prices and an enthusiasm for get-rieh-quiek 
sehemes. These temporarily masked, but eould not suppress, the deter
ioration in profitability. Capitalist eonfidenee was undermined, invest
menl eollapsed and a speetaeular erash oceurred. Overaeeumulation gave 
rise, not to a míld decline in the growth rateo but lo a c1assie eapitalist 
erisis. 43 

It was aceompanied by inOation, as eapitalists inereased priees in order to 
offset the growth in wage eosts, with the priee rises being validated through 
monetary expansion (itself the result of higher business borrowing) and 
bringing in their train further increases in money wages.44 

The analysis of Armstrong, Glyn and Harrison reveals several differenees 
from Ihat of Glyn and Sutcliffe a deeade earlier, mosl notably in aseribing 
the raster rate of wage inOation very largely to the effee! on labour demand 
of inereased investment, playing down the autonomous impaet of working
class militaney at the point of production. In faet their treatment is open to 
serious eritieism on preeisely this seore. Their international unemployment 
data, for example, relate solely to the ten years after 1965, giving the quite 
misleading impression that full employment was nowhere established before 
that date. Yet the labour shortage in the UK. lO take only one example. was 
more severe in the 1950s Ihan at any subsequent date. and il is therefore not 
clear why the profit squeeze was delayed until ¡he late 1960545 

There is, however, no reason why the overaeeumulation thesis must be 
interpreted in exaetly this way. A more plausible story can be told in terms 
of the lagged effeet of sustained high employment, working in eonjunetion 
with workers' inereased aspirations for rising living standards as their 
eolleetive self-eonfidence and industrial militaney revived after the defeats 
experieneed by the previous generatíon. Profils were squeezed when wage 
pressure grew at a time when productivity growth was slowing down, and m 
addition the terms of trade were deterioraling and the state was taking an 
ever-larger share of average earnings through progressive ineome taxation 46 

Thus interpreted, 'overaeeumulation' beeomes a variant of the Kaleckian 
'political business eycle' .47 

A furlher problem with overaecumulation theory coneerns the supposed 
acceleration of investment expenditure from the mid-1960s, which resulted 
entire\y from the increased weight of Japan in the world economy; 
aecumulation did not speed up in any individual eapitalist nation. 48 There 
are also doubts concerning the exaet relationship between rising investment 
and the profit squeeze. Armstrong, Glyn and Harrison explain it partly in 
terms of rising raw material eosts (most notably the íncreased oil priee after 
1973), and in part vía the growth of international competition which 
coineided with the faster rate of aeeumulation. Most important. however. 
was the slower rate of productivity growth in the 1970s. The signifieanee of 
this international phenomenon can be seen if we write: 
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where W represents total wages, W¡L is the average wage and L/Y is the 
inverse of Y/L. the average productivity leve!. This suggests a wider 
conception of the profit squeeze. in which both wages and productivity 
play a part. Armstrong, Glyn and Harrison explain the productívity 
slowdown by diminishing productivity of capital ínvestment, reflected in 
rising capital-output ratios; by the closing of the technological gap between 
the United Sta tes and its European and Japanese competitors. with the 
consequent 1055 of the 'advantage of relative backwardness' derived from 
catching up with North American industry; and by the exhaustion of gains 
from the reorganisation of work, due in appreciable measure to workplace 
resistance against speed-up, de-skilling and increased intensity of labour.49 

However, they do not regard it as being centrally important to the decline in 
profitability. As we shall see in the following section, this contrasts sharply 
with the views of Marxian eeonomists in both Franee and the United Sta tes, 
who ca me to attach more weíght to this final factor than to those stressed in 
the Armstrong, Glyn and Harrison analysis of overaccumulation. 

V Hearts, Minds and Regimes of Accumulation 

The productivity slowdown dominated the analysis of both the French 
'regulation' school in the 1970s and the writings of Marxian economists in 
the United Sta tes in the following deeade. Most prominent among the 
French writers was Michel Aglíetta, whose Theory oJ Capita/ist Regulation 
was publíshed in 1976 and translated ¡nto English three years latero The title 
.. and tha. of the sehool itself .. is rather misleading. By the terms 'regime of 
aecumulation' and 'mode of regulation'. the French economists were in 
effeet delineating a series of stages in the development of capitalist 
production, each eharacterised by a particular method of organising work 
and of meeting consumption needs. The theme of Aglietta 's book is the crisis 
of the most recent, or 'Fordist', stage. 

The stage before Fordism is 'Taylorism', whieh involves the widespread 
adoption of techniques for the 'seientific management' of production. In 
Fordism the mass production made possible by semi-automatie assembly 
Hne methods was matehed by the expansion of mass eonsumption due to 
higher real wages and increased social welfare payments. erises of under
eonsumption, Iike Ihat responsible for Ihe Great Del'ression, had therefore 
been avoided in the (Wo decades after 1945. But from the later 19605 
onwards, Aglietta maintained, the limit5 lo Fordism had become increas
inglyevident. In the first place, the paee and intensity of work had increased. 
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This gave rise to physical fatigue and nervous exhaustion among the 
working c1ass, reducing labour productivity and raising absenteeism rates. 
Second, since individual piecework was unsuited to Fordisl management 
systems, it was becoming more and more difficult to motívate the workforce. 
Again productivity growth was adversely affected, and this was exacerbated 
by the deepeníng of class conf1ict on the shop /loor. As a result of al! this, 
real wages began to rise faster Ihan productivity after several decades of 
relatíve decline. To resolve the ensuing crisis of profitability would require a 
fundamental reorgamsation of work, which was perhaps foreshadowed by 
the growing capitalist interest in job enrichment and the establishment of 
'seml-autonomous' work groups: 'neo-Fordism', as Christian Palloix de
scribed it. 50 

This very bald summary does not do justice to Aglietta, whose argument 
is considerably more subtle and complexo It can be extended to take account 
both of the 'peripheral Fordism' of the 'Newly-Industríalisíng Countríes' 
and of the rísíng costs of collective consumption, with their serious 
ímplications for the economic functions of the capitalíst stale (see section 
VI below). Aglíetta's analysis can also be reinterpreted within the fallíng rate 
of protit framework, as we saw in the previous section, in such a way that 
the protit rate falls when productivity growth cannot keep pace with the 
increase in real wages. 51 And Aglietta himself, echoing the views of Baran 
and Castoriadis, writes at sorne length of the hidden costs of Fordism: 'an 
inereasing density in the individual use of eommodities and a notable 
ímpoverishment of non-commodity interpersonal relatíons·. In other 
words, the regulation school does not offer a narrowly eeonomistic 
theory; the crisis of Fordism is a multi-dimensional one. 52 

There was already considerable interest in these questions in the English
speakíng countríes. British Marxists dealt with them under the forbidding 
title of the 'Iabour process debate', but there was initíally little inclinatíon to 
link it with the productivity slowdown or the economíc crisis, and work 
organísation remained the territory of Marxian sociologists, industrial 
relations theorists and labour historians. 53 That there were important 
implieatíons for the economy, narrowly defined, was pointed out by Geoff 
Hodgson in an unduly neglected artide in 1982. Hodgson cited a number of 
cross-sectional studies of manufacturing industries whieh had revealed the 
productivity levels of British workers to be anything from one-half to one
fifth those of workers in West Germany, Franee and the United States. He 
noted also the brief but informative case of the three-day week in 1974, when 
the Heath government's restrictions on energy use had led to a sudden 50 per 
cent increase in hourly productivity (there had been a 40 per cent reduction 
in hours worked but only a 10 per eent decline in output). Hodgson 
concluded that produetivity was a variable, not a technologicaJly-given 
constant. The use-value of labour power could not be determined in 
advance of its actual use. 54 
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As we saw in Chapter 6 abo ve, Marxian political economy in North 
America was greatly influenced for almost three decades by the very 
distinctive ideas of Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, who had thernselves been 
deeply affected by the Critical Theory of the Frankfurt school. Although the 
explosive growth of 'radical' economics which began in the mid-! 960s soon 
dethroned Monopoly Capital as the principal authoritative text, its influence 
meant that Marxian economists in the United States were considerably more 
open than the majority of their European counterparts to the possible 
economic significance of 'non-economic' or 'superstructural' variables. 
Thus they studied work organisation; inequality and discrimination in the 
¡abour market; the family and the sexual division of labour; the polítical 
economy of education; and the theory of the state; all in addition to the 
traditional analysis of economic crisis. 55 

By the early 1980s Samuel Bowles, David M. Gordon and Thomas 
Weisskopf were arguing that these factors were essential dimensions of 
crisis theory. Their explanation of long waves emphasised the role of what 
they termed the 'social structure of accumulation', which comprised a system 
of labour management, an international monetary mechamsm, and a 
network of raw material supplies. It was the social structure of accumula
tion which provided the economic and polítical stability that enabled 
favourable profit expectations to be restored at the end of a nonnal cyclical 
downturn, so that capital accumulation could resume, Such a cycle was 
'reproductive'. In a 'non-reproductive' cyde, however, the social structure of 
accumulation pro ved incapable of restoring profitability, and basic institu
tional changes were needed for the resumption of sllstained and protitable 
growth. The first non-reproductive cyde had been that of 1926-9, preceding 
the Great Depression; the second was in 1969-71, and ushered in the long 
downswing after 1973. 56 

The impression that there is a strong family likeness between the French 
concept of a 'regime of accllmulation', and the Bowles-Gordon-Weisskopf 
notion of the 'social structure of accumulation', is strengthened by the 
latter's influential 'Hearts and Minds' analysis of the productivity slow
down, which they attribute to a combination of declining innovation by 
business and a decrease in work intensity. The fall in inputs of errort, they 
argue, can be expiained by the 'Marx effecr: productivity is the outcome of 
conflict between capital and labour, and is therefore determined by the 
degree of worker motivation, the extent of ¡abour resistance, and (con
versely) the effectiveness of employer control of work. Al! these factors 
detenorated, from the viewpoint of capital, in the late 196Os, not least 
beca use of a sharp reduction in the cost to workers of losing their jobs as 
welfare benefits grew and the average duration of unemployment declined. 
This had prepared the ground for the post-1973 crisis, which was greatly 
exacerbated by declining capacity utilisation rates and adverse movements in 
the terms of trade.57 
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Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf published a longer, popular version of 
their argument under the arresting title of Beyond The Wastelalld, a book 
which broke new ground in two ways. First, it attempted to measure the 
'costs of corporate power', as reflected in the degree of economic waste 
generated by the capitalist system in the United States. Similar in some 
respects to the analysis of MOllopo/y Capital. but radically difTerent in 
others, their definition of waste included the output forgone beca use of 
excess capacity; the effect of misallocation and underutilisation of labour; 
and the excess of resources devoted to the military, health care, energy, 
crime control and marketing activities beyond what would be required in a 
rationally organised economy. They conduded that, in 1980, useful output 
could have been 50 per cent higher than that actually attained. 58 

The second new feature of Beyond The Wasteland was its detailed analysis 
of the radical polícíes required to resol ve the crisis. A new social structure of 
accumulation must be evolved, Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf argued, 
greatly enhancing the power of working people against eorporate capital. 
They proposed a wage-Ied strategy for reeovery based on a return to fuIl 
employment at higher real wages, which would increase effeetive demand, 
boost worker morale and thereby inerease productivity growth, and force 
capitalists to mechanise their factories on pain of competitive extinction. To 
be efTeetive this must be aceompanied by greater legal protection for trade 
uníons and a massive extension of democratic control over the workplace 
and the natural environment. 59 Although presented as 'an instrument of 
mobilisation' with a potentially powerful anti-capitalíst dynamic,60 this 
essentially populist programme more close\y resembles the 'historie com
promise' advocated by the 'Euro-communíst' partíes in Italy and Spain 
during the 1970s. 

Many orthodox economists have found themselves quite comfortable 
both with the Bowles-Gordon-Weisskopf model of capitalist behaviour 
and with their underlying hypothesis coneerning the productivity slow
down, if not with the econometrie evidenee invoked in its support. 61 AlI this 
no doubt underlay Devine's objection that Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf 
'neither criticise capitalism, nor advocate socia lis m '. However, whether or 
not their position is an orthodox one matters less than its substantive 
merits. 62 These are variable, as Be)'ond The Wasteland is stronger on 
diagnosis than prescription. Among the Marxists, only the undereonsump
tionist Al Szymanskí seríously questioned its explanation of the productiv
ity slowdown. Drawing on international data, Szymanski claimed that 
productivity growth would be inereased (not reduced) by greater job 
seeurity, and that it was in faet stagnation which had dragged produClivity 
down, rather than viee versa. 63 Other erities objected, more eonvmcingly, 
that Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf had paid insuffíeient attention to the 
international dimensions of the crisis, which ruled out a high-wage 
reformist strategy in any one capitalist country alone. Nor were its 
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politica! prospects too bright, especially In Ronald Reagan 's United 
States.64 

VI The Sta te and the Crisis 

Bowles, Gordon and Weisskopf could thus be accused of the central error of 
all reformism, being too inclined to treat the state as a neutral intermediary 
which could be conquered by the working class and its allies and used in 
their interests. As we saw in Chapter 5 aboye, rejection of this basically 
liberal or social-democratic conception of the state was one of the most 
distinctive features of Marxian reactions to Keynes. Untíl very recently, 
however, Marxian economists had very little to put in its place other than 
the traditional formulae of orthodoxy. Simply to assert that the state 'serves 
the interests of capital' is to say remarkably little about the determinants of 
its economic activities, or their effects. Even the mos! sophisticated pos!-war 
analysis - Baran's and Sweezy's account of the obstacles to expanding 
civilian government spending in the United States - went hardJy at aH 
beyond these unhelpful generalities (see section IH of Chapter 6 aboye). 

It was increasingly clear by the early 1970s ¡hat the nature and limítations 
of crisis management needed a more developed political economy of the 
state. In opposition to Baran and Sweezy, several writers identified ways in 
which the expansion of non-military government expenditure by the sta te 
might contribute to the accumulation of capital. Most significant were those 
forms of spending which reduced the value of labour power, vía state 
provísion of education, health care and social security. As production 
beca me more complex, and techniques changed with increasing rapidity, 
so demand grew for skilled, healthy, mobile and flexible workers. The 
'welfare sta te' could thus be interpreted as a response to capital's growing 
needs. 65 

This simple functionalist account, however, was really nothing more than 
an extension of traditional Marxian views, and did liule to address criticisms 
of the orthodox treatment of the state as a mere prisoner of a monolithic 
ruling c1ass. Other Marxists were more radical, recognising that the sta te is 
an arena of class conflict, which raises the prospect both of concessions 
being won by the working c1ass against the interests of capital, and of a 
degree of 'relative autonomy' for the state itself in these struggles. Thus the 
internal structure, personnel and practices of the state become important in 
theír own right. There are, moreover, unavoidable conflicts of interest 
between capitalists which must be mediated by the state.66 And state 
expenditure is contradictory in a number of ways. It increases productivity 
through improvements in the quality of labour power. and reduces it by 
rendering important spheres of productive activity immune from competi
tion and encouraging waste (see section V of Chapter 8 aboye). It promotes 
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recovery from CrISIS and simultaneously damages the mechanisms or 
recovery by protecting inefficient capitalists and weakening the disciplinary 
power of mass unemployment. And there is constan! tension between the 
demands of accumulation - higher disposable profí!s, lower company 
taxation - and the requirements of legitimation. Workers beco me accus
tomed to accepted levels of welfare benefits and respond favourably only to 
continually inereasing provision; this 'ratehet effeet' is a major source of 
upward pressure on the level of sta te expenditure and an importan! factor in 
the 'fiscal crisis of the state',67 Lagging productivity growth in services, as 
against manufaeluring industry, is anolher significan! elemen! in the fiscal 
crisis.68 

Nevertheless, many of ¡he most important issues in the political economy 
of the state rema in open. Consider first the incidence of taxation, which will 
faH entirely upon capital only on the assumption tha t real, post-tax wages 
are already at an irreducible mínimum leve!. Ir Ihis is nol the case, capitalists 
may find it profitable to pass on part of Ihe lax burden to the working class 
through higher prices or lower wage payments. Bu! Marxian economics has 
no theory capable of explaining how large a proportion can be shifted 
between classes in these ways. The position is little better with respect to the 
impact of government expenditure. Sorne writers emphasis the operation of 
a 'crowding-out' effeet similar to that of orthodox macroeeonomics. Others 
view state spending as a sink for surplus capital, reducing the tendency 
towards underconsumption or a falling rate of prolit. Furthermore, to the 
extent that the sta te provides a 'social wage', this may leave unaffected the 
priva te wage paid by the employer, and raise the worker's overall standard 
of living; or il may permit a reduction in wages and amount merely to the 
socialisation of the costs of education, child care, health and social security. 
Finally, part of state expenditure may take the form of direct or indirect 
subsidies to prívate capital. The relative importance of these effects remains 
controversial, as does the closely related question of which state employees 
can be regarded as productive, and which as unproductive, labour. 

Disagreement on Ihese ralher basic issues makes it inevitable Ihat Marx
ian economists should also be divided over ¡he role and possible impact of 
the state at the end of the long boom. Most would argue, with Ron Smith, 
Ihat the precipitate decline in US economic hegemony made effective 
international regulation more dimcult. increasing the potential volatility of 
the system as a whole and undermining capitalist confidence in the 
profitability of accumulalion. Many would also accept his claim that the 
impact of the 1973 crisis was ameliorated by state intervention: 'Although 
co-ordination was inadequate, it was substantial, and the Íntegrity of the 
international financial system was preserved in 1974-5 when, without 
intervention, a panic of 1929 dimensions might well have occurred. ,69 The 
same was true of the stock market crash of 1987; in neither case did the 
dislocation of financial markets result in a huge realisation crisis. The exact 
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significance of these developments remains unclear. ·What would be the 
long-run implications of government's undertaking to guarantee the finan
cial system against the kind of collapse and generalised detlation that was 
the prelude to the Great Depressíon of the 1930sT This question, asked by 
Paul Sweezy and Harry Magdoff, awaits an answer. 70 

Significant1y, full employment was nol restored, except to a límited extent 
in North America as a by-product of the great Reagan arms boom. In most 
of Western Europe restrictive fiscal and monetary poJicies were used to 
reduce ínflatíon, weaken the working class, íncrease unemployment and 
reverse the proilt squeeze. Cuts in welfare spending were central to the 
process, and were increasingly accompanied by the sale of state enterprises, 
deregulation of private industry and a major retreal from (he principIe of 
progressive taxation. Few Mandan writers, if any, had anlicipated this 
revival of economic liberalism in the 1980s. As late as 1978, for example, 

Olin Wright had predicted a contínuing expansion of state intervention, 
transforming 'state monopoly capitalism' into a fully-fledged 'state capital
ism' and intensifying the legitimation crisis of the system. 71 Even Michel 
Aglietta, who conceded the possibility that the state might withdraw from 
the provision of sorne public goods and services, nevertheless concluded that 
'the coming massive soclalisation of the conditions of life will destroy free 
enterpríse as the píllar of liberal ideology' and create a totalitarÍan sta te 
capitalism.72 Margaret Thatcher carne as a considerable (and very unplea
sant) shock. 

VII Lessons of the Second Slump 

Marxian economists had been deeply divided in their interpretatíon of ¡he 
Great DepresslOn of the 19305. The majority favoured an underconsump
tionist explanation, but there was also energetic support disproportio
nality theories and for ¡he volume 111 analysis of the falling rate of profit. 
Differences were also evident in their prognoses, so me writers asserting the 
fundamentally unchanging nature of the capitalist mode of production while 
olhers saw evidence that a qua1itatively different state capitalíst system was 
in the making (se e Chapter I aboye). If anything, the divisions were even 
deeper in the 1980s than they had been in the 1930s. Most Marxian accounts 
of the end of the long boom hinged on sorne variant of the overaccumulation 
thesis, but underconsumptionists and advocates of the faUing rate of profit 
theory remained vocal, and the overaccumulationists disagreed among 
themselves on many important points of detail. Only rarely was a 
theoreticai synthesis proposed.73 In short, controversy is as vigorous as it 
ever was. 

Two contrasts do, however, stand out. The first is the substantial 
weakening of the base-superstructure dichotomy as applied lO crisis 
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theory. Most contemporary explanations of the Great Depression were 
essentiaUy economistic, relying on narrowly conceived models of capital 
accumulation which made no reference lO ideology, class conflict oc the 
organisation of work. This has changed, and the dogma tic eCOnOm!C 
scientism of Marxism in the age of ¡he Second International has few 
remaining defenders. The result is a política! economy which is much 
richer, if also necessarily less confident and precise, and which corresponds 
lo Ihe central fealures of 'Western Marxism,.74 

The second contras! is a150, and even more directly, methodological in 
nature. Few if any of the theoreticians of the 1930s questioned lhe validity of 
functionalist arguments, according to which the economy is driven by the 
(conilicting) 'needs' or (contradictory) 'Iogic' of capital, the motivations of 
individual decisions being largely irrelevant. This is no longer the case, as 
can be seen. for example, in the debates over the organisation of production. 
Under the combíned influence of neoclassícal economic thought and anlÍ
functionalist philosophers of science, Marxian polítical economisls are 
begínning to demand that the 'Iaws of motíon of capitalíst society" be 
grounded in ralional choices by individual capitalísts and workers. The 
issues which Ihis mises form the subject of the next chapter. 
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17 
Rational Choice M arxism 

1 The Nature oC Rational Choice Marxism 

Rational choice Marxism originated as a distinct school of thought in the 
1970s and grew rapidly during the 1980s. Many Marxists who took no part 
in its initiation have become 'converts', while those who continue to criticise 
it nevertheless tend to treat it respectfully. The overall approach exhibits 
three main characteristics. First, rational choice Marxists have shown a 
concern for rigour and clarity to a degree unusual in Marxian theory. This is 
why the schoo! is sometimes referred to as 'analytical Marxism'. Great 
attention has been paid to the exact meaning of concepts, the process of 
deduction by which conclusions are derived, and how rar these conclusions 
can sustain traditional Marxian propositions. Thus the claim of historical 
ma terialism tha t the rela tions of production impede the forces of production 
has been critically evaluated by asking what it could mean, what meanings 
are the most sensible, and how far they are actually true. There can be no 
doubt that in the process much light has been shed on the strengths and 
weaknesses of the materialist conception of history.l 

Second, in analysing Marx 's work, the concepts and ideas of non-Marxian 
theory have figured prominently, and especialJy those of analytical philo
sophy, mathematical model-building, modero psychology and neoclassical 
economics. RationaI choice Marxism is therefore clearly revisionist, al
though the widespread ¡nfusion of 'bourgeois' ideas into Marxism since 
the 1920s hardly makes this a novel characteristic in itself. However, in the 
case of analytical Marxists, the revisionism is most evident in methodology, 
rather than in substantive analysis, and this reverses the typical view of what 
is weakest in Marxism. Although critical - sometimes highly critical - of 
Marx's central c1aims, rational choice Marxists have frequently demonstra
ted that much of his analysis is correct, and that this can be demonstrated by 
using non-Marxian theory. 

Third, there is a pronounced tendency to deduce Marxían propositions 
about socio-economic systems from the ratíonal behaviour of decision
makers. It is this feature which makes analyticai Marxists also rational 
choice Marxists. And it allows them to be seen as a reaction to Althusser's 
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structuralism, which dominated the Marxian intelligentsia in the 1960s (see 
Chapter 11 aboye), and to Sraffian political economy, which at the same 
time sought to convert Marxism into a surplus economics founded on 
structuralist principIes (see Chapters 13 and 15 aboye). Nevertheless, 
rational choice Marxists have made no systematic attempt to engage either 
form of thought directly, nor ha ve they given any indication that they think 
it worthwhile to do so. In fact rational choice Marxists rarely discuss the 
work of Marxists other than Marx, and they give the impression that they do 
not hold most work in Marxism after Marx in very high esteem. 

The principal rational choice Marxists of concern to Marxian economics 
are Gerry Cohen, Robert Brenner, Jon Elster and John Roemer. Their 
works díffer not only in the topics consídered, but al so ín the commitment to 
índividualist forms of explanation, the qualifications attached to the 
importance of rational choices, and the employment of neoclassical econo
mic reasoning. Cohen's reformulation of a technological version of historical 
materialism, which has already been considered in Chapter 11, argues only 
that rationality is a dominant force in human behaviour, and that in 
conditions of scarcity it will operate in such a way as to develop the forces 
of production. Deviations from rational behavíour need not be excluded, 
and Cohen accepts that explanations do not have to be cast in behavioural 
terms, rational or otherwise; functional explanatíon can be perfectly legiti
mate. Rational choice figures more prominently in the different version of 
historical materialism advanced by Brenner, which was also considered in 
Chapter 11 aboye. But there is little formal analysis of the structure of choice 
facing economic agents in his work, and Brenner often talks of classes as 
acting rationally, rather than indíviduals. Only Roemer and EIster are 
strongly committed to a methodology of 'microfoundations', focusíng upon 
the rational choices of individuals as the basis for understanding all social 
and economic phenomena, 

Rational choice Marxism, therefore, comes in varying degrees of purity 
and, since Cohen's and Brenner's ideas ha ve been considered in Chapter 11, 
our concern in this chapter is with the more extreme versions of rational 
choice Marxism: Roemer's economics and Elster's defence of its methodo
logy. Section II provides an outline of Roemer's treatment of Marxían 
economics, which is criticised in section nI. Sections IV and V treat the logic 
of microfoundations, and examine how far it is consistently expounded by 
both Elster and Roemer. In the final section we conclude by discussing their 
main contributions to Marxian political economy, 

n Roemer's Treatment of Marxian Economics 

Roemer has comprehensively examÍned Marx's economics,2 but his most 
original criticism is that Manian theory has traditionally associated social 
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and economic phenomena by assumption, when they are in fae! eoneeptually 
dístinct and possibly separate in actual history. In his víew. a rígorous 
approaeh requires theorists to deduce syndromes of eharaeteristics; they 
should be formulated as theorems, not made into axioms. More specifically. 
Roemer maintains that the distríbution of the produetíve forces, specific 
relations of productíon, class posítíons and forms of exploitation can in 
principie be ísolated from ea eh other. so that, if they are actually found to be 
combined, this needs to be explained in terms of the rational choices of the 
individuals involved. He provides a series of abstraet models to support and 
illustrate this claim. Roemer shows that jt is possible to have exploitation, 
defined in terms of Marx's ¡abour values, without the production of a 
surplus and without the existence of classes, which in commodíty-producing 
systems are defined by market posítions: employer and employee, lender and 
borrower. On the other hand, he argues, there can be class division without 
exploitation; exploiters are not ipso jacto wealthier than the exploited; and 
exploítation can be accomplished through eommodity and credit markets in 
the absence of markets for labour power. 

Logically distinet phenomena, however, are in practiee frequently found 
together. Roemer is well aware of the obvious historical facts, and one 
purpose of his abstraet, ahistorieal models is to shed light upon the condítions 
which must hold for there to be a 'c1ass-exploitation correspondence', a 
'class-wealth correspondenee' and an 'exploitation-wealth eorrespondence'. 
Proving that sueh associations result from speeified condítions wíll then shed 
Iight upon the determinants of actual hístorical situations where class, 
exploitation and wealth are joined together, and also indica te what would 
have had to oceur for actual history to have been different in specific ways. 

We may illustrate Roemer's argument by explaining how exploitation can 
occur in simple commodíty production. 3 Imagine a society of independent 
artisans and farmers, each operating processes of production drawn from a 
known technology with unskilled labour. The techniques differ in what they 
produce and the inputs which are required, but in the absence of joint 
produetion the ¡abour values of different commodities can be calcuJated 
without difficulty. Produeers also díffer in the stocks of commodities whieh 
they own, and with which they operate production processes. In eaeh period 
every producer seeks exactly to replace the commoditíes used up in 
production during that periodo and all net revenue from sales is used for 
eonsumption. PaHems of consumption will be determined by the optimising 
behaviour of the producers, on the basis of their preferences, relative prices 
and ínitial endowments of assets. In Walrasian equilibríum (wbere prices are 
detennined by conditions of market clearance) there i5 no assurance that the 
labour value of aoy producer's consumption will equal the labour value of 
his or her outputs.4 Sorne producers can therefore be exploited, and sorne 
Can be exploiters, as measured by the difference between the Jabour values of 
the commodities which they produce and of those whích they consume. 



338 Current Controversies 

There ¡s, however, no wage labour because there is no market for ¡abour 
power, and there are no classes because all producers are petit-bourgeois. 
Clearly, then, commodity-producing systems in which the producers are free 
in the c1assical liberal sense but which involve exploitation are not neces
sarily synonymous with capitalist economic systems. 

Nor does capitalist exploitation necessarily involve wage labour, as 
another of Roemer's examples illustrates. 5 Imagine now an economy with 
two types of differently-endowed agents, the wealthy and the poor. Tbe poor 
cannot produce a1l their own consumption requirements with their meagre 
resources, given the available technology. To survive, they are forced to seU 
their labour power to the wealthy, who use it in production together with 
their more abundant stocks of other means of production. There is in 
consequence a capitalist class of employers and a working class. In a general 
equilibrium, with all agents optimising and all markets c1eared, the former 
will normally be exploiting the latter. This is unexceptional, but another 
solution which does not involve wage labour is possible. The poor, instead of 
hiring themselves out on a labour market, might rent the means of 
production owned by the wealthy. They would then produce on their own 
account, either separately or in association; exploitation, arising from their 
hiring the means of production from the wealthy, would now take place 
through the credit market. Other than this institutional change, however, the 
situation will be identical to that in the lirst case. There is a capitalist class 
which lends capital, and a working class which rents the means of produc
tion. Indeed, Roemer proves that there is an exact correspondence between 
the two cases: exploitation can occur to the same degree, irrespective of 
whether the poor hire capital or capitalists hire the poor. It follows that 
wage labour and capitalist exploitation are not coterminous. 6 

From such examples Roemer does not deduce that capítalist exploítation 
is unímportant. nor that wage labour ís accidental. Rather, he concludes that 
it is the unequal distribution of assets which is primaríly responsible for 
exploitation, and that the predominance of ¡abour markets over credit 
markets arises from certain advantages which capitalists derive from this 
medium of exploitation, such as the ability to intensify the labour process, 
and which are not apparent in the case just considered. But Roemer does 
claim that the significance of the labour process in Manian economícs has 
been greatly exaggerated. In particular, many Marxists have erroneously 
believed that domination within production is responsible for both exploita
tion and class antagonisms. 7 For Roemer, inequality in the ownership of 
means of production is the primary factor in each case. It so constrains 
agents' rational choíces that these choices almost ¡nvaría bly genera te 
capitalist class relations involving exploitatíon and conflict, even if domina
tion in the labour process is absent. 8 

An obvious Iimitation of Roemer's argument is its dependence upon a 
notíon of explOltation cast in terms of labour values. As we saw In Part IV 
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aboye, embodied labour coefficients may not be defined, or may be of 
perverse sign, and they are not in general logically prior to prices. Roemer 
provides his own account of the problems associated with labour values,9 
and his analysis of c1ass, exploitation and markets does not reOect either a 
commitment to preserving the labour theory of value or ignorance of its 
deficiencies. He uses a labour measure of exploitation beca use of its 
simplicity, and because he wants to debate with other Marxists on the 
fundamental causes of exploitation. He also shows sorne interest in pointing 
out to neoclassical economists that the existence of mutual gains from trade 
does not imply the absence of exploitation; instead, in market economies, it 
is through trade that exploitation occurs. Neoclassical tools such as 
Walrasian price theory are therefore turned against the apologetic argu
ments of neoclassical economists. IO 

However, the analytical deficiencies associated with the concept of labour 
value, together with other considerations, do prompt Roemer to formulate a 
theory of exploitation in different terms. The new theory - often referred to 
as the property-rights approach to exploitation - is cast explicitly in game
theoretic concepts, and can be summarised as foHows. II Imagine a socíety -
it can be of any type - comprising N people, with a well-defined distribution 
of ownership rights over property. Roemer would define a subset of agents S 
as exploited when there is a hypothetically feasible alternative distribution of 
property rights which is egalitarian with regard to sorne fonu of property, 
and not less egalitarian with regard to all other forms of property, and which 
would make S betier off ir it withdrew from existing society under the new 
distribution. Ir the rest of society (N - S) would be made worse off by such 
a withdrawal they would be c1assed as exploiters, for their welfare depends in 
part on enforcing a less egalitarian distribution of property which imposes 
losses upon S relative to the more egalitarian distribution. Since there may 
be a large number of hypothetically feasible alternatives, and numerous 
partitions of N into S and (N - S), there can be many different types of 
exploitation, and many groups of exploiters and exploited. Roemer con
centrates on feudal exploitation (based on property rights in the labour 
power of others), capitalist exploitation (arising froro an unequal distribu
lion of alienable productive assets other than ¡abour power), and socialist 
exploitation (due to different endowments of inalienable skiHs in a context of 
socialised property). His theory, however, can be applied to the exploitation 
of women and ethnic minorities,12 and he shows that the examples given 
earlier, which used a labour value definitíon of exploitation in specific 
circumstances, are special cases of the property-rights conception of 
exploitation. 

This framework has proved lo be extremely inf1uential in the work of 
other Marxists. Erik Olin Wright, for example, has used it to illuminate the 
complexities of c1ass positions in modern capitalisl sooeties. indicating imer 
alía how the middle c1asses can be located precisely, and the tensions 
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¡nherent in their intermediate positions.1 3 However, Roemer's own interests 
seem to lie predominantly with normative issues, and in this regard he is 
crítica! of his own general theory. He questions the usefulness of both a 
¡abour value conception of exploitation and his own property-rights definí
tion in comíng to terms with the ethics of distribution. Roemer was 
motivated to reformulate exploitatíon theory beca use of the manifold 
deficíencíes in the traditional Marxian account, but he believes that even 
rus property-rights measures of exploitation provide imperfect indices of 
injustice. There are, he argues, cases where capitalist exploitation may be 
just, or, at least, not unjust. Socíalist exploitation, on the otber hand, raises 
the complex question of how far it is legítímate for people to benefit from 
their own superior ínnate abilíties. 14 

III Sorne Limitations oI Roerner's Marxism 

Roemer emphasises that the chief so urce of capitalist exploitation ís unequal 
ownership of the mean5 of production, when these means of production are 
in scarce supply. He ís especíally concerned to refute the view that 
exploitation arises only from within the ¡abour process, and he criticises 
those Marxísts who consider the ¡abour process to be of primary impor
tance. These different views are not directly related to Marx's own position. 
Roemer attacks other Marxísts, not Marx. However, sorne of Marx's own 
statements suggest that he, too, míght be found deficient by Roemer's 
standards, Marx ís certainly contemptuous of exchange theories of profit, 
and implies that markets per se are ¡rrelevant for the understanding of 
exploitation; there is no exploitation in his model of simple commodity 
production (see Chapters 10 and 11 aboye). And the importance given in 
Capital lO the distinction between labour and labour power indicates that for 
Marx the labour process is indeed of special relevance to capítalist 
exploitation. 

These arguments can be taken as meaning that Marx would not have 
accepted Roemer's theory of exploitation, which is thus nol only highly 
original, but also a powerful critique of Marx. Nevertheless, such an 
interpretation would be incorrecto Marx's criticism of exchange theories of 
profit was rnade in the context of his evaluation of Mercantilist ideas, and it 
represents a criticism of pure exchange theories of profit. He argued that the 
gains from trade in value teems must be lero; one parly's advantage is 
exactly matched by the other party's los5. In order for there to be a nel gaín 
there must be production of value in excess of the value of ínputs used,15 
Marx's argument is correct, and Roemer's many examples of exploítatíon do 
not generate contrary results beca use they al! involve production in an 
essentíal way. Tbus Marx and Roemer agree; without production there 
would be no exploitation. 
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However, according to Marx the existence of production is DOt sufficient 
roc exploitatioD to occur. In his mode! of simple commodity production 
prices are proportional to labour values, and each producer receives, 
through exchange, value exactly equivalent to that produced. This is so 
irrespective of the endowments of producers; whether they are equal or 
unequal makes no difference. Only with capitalist relations of production 
does exploitation arise. 16 This is a point that Roemer does dispute. He 
c1aims that exploitation can occur under simple commodity production; lt 
does not require capitalist relatÍons. 

Neither Marx nor Roemer has made a logical error. Their results differ 
beca use each appeals to a different theory of price. Marx believes that the 
Ricardian labour theory of value applies to simple commodity production; 
Roemer's mode! is based on a Walrasian theory of supply and demando With 
values proportional to prices, no producer can be in receipt of more or less 
value than tha! which he or she produces. When prices are not proportional 
to (abour values, they can. HístoricalIy, Marx and Roemer are both on weak 
ground. The highly imperfect markets associated with actual systems of 
commodity production in which producers own their means of production 
imply that neither Ricardo's nor Walras's theory of price would have much 
relevance (see section V of Chapter 14 aboye). Consequently the results of 
both Marx and Roemer lack empirical foundation. 

Capitalist class relations which, according to Marx, are responsibJe for 
exploitation are for him the result of a process of primitive accumulation. 
Involved in this process, as Marx understands it, is the dispossession of the 
producers. Therefore capitalist class relations develop parí passu with 
increasing inequalíty in property endowments. Marx also makes it c1ear 
that he believes the distributional change to be the cause of the relational 
change. i7 His position is thus very similar to, if not actually identical with, 
that of Roemer. On the arguments of both theorists, therefore, it is 
inequality in the ownership of the productive forces which is responsible 
for capitalist exploitation. 

This is reinforced by a consideration of Marx's remarks on merchant 
capital, manufacture and modern indus!ry. While he defines the capitalist 
mode of production in terms of wage labour, Marx recognises thal merchant 
capitalists can exploit producers through a credit market, as in the domestic 
system. 18 He is therefore aware of an important historical case where 
capitalist exploitation is not associated with wage labom, and thus he does 
not c1aim that a ¡abour market is essentÍal for it to occur. Again, Marx is at 
one with Roemer. It is true that Marx does not consider credit markets to be 
isomorphic with ¡abour markets, but his reasons for differentiating them are 
much the same as those to which Roemer appeals in explaining why a labour 
market is dominant in capitalismo For Marx, the labour market is fírs! 
associated with 'manufacture', in which there is no change in the technical 
basis of production but simply a greatly expanded division of labour. 
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Capitalist exploitation nevertheless exists, and occurs in what is now a 
capitalist mode of production. The production of 'relative surplus value' ¡s, 
however, constrained by technology which, resting as it does on handicraft 
skills, means that 'capital is constantly compelled to wrestle with the 
insubordination of the workmen' .19 What capitalists ídeally require is that 
the inherited form of the labour process be transformed and, according to 
Marx's argument, this becomes possible with the advent of 'modern 
industry'. This is characterised not only by factory production but also by 
power machinery, which facílitates a de-skilling of workers and allows 
enhanced dominatíon by capitalists, who increase exploitation by intensify
ing labour. This is what the 'Iabour process' theorists concentrate upon (see 
Chapter 16 aboye), and set in the context of Marx's economics as a whole 
their work does not contradict any of the claims which Roemer makes as to 
the primary importance of unequal property endowments. 20 According to 
Marx's political economy, exploitation is only increased in the capitalist 
labour process; it does not origina te with it. And Roemer himself accepts 
that domination within the labour process does increase exploitation. 21 

When it is viewed in terms of Marx's own economics, the originality of 
Roemer's treatment of exploitation is thus less pronounced. Insofar as he is 
correct to claim priority for property relations over the labour process, and 
to scold othersfor any contrary emphasís, he ís doíng no more than 
recommend that Marxian political economy 'return to Marx'. This is 
disguised only by the way in which he constructs his theory, which differs 
from Marx's own procedure. And here there is a real strength in Marx which 
is not duplicated in Roemer. The focus in Roemer's model-building is almost 
wholly upon logical relationships. He employs the standard comparative 
sta tic methodology of neoclassical economics, but applies it to the analysis 
of alterations in institutional forms and changes in variables that neoclassi
cal economists typically ignore. The method requires that the exogenous 
elements be independent of each other, so that singular ceterís paribus 
alterations can be made, and their causal erfect upon endogenous variables 
can be isolated. Marx, by contrast, employs a 'Iogical-hístorical' analysis in 
which modeIs conform much more closely to the 'special cases' which he 
believes are actually evident in history, and it omits altogether any 
consideration of purely hypothetical worlds. Causal relations are assessed 
by comparing modeIs of different historical configurations; but these are 
different in several respects, not just .one, so that singular ceferís paribus 
variations cannot be made, or their causal effects assessed. 

Roemer's procedure is clearly the more 'general', in that it can be applied 
to imaginary as well as real economies and can change parameters 
indivídually when they are joined together in historical situations. But 
precisely because of this it ignores the actual interdependences between 
those elements which it treats as exogenous. Marx's method, on the other 
hand, ís expressly in tended to capture such interdependencies, and to assess 
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the significance of real changes in history.22 His use of this method is not 
beyond reproach (as we have seen in section V of Chapter 14 above), but the 
method itself is much more suitable for Marxian polítical economy than is 
Roemer's neoclassicism. 

Marx c1aims (rightly) that the characteristics of individuals (such as their 
preferences), the degree of technological sophistication, and property rights 
are al! highly interdependent. Roemer's neoclassical methodology (as 
opposed to what Roemer actually believes), however, treats them as 
independent. Each can then be varied in isolation, and the changes in the 
endogenous variables (like the degree of exploitation) can be said to have 
been caused by the variatíon in an exogenous component. Thus Roemer's 
isomorphism theorem on credit and labour markets assumes that a change 
in the institutional structure ¡eaves the index of exploitation unchanged, and 
requires that production processes are unaffected by whatever market is in 
operation. We have seen, though, that Marx c1aims (rightly) that the 
introduction of a labour market wiU ultimately revolutionise production 
processes. Similarly, Roemer's belief that it is the distribution of property 
which accounts for capitalist exploitation, and not the capitalist labour 
process, rests upon an analysis in which the ¡abour process remains 
unchanged whether it is operated in a capitalist or a non-capitalist mode 
of production. On this question his distance from Marx could hardly be 
greater, and his models do not even address the issues which are raised by 
the 'Iabour process' theorists. 

Roemer's ahistorical methodology is no accident. It reflects the fact that 
his chief concern is not historical at aH. His theoretical endeavours are 
dominated by ethicsY He is, subject to certain reservations, a radical 
egalitarian, and he believes this to be a position which it is natural for 
Marxists to take. This is by no means obvious. Marx dearly expressed moral 
sentiments, and sorne of these were protests against inequalities. Much less 
dear, though, is the status which his mature theory of historical materialism 
assigned to such beliefs. And arguments for any particular interpretatíon of 
Marx's texts must recognise that the límitations of Marxism may mean that 
a revised ethical doctrine is required by modero socialists. If this is to 
incorporate moral principIes which socialists have historically thought to be 
important, it will not be an unqualified egalitarianism. Rationalism and 
libertarianism have been themes of at least equal importance in socialist 
thinking, and the realisation of these ideals may constrain the achievement 
of equality.24 

The deficiencíes of method and of purpose in Roemer's economics join 
together in his general theory of exploitation, which is based upon feasible 
redistributions of property rights. It is not dear exactly what variables are to 
be included in defining what is feasible. 25 Roemer disregards the incentive 
effects of particular distributions, although he is not unaware of their 
importance for efficiency.26 He also recognises that economies of scale can 
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divide distributions which he believes to be unjust from those that can be 
cJassed as exploitative. 27 In addition he abstracts from transition costs, thus 
raising the question of the time period over which the consequences of an 
alternative distribution are to be assessed. 28 These consequences themselves 
bristle with problems. Do all members of a coalition have to benefit from the 
alternative which defines them as exploited? Are the los ses of the exploiters 
to be judged as totally irrelevant? Roemer's willingness to take agents' own 
preferences as the criterio n of judgement requires the satisfaction of the 
Pareto criterion for members of the exploited coalition. This is a partial 
ordering of insufficient scope to judge any actual redistributions, and also 
most hypothetical ones which are Iikely to be feasible. 29 And Roemer's 
unwillingness to disregard the property rights of the exploiters, if they are 
based on a morally clean past, contradicts the whole thrust of the exploíta
tion theory. Roemer points to it himself as a reason why exploitation i5 an 
imperfect index of ínjustice, and this in turn raises the questíon of why he 
continues to believe Marxism to be an appropriate medium for moral 
theory.30 

IV Microfouodations and Marxism 

Roemer's ethical sentiments are not the only aspect of his individualism 
which may be in tension with Marxism. Equally apparent in his work, and 
tha! of Jon Elster, is methodological individualismo This doctrine requires 
that al! social phenomena are to be explained in terms of individual actions; 
that the aggregate characteristics of wholes should be reduced to the choices 
of agents; and that there should be microfoundations for macro phenome
na. JI Most Marxists have been hostile to the doctrine, as is evident for 
example in the debate between Hilferding and Bohm-Bawerk in the early 
twentíeth century, and the strictures of the Altbusserian structuralists over 
50 years [ater. 32 It ¡s, however, deeply rooted in neoclassical economics; from 
the Marginal Revolution onwards, its high theorists ha ve always prided 
themselves on constructing models of various types of decision-maker, and 
in showing how the performance of economic systems may be derived from 
choices, or the exogenous determinants of those choices (preferences, 
technologíes and endowments).33 Since the early 1960s sorne Keynesian 
economists, too, ha ve increasingly subscribed to the same methodology, in 
part beca use they were successfully criticised by neoclassical theorists for 
lacking models of indiVidual behaviour from which their macroeconomic 
results could be derived. 34 If Marxism were to succumb to the same attack, it 
would find itself in ver y respectable company. And the deveIopment of all 
social science from the same índividualist methodology is exactly what 
Roemer and Elster desire. Differences between schools of thought would be 
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then reduced to those of substantive analysis, and the 'tools of the trade' 
would be common property, allowing a real dialogue to take place. 

It is not obvious that Marxism would be thoroughly dispossessed by such 
an occurrence, despite Lukács's c1aim that the originality and uniqueness of 
Marxism lies in its method H Marx and Engels themselves made statements 
which appear to be in accord with methodological individualism.36 How
ever, Jon Elster maintains that Marx was not consistent, and that a erude 
funetionalísm and a teleology deriving from a speculative philosophy of 
history sometimes replaeed scientifie explanation in his writing. 37 Marxists 
since Marx have, if anything, been even less eornmitted to the imperatives of 
methodologieal individualism, and sorne of their arguments are also shown 
to be flawed from the perspeetive of Elster's social seience. Nevertheless, 
exposing the deficiencies in the specific arguments of others is not equivalent 
to establishing a general methodological position in favour of reductionism. 
And the other arguments adduced by rational choice Marxists to support a 
microfoundational approach are not decisive. 38 

'Reduction' wilJ always be an unending procedure because any element of 
the material world is capable of futher decomposition: 

Everything that is not by its nature indivisible can be shown to have a 
structure, to be a complex whole capable of analysis into its constituent 
elements, these elements themselves being related to each other according 
to rules also to be discovered. It may be the dream of certain sciences to 
discover ultimately simple entities incapable of further division, but the 
search for them, as in theoretical physics, is strikingly unsuccessful, since 
each simple entity that physicists disco ver turns out on c10ser acquaín
tance to be an unsuspected complex one. The indivisible atom of old has 
failed to be replaced by anything smaller as the presumed 'building-block' 
of malter. 39 

Furthermore, it is not true that explanations are necessarily improved by 
'reduction'. An explanatíon may actually be weakened by reducing its 
components to their more elementary parts. 

Societies are collections of individuals, just as indíviduals are collections 
of cells; and social phenomena are effects of individuals' actions in mueh 
the way that individuals' actions are effects of the behaviours of the cells 
that compose individuals. It is c1ear, however, at least for individuals' 
actions, that ontological reducibility (decomposability without remainder) 
does not entail explanatory reducibility. The best explanatíon for 
individuals' actions need not make essen!Íal reference to behaviour al 

the cellular leve!. 
World War II was, in the sense in question, just an aggregation of 

subatomic particles in motion. But knowing a1l there is to know about 
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these subatomic particles would not help us, in alllikelihood, in knowing, 
say, the causes of World War II. It is fair to speculate that physical 
descriptions of wars are not even in principIe the best explanations of 
these phenomena, even ir wars could be entirely described in physical 
terms.40 

Roemer always halts reduction at the level of the individual, conceived as 
a whole, and provides no reason for refusing any further reduction. EIster 
suggests that this truncation is appropriate because it is in the nature of a 
human being lo be a complex decision-maker, choosing oplimally in a way 
in which other anímals cannot,41 This defence, however, is beside the point. 
Quite asid e from the issue of whether or not animals optimise, a consistent 
reductionist methodology implies tha! all social theory, including proposi
tions conforming to the requirements of methodological individualism, must 
be considered of 'second best' status, to be improved only by absorption into 
the biological sciences. But these sciences are not always appropriate for the 
types of explanation that are required, as the example aboye indicates, and, 
even if they were, the possíbilities of further reduction would be infinite 
because 'simple entities' have not yet been found to exist. It follows that 
reductionísm is not an universal methodological rule, and melhodological 
individualism cannot be justífied by ít. 

Nor do Roemer and Elster themselves consistently use individualistic 
explanations. Elster recogníses that non-índividualistic causal explanations 
are acceptable as preliminary assessments of the kinds of issue involved in 
the questions under investigation. In additíon he notes that societies have 
processes akin to Darwinian natural selection whích structure individual 
decisions.42 Roemer uses Walrasian economic theory for Marxian purposes, 
but fails to point out that in its axiomatic formulation it does not require 
that economic agents be índividuals, only that there are well·defined 
decision-makers, which may be collectivities.43 Moreover, following the 
usual Walrasian procedure, Roemer concentra tes attention upon equilibri
um configurations, ignoring the process of decision and re-decision of which 
equilibria are terminal states. In addition, the problem of non-uniqueness is 
ignored altogether. It is frequently the case that a particular equilbrium is 
consistent with different complexes of individuals' actíons, and that any one 
complex of individuals' actions is consistent with attaining many different 
equilibria.44 

Both Roemer and Elster could c1aim, of course, that all of these examples 
stem from the underdevelopment of social science, and that they do not 
question the claim that the best explanations are genuinely individualistic 
ones. Such a position, however, is not compelling on other grounds. Insofar 
as there are pre-requisites for economic reproduction, and more specific 
requirements for an economy of a particular type to reproduce itself, these 
conditions can be appealed to dírectly. They tell us something about what 
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must be happening for economic phenomena to be as they are, and we do 
not need to investigate the behaviour or motivation of individuals to know 
this.45 Similarly, the comparative historicaJ method, based upon compar
isons of societies in which sorne phenomenon occurs with societies otherwise 
very similar in which it is absent, provides information on causes independ
ently of whether it is supplemented by the investigation of individual 
actions.46 Both these explanatory forrns have an economy which would be 
lost if they were replaced by microfoundational accounts: that is, they would 
be more ¡nvolved and less elegant if reformulated in accordance with 
methodological individualismo And this quality cannot be devalued by 
rational choice Marxists themselves, since in their models individuals are 
pre-eminently rational actors, and economising is a necessary attribute of all 
rational behaviour. Ir they are correet in this view, then it must be true for 
social scientists no less than for other decision-makers. 

Jon Elster in particular has considered the exact meaning and properties 
of individua! rationality, and much of his work, rather paradoxically, shows 
the Iimitations of a rationa! choice paradigm.47 Two aspects of his treatment 
are particularly noteworthy. First, individuals are cOJlsidered to be 'social' 
beings; their preferences, feasible sets and beliefs are all socially condi
tioned 48 Second, for choices to be ful1y ratianal they must conforrn to very 
stringent requirements which are unlikely to be completely met by any agent, 
and in sorne cases there will be very significant departures from rationality. 
Elster's views are thus considerably more sophisticated than those of most 
neoclassical economists, and much closer to those of the theorists of 
'bounded rationalily', like Herbert Simon.49 Roemer also accepts the social 
nature of individuals and agrees that standard neoclassical rnodels of choice 
are severely Iirnited. but his treatment is much less extensive than that of 
Elster. 

The choices of any agent can be represented in terms of two elements; 
preferences over cause-effect combinations, and the feasíble set defining 
¡hose combinations from which choices are to be made. Elster recognises 
tha! the two elements may not be independent of each other, and that the 
contents of each element will vary between individual s in different social 
positions. And to be classed as rational, according to Elster, il is not 
enough that an agent make choices based on preferences and that these 
preferences be consistent. Much more lhan this is involved: there are 
dirnensions of rationality corresponding lo each elemenl in the structure 
of choice. 

Preferences are likely lo be adaptive; they will vary over time as circum
stances change and as experience accumu!ates. It is Iherefore rational for an 
individual to recognise this and to give sorne thought to what he or she 
desires to become; thus rational people will consciously determine theÍr own 
preferences. Even ir preferences were not affected by circumstances and 
experience, individuals who 'strongly desire what they cannot get ... will be 
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unhappy', so that such desires are 'irrational'. Rational desires will be ahose 
'optimally adjusted to the feasible sel', so that it will again be rational foc 
agents consciously to change their preferences.so But Elster also recognises 
that there wiU be irratíonal forces at work, like unconscious mechanisms of 
dissonance reduction, producing a change in preferences. 'Weakness of wil!' 
is in any event an ever-present threat to caHonal choices. 

Perceptíons of what constitutes the feasíble sel may also deviate [rom 
rational perceptions, as Elster recognises in his discussion of Manes theory 
of ideology. The 'valuable core' of this dimension of Marxism is the notioo 
that 'ao ideology involves an understanding of the whole from the poínt of 
view of the parC.SI Elster himself discusses the mechanisms that lead 
members of a class to coofuse their specific interest with those of society 
in general, and inappropriately to generalise locally valid re!ations to a wider 
context. lo addition, both preferences and perceptions of feasible sets 
depend 00 infonnation and, to be rational, agents must form appropriate 
beliefs in each case. It is impossible to provide optímality criteria for 
gathering infonnation beca use an individual cannot know the value of 
infonnation that he or she does not haveY 

Not surprisingly, Elster recognises that individuals may act according to 
rules of thumb instead of conforming to restrictive neoclassical precepts. 
Because of this, or beca use of social conditioning, neoclassical propositions 
about prisoners' dilemmas are empirically incorrect. Individuals do not take 
a free ride as frequently as they could be expected to do, and they engage in 
costly activities like voting in large constituencies when the effect of their 
individual vote will be negligible. 53 

Thus the doctrine of methodological individualism is unconvincing, 
especially when supplemented by the requirement that explanations always 
involve rational choices. The very notíon of an individual is ítself 'holistic'; 
there are valid types of explanation which do not need to appeal to choices; 
and there are many reasons for believing that individuals wiU not always act 
rationally, especially in the narrow neoclassical sense. This means that 
rational choice Marxism is actually further from neoc1assical economics, 
and closer to structuralism, than rational choice Marxists often claim. 

V Conclusioll 

The recognition by Elster and Roemer that individuals are social beings, and 
that it may be difficult - perhaps impossible - [or them to be fully rationa!, 
prompts a number of conc1usions upon the real importance of extreme 
versions of rational choice Marxism. 

First, although Roemer and Elster use models where agents behave as 
neoclassical theorists assume, theír comments often suggest that they 
consider such models to be crudely simplistic and in need of extensive 
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refínement However, they are not always consistent on this, nor do their 
c1aims for the importance of a Marxism based on rational choice renect the 
Iimitations of neoclassical methods, and the qualifícations on rationality, 
which they themselves accept. 54 Such considerations underpin the Sraffians' 
refusal to found polítical economy upon the choices of individuals. In their 
view individual choices, as represented by neoclassical theory, are unstable 
beca use they involve guesses about an unknowable future, and problematic 
because they rest upon assumptions about subjectivities whose adequacy 
cannot be evaluated. On this basis, Sraffians take the position that 
neoclassical treatments of individual choice represent an insuffíciently 
secure foundation for any theory which attempts to formulate laws about 
how economic systems opera te; exact social science, including Marxism, 
must be structuralist. 55 Nei ther Roemer nor Elster provídes a convincing 
rebuttal of this perspective, and much of Roemer's criticism of Marx's 
economics, such as his support for the Okishio theorem (see Chapter 7 
aboye), is remarkably similar to that of Sraffians 56 This indicates that 
structuralism and a microfoundatlonal approach need not necessarily be in 
conflict. And, in fact, Roemer's and Elster's microfoundations are clearly 
not in contradiction with much of structuralíst economics. 

The terminology used by Roemer and Elster to describe their methodo
logy is inappropriate, since they do conceive of individuals as social beings. 
In consequence they do not reduce properties of wholes to the oulcomes of 
individual choices, beca use these properties are preserved in the constilulion 
of the individuals who choose. There are macrofoundations for micro 
behaviour in addition to microfoundations for macro behaviour, and 
neither one is privileged as against the other. This is the position of 
sophisticated structuralists: they are not hostile to a concept of the 
'individual', only to those ideas about individual s which define them 
inaccurately57 It is true that neoclassical theory can be accurately described 
as methodologically individualist, since it genuinely seeks to reduce explana
tions to those ol' agents' decisions; in its quest for microl'oundations, 
orthodox theory denies the need for macrofoundations. This is appropriate 
beca use, in neoclassical economics, individuals' prel'erences and constraints 
are treated as exogenous. But, as we have seen, neither Elster nor Roemer 
belíeves tha! the neoclassical vision is a convincing one. They use models 
l'ounded on neoclassical principies, and make claims about Marxism on this 
basis, but they do not believe Iha! these principies are true. 

Opposing choice to structure creates a false dichotomy, which can be 
given credence only if rational choice Marxists attribute to structuralists 
positions which they do not hold. Both Roemer and Elster maintain that the 
hallmark of structuralism is the view that the constraints upon individual 
choices severely Iímit feasible sets, so tha! choices are either eradicated 
completely or are so constricted as to be inconsequential. 58 This is a 
caricature of the structuralist argument, which emphasises that individual 
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decisions are 'determined' by systemic properties beca use these properties 
operate upon preferences as well as upon constraints. 59 This view is in faet 
very close to that of EIster and Roemer. They do not stress, or believe it 
important to stress, that there is a large element of voluntarism in individual 
choice. No less than more moderate rational choice Marxists like Cohen and 
Brenner, they both take a deterministic position which is similar to that of 
the structuralists.60 In fact the debate between EIster and Cohen over 
functional explanation (see section IV of Chapter 1 ¡ aboye) arose beca use 
Elster not only insisted that Marxian explanations be eapable of formulation 
in terms of individual actions, but also took the stronger position that no 
account of social phenomena could be c1assed as an explanation unless it 
actually provided a mechanism linking individualistic explanans to social 
explanandum. Cohen correctly resisted this doctrine, arguing that while a 
mechanism must exist it is not necessary for an explanation to refer to it. and 
therefore that Elster's argument went beyond the logical imperatives placed 
upon ex plana ti o n by philosophers of science, and was not a position which 
Elster hímself consistentJy took. Cohen did not, however, deny tha t 
'elaborations' of functional explanations were desirable, that Marxists had 
sorne times failed to appreciate this, or that his own elaborations were 
imperfect and required further strengthening.61 

Elaborations of non-individualíst explanations need not be confined to 
the formulation of propositions about consciously determined actions, and 
even individualistic explanations need not be limited to ratÍonal choices. 
From a Marxían perspective, Elster's investigations into rationality may be 
read as an outline of how the abilities, incentives and pressures to be ra tiona] 
vary historically, and al50 change with specific circumstances in any 
conjuncture. From such a viewpoint his work is highly enlightening. For 
example, it raises doubts about Brenner's c1aim that the sta tic nature of pre
capitalist societies derives from the decisions of rational agents (see Chapter 
11 above).62 It is possible for habitual modes of conduct to produce 
outcomes which conform to those that would be generated by rational 
choices; but, since they are habitual, they retain an inertia in the face of 
changing circumstances which would be absent if choice actually were 
rational. The reasons why feudal agents did not quickly adapt their 
production activities when more efficient techniques became available 
would then be more understandable. Such a reading of Elster's work would 
also explain why Cohen's appeal to rationality is not explicitly to rational 
choice (see Chapter II aboye). Cohen claims only that there is a tendency 
toward rational behaviour, not that behaviour ¡s always rational, or that the 
tendency is always in evidence to the same degree. 63 

Recognition of ralional action as a historical force of variable intensity 
also places neoclassical theory in proper perspective. When joined to the fact 
that preferences and constraints are also historical, it indicates that the main 
service which neoclassical economics can provide lo Marxism is as a 
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counter-factual mode of reasoning. This method proceeds by construeting 
models in which a phenomenon which exists, and whieh one is trying to 
explain, does not oecur. Then, by eomparing the model's assumptions with 
what appears actually to hold tme in reality, clues are provided as to what is 
in faet causing the phenomenon in question.64 Consequently, neoclassical 
models can be used productively without being believed. If this is a correct 
assessment, Roemer's use of neoclassical theory to taekle the problems of 
c1ass, exploitation and property rights ís at its strongest when it is under
stood in counter-factual terms. 

Viewed from the perspective of the history of Marxism, Roemer's analysis 
is much les s original in substance than in method. The method, however, is 
essentially that of neoclassical economics, so that, in terms of the history of 
economic thought as a whole, the novelty líes in joining together elements of 
different traditions: non-neoclassical problems and neoclassieal methods. 
This is part of a wider 'imperialist' development withín ortbodox economics, 
in which areas traditionally thought to be outside the range of neoclassical 
theory have been treated witb established neoclassical methods of analysis, 
and it may be from this vantage point, rather than that of Marxism, that 
Roemer's work is best appreciated.65 But this judgement needs to be 
qualified in one important respeet. During the last 100 years Marxian 
polítical economy has generated a wide range of perspectives and many 
different types of analysis, With sorne significant exceptions, one common 
quality has becn a casual attítude to the rigorous formulation of models. 
This is not something that any of the rational choice Marxists can be 
accused of, least of all Roemer himself, and the precision of rational choice 
theory could prove to be a healthy influence upon Marxism. In particular, 
the polítical economy of socialism, which we consider in the next chapter, is 
todayespeciaUy in need of sorne disciplined habits of thought. 
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18 
The Political Economy of 
Socialism 

1 IntrodllctioD 

In the intellectual history of Marxism the political economy of socialism has 
been dwarfed by the attention given to the capitalist mode of production. 
Only episodically have the issues of post-capitalist economic organisation 
come to the forefront, and even then orten in very concrete circumstances 
that limited the geoerality of any cooclusions that might be drawn. Sections 
II and In below explain how this neglect is inherent in the original Marxian 
perspective, and the following sections indicate why the economics of 
socialism ha ve been e1evated to a more prominent position since the 
1920s, and especially since the 19705. The dramatic events of 1989, when 
the depth of the crisis in 'actually existing socialismd became evident, 
suggest that the topic will domínate Marxían polítical economy in the 
1990s.2 Treating the economics of socialism separately, and in the final 
chapter of this book, thus appropriately reflects the history of Marxian 
political economy itself. 

Our treatrnent ís broadly chronological, begínniog in the next section with 
the ideas of Marx and Engels, and continuing io section III with the views of 
theorists prominent in the Second Internatíonal. Reflections on the early 
experiences of the Soviet U nion form the topic of section IV, and the famous 
'socialist calculation debate' among Western economists in the inter-war 
years is dealt with in section V. The political economy of Stalinism and de
Stalinisation, which is largely a post-war phenomenon in both Manían and 
non-Marxian econonllcs, is outlined in section VI. This pro vides the back
ground to the discussion over the feasibility of socialism in the 1980s, which 
is reviewed in section VII. 

Before proceding to consider the víews of Marx and Engels, however, it ís 
advisable to be aware of the fact that much of the discussion of post
capítalíst society has been ill-defined. First, the environment in which 
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socialism has been assumed to exist has been treated circumspectiy, and also 
very difIerently. Many theonsts have ímplicitly imagined socialism as an 
isolated system, whiJe others have accepted that it will co-exist with 
capitalism, to which it has to relate and adjust,':l At ahe same time, Marxists 
ha ve sometimes been unclear whether their ideas relate to periods of 
transition, or whether they also extend to a new social formation which 
has sta bilísed. 

Second, the problem of efficiency has been treated inadequately. While 
Marxists have always belíeved socialist economic organisation would be 
more efIeclÍve than capitalism in satisfying human needs, they have faced 
difficruties in specifying what this means. According to the materialist 
conception of hístory, human nature consciousness, interests, aspiratíons 
and abilities - changes with social relationshíps, so that human needs would 
be different in socialism.4 But determiníng exactly how they would be 
difIerent ís necessarily a speculative exercise, as therefore is any assessment 
of the efficiency of sodalist economic institutions. 5 The problem is made 
more traclable when it is assumed Ihat the structure of motivations and 
wants in post-capitalist society is likely to remain for a long time substanti
ally similar to that prevailing in advanced capitalism. Nevertheless, although 
many Marxists have believed this to be the most reasonable assumption 
from which to begin, they have often failed to face its implication, that 
socialísm wiU be supported only if it excels in satísfyíng the same set of needs 
as capítalísm and not solely because it is better adjusted to meeting new 
needs. Consequently, it is ímperative to consider exactly why modern 
capitalism - rather than the capitalism of Marx's day - might faíl. In 
general Marxists have tended to avoid this issue by repeating the traditional 
arguments about the crisis-prone, wasteful and inhuman conditions pre
valent under capitalism, which have so far failed to convince more tban a 
minority of the population in the advanced countríes that capitalism needs 
to be replaced. 

Third, socialists have tradítionally believed that coercion will be markedly 
reduced once post-capitalist society has become establíshed, and perhaps 
even 'wither away' completely. The foundation of this belief is the assump
tion that all human needs wiU be more satisfactorily mel in socialism, and ít 
i5 therefore dependent upon the efficiency of socialism.6 But ít has been 
insufficiently appreciated that, for non-coercive relatíons to predomínate, 
efficiency must pervade the micro structures, rather than be límited to the 
macro economy. Otherwise there will be a tendency for 'capitalíst acts 
between consenting adults' to reappear,1 and socialism will be threatened 
from wíthin. lt follows that any attempt to províde a bJueprint for socíalísm 
must be especially sensítíve to this malter, ¡nsofar as enhanced freedom 
remains the principal motívation for socialist endeavours. However, virtu
ally all formal models of the socialist economy have ignored it. For example, 
the famous blueprint originating with Oskar Lange in the 19305 (see section 



358 Currenl Controversies 

V below), and the inspiration for most modero ideas of market socialism, 
makes no attempt to engage the issue. Lange simply assumes that the 
'socialist rule of law' excluding private property in the means of productíon 
will be adhered too 

Fourth, 'actually existing socialisms' have obviously not been efficient or 
non-coercive, and the question of how far their history is relevant lo 
achieving 'genuine' socialism is deeply problematic. It can be argued, from 
within the Marxian tradition, that the evident failure of what was described 
as 'socialism' in the Soviet Union and Eastern Europe has Httle bearing on 
the question of the feasibility of a truly Iiberated society. Marx himself 
maintained, for most of his intellectual Jife, that socialism required both a 
high degree of development of the forces of production and tbe conscious 
support and participatíon of the great mass of the working population. 
Neither had been forthcoming in 1917 in backward Russia, with its tiny 
proletariat which soon succumbed to the Bolshevik dictatorship. Neither did 
the export of the Soviet model on the gun-barrels of the Red Army's tanks at 
the end of the Second World War constitute a fair test of the víability of 
Marx's socialist project. As we saw in Chapter 3 aboye, the Soviet mode of 
production was widely regarded, by Marxians of several persuasions, either 
as a new form of class society or as a distorted and perverted type of 
transitional society whose disintegration was widely predicted. 

At the same time, it would be wrong to maintain that the Stalinist 
experience was wholly irrelevant, if only beca use sorne of the economic 
difficulties upon which it foundered are almost certain to be experienced by 
any socialist experiment, no matter how favourable the circumstances in 
which it is conducted. Critics of socialism charge that, by its very nature, any 
attempt to implement socialism must resuIt in inefficiencies, and can 
therefore be sustained only by coercion.8 Nevertheless, the historical 
conjunctures in which soviet-type socialisms have developed suggest that 
actual experience must be treated with caution. This cuts both ways. So far 
as crude growth rates are concerned, the rapid advance prior to the 1960s 
was heavily dependent upon technological borrowing from advanced 
capitalism, and is unlikely to be duplicated by other socialisms. On the 
other hand, the pressing need to achieve military parity in the face of 
predatory capitalisms has c1early 'affected the socio-economic organisation 
of the Soviet Union in ways that are contingent (see Chapters 2 and 3 
above).9 

One implicatíon of these four arguments is that the polítical economy of 
capitalism and of socialism need to be closely associated. The economics of 
socialism, precisely beca use socialism is supposedly a post-capitalist social 
formation in which liberatíon extends beyond that achieved in capitalism, 
can carry conviction only in terms of a thorough understanding of capital
ism. Thus the previous chapters of this book suggest that there are likely to 
be real limitations to Marxism on this score. Marxían economists have 
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frequently been wrong in their analysis of capitalism, which cannot fail to 
flow over into their conceptions of socialismo Nonetheless, it is broadly true 
that prior to 1929 the intimate relation of capitalism and socialism was 
apprecíated. In particular, although there are severe deficiencies in substan
tive analysis, the methodology of Marx and Engels remains a mode! of how 
the economics of socialism ought to be fashioned. 

n Marx and Ellgels on Post·Capitalist Society 

Socialist aspirations long predate Marxism, and Marxists have continually 
been found at fault for criticising earlier ideas on how socialism should be 
organised, especially since they have failed to provide extended accounts of 
their own views on the institutional arrangement of post-capitalist society.IO 
Certainly Marx and Engels felt no inhibition in pouring scorn on previous 
socialists' blueprints, yet they were themselves reluctant to elaborate their 
own beliefs about the structure of future society. Moreover, when they did 
so it was frequently a response to contemporary events, rather than a 
balanced discussion or the topic in its own right. ll In fact this position 
f10wed logically from the nature of their theory. What Marx and Engels 
contributed aboye all to the socialist tradition was a scientific perspective in 
which elements of socialism were seen to arise from within capitalism, as a 
result of its own development, and they believed that this constrained 
attempts to formulate ideals independently of what was made possible by 
existing societies. The audacily of 'scientific socialism' has never ceased lo 
shock friend and foe alike, but behind it is the mundane assumption that the 
worth of any socialist project depends upon its practicality. 

Consequently, it is relatively easy to determine what Marx and Engels 
thought would be the chief characteristics of post-capitalist economies. 
These featmes follow logically from what they believed progressively 
inhibited capitalism from fully satisfying human needs. The central concept 
here is that of alienation. 12 Ultimately post-capitalist society would be one 
without alienation: the products of human activity would cease to govern 
their creators, but would instead be subject to conscious control. Marx and 
Engels considered that this required tbe e1imination of commodity produc
tion and the eradication of private ownership of the means of production, so 
that from the outset all forms of future society would curtail market 
activities toward these ends. 13 

Furthermore, the socialist solution lo the inability of capitalism to meet 
human needs emerged directly from alienation. For Marx, alíenated condi
tions were synonymous with the domain of historical materialism and, in the 
case of capitalism, he argued that the contradiction between the forces and 
relations of production hinged on the fact that the forces increasingly called 
for new socialist relations. AH the specific 'Iaws of motion' in Capital- crises 
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of underconsumption, the falling rate of profit and an ever-larger reserve 
army of unemployed - followed from this. And beca use the harsh effects of 
these 'Iaws' disproportionally affected working-class conditions of /ife, Marx 
and Engels viewed the proletariat as the chief agency in the overthrow of 
capitalismo As a result they maintained that post-capitalist society would 
take the initial form of a workers' state, even though socialism itself would 
improve the human condition generally.14 

For Marx and Engels, the revolutionary activity of the proletariat gives 
rise to universal emancipation beca use the same contradiction between the 
forces and relations of production which underpins revolution also modifies 
capitalist relations of production in a socialist direction. Thus the proletariat 
realises only what is already present embryonically within capitalismo Of 
crucial significance here is Marx's and Engels's claim that capitalist 
development involves a pronounced tendency to concentrate and centralise 
the means of production, thereby reducing the $Cope of commodity relations 
and providing the basis for the production of use values without the 
intervention of exchange. This is at the very crux of Marx's and Engels's 
belief that the socialist economy will be planned. 15 

From this viewpoint of historical materialism, Marx and Engels were thus 
justified in their criticism of Utopian socialists who, they believed, posited 
ideals separa te from, and frequently in opposition to, actual developments. 
Moreover, the materialist conception of history relieved them of any 
obligation to provide detailed blueprints of future society. 

No social order i5 ever destroyed before al! the productive forces for which 
ít is sufficient have been developed, and new superior relations of 
production never replace older ones befo re the material conditions of 
their existence have matured in the framework of the old society. 
Mankind thus inevitably sets itself only such tasks as it is able to solve, 
since c10ser examínation wíll always show that the problem itself arises 
only when the material conditions for its solution are airead y present or at 
¡east in the course of formation. 16 

Of necessity, then, the extent to which the details of post-capitalist society 
could be anticipated depended upon the maturity of capitalist develop
mene l7 It is, therefore, wholly inappropriate to charge Marx and Engels 
themselves with Utopianism, and misguided to believe that histoncal 
materialísm can be united with new forms of Utopianism. 18 Marx and 
Engels were certainly wrong in their beliefs on capitalist development, and 
therefore on the form of any socialist future. But the manner in which they 
approached the problem remains sensible. 

However, they were mistaken in their belief that the crisis-prone nature of 
capitalism was of crucial importance in demonstrating the superiority of 
socialismo Even if they had supplied a credible basis for the belief that 



T/¡e Political Economy of Socialism 361 

capitalist economic crises would become increasingly severe, Ihis would nol 
entai! that socialism would be preferable, or tbat it would be preferred by the 
great majority of the working population. A wasteful and inelTicient 
capitalism, in which resources were shamefully underemployed, might still 
be better - recognisably better - than any practical alternative. Moreover, 
even ir in capitalism profit rates declined, unemployment rose and under
consumption became more severe, this would not preclude capitalist 
relations from being re-eslablished at the mlcroeconomic level on the 
morrow of any anti-capitalist revolution. The macroeconomic consequences 
of the capitalist mode of production may not enter into individuals' 
calculations as to the most effective way to produce particular goods. Thus 
only the superior efficiency of socialist economic organisation in each and 
every area of production is a guarantee tbat post-capitalist society will not 
regress. 19 

These considerations indicate Ihe pivotal importance of the two other 
arguments Marx and Engels used to justify their support for socialismo First, 
capitalism was itself socialising the relations of production through the 
growing concentration and centralisation of capital. Second, the elimination 
of commodity production corresponded more and more to the deeply felt (if 
only partially articulated) human need for self-realisation and the over
coming of alienation. But neither claim is easy to substantiate. Marx and 
Engels erred in their expectalion that capitalism would progressively 
eliminate all commodity relations. While it is true that there is a tendency 
towards tbe concentration and centralisation of capital, it has not come 
anywhere near to organising economic ¡ife on non-commodity principies. 
The relations between large production units are still predominantly money 
relations; the internal organisation of corporations is an adaptation to 
external competition; and these structures are frequently established on 
quasi-market principles?O At the same time people show liule hostility to 
markets in meeting theír consumption needs, except in specitic areas like 
health provision. In the history of Marxian political economy, however, 
theorists showed great tenacity in their allegiance to Marx's views on the 
centralisation of capital, and his hostility to market relations. Nowhere is 
this more true than in the era of the Second International. 

In Socialism and the Second Intemational 

Marx combined his scientific socíalism with a great enthusiasm for revolu
lionary potities. As a result there is considerable tension within his work 
between measured judgements of what is required for socialism to succeed 
and his impatience to be done with capitalism (see Chapter 7 of volume 1 of 
this book). Marx sometimes also gave history a 'meaning' beyond that 
justitied by science, in which post-capitalist society represented the real 
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soJution to alJ theoretical problems of social philosophy and thereby 
constituted the end of humankind's search for itself. 21 But neither of those 
two qualifications to his scientific perspective found much of a constituency 
within German Marxism. For the most part all Marxian writers emphasised 
the scientific dimension of Marx's work, and many treated socialism as a 
'down to earth' matter. The disproportionate influence of Marx's mature 
writings is evident here, and so too is the fact that Marxism had become the 
theory of a working-class party forced to serve 'bread and butter' interests 
(see Chapters 1 and 4 of volume 1 of this book). Russian Marxism was 
different, being forced to address the questíons of revolution more intensely 
because of the backwardness maintained by the Tsarisl autocracy. But no 
more than German Marxists did the leading Russian theorists depart from 
the tenets of scientific soclalism. So far as the economics of socialism were 
concerned, even arter the break-up of the Second InternationaI in 1914 both 
Lenin and Bukharin remained disciples of Hilferding, while Bolshevik 
vanguardism itself had a basis in Kautsky's writings, as Lenin pointed out 
in Whal is 10 be Done?22 

Unlike the evaluation of many modem Marxists, then, Kautsky's in
sistence that socialism required the maluration of capilalism, and would be 
achieved through Ihe rising power of the SPD wíthin eSlablished institutions, 
was generally regarded as legitimate among his contemporaries prior 10 Ihe 
First World War. Indeed, his belief that the path to socialism lay through 
radical reform under parliamentary democracy met little criticism. 23 

(Kautsky recognised that violent revolutionary action might be called for, 
but only as a defensive measure provoked by conservative forces resisting 
the inc:vitability of history.)24 Plekhanov's views on the appropriate strategy 
under bourgeois democracy were essentially the same, and many Menshe
viks hoped to emulate the German party afler the 1905 revolutíon. Lenin did 
not, but his reasoning focused on the absence of secure constitutional 
conditions in Russia. not a hoslilíty lo Kautskyism as such, which deve
loped only after 1914.25 

So far as the organisation of a socialist economy was concerned, Kautsky 
clearly remained true to the ideas of Marx and Engels. Social ownership was 
to predomina te, the allocation of resources was to be planned, and the 
institutions of power thoroughly democratised. Kautsky made no attempt to 
specify the exact ínstitutional structure, and for the same reason that Marx 
had not written 'cookbooks for the future': detaiIed schemes could not be 
furnished in advance of historical development,26 Nevertheless, Kautsky 
recognised that many elements of capítalísm míghl persist for sorne time 
after working-class power had been secured. Marx had accepted this,27 but 
Kautsky went further, and was more definite than Marx. This may have 
reflected Ihe influence of Ihe revisionist controversy (see Chapter 4 of 
volume 1 of this book), bUI he expressed himself in general terms. Although 
there was 10 be a much-expanded state provision to mee a working-class 
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needs for housing, education and social security, priva te property in the 
means of production (especíaJly in agriculture and intellectual activity) 
would continue, and the need ror inequality to maintain work incentives 
would nol cease immediately. Moreover, Kautsky recognised that: 

Money is the simples! means known up to the prescnt time which makes it 
possible in as complicated a mechanism as that of the modern productíve 
forces , .. to secure the circulation of products ... It is the means which 
makes it possible for each one to satisfy his necessities according lo his 
individual inclination . , . As a means to such cir,:ulation money will be 
found indispensable until somethíng better is discovered.28 

The belief that capitalist advance calIed for ever more centralisation of the 
means of production remained very evident in Kautsky's writings,29 so he 
never explicitly raised the prospect of a matured socialíst economy tha! 
would be anything other than fully socialised and planned. Subsequent 
developments in both theory and practíce reínforced this expectation, mos! 
notably Hilferding's Finance Capital and the experience of the First World 
War. 30 Hilferdíng's book documented the organised natufe of national 
capitalist economies, and he explicitly related this to the achievement of 
socialismo 

Finance capital puts control of social production increasingly into the 
hand of a small mínority of large capitalist associations, separates the 
management of production from ownership, and socialises production to 
the extent that this ls possible under capitalism ... The tendency of 
finance capital is to establish social control of production ... [fhisl ... 
facilita tes enormously the task of overcoming capitalism ... il ls enough 
for society, through ¡ts conscious executive organ - the sta te conquered by 
the working-class - to seize finance capital in order to gain immediate 
control .. , There is no need at all to extend the process of expropriation 
to the great bulk of peasant farms and small business, beca use as a result 
of the seizure of large-scale industry, upon which they have long been 
dependent, they would be indirectly socialised. It is therefore possible to 
allow the process of expropriation to mature slowly.31 

The very great influence of Finance Capital on Mandan economic theory 
thus intensified beliefs tha! socialism was rooted in 'real developments' 
which made it the inevitable future (see Chapter 5 of volume 1 of this book). 

Further support for this view appeared in the organisation of the German 
war economy after 1914. The drama tic effect that this had upon Bukharin 
and Lenin has already been dealt with in Chapter 13 of voJume r ofthis book. 
There were novel elements in their treatment, which will be commented on in 
a moment, but its erfect:> in solidifying the belief that socialísm would simply 
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extend the organised nature of modem capitalism was widely shared.32 The 
experience of planning also generated the first Marxist blueprint of a socialist 
economy by the Austrian socíalist and polymath, Quo Neurath. In a series of 
artides after i 916, he outlined how a predominantly socialised, planned and 
moneyless economy might actual1y function: 

The total organísation ... [of the econorny] ... can raise ... economic 
efficiency ... [though planning andJ ... universal statístícs ... Economic 
plans would have to be designed by a special office which would ¡ook on 
the total natíonal economy as a single giant concern. Money prices would 
not be important ... since within the framework of a planned economy 
such prlces, so long as they continue at all, are fixed in an essentially 
arbitrary manner ... We must at long last free ourselves from outmoded 
prejudices and regard a large·scale econorny in kind as a fully valid form 
of economy. 33 

Neurath's writings, coupled with the phenomenon ofWar Communism in 
Russia after the revolution, prompted Ludwig von Mises's attack on claims 
that socialism would be efficient (see section IV below). But, well before this, 
the groundwork had been laíd by other members of the Austrian schooL In 
the closing decades of the nineteenth century, Wieser and Bóhm-Bawerk, as 
part of tbeir critique of Marx's tbeory of value, argued that the categories of 
marginalist theory were of universal sígníficance, and were not tied to the 
historically specific form of capítalist economíc organisatíon. Relative prices 
were rates of substitution reflectíng opportunity costs in conditions of 
scarcity, and profit represented the extra productivity of 'roundabout' 
production processes, together with time preference for current consump
tion over consumption in the future. Thus planners of a modern economy 
could not dispense with these categoríes and hope to remaín efficient. 34 

This conclusion was buttressed by Enrico Barone in 1908.35 Arguing from 
a Walrasian perspective, and greatly influenced by Paretían welfare econo
mics, Barone showed that the conditions required ror the efficient allocation 
of resources were the same ror any economy, and were thus independent of 
particular instítutiona1 structures: '[The} ... system of equatíons of collec
tívist equilibrium is no other than that of free competition.,36 In principie, 
then, Barone accepted, a socialised, centrally planned and moneyless 
economy could be efficient, but the very complexity of the conditions of 
optimalíty convinced him that it would be impossible practically to fulfil 
them without the use of a market system. The visible hand of socialism was 
bound to be distinctIy inferior to the 'anarchy of production'. 

No form of 'vulgar economy' made an ímpact on Marxian discussions of 
the economics of socialism prior to that of Mises in 1920. However, critícism 
from within the ranks of social democracy did begin to dent the armour of 
orthodoxy. In the 1890s both German and Russían revisíonísts questioned 
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Marx's depiction of lbe 'Iaws of motion' of capitalist development, incJuding 
the centralisation of capital. They al50 crítícised Marx's value theory from 
the perspective of Austrian analysis. However, the leading revisionists did 
not explicitly question accepted víews of tbe relationship between socialist 
economic organisation and modern capitalism. They were more concerned 
lo change polítical tactics and provide an alternative basís ror socialist ethics 
(see Chapters 4 and 10 of volume 1 of this book). 

The Marxian theory of socialism also received a jolt from the rormation of 
workers' councils in the revolutions of 1905 and 1917, as well as throughout 
much of Europe in the Fírst World War and its immediate aftermath. This 
rejuvenated libertarían interpretations of lhe dictatorship of the proletariat 
and the commune state whích had hitherto been virtually monopolised by 
anarchists and syndicalists. The orthodox view tha! socialist revolution 
would involve attaining democratic control of Ihe exísting state apparatus 
now carne under attack from Ihe Marxian len, who argued Ihat the 
established organisation of slate had instead to be 'smashed', and the new 
polítical power founded on different principIes. Although these views could 
be given Marxian credentíals, largely on the basis of Marx's and Engels's 
treatment of the París Commune, and were nol employed by Marxists to 
question received views on the economics of socialism, they were in tension 
with the whole idea of a scíentifically grounded socialism emerging from Ihe 
structure of advanced capitalism. If organised capitalism was Ihe antecham
ber of the socialist economy, hislorical materialism implied Ihal the 
centralised, bureaucratised state would prove indispensable, as Marx. 
Engels, Kautsky and Hilferding sometimes admi tted 37 Both Lenin and 
Bukharin resísled Ihis implíeation, bul theír reasoníng was necessarily 
unconvincing, and after Ihe Bolshevik revolution they were foreed to 
modify Iheir views (see Chapters 6, 13 and 15 of volume 1 of this book). 

IV Reactions to Soviet Experience Prior to Stalinism 

After 1917 most Western social democrats remained true to the orthodox 
view of the socialist economy. Advanced capitalism was increasingly 
'organised capitalísm', and provided the indispensable eeonomic basis for 
future society. The principal changes would involve an extension of what 
was already evident, and would be brought into being by the extensíon of 
democracy, which could only result in the política I domination of lhe 
proletariat (see Chapter 14 of volume 1 of this book). Not surprísingly 
many viewed the October Revolution as a Blanquist Utopianism that was 
bound to raíl in the face of overwhelming backwardness. Kautsky argued 
that the terroristic methods of the Bolsheviks ref1ected this contradíction, 
and the absence of democracy ensured that state capitalísm, not socíalism, 
would result. 38 This was in accord with his previous views. for he had 
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consístently considered íncreasing state control and nationalisation in the 
absence of fuI! democracy as developments wholly within capitalism.39 Both 
Lenin and Trotsky penned fieree denunciations of Kautsky, based on their 
beliefthat the First World War had opened a new revolutionary epoch. But 
Kautsky and most other Western socialísts did not accept this (see Chapters 
5, 12, 13 and 15 of volume 1 of this book, and Chapter 3 above). 

The Bolshevik Len, Spartacists such as Rosa Luxemburg, and the Council 
Communists attacked the party dictatorship from a similar but much more 
sympathetic standpoint.40 They favoured a Commune state, which Bukharin 
and Lenin had themselves espoused during the Fírst World War. However, 
none provided a convincing account of how a post-capitalist economy might 
actually function on such Iines. 

AH Marxian critics of early Soviet practice thus emphasised the importance 
of the superstructure of political power. Ludwig von Mises - a lifelong and 
implaca ble opponent of all forms of socialism - aimed at a more fundamental 
target. His initial argument in 1920 was poorly structured, and it has been the 
subject of different interpretations.41 However, the form ofhis critique is easy 
to understand. Mises c1aimed that without prívate property there could be no 
exchange, and, in the absenee of exchange the rational valuation of different 
resources would be impossible, so that they could not be used economically 
and only chaos would resulto The choice (turning Rosa Luxemburg's epigram 
against her) was either capitalism or barbarísm: 

If the intellectual dominance of socialism remains unshaken, then in a 
short time the whole cooperative system of culture which Europe has built 
up over thousands of years will be shattered ... AII efforts to realise 
socialism lead only to the destruction of society ... [and] ... to a return 
to the self-sufficiency of the c1osed, domes tic economy ... [involving] ... 
hand-to-mouth production for one's own needs.42 

This conclusion reflected the experience of War Communism, and should 
not be taken as an integral part of Mises's argument, which centred on 
questioning the efficiency of a planned, socialised and moneyless economy as 
outlined by Neurath and Bukharin.43 

Apparent confirmation of Mises's less extreme c1aims appeared with the 
move to the NEP, and the interpretation given to it by many Marxists who 
saw it as the first step towards the restoration of capitalismo More significant 
from a theoretícal viewpoint, however, were the conclusions reached by 
some Soviet economists. During 1920 there was considerable discussion of 
the problems of a moneyless economy and the schemes that had recently 
been proposed (including that of Neurath) to plan without markets. The 
difficultíes exposed by neoclassical theorists were recognised; in particular, 
without money to serve as a commoo denominator for the aggregation of 
costs and benefits, rational calcu!ation appeared to be impossible in practice. 
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Against Mises, it was accepted that a moneyless economy might function 
tolerably well, but it could not be efficient in achíeving the goals of planners 
or in meeting consumers' needs.44 Whether Bolshevik theorists themselves 
began to accept this remains unknown. During the 1920s all factions in the 
party recame committed to the NEP, but there is no conclusive evidence 
that leading Bolshevlks believed that the socialist economy itself would be 
anything other tban as it had been traditíonalIy imagined, Support for the 
NEP was as a mode of transition, not as a structure which exhausted the 
aims of the revolution (see Chapter 15 of volume 1 of this book, and Chapter 
2 aboye). 

Given the prominence which Bukharin's ideas have attracted since the 
early 1 970s as a model for current aUempts to restructure the Soviet mode of 
production,45 it is appropriate to note that they are at best tangential to the 
issue. By contrast, although Trotsky's revolutionary fanaticism and ruthless
ness in the civil war makes him a less endearing figure to most reformers, his 
ideas on the political economy of socialism were far more acute. The 
underconsumptionist economics which Bukharin employed to justify his 
own version of the NEP, and his preference for autarky, were thoroughly 
wrong-headed, while the critical comments that he levelled against Stalinism 
emerged only in the late 1920s, and were then expressed in Aesopian 
language.46 Trotsky defined the principal problem correctly, and in doing 
so was much closer to traditional Marxian presuppositions. 

In the long struggle between two irreconcilably hostile social systems -
capitalism and socialísm - the outcome will be determined in (he las( 
analysis by the relative productivity of labor under each system ... [TheJ 
... socialist economy now under construction can be defended ... only if 
it continually comes closer to the prevailing levels of technology, 
production costs, quality, and price in the world economy47 

Moreover, Trotsky explicitly and repeatedly recognised the role which 
market relations and money prices can play in correcting planning mistakes 
and judging success. He used al! of this to ex pose the irrationalities and 
inefficiencies of the Stalinist command economy in a way which now 
appears prophetic. 48 The real problem with Trotsky's critique is precisely 
its accuracy in depicting what bave proved to be systemic problems of 
command economies, for they appear to come very close to supporting at 
least part of Mises's argument. 

V Lange's Reply to Mises 

Throughout the interwar period there were various attempts by Western 
socialists to parry Mises's attack 00 socialism. Sorne of these restated 
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orthodox beliefs that capitalism itself was rapidly transcending market 
organisation, or pointed to the possibility that central planners might solve 
the equations for efficient allocation as specified by Barone, and occasion
ally they outlined how a fully planned, socialised and moneyless economy 
might work, as Neurath continued to do. Others were more radicaL 
Accepting that Mises had revealed a genuine problem, they imagined that 
sociaList property might be combined with commodity production; in this 
approach, public ownership alone exhausted the meaning of socialism.49 

It was noi until 1936 that Oskar Lange províded a sophistícated rebuttal 
of Mises's argument, which preserved a conception of post-capitalíst society 
that extended beyond legal property forms, found a place for planning, and 
allowed the implementation of egalitarian values. 50 There are indications 
that Lange gave some credence to lhe idea that 'organised capitalism' might 
provide a basis by wruch market relations could be overcome51 But it was 
not this to whích he appealed in bis famous reply to Mises, and in 1935 he 
explicítly accepted that neoclassical theory was of far greater relevance to the 
economics of socialism than Marxian polítical economy (whose strength, he 
believed, lay in understanding the historical evolutíon of the capitalist 
system as a whole).52 In the followíng year, Lange proceeded to argue on 
neoclassical grounds that the absence of private ownership in the means of 
productíon did nol imply the end of market exchange, and tha! lhe existence 
of market exchange díd not preclude planníng and the realisation of 
important socialíst values. 

Lange's socialist blueprint assumes the public ownership of al! means of 
production, but allows private ownershíp of consumptíon goods over which 
there is free market choice, as there is for occupations. A central planning 
board fixes peices for all items of state property, and guarantees produclion 
units that they can buy and seU any amount of goods at these prices. 
Managements are instructed to maximise profits, taking prices as given. In 
the event that there are excess demands or supplies, the central planners alter 
the prices in the manner of a Walrasian auctioneer until markets c1ear 
(although Lange seems to allow disequilibrium trading). Allowance for 
external effects and the provision of pubJic goods can be easíly incorporated 
into the process. Lange was thus able to claim that prices would be 'rationar 
and resource allocation efficient. No 'real world' capitalism could ensure 
this, he claimed, beca use of the existence of disequilibrium, market power 
and inadequate policies with respect to externalities. Moreover, Lange 
pointed out that planners could also fix the interest rate to bríng about 
any desired rate of accumulation, which would be financed fram renting 
state property to producing uníts, and from laxes. In addition, slate 
resources might be used to offset ¡Dcome ínequalities arising rrom the 
operation of a free ¡abour market. 

The details of Lange's scheme are unimportant relative to its general 
principle,53 which is to use a price system to plan the economy, rather than 



Tlle Pofitical Economy of SocialislII 369 

Biography of 
Oskar Lange 

Oskar Lange was born in Tomaszow, Poland, in 1904. His father was a 
textile manufacturer, and the family of German origino At universily in 
Poznan and Crakow during the 19205 he studied law and economics, 
and beca me a student at the London School of Economics in 1929. 
Lange moved to the United States in 1934, lectured at various 
universities, and finally became Professor of Economics at the 
University of Chicago in 1943. In Ihe early post-war years he served 
as Polish ambassador in Washington and at the United Nations, after 
which he returned to academic ¡ife in Poland and was deeply ¡nvolved 
with the economic managemenl of ¡he Polish economy. As a socialist 
theorist, Lange is chiefiy remembered for the mode! of market 
socialísm which he formulated in 1936, but he a1so published extens
ively in many branches of economics. Throughout his life he sought to 
synthesise aspects drawn from different schools of economic thought, 
and remained convinced Ihat non-Marxian theory was especially 
useful ror the planning of socialist economies. Lange died in 1965. 

treating planning as an alternative method of allocation. This possibility 
resls, in turn, upon treating properly ownership as a set of rights which may 
be delegated lo particular agents, and does not entail that social ownership 
involve detailed central control of al! economic activilies. Thus Lange 
implicitly críticised Marx, and mosl olher Marxists, at the same time as he 
aUaeked Mises. On Lange's argument, it is not true that forms of property 
ownership are cJosely tied to relations of production, and the effects of 
commodity production depend upon the institutions governing the opera
tion of markets. In fae! one way of understanding Lange's reasoning is as an 
attempt to use Wieser's and Bbhm-Bawerk's claims about the universality of 
value relations against both Marx and Mises, and in support of socialismo 

Defenders of Mises's critique of socialism, notably Friedrich von Hayek 
and Lionel Robbins, found their position considerably weakened by Lange's 
polemic. Among academics it quickly recame accepted as the defínitive 
answer to the Austrian critics of socialism. s4 Maurice Dobb, however, took 
a different line. 55 He agreed that Lange had refuted Mises, but not that he 
had done so on the strongest grounds. Dobb was by this time a firm 
supporter of the command economy in the Soviet Union. In 1928. in his 
Russian Economic Development, he had argued that the key aspect of post
capitalist society was proletarian political power (meaning by this the 
dictatorship of the Communist Party), and that economic policy should be 
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determined aeeording to eireurnstanees. 56 By the early 1930s, though, he was 
eornrnitted to a new position which viewed socialisrn as synonyrnous with 
Soviet planning, and the command eeonorny as not only representing post
eapitalist society but also as an alternative rnethod of econornic development 
to that offered by capitalist industrialisation.51 

Dobb argued that rapid growth was far more significant in irnproving 
welfare than the efficiency of resource allocation, which he took to be the 
principal topic of neoclassical economics. In Political Economy and 
Capitalism he drew a sharp contrast between the classical-Marxian tradition 
of economic theory, which focused on the objective factors Iying behind 
developrnent, and the sta tic subjectivism ushered in by the Marginal 
RevolutÍon. 58 In Dobb's view, both Mises and Lange were guilty of an 
obsession with equilibrium, negleeting aecumulation and structural trans
formatÍon. At the same ttme, he believed, they each overestirnated the 
informational requirernents of central planning, especially of investment 
planning. Indeed, according to Dobb the ignorance of investors in decen
tralised systerns, whether capitalist or market socialist, was the principal 
deficiency of these types of econorny. The actions of autonornous agents 
could only be based on guesses about an uneertain future, and led to cyclícal 
fluctuations and other sources of waste which rellected the faet that 
coordínation occurred ex post. So far as consurnption activities were 
concerned, Dobb accepted that there was a case for the use or rnarkets. 
But the alloeation of existing rneans of production and their future expansion 
were better left to planners, who could centralise the relevant inforrnation 
and calculate an ex ante coordination. In any event, Dobb argued, con
surners' preferences could not constitute a rational criterion by which to 
judge economic policy, since they were endogenous. This was neglected by 
welfare economics, and sharply del1ated the signilicance of its theorerns, 
which were in any case weak beca use Pareto optirna were non-unique. 

Although Dobb never went as far as Paul Sweezy, who disrnissed Lange's 
central planning board as a 'price fixing' agency,59 the upshot of his 
evaluation of all forrns of market soeialísm was that they would function 
in much the same way as capitalism. At only one point did he give Lange's 
ideas sorne positive value for socialist construction. If the price adjustrnent 
rnechanisrn was a genuine tdtonnement, so that rnarket relations could be 
confined to shadow pricing, the efficiency of planning might thereby be 
irnproved. Dobb thus anticipated rnuch of the literature on 'optirnal 
planning' that would emerge in Eastern Europe after Stalin' s death.60 

However, Dobb remained adamant that any attempt to allow markets a 
genuine role in the allocation of means of production and accurnulation 
would undermine the advantages of socialisrn (see section VI below for an 
outline o[ Dobb's víews on rnarket socialisrn after Stalin's death). 

Dobb also noted that progress in economic theory was strengthening the 
case for central planning. He pointed to the formulation of input-output 
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analysis, which represented a far more refined tool for achieving coordina
tion ahan the Soviet system of material balances. Unknown to him at the 
time, other advances were occurring with the same potential, especially von 
Neumann's work on growth and Kantorovitch's discovery of linear pro
gramming.61 And in the 19505 Baran launched the theory of underdevelop
mena, which dramaaically increased the popularíty of the Soviet strategy for 
economíc development (see Chapter 9 aboye). Simultaneous!y, economic 
analysis was moving against the Austríans. Keynes's General Theor)' was 
dearly the most important event (see Chapter 5 aboye), but neoclassÍCal 
economists were increasingly adopting a Walrasian paradigm which could 
easily be used to reinforce ahe c\aims of market socialists 62 There were even 
defections from the Austrían ranks. In 1942, in his famous Capitalism, 
Socialism and Demacrar)', Joseph Schumpeter went a long way towards 
restating the classical Manían beliefs as to why socialísm was ínevitable.63 

However, Mises and Hayek conceded virtually nothing. Instead they set 
about c1arifying, reformulating and elaborating the contents of Mises's 
original argument in 1920.64 In the process they broke decísively with 
neoclassícal theory, and emphasísed those varíables which radical Key
nesians have always accepted as of crucial importance: future uncertainty 
and the expectations of investors. They even took their stand in favour of 
capitalism on exactly the same ground which Dobb had used to justify 
Soviet planning: the abilíty to genera te rapid economic advance. They faced 
long years in the wilderness, but by the 1970s there were clear signs that their 
tenacity was eventuaUy yielding returns. 

At the crux of neo-Austrianísm was the argument that neoclassicals 
treated as exogenous what were in fact endogenous variables. Preferences 
and technical coefficients were not data which could be used in the same way 
by decision-makers in different kinds of environment. They changed over 
time, and the principal force of change, according to Hayek, was new 
knowledge arising from the rivalry of economic agents. Competitíon was for 
him much more a process than a specific economic structure, and prices were 
the most effective conveyor of new information which allowed agents to 
coordina te their behaviour in changing circumstances. This was true 
generally, but, Hayek argued, the beneficial consequences were maximised 
in free market economies founded on prívate ownership. Any restraint on 
exchange inhibited the communication function of príces, while socíalisation 
of property weakened the motivational and disciplining effects of profits and 
losses. Economic progress required that mistakes be paid for and compe
tence be rewarded. 65 

From this Austrían perspective, Lange's artícle was seen as a rebuttal of 
Barone, not Mises. Both Barone and Lange assumed tha! preferences and 
technical conditions were given, and that economic agents maximised as 
programmed and passive automatons withín the rules of the game specified 
by the polítical authorities. As neoclassical economists. the Austrians 
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argued, Barone and Lange never really broke with the spurious objectivism 
characteristic of classical political economy, to which Oobb had appealed in 
his rationalisation of central planning. 

The Austrian critique of neoclassícal eeonomics has found a receptive 
audience among sorne neoclassical eeonomists themselves. Over the last two 
decades they have paid increasing attentíon to the importance of imperfeet 
knowledge, including princípai-agent relationships involving moral hazard 
and the possibility of free riders. One consequence has been to view sorne 
forms of pre-capitalist economic relationshíps, like sharecropping, more 
favourably than before, on the grounds that they can be efficient responses 
to the uneertain environment in which they exist (see Chapter 11 aboye). But 
the new approach has led to a more eritical view of socialism. The seminal 
work here i5 Ihat of Alchian and Demsetz, who argue that the híerarchical 
aulhoritarian strueture of eapitalist produetion units is rooted in considera
lions of efficiency, not simply in a specific type of property relation. Without 
supervision, work effort wíll decllOe, and in the absence of the proprietor's 
rights to residual ineome (profit) there will be no incentive to supervise 
effectively. It ís these factors, they rnaintain, which explain why 'capital 
employs workers' rather than 'workers employ capital,.66 

Nevertheless, the Austrians have also met with a critical response. Other 
neoclassical economists havejoined with Sraffians and Keynesians to expose 
a serious lack of robustness in model specification, and uncover errors of 
deduction, while also providing hypothetieal counter-examples to theoretical 
generalisations of the Austrians.67 Moreover, the economic history of 
capitalist eeonornies hardly supports grandiose Austrian c1aims; very often 
state eapitalisms have been more dynamic (see Chapter II aboye). Nor does 
the Great Oepression suggest that the communication function of prices 
always works well (see Chapter 1 aboye), especíally when eonlrasted with the 
phenomenal growth rates achieved under Stalinism (see Chapter 2 aboye, 
and section VI below). However, the actual experience of planning in 
Eastern Europe has provided sorne evidence foc the Austrians' attack on 
socialismo This, at least, is the conelusion ol' leading economists who have 
not only studied but worked withín 'actually existing socialism' .68 

VI The Economics of Stalinism and De-Stalinisation 

Sorne of the daims made for the Soviet model of development by Maunce 
Dobb and Paul Baran appear to have been borne out by growth statistics. 
Between 1928 and 1985 the 'Soviet Union's annual average growth rate of 
GNP. , , was 4.2 pereenl, or 4.7 percent when the five World War n years 
are excluded ... [and] ... the Soviet record is still among the best for sueh 
an extended period,69 This was not lost on Oskar Lange. who in the 19505 
and 1960s looked on central command planníng much more favourably.70 



The Poli/ical Economy o/ Socialism 373 

At this time Lange's colleague in Poland, Michal Kalecki, also saw no 
fundamental economic problems with the overall approach, although he did 
criticise taut planning and the heavy emphasis on investment, and he 
favoured sorne decentralisation along the Iines of Yugoslavia's system of 
'self-management'.7I Western development economists focusing on the 
Third World, as well as many mainstream analysts concerned with 
accelerating growth in industrialised capitalist economies, also believed 
that salvation might he in state planning. 72 In 1961 the goal of overtaking 
the USA within ten years was incorporated into the programme of the 
Commurust Party of the Soviet Uníon by Níkíta Khrushchev,7J and many in 
the West agreed that there was a fair chance that ir might be achieved. 

Khrushchev also sought to reform Stalinism by markedly reducing the 
powers of the terror apparatus and providing a modicum of basic civil 
liberties. His own view of the past was a highly conserva ti ve variant of 
Trotsky's analysis of degeneration in the superstructure: all problems 
resulted from the immense concentration of power in Stalin's own persono 
This so-called deviation from Leninist norms of coJlective leadership was 
euphemistically referred to as the 'cult of the personality', and the resulting 
'crimes' against the party and 'mistakes' of the leader were sketched in the 
'secret speech' of 1956. 74 Despite sending massive shock waves through the 
intemational Communist movement, Khrushchev failed to explain how 
Stalin's dictatorship had occurred, why it was especially terroristic, and 
how the degeneration had failed to touch the transition to socialism or the 
socialist mode of production, both of which were held to be in accordance 
with Leninist doctrine. However, the de-Stalinisa1Íon actually implemented 
was consistent with Khrushchev's 'theory' insofar as it was concerned 
primarily with the emancipation of the bureaucracy. What Khrushchev 
and his successors failed to discover was an alterna ti ve mechanism to terror 
for controlling the apparatus. Consequently corruption mushroomed and 
exacerbated the economic problems which Soviet leaders began to regard 
with increasing concern in the 1960s.75 

De-Stalinisation was itself partly a response to these economic problems. 
The vast labour reserves and natural resources available at low cost had 
been significantly reduced by 30 years of rapid advance, while much of the 
capital equípment embodied technology c10se to the frontier of knowledge, 
and this inhibited future growth on the basis of borrowing Western expertise 
in the same manner as in the past. 76 In order to move on to an intensive 
growth path there had to be greater scope for initiative, which required more 
secure conditions and an increased supply of consumer goods to enhance 
incentives as well as provide legitimacy for the more civilised dictatorship. 
But in itself this made more serious a set of problems already evident in 
command planning. The system had functioned by rulhlessly protecting the 
targets of priority sectors. When the plans for the military and heavy 
industry were threatened, inputs had been diverted from non-priority 
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sectors, so that the burden of miscalculations was concentrated in other 
areas Iike the production of consumption goods. By weakening the differ
ence in status between different 'departments' there was added pressure for 
consistent planning, which had already been intensified by the increased 
complexity of ahe economy resulting from past development. Actual 
experience was thus showing that Barone's misgivings about the possibility 
of efficient central planning had a core of tmth, at least for a relatively 
mature economy. 

Economic development al so disguised serious problems that Marxian 
theorists of the command economy had failed to anticipate. The Soviet 
Union had substituted current growth for future growth by excessively 
depleting natural resources, failing to protect the environment, and under
ínvestíng in infrastrueture (for example, roads and storage capacity).77 Thís 
showed that the resource allocation proposítions of neoclassical economics 
were not limited to the realm of staties, as both Dobb and Baran had 
believed. The ¡n tense pressure on production units to ¡ncrease outputs, 
which made for taut planning, forced up current growth but also had a 
disastrous effect on the qualíty of goods produeed. Again this was outside 
the visíon of most Marxians, who tended to view each type of eommodity as 
a homogeneous entity. When the Soviet Union began to reform after 
Stalin's death, it was thus faeed with important problems which arose 
from the very success of past advances, and on whieh prevailing theory had 
little to sayo 

The attempt to decentralise decision-making through a wider use of 
markets and more autonomy for produetion units, whieh began in the 
1960s, was a rational response, and broadly in aecord with the theories of 
market socialists in the inter-war years. Their ideas had, in faet, been 
strengthened by advances in the understanding of the stability properties 
of priee systems, and by the optimal planners who sought to use mathema
tkal programming techniques in the ealculation of seetoral proportíons and 
rational prices relevant for implementíng planning goals. But, both in the 
Soviet Uníon and in the countries of Eastern Europe, attempts at reform 
met stubborn and effective resistanee fmm bureaueracies whose interests 
they threatened. Moreover, the reforms that were implemented have not 
pro ved suecessfuL Growth rates eontinued to decline: for the Soviet Union, 
from 5.7 per cent in the 1950s to around 2 per cent in the early 1980s.78 The 
'actually existing socialisms' of Eastern Europe found it impossible even to 
maíntain their positions as 'followers', let alone become eeonomic leaders by 
'overtaking' the West. It was this desperate situation that finally produeed 
the crisis evident since the mid-1980s, and which brought about a revolu
tionary situation when the rulers realised that they were unable to 'maintain 
their rule in unchanged form' and their internal divisions alIowed 'fissures 
through whieh the discontent and indignation of the oppressed ... (could] 
... burst forth,?9 
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Following the lead of various Central Committees in Eastern Europe, 
between 1956 and his death in 1976 Maurice Dobb effortlessly adjusted to 
the need for decentralísation, which he had in faet anticipated,SO He now 
more clearly saw the Stalinist economy as a device to overcome baek· 
wardness through extensive growth, and recognised that its success brought 
with it the need for increased flexibility. He provided sorne fine analysís of 
the microeconomíc inefficiencies resultíng from maintaining an outmoded 
form of economic management But Dobb's criticism of neoc1assical welfare 
economics remained acute,SI and he took the view that central control of 
investment was still essentiaL His proposal was for decisions over current 
outputs to be reorganised along market lines, while planners retained control 
over accumulation, However, Dobb recognísed that this was an artificial 
distinction and would be diffícult to implement,82 

Many other Marxísts in the West, Iike Isaac Deutscher, welcomed de
Stalinisation and decentralisation as the beginning moves towards 'genuine 
socialism" and this víew has been frequently restated, But for Charles 
Bettelheim, Paul Sweezy and theír followers, the reforms in Eastern Europe 
threatened to institutíonalise particular ínterests, rather than secure socialist 
uníty. They were as opposed to socíalísm with markets as they were to 
bureaucratic centralism (see Chapter 9 aboye), Such a view prompted the 
Swedísh social democrat, Assar Lindbeck, to ask of these Marxists how they 
thought the coordination of economíc activities might actuaHy be brought 
about and, more particularly, how it could be done effíciently. In his view 
there was no third way between the bureaucracy ínevitably associated with 
central command planning and decentralisation through the greater use of 
markets. Lindbeek received no satisfactory answer, and nor have those who 
have repeated the question.83 Indeed, the support whích both Bettelheim and 
Sweezy gave to Maoism went a long way towards rejecting the problem 
itself, Ignoríng the disastrous economic performance under Mao. and 
interpreting the Cultural Revolution in a very peculiar fashion,84 they 
opposed 'economism' altogether in favour of the disruption of established 
social relations through continual class struggle. Sweezy was even moved to 
ask why 'Eastern European countries and the Soviet Union ha ve to get inlo 
the ral race with the capítalist world,.85 

Much weightíer analyses have emerged from Eastern European econom
ists themselves, and especially from Janos Kornai, who has sought lo explain 
regularities evident in 'actually exísting socialisms', whether tbey be re
formed or remaín centralísed command economies. Over time, Kornai 
located the cbíef defect at ever deeper levels. In the 19505, 'overcentralisa
tíon' was considered the root cause of problems; by the 1970s 'rushed 
growth' became the fundamental issue, ín the 19805 the essential malfunc
tions were traced to 'soft budget constraints', while by 1990 the role of state 
ownership in sustaining soft budget constraints was increasingly empha
sised.86 The absence of financial discipline on firms, effectively precludíng 
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any form of bankruptcy, ensures that, unlike most firms in capitalism which 
are 'demand-constrained', East European enterpnses have been 'resource
constrained'. This has brought about an insatiable demand foc ínputs, 
resulting in minimal labour discipline, hoarding of means of production, 
shortages, poor quality, price-insensitive behaviour, strong inflationary 
tendencies and corruption. These problems ensure that attempts to decen
tralise are periodically reversed and reforrns are always imperfect, as well as 
being ineffective in reversing relative economic decline. 

Tamas Bauer has appüed these ideas in the explanation of investment 
cycles, which are well documented in Eastern European economies. Accord
ing to him there is a persistent tendency for investments to cise to a leve l 
which cannot be sustained, ultimately fordng retrenchment, and thus 
cyclical growth.87 'erises' do not take exactly the same forrn as those in 
capitalist societies - in particular, unemployment rates show much less 
fluctuation - but it is clear that the advantages Dobb always claimed foc 
the social control of accumulation must be viewed with some scepticism. An 
íncreasíng number of Western economists have al so claimed that the many 
mefficiencies and malfunctioning of predomínantly capitalíst economíes 
stem from essentíally the same syndrome which Kornai denotes by the 
terrn 'soft budget constraints,.88 Thus problems arising from social demo
cratic policies are seco as milder versions of congenital deficiencies accom
panying any attempt to moderate the 'anarchy of production'. AH ihis has 
províded much support for the neo-Austria n vision, beca use ít questions any 
sustaíned attempt to realise traditional socialist values whíle retaining 
microeconomic efficíency, but must itself be qualified by the questíons of 
relevance raised in section 1 aboye, and the broader discussion of economic 
efficíency in section VII below. 

VII Feasible Socialism 

The experíence of 'actually existing socíalisms' has had a noticeable impact 
on many socíalists. Since the late 19705 there has emerged a considerable 
literature criticising the views of earlier Marxists, revíewing ¡he evidence and 
analyses of non-capitalíst forms of economic organisation, providing blue
prints of socialisms whích are thought to be both desirable and practical, 
and indicating how they might be attained.89 And the revolutions of 1989 
posed, wíth sorne force, two questions: whether a Third Way90 exists 
between Stalinism and capitalism, and, if so, precísely what it consists oL 
The absence of any convincing answers to ¡hese questions goes a long way to 
explaining the overwhelming popular support for the restoration of capital
ism in several of the Eastern European countrie8. From the early 19608, 
however, there had been much rethinkíng on the part ofMarxian economists 



Tire Polítical Economy 01 Socialísm 377 

in Poland, Hungary, Czeckoslovakia (during ahe Dubcek regime) and in 
Yugoslavia, where genuine independence from Moscow combined with an 
officíal ideology of 'self-management' to give expression to ahe claím that 
precísely such a Third Way had been díscovered there, Eastern revisionisls 
líke Ola Sík91 and Branko Horvat92 emphasised the role of markets both to 
ensure the efficient allocation of resources and to reduce the power of the 
sta te bureaucracy. They also stressed the advantages offered by sorne variant 
of workers' management of industry, wh.ích would give workers an interesa 
in accumulation and reduce the inflationary pressure rapid growth in 
current consumption,93 ín addition to humanísing the production process 
and ameliorating economic aJienation. The Yugoslav experience captured 
the interest of many non-Marxian economists in the West, and in the 19705 
there emerged a substantíal neodassical Iiterature on ahe economics of self
management wh.ích analysed the behaviour of worker-managed enterprises 
from the perspective of onhodox microeconomics.94 

In the West, the most significant work on market socialísm from a writer 
of socialist persuasions is Alec Nove's Economics of Feasible SodalislII. since 
it is informed by a lifetime study of Eastern European economies and takes 
very senously the arguments reviewed in the preceding sections of this 
chapter. He argues for a 'mixed' economy in the (rue sense of the word, with 
public corporations runmng basic utilities, workers' cooperatives active in 
medium- and small-scale production, and prívate or family concems 
operating in many service industnes and in retaíl dístríbutíon. Nove's víews 
typify what are now widely-held beliefs among modem Marxians: if 
socíalism is to continue as a non-Vtopian project it must incorporate 
markets, hard budget constraints. and sorne prívate ownershíp of the means 
of production.95 

Not surprisíngly, Ihis has mel resístance. In particular, Emest Mandel 
continues to argue the case for the attractiveness and realism of a socíalism 
founded on collective ownership, equality, cooperation and planning, and 
excluding both markets and bureaucracy.96 (Most unusually for a Trolsky
¡st, Mande! is also a firm supporter of workers' self-management.) Nove's 
own scheme of 'feasible socialism' has been the principal target for Mandel's 
restaternent of a traditional Mandan economics of socialism but, in the light 
of the developrnents since Míses's original critique in 1920, Nove has had no 
difficulty in exposing its flaws.97 In faca, Mandel's fundamenlalísm is even 
weaker than Nove recognises. He attempts to incorporate a nolion of the 
Commune state with an economy running as a giant factory, in the belief 
ahat worldng-class polítics and trends in technological deve!opment operate 
to realise both. Quite apar! from the fact that ahe evidence shows no 
pronounced tendency for the role of market relations lO díminish,98 the 
voting procedures which Mandel imagines wí1l define the social ¡nterest are 
likely to exhibít precisely those inefficiencies and paradoxes highlighted by 
neoclassical social choice theorists.99 Consequently, even if consíderatíons of 
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economic performance are set aside, genuine communal control may be 
impossible to achieve in ahe way Mandel imagines. 

There is really only one point at which Nove's model of feasible socialism 
is difTerent from that of other modern revisionists: although he favours 
cooperatives wherever possible, workers' control is not given the central 
place in his scheme. There are strong grounds for misgivings as to the 
viability of economic democracy, even though it has been a consistent theme 
in non-Leninist and anti-Stalinist strands within Marxism, from Council 
Communists of the earIy 1920s to libertarian Marxists like Paul Mattick, 
Raya Dunayevskaya and Cornelius Castoriadis (who broke with Trotskyism 
for precisely these reasons).lOO Theory and evidence on self-management 
reveals that important inefficiencies and inequities can arise. The special 
interests of particular groups of workers can be institutionalísed and may 
resula in a type of 'collectíve capitalism' which functions even less well than a 
capitalism based on private property.IOl These defíciencíes can in fact be 
regarded as the 'rational kernel' of Bettelheim's and Sweezy's opposition to 
all species of decentralised reforms. 

However, neither the theory nor the evidence on self-management is at al! 
conclusive. From a theoretical perspective, the consequences are very 
sensitive to the specific organisational form: the powers of workers' 
management institutions relative to those of other groups, Iíke consumers; 
the extent of market competition; and the 'hardness' of budget constraints. 
The empirical evidence ineludes examples of successful producer coopera
tives, in which the members positively value theír abílity to participate, and 
can hold their own in competition with capitalist fírms. 102 It is, therefore, 
reasonable for other socialists to place more importance on self-management 
than Nove does and many claim that campaigning for economic democracy 
now constitutes the most rational strategy for moving beyond capitalism. I03 

In arguing this they have highlighted an important limitation in Nove's own 
Feasible Socialismo 

Although Nove has persistently accused Marxists of Utopianism, he 
himself is open to the same charge, 104 Nowhere does he loca te the specifíc 
interests which would form the agency through which his own model might 
be implemented. Instead, he relies upon the reasonableness of his ideas to 
attract popular support. By contrast, those emphasising the importance of 
democratic participation argue that it not only constitutes the essence of a 
libertarian socialism, but that it is also the principal springboard from which 
a strategy of transition can be constructed. Samuel Bowles and Herbert 
Gintis point out that virtual!y al! protest movements in Western Europe and 
North America since the era of Absolutism have used the language of 
democratic liberalismo Conflicts ha ve been over which set of rights are to 
prevail - those of property or the person - and a movement dedicated to 
socialism can found itse!f upon pre-Marxian ideals in a way that most 
c1assical Marxists failed to recognise. 105 By its very nature, capitalism cannot 
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implement fully those values of liberty, equality and fraternity which have 
been traditíonally used in the defence of bourgeois society. Consequently 
capitalism can be 'hoist with its own petard'. 106 

Furthermore, it can al so be argued that an extension of democratic 
participation in the economy will improve efficiency. A diffusion of 
decision-making power to actual producers wiH tap the sources of know
ledge and productivity which capitalism seals off in authoritarian structures 
of wage labour, 107 while also reducing the monitoring and enforcement costs 
which Alchian and Demsetz claim to be minimised by capitalismo In other 
words, while Bowles, Gintis and Hodgson accept much of the Austrian 
critique of centralised command planning, and object to non-democratic 
forms of market socialism, they maintain that the critics' own arguments can 
be used to make the case for democratic socialism. 108 Moreover, the 
perspective of scientific socialism can be employed to support these 
c1aims. Many institutions within advanced capitalist economies have been 
modified through profit-sharing, co-ownership and co-determination, as 
well as by smoothing the harsher edges of hierarchical organisation. 
Nowhere is this very pronounced, but the developments which have 
occurred suggest that the idea of socialist relations emerging within the 
womb of capitalism may be given a new meaning. I09 

Against this, capitalism's very real strength lies in its ability to innovate, 
which Marx pointed to in the Communist Manifesto. 11O It provides relatively 
open access to the means of production for those who are willing to bear the 
risks of innovation, and also an environment with minimal constraints on 
the waging of economic war against agents who remain attached to existing 
technologies. Schumpeter emphasised this in his c1assic defence of 'creative 
destruction' which he believed he found in Marx: the 'system is cruel, unjust, 
turbulent, but it does deliver the goods, and damn it aH, it's goods ... [that 
people] ... want', 111 But it is precisely here that the traditional Marxian 
critique of capitalism retains its force; it is both rational and economic to try 
to preserve the dynamism whilst minimising the cruelty, injustice and 
turbulence. And the fact that this can be done is evidenced by the successful 
reforms achieved by social democracy. Many modero Marxists believe that 
those reforms can be extended much further when coupled to a radical 
democratisation, which will socialise economic processes far more than is 
possible in capitalism. 1 

12 

Radical democratisation will inevitably undermine some established 
individual rights in capitalismo However, since these rights concero the use 
of property regardless of their effect upon non-owners, they have a much 
lower moral priority than basic civil liberties. Moreover, a contraction of 
rights in one area is envisaged only as a result of expansion of rights in other 
dimensions, on the assumption that the net effect will be beneficia!. Any 
hannful effects which participation may pose for economic efficiency can be 
minimised by gradualism. Competition from firms which are organised on 
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capitalist lines could be used to constraín any tendency to stagnation which 
might result from democratisation. Indeed, sorne modero Marxians accept 
that it ís desirable for sorne capitalist institutions to be preserved, so as to 
allow choice to those who prefer wage labour beca use their own self· 
development líes outside the range of both politics and economícs. 113 The 
main weakness of this strategy líes in its reformism, which assumes - as did 
revisionist theorists in the era of the Second International - that established 
state instítutions can be captured and transformed peacefully. Perhaps they 
can if popular support is strong. The revolutions of 1989 in Eastern Europe 
suggest that this is not a vain hope if the crisís in the established order is 
sufficiently deep, while the violent cevolutions of the past offer no obviously 
superior alterna ti ve. 114 

In any event, it is evídent that modern Marxists have sought to preserve 
the strength of scientífic socialism, while at the same time recognising the 
great limitations inherent in the original formulation of Marx and Engels. In 
the process the conception of post-capitalist society has undergone drama tic 
changes, and anti-socialist critics can claim important íntellectual victoríes. 
But a responsiveness to valid criticism ís inevitable in any project that sedes 
to theorise a feasible socialism. To retreat into fundamentalísm ís futile 
because there is at present neitber the economic basis for socialism as 
classical Marxists imagined it nor any agency which migbt tey to realise it. 
Whether market socialísm would be the last stage of human history, oc 
simply part of a protracted transition to a future 'free association of 
producers' on original Marxían ¡ines, remaíns an open question. 
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Conclusion 

In part 1 of the first volume of this book, we described the emergence of 
orthodox Marxism in the Germany of the 1890s and the defence of the 
Erfurt Programme, in which its principal tenets were embodied, against 
revisionist critics. The central pillars of this orthodoxy were threefold. First, 
capital was being concentrated ¡nto larger unit5 and al50 becoming 
centralised, as ever more powerful monopolies and cartels replaccd the 
relatively free competition of an earlier stage of capitalist development This 
would ¡ead inexorably to a rising rate of exploitation and to the relative (if 
not absolute) immiseration of a rapidly increasing and c1ass-conscious 
proletariat. Second, economic crises were inescapable under capitalism 
and would tend to become more severe. erises were the inevitable result 
of the disproportionalities produced by the anarchy of the market; of the 
underconsumption induced by relative immiseration; and (in a minority of 
accounts) of the growing organic composition of capital, which lowered the 
rate of profit. In their wake carne unemployment, and with it a working c!ass 
driven into the socialist ranks by the insecurity of its members' physical 
existence. Third, and as a consequence of al! this, capitalism itself was ripe 
for replacement, in the dual sense that it was now a fetter on the 
development of human productive abilities and that the means for its 
transcendence were at hand. The proletariat had only to seize the six big 
Berlin banks - as Hilferding put it - to establish its power over the 
commanding heights of the national economy and secure the basis for 
post-capitalist society. There was a rider to this third proposition, which was 
critically important but seldom discussed: socialism ofTered a viai:>le, and in 
every way preferable, alternative to the capitalist mode of production. 

There was much more to Marxian political economy than this, but these 
three sets of propositions were at the heart of the orthodox view al the turn 
of the century. In later decades two further claims were advanced. Hilferd
ing's, Luxemburg's and Lenin's theories of imperialism asserted that the 
struggle for economic territory was the fundamental impulse behind the 
political and military rivalries of the various capitalist states. Under the 
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prevailing conditions of uneven economic development, the international 
proletariat was offered a stark choice: revoJution or war, socialism or 
barbarismo This, which had by 1918 become the fourth central lenet of 
Marxian political economy, was supplemented by a fifth after the Second 
World War. Une ven development entailed the underdevelopment of back
ward and dependent regions and not (as Marx had maintained) their rapid 
assímilation as more or less equal partners in the world system, Capitalism 
and development were now inconsistent, ít was claimed. In the Third World, 
socialist revolution was a precondition for industrialisation rather than its 
culmination. 

Thus expressed, the economíc theory of Marxism has had a very 
chequered past. Although there has been no reason to doubt the growing 
concentratíon and centralisation of capital, within individual nation-states if 
not on a global scale, the connection between these apparently deep-rooted 
tendencies and the anticipated rise in the rate of surplus value has been less 
easy to establish. In the absence of a satisfactory Mandan theory of wages, 
and of a gene rally agreed definition of productive and unproductíve labour, 
both the measurement and the interpretation of movements in the rate of 
exploitatíon have proved inconclusive or contentious. And the recent growth 
in international competition, and decline in the economÍc role of the sta te, 
has cast serious doubt on the contínued relevance of the concepts of 
'monopoly eapitalísm', 'organísed capitalism' and 'state capitalism' which 
had earlier seemed to be a logícal extrapolation of the orthodox position. 

The second pillar of orthodoxy, the increasíng severity of economic crises, 
has looked much stronger in sorne períods than in others. It was, not 
surprísíngly, more credible during the Oreat Depression or in the 1970s than 
it was in the late 1890s, during the 'long boom' after 1945 or in the course of 
the upswing which began in 1982. Indeed, the 'Reagan boom' has yet to be 
convíncingly explained in terms of Marxian crisis theory except, somewhat 
tenuously, as evidence of a new stage of militarily-driven accumulation. 1 

This points to a serious analytical weakness. There remains no single, 
generally accepted theory of economic crisis, and henee no satisfactory 
method of accounting for its absence. Marxian economists may suspect that 
a new Oolden Age is unlikely; they may believe that the rate of profit will -
for whatever reason - eventually faH; but at present they lack the theoretical 
tools which might give their predictions of impending economic doom a 
sharper cutting edge. 

As for the third tenet of orthodoxy, it is hardly necessary to repeat that in 
Western Europe and North America capitalism has proved to be much more 
resilient than the Marxian theorists had expected, and the proletariat much 
les s easy to interest in its destruction. These phenomena are, of course, 
conneeted. For the most part the capitalist mode of production has 
continued to deliver the goods. In the very long term, living standards 
have risen substantially, and unemployment has faíled to inerease contin-
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uous)y in ahe anticipated manner. In the advanced countries, even relatíve 
immiseration has pro ved hard to find. When compared with the only visible 
alternative - the Soviet mode of productíon - capitalism has looked by far 
the better option, even (for most workers) in the depths of the Oreat 
Depression. Claíms concerning the irrelevance of Stalinism to the socialist 
project, however accurate they might be, have failed to convince. and the 
recent and continuíng disintegration of the centrally planned economies has 
merely reinforced the already prevalent view that 'communísm will never 
work'. Without a plausible model of a socialist economy, Marxians have 
been left wíth nothing more to the contrary than unconfirmed statements of 
optímistic beJier. 

For a long time the fourth basic principIe of orthodox Marxían polítical 
economy appeared much less vulnerable to criticísm than the previous three. 
It was also, in a very real sense, more telling: if the only long-run alternatíve 
to world socialism was global carnage. the inevitable imperfections of ahe 
new society would carry less weíght. The Fírst and - even more transpar
ently - the Second World War could be presented as frightening examples of 
imperialist conflicts in the Hilferding-Lenin mould, with new and aggressive 
capitalist sta tes attacking their more established rivals in a lethal struggle fOf 

economic territory. After 1945. however, the economic and especially the 
military predomínance of the United Sta tes made any notion of renewed 
inter-capitalist warfare implausible in the extreme, and destroyed the 
credíbílity of the Leninist theory of imperialism. As we saw in part III 
aboye, the concept of imperialism itself degenerated into a component of the 
ideology of Third World nationalism, losing most of its coherence and 
clarity in ahe process. 

In the second half of the twentieth century it was, indeed, in the Third 
World that Marxian politica] economy found its principal audience, 
attracted by the theories of dependency and underdeve!opment set out so 
forcefully by Baran, Frank and Wallerstein. Here, too. however, the pillars 
of orthodoxy have begun to crumble. The Stalinist model of development 
has failed repeatedly, in the Soviet Union, Eastern Europe, Africa. Asia and 
Latin Ameríca, to live up to its promises, while the untidy, ínequitable bul 
nevertheless very rapid growth of several previously backward nations the 
so-called Newly Industrialising Countries - has confirmed the ability of 
capitalism to assimilate at least sorne parts of Ihe Third World into a 
dynamic and prosperous world system. 

In terms of its capacity to explain the course of world history over the 
twentieth century as a whoJe. Marxian political economy has thus performcd 
rather poorly. Yet this was .he very ambitious task which Marx and his 
orthodox followers set themselves and would have been willing to be judged 
by. Even at the more narrowly analyticallevel. however, Marxian economics 
has frequently fared liuJe better. In particular the (quantitative) labour 
theory of value has proved unable to hear the aheoretical burdens placed 
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upon ¡t, and can be defended if at al! only in the attenuated von 
Neumann-Morishima versíon of the Fundamental Marxian Theorem 
involving the mínimurn-Iabour values outlined in Chapters 13-1 S aboye. 
Nor, as we saw in Chapters 7 and 16. has Marx's volume III theory of the 
falling rate of pretil survived at all welt Undoubtedly sorne elernents of the 
Manían critique of capitalísrn are unscathed (the theories of alienation and 
fetishism, for example), but rather liule remains of the comprehensive 
integrated science of society which Kautsky preached with such confidence 
Jess Ihan a century ago. 

It is only to be expected, in the face of these massive deficiencies, that the 
crilics of Marxism are eager to announce its demise. It is sufficient to cite 
two such obituaries, both composed well befo re the Eastern Eurepean 
revolutions of 1989. For the historian of economic thought, Mark Blaug, 
Marx: 

bequeathed to his followers a system of ideas that was so complex and 
convoluted that few understood its formal structure, in consequence of 
whích it was almost immedíately bowdlerised. When the predictíons of the 
system tumed sour, his dísciples retreated to purely verbal incantations 
about value and surplus value. Capitalism was seeo as willy-nilly tom by 
inner contradictions and every passing year saw further encrustations on 
an already top-heavy structure to account for the unbelievable survival of 
the capitalíst system. The Marxian research programme degenerated and 
every attempt to put a stop to the rot only encouraged further degenera
hons. At sorne point, a degenerating scientific research programme either 
fades away and loses all of its adherents or else takes on the characteristics 
of a religion that maintains its hold by precluding the very possibility of 
further empírical refutations. It is c1ear that it is the latter which has 
pro ved to be the fate of Marxism. 2 

The philosopher Leszek KoJakowski subtitled his three-volume history of 
Marxism, '!ts Origin, Growth, and Dissolution'; the subtitle of the conc1ud
ing volume is sirnply 'The Breakdown'. In his 'Epilogue' Kolakowski also 
attempts to explain ahe process of intellectuaJ decay in Marxism more 
generally: 

Almost al! the prophecies of Marx and his followers have already proved 
to be false, but this does not disturb the spiritual certainty of the faithful, 
any more than lt did in the case of chiliastíc sects: for it is a certainty no! 
based on any empírical premises or supposed 'historicallaws', but simply 
on the psychological need for certaínty. In this sense Marxísm performs 
the function of a religion, and its efficacy is of a religious character ... 

Marxism has been frozen and immobílized for decades as the ¡deolo
gical superstructure of a totalitarian polítical rnovement, and in conse-
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quence has lost touch with intelJectual developments and social realitíes. 
The hope that it could be revíved and made fruítful once again soon 
proved to be an iIlusíon, As an explanatory "system' ít is dead, nor does il 
oíTer any 'method' Ihat can be effectively used lo ínterpret modern !ife, to 
foresee the future, or cultiva te utopía n projections. Contemporary Marx
¡st Iíterature, ahhough plentiful in quantity, has a depressing air of sterility 
and helplessness, in so far as it ís not pure1y historícal ... At present 
Marxism neither interprels the world nor changes it; it ís merely a 
repertoire of slogans serving lo organíze various interests, most of them 
completely remote from those with whích Marxism oríginally identified 
itself. A century after the collapse of the Fírst International, the prospect 
of a new International capable of defending the interests of oppressed 
humanity throughout the world is less likely than it has ever been 3 

These criticisms are associated wilh the school of scientific methodology 
made famous by Karl Popper and Imre Lakatos.4 They can be summarised 
in three proposítions. Fírst, Marxian polítical economy has become a 
dogma, more and more remote from any connectíon with social reaIíty. 
Second, to the extent that ils practitioners ha ve denved from it testable 
predíctíons about the real world, these predictions have failed. Thírd, where 
the dogma has in fact been amended in the face of criticism, il has been m 
the form of iHegitimate ad hoc revisíons. s Whether viewed as part of a state 
ideology, or seen as an element of a new pseudo-religíon, Marxian 
economics has degenerated to the point where it now adds - and for a 
very long time has added - nothing to the growth of knowledge. 

These are very serious charges, and as we have indicated Ihere is 
considerable substance in each of them. But they do faíl to come to grips 
with the evolving nature of Marxian polítical economy as a whole. Marxism 
can be regarded as a single, unífied dogma only at the expense of ignoríng lIs 
íncreasingly polycentric nature. As the many-faceted controversíes reviewed 
in the fírst volume of this book serve to confirm, there have always been 
Marxian critics of orthodoxy, and important variations in the way in which 
orthodox views were qualified. And since 1929 there has been no single 
Marxían orthodoxy on questíons of economics. Stalinism did for many years 
offer one such orthodoxy, and indeed ímposed ít at gunpoint over a large 
portion of the world's surface. In the West, however, there has never been 
such a uníformity of analysis or belief. From the OJd Left to the New Left; 
from Trotskyists to world system theorists; from neo-Stalinists to the 
Frankfurt School; and within al! these loose groupings, variety and discord 
were (and remain) the order of the day. 

Nor is the predíctive record of Marxian economísts one of unmitigated 
faílure. In terms of comprehending 'middle range' phenomena at various 
stages of capitalíst development they have done considerably better than in 
fulfilling the grandiose project of understanding the global capitalist 
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economy as a totality over the very long runo We ha ve pointed in previous 
paragraphs to sorne of the original successes of early orthodoxy. The 
concentration and centralisation of capital has increased over the last 
century; there have been major internatíonal crises; and imperialist wars 
have twice shaken the planet. It is clear that, on these issues. bourgeois 
economics has not been more productive, in the sense of generating more 
accurate predictions which corrobora te its analytical coreo (Blaug himself 
has been a trenchant critic of neoc1assical theory on precisely this scoref 
There is in fact still something to be said for Oskar Lange's celebrated 
conc1usion: 

Clearly the relative merits of Marxian economics and of modern 
'bourgeois' economic theory belong to different 'ranges'. Manian 
economics can work ahe economic evolution of capítalist society into a 
consistent theory from which ¡ts necessity is deduced. while 'bourgeois' 
economists get no further than mere historical description. On the other 
hand, 'bourgeois' economics is able to grasp the phenomena of the every
day life of a capitalist economy in a manner that is far superior to 
anything the Marxists can produce. Further, the anticipations which can 
be deduced from the two types of economic theory refer to a different 
range of time. If people want to anticípate the development of Capitalism 
over a long period a knowledge of Marx is a much more etTectíve starting 
point than a knowledge of Wieser, Bohm-Bawerk, Pareto or even 
Marshall (though the last-named is in this respect much superior). But 
Marxían economícs would be a poor basis for running a central bank or 
antícipatíng the effects of a change in the rate of discount. 7 

As 'economic sociology', or as a basis ror the comprehensíve analysis of 
different types of economic system, Marxian polítical economy has no 
serious rivals. This is evidenced, for example, in the analysis of 'late 
starters' by Plekhanov and Tugan-Baranovsky; by Lenin 's account of the 
different roads to capitalist modernisation; by Trotsky's theory of uneven 
and combined development; by Brenner's treatment of the transition to 
capitalism in the West and of the conse..rvatism of pre-capitalist modes of 
production; and by Cohen's rigorous reformulation of historical material
ism.s The impressíve work of Gerschenkron on European industrialisation, 
of Barrington Moore on the different paths to modernity, and of Theda 
Skocpol on the contradictions that líe behind social revolutions, although 
not stríctly Marxian, nevertheless show the very great influence of Marxian 
conceptions of the hístorical process, and use its tools of analysis to great 
effect.9 Marxian economists ha ve been virtually alone in attempting to 
formula te theories of systems dominated by concentrated economic power, 
and the work of non-Marxists in thís area - like that of J.K. Galbraith - has 
been heavily influenced by their ídeas. Mainstream theorísts have excelled in 
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rigour only by limiting attention to problems which are considerably more 
tractable but, aH too frequently, have but a tenuous relation to issues of real 
significance. When their results on the operation of econornlc systems have 
proved important - for example, on the dynamic instabilities that might 
accompany competitive pricing processes - these results have been ignored 
by most practitioners of neoclassical economics. 1O 

Even the collapse of the Soviet mode of production can be interpreted as a 
vindication of the materialist conception of history, these relations of 
production having become a fetter on the development of the productive 
forces, as many Marxists have maintained for sorne time. Indeed, as early as 
the inter-war years both Bukharin and Trotsky argued that the inefficiencies 
of command planning would ultimately engender an immense crisis in the 
Stalinist system. And, until very recently (anti-Stalinist) Marxists were 
virtually alone in treating the Soviet Uníon as a contradictory mode of 
productíon, where the domination of politics and ideology was only 
apparent and concealed the more enduring socio-economic determinants 
of historical development. But, with the abject faiJure of the 'totalitarian 
model' which has long dominated Western sovietology, and the challenge 
posed by the 'revisionist school' in Soviet historiography during the last two 
decades, it has become widely accepted that the Marxian approach is the 
more accurate. 11 Furthermore, it is at least arguable that sorne aspects of 
Marxian economics will grow in relevance as the century draws to a close. 
The decline of US economic hegemony, for example, and the corresponding 
rise of Europe and Japan suggest that the theory of imperialist rivalry may 
once more come to the fore. 12 And, unless Ronald Reagan 's restoration of 
'the magíc of the market' really has abolished the trade cycle, there will soon 
again be scope for the employment of Marxlan theories of economic crises. 

Against the third element in the Blaug-Kolakowski critique it can be 
claimed that 'revision' of Marxian economics is inherent in its own, 
historically and socially specific, methodology; and that the far-reaching 
changes since 1918 amount to a critical renewal rather than a dogmatic 
degeneration. Very many Marxians have pro ved willing to abandon unten
able positions, whether they relate to the quantitative labour theory of value 
or to the falling rate of profit, and to rethink the philosophical foundatiolls 
of theír polítical economy. Compare, for example, the generally very 
economistic analyses of the Oreat Depression, which were discussed in 
Chapter l aboye, with the much more open and flexible accounts of Ihe 
1970s crisis surveyed in Chapter 16; or contrast the rigorous treatment of the 
theory of value in the 1970s and 1980s with the sta te of Marxian theory a 
century earlier. Marxian economists ha ve even recognised the strengths of 
neoclassical theory, as can be seen in recent work on economic backward
ness, the rise of rational choice Marxism, and the very widespread accep
tance that, jf socialism is to be feasible, ít must involve the use of markets on 
an extensive scale. 1J And a wide range of new problems have engaged 
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Marxian economists over the last 50 years, rendering it much less of a sterile 
reLigious orthodoxy than either B1aug or Kolakowski is prepared to admit. 
Labour market segmentation, the social detenninants of labour productiv
ity, the economic functions of the education system and the family, the 
detenninants of discrimination against ethnic minorities and women, are just 
a few examples. 14 

Analytical glasnos! does have a price, however, as we saw most clearly in 
Chapter 17 where we discussed the 'imperialist' tendencies of neoclassical 
methodological individualísm and its infiltration ínto 'rational choice Marx
ism'. This raises another question which might threaten Marxían political 
economy from a dífferent directíon. Without the labour theory of value, 
economic detennínism, surplus value and the falling rate of profit, what is 
left of Marxian economics that deserves the name? What is there (if 
anything) to prevent it from subsiding into a minor, relatively egalitarian, 
sociologically inclined and historically aware sub-branch of neoclassical 
theory? What, to use a Lakatosian term, is the residual 'hard core' of 
Marxian political economy? 

There are, we suggest, four essential components of a twenty-first century 
Marxian economícs, 'essential' not because they could serve as the founda
tions for a new orthodoxy but rather since they provide a clear Iíne of 
demarcation between the Marxian and non-Mandan approaches to econo
mic phenomena. The first is the inescapable reality of the class nature of 
capitalist society, and the unavoidable (if often latent) class conflict which 
this entaiLs. Second is the clutch of problems relating to the reproduction of 
this society, which ranges from the ideological issues considered in Chapters 
4 and 16 to the much narrower, technical questions, first raised by Marx in 
volume n of Capital, which have never ceased to be of analytical ¡nteres!. 
The third differentiating characteristic of modern Manían economics is its 
emphasis on the contradictions in the processes of reproductíon, and 
especíally in the multifarious threats posed to the profitability of the system 
by class stratification and its many ramifications. Finally, there ís the 
concept of une ven development, fertile if elusive, which describes how the 
evolution of capitalism as a world system carlllot proceed ín a smooth and 
hannonious way. These four elements will constrain Marxían economics 
from losing its ídentity and from ceasing to be a vibrant and - in the 
Lakatosian meaning of the term - a progressive programme for social 
research in the near future. 

One last questíon remains: what is the relationship between Manian 
polítical economy and other dissident schools of thought? As we have seen in 
several chapters aboye, there have been many attempts to combine with 
Marxism elements of other theoretical traditions. To what extent, then, is a 
coherent synthesis possible of Marxían, Sraffian, post-Keynesían, modern 
institutionalist l5 and (perhaps) sorne neoclassical insights into the capitalist 
economy and its prospects? Can the four distinctive features of Marxian 
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economics described aboye survive the contact over tbe long run? Ir they are 
anywhere near as important as Mandan economists have always considered 
them to be, it will be other types of economics which will have to be revised 
in the direction of Marx. Only if they prove to be of rapidly declining 
significance is it Iikely that Marxian political economy will 'wither away'. 
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