The Case Agang Capital

Chapter 1

Setting the Tone

The wealthof thosesocieties in wich the capitalist mde of
production presils, presents itself as "anfimense accumlation
of conmodities," its unit beinga sinde conmmodity. Our
investigation nust therefore beg with the analysis of a
conmmodity.

Thus does Marx bég Capital — A Qitique of PoliticalEconony, his geat
work dewted to detailingthe crimes and inequities of capitalist societies and
market econones. L is a surprisinly innocuousbegnning consideringthe
history of violence warfare,andpolitical oppression hich has resulted frorte
attenpt to put Marxs ideas into effect. Anewcomer to Marxs work might be
forgivenfor expectingto find nore thunderous pronouncemis in a theoryhat
has accumlated such a record.

Yet his beinning passag senes Marx well as a point of departuirem
which, addingargument to argiment and deduction to deduction, hesatually
makes his way to the thesis hich is his destination: that capitaligecorrupt in
its essentiahature, and that capitalistsiig wealth not byanylegtimate neans,
but byappropriatingunpaid labor fronthe workng masses.

Despite the utter collapse ofo@munism that is stilla widely-believed
doctrine, een in countries that newwere subgcted toConmunist rule. That
doctrine, and the course of amgentation bywhich Marxarrives at it, together
form the subgct of the presentlume.

Certain Unspoken Assumptions

One characteristicaspectof Marx's work makes an appearance in higry
first sentence — nagly, a reliance on unspehk assumions. Since this iso
conmon in Marxs work, it is important alvays to recogize Marx's assumtions,
regardless of vinether ve accept or rejct them

For instance, in the current passadvarx identifies his subgct: "the
capitalist node of production” and societies gwying that mode; and he
announces that he il approach his suleict by way of an analsis of
conmodities. Bit there are assystions een in hisuseof theword "capitalisnt
which dont readilyappear.
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On onelevel of course the termcapitalisni (coined byearly socialists) is
simply another ternfor "freeimarket econorits.” But on anothelevel, theterm
carrieswith it a considerable bagge of ideologcal assumtions; and these
assumtions need to be challead.

Oneof thoseideologcal assumtions has been explored Bjhomas Sowell.
He obpcts to Mans use of the terrticapitalisn on the gounds thait identifies
freemarket econorits too exclusiely with one goup of peopleandonefactor
in the econom. As Sowell say,

...Marx5s ringng use of théerm"capitalisni wassonething
of a werbal coup. 1 implied a sgtemfor the benefitof a small
classof peoplewith a unique ranopoly of capital assets. But
capitalistsas thus defined receiwe only a snall fraction of the
total income received by labor; yet no one think of callingthe
econonic system"laborism" even thoud thatis wherethree-
quarters or rore of the incora goes.*

Not only did the term'capitalismi imply a systemthat benefited onlg snall
class of people; it also tended to dish or constrain the scopé"capitalism”
That is, it sugested that capitalisrwas an "isnj' just one form or speciesof
econonics, on a led with and conparable to other equallyalid forms of
econonics. In other words, nuch as "nercantilisni was one form of state
econonic policy to be corpared and contrasted to other fermso also
"capitalism presunably was one formof econont life, conparable to other
equallyvalid econonic alternaties.

Besides inplying the aboe by his term"capitalism" Marx saidas much
explicitly; that is, he predicted that capitalismould eventually be replacedoy
socialism just as it itself had replaced feudalisikennethMinogue referredto
this type of argment as “the central ideolagal techniquef revealingthatwhat
we imagine to be uniersal is actuallya particular in rassquerade®

Thuswe might call this vew of Marx’s "particularisni' meaningthat it sees
"capitalis®i as a phenoenon of a particular time, place and set of
circunmstances.

The contraryview, which might be called "uniersalism" is that capitalism
is a universal phenonenon. That is, "capitalist is nearly synonymous with
econonics; it is just anotherword for the econornes of free choice and free
enterprise, and as such it stands alone in diesethe nare of a fully-
functioningecononit system Other "forns" are not econoias atall, but stifled,
stilted versions of econonies; they are charactered by the hinderingof
econonic activity, not byecononic actiwty itself.
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As a conparison to Mans particularist vew of "capitalism" we might
imagne a termlike "airism" meaninga preference for the breathiofj air, as
opposedto sone alternatie such as pure heliumr nitrogen or sore other
mixture of gsses. Bt for hunans there is no real alternatito "airismi —to an
atnmosphere rade up of roubly 80% oxygen and 20% nitrogn. (Such
substitutes as scubeaear and oxgen tents arestrictly limited alternaties,
workable onlyin special cases and for brief periods.)rig" is reallytheonly
possible "istin this case, and there are no equedlid alternative "isns."

The situation is siftar with "capitalism" Non-"capitalist" societiesare
those in which econoim activity is inhibited, either by lackof freedomonthe
onehandor by a lackof sufficient securityfor trade on the other. Such societies
are not alternaties to "capitalist" econoim activity, but stiflings of it. Thus
"forms' such as feudal amors and radernconmunist statesarent really full-
fledged alternatives to market econories, but rather situations in which
econonic activity has been sgenatically impededor hinderedin sorre manner.
They arenot viable sgtens on the samleve as "capitalisni' These supposed
alternaties are rare crippled forms of the real thing

Thus, rather than "capitalisfhthe phenoranon under consideration could
hawe simply been called "mrket econonics” or even "econonic freedom" and
in that caseit would haw been rore apparent that there are fdivany
substitutes for it.

Marx's Particularist V iew

The merits of these tw contrastingviews, the particularist and the
universalist, cannot be fullgdebated here.hBy are introduced onlyo pointout
the theoretical bagge certain terra bringwith themin Marx's prose andto say
that we must always identify Marx's assumptions, een if we are reluctant to
agee wth them

Of course, the "particularist"iew was essential to Marx'work. If free-
market econorits had been considereasf nornal econonics, and iftherewas
no real, workable alternatig to it, it would be useless tonite screeds attaaky
capitalismand predictingts disappearance.nder sucltircunstancesve would
be limited to mending and areliorating capitalism not replacingit root and
branch.

It is like trying to improve the qualityof the air: ve might seekto limit
pollution, but no one would suggest elimnating the air and replacing with
sone other substancet Would be lilewise with capitalismif we adopted the
"universalist" view.
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So it was essential that Marx adopt a "particulariggwpoint. Atany rate,
his view of capitalismas one "rde" anong many, peculiar to the wdern era
and subgct to replaceent, was an assuption which we might not acceptbut
which we need to recamze.

Commodities — Marx's First Topic

Let usnow move from Marx's assurmptions to the particulars of what he say
Capitalist wealth,he informs us, "presents itself a'immense accumlation of
conmodities...." The reades immediate reaction to thatbsenation is likely to
be, As opposed to what? Dol econont "modes” hae as their aim the
productionof econonic goods (and seiges) — that is, the a&king or growing or
building of the necessities of life$ow does this fact differentiate capitalism
from anyother "nmode"?

To put it another way, if the wealth of capitalist societiesconsists of
marketablegoods,what does the wealth of angutatively non<capitalist society
consist of? @od will, ledger entries, or Wwat?

The solution to this quandaryis in recogizing that Marx is usinga
sonmewhat idiosycratic definition of the word'commodity." In his lexicon,
conmodities are gods produced onljor sale on the amket, i.e., for ultinate
consunption by the buyer, as opposed to beingroduced for hom use, for
consunption bythe producer. Nidlai Bukharin addresses thissuein his book
The ABC of CommunisnAs he explains it:

If we study how econorit life is carried on under the
capitalist regne, we see that its priary characteristic ighe
production of comodities.

"Well, what is there reankable about that?" the readaay
ask The renarkable point is that @onmodity is not simply a
product, but somthing produced for the anket.

A product nade for the producer hisalf, made for his own
use,is nota conmodity. When a peasant sewye, ¢gthers in the
hanest, threshes it, it the gain, and baés bread for hirself,
this bread is certainlyjot a comodity; it is sinply bread. 1
only becomnes a cormodity when it isbought and sold; when,
that is to sayit is produced for a by, for the narket...

Under the capitalist sstem all products are produced for
the narket, theyall becone conmodities.®
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To put it another &y, commodities areproducedfor their exchang value,
ratherthan for their "usevalue." O in more colloquial terra, conmodities are
"storeboudht” (and storesold) gods, as opposed to "hemade."

This distinction between hoemade and producefbr-sale gods loons
large in Marx's theories, because for himthe profit notive and rarket
mechanisrm taint everything associatedwith them Goods produced for the
produces own useare, so to speakmorally pure, untingd by oppression and
social inustice; whereas anket goods are tainted and corrupted the profit
motive of the capitalists who produce thefmusfor Marx breadis not simply
bread; he introduces class distinctions in bread, so to.speak

(This infinite moral superiorityof the one tpe ower the other is briefly
sunmed up in the Marxist catcphhrase, "Fousevalue, notfor exchang-value,"
or in its witless pidgn-Marxist nodern \ersion, "For people, not for profit.")

This Marxist definition of commodities approxirates nornal usag, being
not very different fromwhat we ordinarily think of asconmodities;andyet it is
slightly skewed sonehow. True, conmodities are articles of trade; theye
market goods. Ad if commodities are gods bouft and sold on the arket, then
they must (as Mans definition asserts) habeen preimusly produced with that
purpose in imd. Thus Marxs definition seer correct.

Yet it is slightly off-kilter. The problenis that Marx uses "comodities"as
oneside of a dichotom— as a ternmpposingone tye of gods, narketed gods,
to goods of the onlyother knd, honemade @ods,with the dichotony being
definedby the purpose or reason behind theods'production. But in norai
usag, "commodities" are rarket goods not as opposed to hemade gods, but
as opposed to earything else in the unierse, eerything that is not a m@rket
good. h other words, in ordinaryusa@ the term'conmodities" does not call to
mind a dichotory, a contrast to hoemade, horme-consuned gods. he duality
envisioned byMarx is not inplied bythe ordinarysense of the word.

The reasonno such distinction is implied in ewryday English usag is
probablythat thereusuallyis no practical difference.hEre are ey few goods
which areonly homemade;almost any useful itemthat can be hoemade is also
producedin a narketed form So the need for a distinction beten narket
goodsor conmodities,and other itens produced and conswd at hora, is not
felt.

Moreover it is doubtful whether there ev was a societyn which ghods
were producedfor home use and yet never produced for sale. Hus there
probablywas newr a societythat wasnt in sonme degee a "comodity” society
thatis onereasonwhy the distinction Marx rakes sounds alien to us. Marx lists
the production of comodities, or narket gpods, as one of the defining
characteristics of capitalist societies. Whether this actudifferentiates
"capitalist” societies fromany others is debatablehut at least we must
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understandMarx's termnology and his somwhat eccentric definition of the
word "conmodities."”

(This discussion leas aside a ome specializd usag of the termnanely
"commodity” meaning bulk goods, or gods like wheat, sdyeans, etc.not
differentiated byorand nara. That sense of the word does not concern us here.)

At any rate, so far we haw the staterant that capitalist societies are
characteried by goods produced for the arket, which goods constitute the
wealth of suchsocieties.Thus Marx proposes to exam commodities as his
startingpoint in analying capitalism All of this ismore or lessreasonablegive
or take a quirky definition or two.

(Another possible interpretation of Mamihtroductory remarks aboutthe
wealth of capitalist societies, is that heeans the sheer amnt of goods
produced bycapitalist societies — i.e., perhaps he isirgayhat capitalist
societies are differentiated from others in that theyproduce an "inrmense
accurnulation" of commodities rather than a barebdequate accuntation of
conmodities. That contrast rmy hawe been theone most evidentthroudhoutthe
history of communist societies, but it was no doubt not the one Magant)

The Analysis ofa Commodity

Marx has stated, “Our imgtigation nust therefore beg with theanalysis of
a conmodity.” Actually, "the analgis of a conmodity” is a sonawhat illogical
placeto begn. Commodities are, after all, ane staticthings (or to use Mars
term "metaphyical" thing), and theyappear at the end of the production
process as the end productt might hawe been rare insiditful to bedgn the
investigation by looking at the process bwhich ¢ods are produced (the
"dialectical" processagain using Marx's term), and all the processeshereby
capitalismfunctions.

To put it anotherway, the productie systemin capitalist societies consists
of productive machinery and phsgical facilities; sgtens of distribution and
exchang; the social institution of eptoying labor; transportationand
distributionsystens; credit and finance stens; and a sriety of other facilities
and institutions Wich meke possible the production arshle of goodson the
free market. To attenpt to analyge such societies bgissectinga commodity —
by, as it were, puttinga nere static obgct under the mroscope — is not only
contraryto the true nature of the phenenon beingtudied, it isalsocontraryto
Marx's stated principle of alays viewing things dynanically, "dialectically,"
and in terms of processes, rather than in terofi dead, static ob¢ts.
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At anyrate, we ray be inclined to discourilarx's assertiorthathis analysis
had to bem with "the analgis of a conmodity." Evidently he wantedto begn
with analysis of a commodity; it suited his purposesind by begnning at that
startingpoint he was able to talis discussion where heantedit to go. That
was reason enolgto begn as he did, and @vcan accept his choice on those
terms.

A Unit of One

A minor point of Marxs openingstatenent still renains to be addressedeH
says that capitalist wealth consists in dh inmense accumlation of
conmoadities,'its unit beinga sinde conmodity." What are w to meke of that
last phrase?

Of coursejf we hawe many of anything, one is its unit; that is theaaningof
the word. In fact it is the latin origin of it: unus one. One couldupt aseasily
say"a forest is an imense accumlation of trees,its unit beinga singe tree."
Theres no extra inforration coneyed by sayng "its unit being a singe"
whate\er.

But Mar, first of all, was a writer who habitualBxplainedhis subject
matter to the geatest lentps and to the utterost detail; he left nothing
unexplained, nothingaken for ganted —possibly becausehe trusted only
himself to gve the actual truth of angnatter. Thusin the presentcaseasusual,
he approaches his seb} as one thatust be explained frorthe gound up.

Then,too, Marx purports to write "scientific socialistrand lay clains for
his work of beingscientific. Possiblyffor that reason, the biggning part of his
text is patterned saoswhat after science textboakSuch boak nost oftenbegn
with definitions of terr, identification of eleentaryconcepts and entities be
dealt with, and descriptions of units ofaasure. Marg' book at the start, is
much in the sam pattern, at least superficialljt follows the form of such
works, but without the manindul content.Marx's presentcomments about
conmmodities and their unit are in such @ru

The Analysis ofa Commodity

For purposes of coparison, we right look at AdamSmith's approach tehe
sane topic:

The word VALUE, it is to be obsered, hastwo different
meaning, and soratimes expresses thaility of sone particular
object, and sometimes the power of purchasingther gods
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which the possession of that elof coneys. The one my be
called"value in use"; the other, &lue in exchang" The thing

which hawe the geatest @ue in use haw frequentlylittle or no

vaue in exchang and, on the contrarythose which hawthe
greatestvalue in exchang haw frequentlylittle or no \dlue in

use. Mthing is nmore useful than water, but itwill purchase
scarceanything; scarce anyhing can be had in exchaadpr it.

A diamond, on the contranyhas scarcany value in use;but a

very great quantityof other @ods nay frequently be hadin

exchane for it.

Smith doesrt' formally define the werd "commodity," apparentlytaking it
for grantedas a term in conmon usag@. Moreoer, he uses the terim its
conmon, ordinarysense, not angpeciallyinvented sense.

He identifies the gods or articles hiscononic treatisedealswith no more
explicitly than to sayhis:

Every man is rich or poor accordingo the degee in which
he can afford to eny the necessariesconweniencies,and
amusenents of huran life.

Thus he identifies comodities or econoin goods onlyin passing asthe
necessities, "comniencies" (or w might say luxuries), and amsenentsof life.
We all buysuch gods, and w all recoquize econonic commodities or goods
when we see them

(By including "amusenents" Smith also night be seen to include non-
tangble itens, such as admssion to performncesof plays and such things.
These too are articles of trade, thbuthey dont fit either the "gods" or
"senices" categry exactly)

The Analysis ofa Commodity

m

Let us now rove to the specifics of Marx
says.

analysis of a conmodity." He

A commodity is, in the first place, anbject outsideus, a
thing that byits properties satisfies ham wantsof sorre kind
or another.The nature of such wants, whether, for instance, they
spring from the stormach or fromfancy, makes no difference.
Neitherarewe here concerned tonkw how the olgct satisfies
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these wvants, whether directly as means of subsistence,or
indirectly as neans of production.

No one explains thimgto such an absolut@egee as Marx doeswhen he
really gets started, as @vsee here: comoditiesarefirst of all objects"outside
us," externalobjects,not bodyparts or anyther properties or characteristics of
ourselhes. We can accepthis assertion; w might even sayit goes wthout
sayng we oursehes,andthe gods we buyon the narket, are in rost cases
distinguishable.

The next rerark Marx makes abouttonmoditiesis equallyunexceptionable:
conmoditiesare usefulitems, items that bytheir properties satisfigunan wants
or needs.That is in fact one possible definition of the tefepnmmodity,”
conwying a gpod deal of what is sant bythe termin common usag. And even
if it is not a definition, if instead comodities are defineds goodsproduced
strictly for saleonthe market, exen in that case camodities are such because of
their usefulness. Mat is, gods (and serges) boubt and sold nast be iters in
dermand. They must be desired bpeople, so that people anglling to spend
moneyfor them and thus theynust be capable of satisfig sone hunan need
or want.

These terra "need" or "vant" can be quite looselpterpreted, oEourse As
Marx indicatesijt is hardto identify any objective need satisfied bsone goods.
Iterrs like pet rock, and other nalty and fad iterg, dont satisfyanobijectively
discernible need; thegont satisfyhunger, orkeepout the cold, or performany
otherobijective senice. But what mattersis that, for whatesr reason, there is a
dermand for such thingwhen theyre offered for sale. é®ple are \illing to buy
them there is an obseable market denand at a gven price. Ad fromthat, we
may take it for granted that theapds serg sone purpose or et sore human
need or desire.

The denand, as measured byactual sales at aivgn price, is the defining
characteristichere; it is what nakes gods narketable, i.e., rakes them
conmodities. Aconmodity, in other vords, does not hato hawe anobjectively
denonstrated use. Peopleaynbuy it for no betterreasonthan that "everyone
elsehasone";i.e.,it may be a senseless fachditemis a conmodity for all that,
beingan article of trade, for mate\er ill-defined reasons, sold on therket.

If, as Marx ackowled@s, the source of the damu or the natureof the
wantsis not pertinentto our current discussion, neither is the distinction between
consuner goods and production equiprent, or capital gods. Both tpes of
commoditiesare sinilarly produced and sold; bothpgs obeysimilar econonc
laws, althoup the intended amket or potential purchasers of the tiypesare
different sets of people.ddhmodities are commodities, whetherthey sene as
means of subsistence oeans of production. Rerewill come a pointin Marx's
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text where that difference W becone significant, but at this point, here Marx
is explaining the elenmentary characteristics of all comodities, he can
legtimatelytreat both tpes as one.

How Good, and HowMuch of It

"Good and little are better than bad andich."
Jewish saying.

At this point Marx, perhaps still tityg to sound ascientific as possible,
gives us further but puzling data on commodities: "Eery useful thing as iron,
paper, etc., ay be looled at fromthe two points ofview of quality and
guantity"

That is a characteristicMarxian statenent of a certain fye: it sounds
definitive, it seemm to identify an intrinsically "correct" way of looking at
sonething, but in realityit is an arbitrarycategrization andonly oneviewpoint
anong many.

It must be adritted that vihat Marx nentions isoneway of cate@rizing or
characterimg conmodities — by "how good it is and howmuch of it." An
exanple of this night be the old gke abouta lady conplaining abouta certain
restaurantShesaid, "Inewr want to eat there am. Eery bite was poison. And
the portions were so siii" *

Thatis oneinstanceof looking at conmodities fromthe points of iew of
guality and quantity in this instance, it is a case of "bad and natimof it."
Other means of characteiimy commodities, night be in terms of cost of
production ersus sellingprice; weight versus wlume; durability asopposedo
guality, and so on. Aanyrate, cormodities can be load at frommany points
of view; these include the characteristics of quaditg quantity- Marx is rigt
about that. Whether his two criteria of catggation are anymore valid or
significant than anyother two, is open to question.

He continues:

It [every useful thing is an assebtage of many properties,
and nay therefore be of use iranious wa.

Thatis true. Different properties am give rise to different uses, in a sort of
oneto-one correspondence. For exde iron is stron@nd thus is useful fall
types of structural obgts, like wroudnt-iron fences. tl also hasmagnetic
propertiesandis useful for naking magnets, such as those used in loudspeak
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These two properties of iron lend theshes totwo different "applications,"or
products.

Moreover, differentusesdont necessarilyone from different properties; an
object, with its whole assditage of properties, can siply be used for assorted
purposes. Wood is used for house fearas well as for baseball bats; stisel
used for auto bodies and folteh cases — not necessafilgcause of a one-
one correspondence betgn properties and products, kirmply becausesone
materials are ersatile and suited for aasiety of purposes or products.

For this reason wmight make a somewhat subtledistinction:the usefulness
perseof a gven substance is not a m@igal propertyof the substance. Rather, it
is in a sense a function ofhat use people ake of it; andthat in turn is
dependent on the phigal properties of the substance. For examsteel is
strong malleable and ductile. ¢ this reason it is useful both feheetmetal
applications and foruitar strings. The strenttp, malleability and ductility are
physical propertiesof steel,butits usefulness is not.n€ usefulness is in a sense
derived, a result of those properties and of the uses people put the steel to.
Usefulness requires the interaction beén peopleandsteel- the actualputting
of the steelto various uses— in order to appear as a pheramon at all. (his
point may be philosophicallydebatable, but it seemalid to this author.)All
this is said in anticipation of rearks later in Mans text, inplying the contrary
that "usevalue" per se is an actual propesfycommodities.

Uses and Measures

The Smoot as a unit of measure was invented in 196& at
Massachusetténstitute of Technology hen fraternity pledges
were ordered to measure the length of Harvard Bridge using
only chalk and the body of one of their peers.

“Out of the 14 pledges, | hathe distinction of being the
shortest,” said 5-foot-7 inch Oliver Reed Smoot, J= news
item.

Marx continues:

To discower the arious uses of thirgjis thework of history.
So also is the establislemt of sociallyrecogized standards of
measure for the quantities of these usefukots. The diversity
of these masures has its onigpartly in the diverse nature of
the obgcts to be masured, partlin conention.
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It is hard to kow what Marx means by"the work of history" Two
possibilities cora to mind. He may mean it is the wrk of historians that is, to
discower what uses thirghawe been put to in the past is the warkhistorians.

Or by "history' he may mean historypersonified — huen endeasr under
the nane "history." He may mean,"To discower usesfor various substancebas
been the taskf hurman being throudhouthistory." Forinstanceto discower how
to forge netals, how to draw wire frorsteel, how to @ke nailsandnail boards
together, has been the wodf people in the past.

It seens likely thatMarx meant the latter; heiewed historyas a predestined
or predeterrimed, "historically inevitable" process — alwst as a reified thingn
itself, apart fronthe actions of peoplet Wwould be a smll stepfrom thatviewto
writing about historyas an actie agnt in itself, vithout reference to the people
that actuallymade it happen.

Whichewer way he neant it, the stateemt is nurky enoudp; andhe extends
it to his nextsentence about "the establighmh of sociallyrecoguized standards
of measure." This too is "theank of history," presunably meaningin this case
also that "it vas done in the past" or "it is theovk of people in society

The work continuesin modern tines as scientific admces require new
typesof measurerants. For exaple, angtrom units and nangeconds are units
of measure that either were not defined prior twdern tinesor elsewere not
useful measuresof anything. But both are useful todayand we ray saytheir
creation was "the worf history"

In the last sentence of the passagder consideration, Marx offeus more
Physics 101. \&rious units of reasure, he inforeus, arisebecausef first, the
different characteristics of the thistp be neasured. For instance,applesand
wheat are measured byhe bushel, and cloth iseasured byhe squareyard, it is
so partlybecause it wuld be difficult to do the revse and raasure apples by
the square d and cloth bythe bushel. fat is, it is so becaus# the different
naturesof thethings beingmeasured. £ea is nore siquificant in measuringcloth
than wlume, because for one thing particular piece of clothingequiresa
certainnumber of squareyards to be rade. Thus it nakes sense to sell cloth by
the square ard. Moreo\er, cloth does not lend itself toeasureby volume —it is
conpressible and doesrtiawe a fixed wlume. So itis sold by the squareyard,
i.e., bylenghs of cloth a grd wide.

Wheatand apples do, for practical purposes, @av fixed wlume. While
they could be and sonetimes are neasured byweight, both their phsical
properties and the purpose thase used for ake measurerant (and sale) by
volume more practicable.

On the other hand,not "the diverse nature of the oégts" but congntions
and circunstances account for specific units otasure. fie Endish-speakng
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world has traditionallyadhered to the "foot/pound/second’steym relying on
those units of lerth, weidht and tine, respectigly. The rest ofthe world has
mainly adopted the miric system usingmeters, klograms (a unit of mass, not
weight) and seconds. Either stgm manages to neasure the saanthings; the
choice of one or the other is a ratter of customand usag, not the inherent
characteristics of the thisgneasured.

There can een be fanciful, totallyimpractical unitsof measurethat are
never adopted bysocietyat larg. For examle, one authorsuggested“furlongs
per fortnight-squared” as a unitf acceleratior(in The Cfficial Rules). And then
there is the Sopt, as described abev

Use-Value

We now haw arrived at Marx's introduction of two essential properties of
conmodities, twin characteristics thatilvbe of pivotal importance througput
the renainder of his text. He states:

The utility of athing makes it a useralue. But this utility is
not athing of air. Beinglimited bythe phgical properties of the
conmmodity, it has no existence apart frothat conmodity. A
conmmodity, suchasiron, corn, or a diamnd, is therefore, so far
as it is a raterial thing a usevalue, sonething useful.

In otherwords, there is no such thirmg a sort of diselbodied usefulness,
floating around unattached to aphysical conmodity. Utility is a propertyof an
object, not an independent entitpr freefloating substance | air or perhaps
ectoplasmThereis no such thingas an independent, selfisting "usefulness”
apart fromthe phgical obgct of which it is a property It follows that a
conmodity is useful "so far as it ia material thing," or we might say, because
or inasmuchas it is a material thing. (For exanple, the useful properties of
hardnesandductility are properties of iron; there is no such thasgan abstract
"hardness'freefloating around us, unconnected to astyject.) That seera to be
what Marx is saying — as if there were aoype who needed to hathe point
elucidated.

A senantic issue: at this point in his text Marx is stilawering betweentwo
meaning of the term "usevalue." He still at times refers to "usealue" in the
normel sense of the word, as a propedfyobjects. (hdeed, that is thevhole
point of the abo® passag) But he is also begning to usethe term as a
synonym for "commodity," saying that aconmodity is a usevalue, it does’
haveusevaue.
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The distinction is not realln crucial one, except that it illustrates Marx
penchanfor creatinghis own ocabulary a jargon that has to be atmat decoded
rather than siply read. Perhaps thisamner of, ineffect, creating his own
language was synptomatic of megalomania — Marx thoupt that een words had
to subnit to his authority Or perhaps it yst aided inrenderinghis text
inconprehensible, ysterious, and intellectuabunding and thus in forcinghe
reader to accept Mas¢heoryon his om authority rather than understandiitg

More About Use-Value

This propertyof a conmodity is independent of the amnt
of labor required to appropriate itsseful qualities. When
treating of usevalue, we always assure to be dealingwith
definite quantities such as dow of vatches, wards oflinen, or
tons of iron.

The usevalues of comrmodities furnish the rterial for a
special study that of the commercial knowledg of
commodities. We-values becom a reality only by use or
consunption: they also constitute the substance of a#alth,
whateer may be the social forrof that wealth.

First of all, we are inforned that the usealue of a conmodity "is
independent of the amant of labour requiretb appropriatdts usefulqualities."
The latter is a bit of Marxianajgon; Marx sag "to appropriateits useful
gualities"ratherthan"to produceit," thoudh the latter is Wat he neans. Marx
always prefers to diert the reades' attention fromthe fact thatit is the
entrepreneur or capitalist who produces theroodity and bears the expense of
doing so. Rather, he prefers to iply that thecapitalistseizs the commodity
wrondfully, that he "expropriates" or "appropriates" it ragngthe fact thathe
conmodity didnt exist prior to the capitalist'efforts, and that it auldnt exist
for anyoneto appropriate without him

The main significance of the renark, howe\er, is probablyby contrast to
exchaneg vaue, which is dependenbn the amunt of labor required to produce
the commodity (as Marx will show later on). Thus this point is one sificant
distinction between the twopgs of "alue."

A quibble mght be made here: dependinon how we consider the terase-
value," it is not alwag conpletely independenbf the anpunt of labor required
to produce the comodity. Theoretically the two are unrelated, thdugnot
always in practice.
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Sone conmodities are lilk apples, diaonds and so on — thegre alnost
purely products of nature, and their usefulness is prettypletely defined by
their inherentnature. heir useful properties, such as an apph®inggood to
eat, are inherent. Or, if we construe "wsdue" to nean "the amount of
usefulness" of the camodity, then in that case too tlenountof usefulness or
goodness of an apple is fainyell fixed byits inherentnature— by whatvariety
of apple tree it is, conditions of soil anlimate,andsoon. The anountof labor
appliedto it can onlyaffect the "arount of usefulness" to a lited degee.
Whether ve prune a lot or a little, or fertileza lot oralittle, the usevalue of the
resultingapples Wl only be affected (& will assune) to a certain saill degee.

Similarly, the siz and purityof a dianond are prettywell fixed by nature.
The dianond can be cut inarious way, but the anount of influenceour labor
can hae on its "usevalue" is constrained within certain lit@d bounds.

Other commodities are less cleacut cases. @Gnsider the "usgalue” of a
piano:one could argue that a handmade concertgnd, with a larg anount of
laborinvestedin it, is more useful, and useful for are purposes, than aass-
producedspinet nade byless labointensive methods. h this case the apunt of
usevalue is not independent of the labor requiteappropriate,'i.e., produce,
the piano. (On the other hand, if Marx is uslgevalue" to nean "what is
usedfor," thenin that senseusevalue is independent of the labor: a piano is to
play. Such anbiguities cone from havng a veriety of definitions, sora of them
crude and irprecise, to choose froat will.)

Puzzling Remarks

We arenow presented with a couple of plimg remarks. When discussing
usevalue, Marx tells us, "We always assure to be dealingwith definite
guantities, such as deas of vatches, wrds of linen, or tons of iron."

Well, maybe. We can alays assure we're dealingwith definite quantities—
unless wek not. This point is so basic, it is hard todw howto stateit. In sorre
circunstances w deal vith definite quantities, as on an bige, where were
making a record of a certain nrar of itens to be shipped.At othertimes,we
talk of commodities or "useralues" in g@neral, not quantitataly. Even when
Marx himself usesexpressiondik e "treatingof usevalues," or when he refers to
"watches," or een "dozns of watches," he doesgive specific nurbers.

In short, soma discussions are quantitativsone are not. When foresteror
lumberjack counts the trees in a certain ardats quantitative. When Joyce
Kilmer write "Trees," thas not.

PerhapdMarx, a onetime student of philosophywbstruse etaphysics, and
such natters, was so mddled byor fixated on elenentarydistinctions,that he
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thoudht such comments necessanOr perhaps his coments are includefbr the
purpose of soundingcientific, to evke the quantitati¥ natureof scienceandto
mimic the thorouly definition of terns, units of neasure, etc. comon in
scientific worls. If the latter, heiges us formwithout content.

Marx's next sentences likewise sonewhat elusie in neaning "The use-
values of commodities furnish the naterial for a special stugythat of the
conmercial knowedge of conmodities." Hih? Marx tells us that the "usadues
of conmodities," or ve might say their useful propertiesin a broad, general
sense, are studied under the pamf "the conmercial knowledg of
conmmodities." Or we might say those viho deal in gods on the @rket nust be
familiar with their properties — their @hod of nanufacture, the characteristics
of various brands and tyes of @ods, and so onf lthere is anyintelligible
meaningin that sentence of Mas¢'perhaps that is a®gd a giess as any

"Usevalues becoma realityonly by use or consuption," Marx tells us,
andit's a fairly unargiablestatenent. Marx apparentlgonsiders that enely to
hold onto or possesgds, without usinghemor consunng them is not to
realiz their ultimate purpose or brintheir essential nature fouition. In this
sense comodities onlybecone a realitywhen nmede to sere their ultimategoal.
That view is reasonable enoligOn the other hand;ommoditiesdo existbefore
beingconsuned, and in that mima sense thewre a realityeven before being
consuned. t is perhaps a atter of definition.

His next assertion is less biguous. H says, usevalues "alsaconstitutethe
substanceof all wealth, whatever may be the social fornof that wealth." The
phrase "the social forrof that wealth" is perhapspento variousinterpretations
in the light of Marxs conplete oeuve, but the rost direct interpretations
probablythis: usevalues or useful gods are present in all epochs and athdes
of production," but theyre not aleys commodities. Thatis, usefulgoodshawe
not always beenproducedfor saleon the narket; not all econoirs hae been
"commodity econonies.”" But regardless of whether apds are produced on a
feudal estate for consuyotion bythe inhabitants of the estate, or produicethe
modern capitalist era for sale on therket —whatewer the circunstancesuse-
values are the substance of all ealth. Ad regrdless of vinether a societys
nominally based on wney and the "cash nexus," or on salftainingfeudal
estates, gods are the real and uléte formof wealth. This is perhapsa difficult
idea to gt used to in a wneyeconony, but it is hard to deny

Exchange-value Deposited In Use-values

Marx now nakes a final rerark on the sulgct of gpods, or usedues:
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In the formof societywe are about to consider, thage,in
addition, the raterial depositories of exchaagalue.

From a nore downto-earth vewpoint, we couldparaphraseMarx's
statenent like this: h the formof societywe are about to considersevauesor
goods are articles of trade; theyare boupt and sold on the aket. Such a
formulation would avoid the more nretaphysical owertones of Mars statenent.
His version perhapdisplays his metaphysical tendencies — his tendertoyover-
philosophiz straichtforward matters.He seera to inply that exchangvalue is
an intangple, ethereal entityhat is incarnated monehow enmbodiedwithin the
physical bodiesof conmodities— sortof on the order of ectoplasrhle portrays
it as an intanfle entity which enters into the comodity and taks up
residence.

It is difficult to saywhether Marx considers exchangaue as first existing
separatelyfrom the usevaue, as an independeantity on its own which then
enters into the produceaagds. His stateent that userdues "are..the material
depositories of exchargalue" could inply that.

Alternatively, he could mean that use&aues, wich are producedin all
forms of society hawe an extra, added ingdient in capitalist societies; they
hawe, deposited within thenduring the course of their production, exchang
value, which is somhow lackng in usevalues produced in otheiorms of
society

Whichewr interpretation is appropriate, it is clear that Marx considers
exchaneg vaue a propertyof conmodities, i.e., of usealues, which byits very
presenceve may sayturns theminto commodities. Exchang value is somathing
contained \thin commodities; gpods are irhued, suffused, inhabited, haunted
by exchang value, and exchargvalue is to bestudiedassuch— asa property
or internalingredient of @ods. B contrast, a wre traditional vew would say
people produceapds for sale, and exchangalue is a resulof thatfactandan
aspect of the arket nexus.

Marx's view offers the benefit of aking commodities entirely self-
contained; that is, comodities can be coptetely analyed or dissected in
isolation, as rere physical obgcts, without referenc society trade,human
actions, or the econdm actiities takng place outsideof and around
conmmodities.

More particularly it offers the benefit ofemoving peoplefrom econonics.
There is no direct reference to hambeing in Marxs statenent that, "they
are...thematerial depositoriesof exchang value." That becoms a continuing
characteristic of his text.He renoval of human being, so far asis possible,
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from econonits will beconme a continuingfeature of Mars approach to his
subgct, and it Wl facilitate his treatrant of commodities (and econoits) asa
studyof material obgcts rather than of huan actiity. He treats econogs as a
guasiphysics, rather than as a social stuay exarmationof humanbehavor in
the econonic realm This is a serious nsapprehension of the nature of the
subject under consideration.
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