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The historicity of concepts

Let me now try to pull together some of the major arguments of this
"book. Since my main concern has been with the fundamental con-
cepts of historical materialism — forces of production, economic
structure/relations of production, and superstructure — it is worth
reminding ourselves, to begin with, how Marx himself regarded
theoretical categories. They were not free-floating analytic devices,
innocent of historical content. Rather, for him ‘ideas, categories’ are
but ‘the abstract ideal expressions of . . . social relations. Indeed, the
categories are no more eternal than the relations they express. They
are historical and transitory products’ (1846b: 189). Hence, ‘in the
succession of the economic categories, as in any other historical,
social science, it must not be forgotten that their subject-— here,
modern bourgeois society — is always what is given, in the head as
well as in reality, and that these categories therefore express the forms
of being, the characteristics of existence’. Marx adds, with emphasis:
‘this holds for science as well’ (1857: 106). There is no theoretical
Archimedean point, from which scientific analysis could commence,
which lies outside the history and societies of which historical
materialism tries to make sense. For Marx, our categories of analysis
inescapably partake of the social reality they seek to depict; they ‘bear
the stamp of history’ (1867a: 169).

This remains the case even for — and perhaps especially for — the
most apparently pure and simple of abstractions, like the Hegelian
concept of property, ostensibly ‘the subject’s simplest juridical relation’,
discussed in chapter 3. Such abstractions always presuppose some
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definite ‘concrete substratum’ (1857: 102). Similarly with the idea of
the ‘abstract individual’, discussed in chapter 4. Indeed Marx argues
that ‘ds a rule, the most general abstractions arise only in the midst of
the richest possible concrete development, where one thing appears
as common to many, to all’ (ibid.: 104). ‘Simple’ categories are
latecomers on the historical stage. The historicity of such analytic
categories is not, however, by any means always apparent. They
appear as, precisely, abstractions — concepts whose content and
validity are not circumscribed by time or place, which may therefore
be applied quite legitimately to the analysis of any mode of produc-
tion or social formation. Marx questions this appearance of ¢ pure

abstraction, and denies such universalistic pretentions.

In the 1857 General Introduction, he considers this question at
length with regard to the conceptual fundamentals of political econ-
omy. He identifies a persistent ambiguity of reference in economists’
categories. The ‘abstraction of the category “labour”, “labour as
such”, labour pure and simple’, for instance, in one sense ‘expresses
an immeasurably ancient relation valid in all forms of society’. At the
same time, Marx maintains that the concept ‘achieves practical truth
as an abstraction only as a category of the most modern society’. It
becomes ‘thinkable’ in such abstraction only in ‘a form of society in
which individuals can with ease transfer from one labour to another,
and where the specific kind of labour is a matter of chance for them,
hence of indifference’ (1857: 104-5). In Capital Marx suggests that
Aristotle was precluded from developing a concept of value based on
labour because of the absence of this material presupposition (1867a:
59-60); ‘Greek society was founded upon slavery, and had, therefore,
for its natural basis, the inequality of men and their labour-powers’.
Elsewhere he develops similar arguments to explain the physiocrats’
limitation of the category of value-producing labour to agricultural
labour alone (1863a: ch. 2; 1857: 104), and Petty’s restriction of the
labour theory of value to labour which produces gold and silver
(1859b: 54). The 1857 Introduction draws this general conclusion:

This example of labour shows strikingly how even the most abstract categories,
despite their validity - precisely because of their abstractness — for. all
epochs, are nevertheless, in the specific character of this abstraction, them-
selves likewise a product of historic relations, and possess their full validity
only for and within these relations. (1857: 105)
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Though Marx briefly goes on to entertain the i.dea that, ‘tl;e
bourgeois economy thus supplies the‘ key to the ancient, liciaitc. ,hisy
virtue of its provision of such abstractions, he severely qua ies t h.
It is not to be taken, he says, ‘in the manner of those ecg)nor;us‘ts wh g :
smudge over all historical differences and see bouljgems re a.tfxons 1'S
all forms of society. One can understand tribute, t.1the,.etc. }i one i
acquainted with ground rent. But one must r}ot identify t 'emc.o;ll
Although it is true, therefore, that the categ01jles of l.)oprge%ls f o
omics possess a truth for all other forms of society, this .lsltc(i).ffe a <
only with a grain of salt.” There is ‘alway§ ... an essentia i ex;en.ﬂ
(ibid.: 105-6). Ignoring such essen‘Fial dlfferc‘:nces leadsfto implici d}Sr
teleological approaches to historyf in which _th,e latestd orm rzfgvz )
the previous ones as s;;ep,s( llfzdlr;% 6;1p to itself, and ... y

i em one-sidedly’ (ibid.: . .
CO%‘;::":;;?C I have argued that subsequently Marx conmdegatély
hardened up these latter reservations (Sayer, 1983: 96—1‘03, }114 ; ).
In the 1859 Critique, Theories of Surplus Yalue, and‘ Capital, e i)e’s
not use historically ambiguous categories like labour ‘pure and simple ;
but develops a new conceptual apparatus f(.>und_ed upon the sc;upuh
lous distinction of the historical and transhistorical referents o spcl
notions. This is a systematic feature of t?le methodc,)logy of Caj?zta1 .
Thus those senses in which the abstracnog ‘laboqr .does g;nume)ti
apprehend ‘an immeasurably anc%ent .relauon valid in alfl lorrns 3_
society’ are grasped in the transhistorical concept of use 1:1hor cpf
crete labour: labour which yields use-values, prodgct§ whic satisfy
human needs of one sort or another. This concept, 1nc1dent:illly, is no
more void of social content than any othe.r, bu.t 1t’s cogtent 1ls ;’hat is
genuinely a social universal: the ‘matfenal side’ which :11< ufnazl
labour possesses irrespective of its 'soc1al form. Mgrx makes cfetz;1 e,
however, as we saw in chapter 2 th'h respect tg his conl;:ept of :
labour process, that such transhist'omcal categories are 3 strailguzr;ls.
they do not in themselves immediately or ad?quately escrllite Al};
empirical realities. This is the corollary of thelr. very generality. . 1
human labour is useful, but it is never only ths, and no empirica
form -of human labour can therefore be sufficiently described by its

es alone. ,
usiiigﬁgﬁie, those senses in which labour is ‘as quer’n a cat.ego;y
as are the relations which create this simple abstraction (12‘3;571. éO )
are grasped in the historical category of abstract labour:' labour
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which produces exchange-values. Abstract labour is labour conceived
merely as the quantitative expenditure of human labour-power,
irrespective of the particular useful or concrete form in which this
expenditure takes place. It is such quantitatively equatable labour,
as distinct from the different and qualitatively incommensurable
labours which produce different use-values, which is expressed in the
relative exchange-values of different commodities. The concept of
abstract labour, unlike that of useful labour — which is merely the
concept of what all human labour has in common, a class concept in
my earlier terminology - designates what for Marx is a definite
historical reality, a particular social form in which ‘labour’ actually
exists empirically. ‘Labour which creates exchange-value’, he says, is
social ‘not in the general sense but in the particular sense, denoting a
specific type of society’ (1859b: 31-2). The ‘abstraction’ of labour
‘pure and simple’ from its multiple concrete forms is, for Marx, a
process that really takes place when, and only when, commodities are
exchanged and it is this feature of modern bourgeois society which
alone makes an abstract concept of labour possible.

And more generally, ‘labour’ is henceforth always -specified in
Marx’s writings in one or another such form - wage labour, slave
labour, communal labour, and so forth — save where (rarely) he is
genuinely speaking of what pertains to human labour transhistorically.
Political economy is correspondingly, and repeatedly, criticized for
ignoring these distinctions of form in its conceptualizations. Indeed
Marx says of the concrete/abstract labour distinction that it is ‘the
pivot on which a clear comprehension of political economy turns’
(1867a: 41), ‘the whole secret of the critical conception’ (1868a;
cf. 1867c). Use-value and exchange-value, or technijcal and value-
composition of capital, are similar distinctions of transhistorical and
historical; the same analytic strategy is at work in Marx’s clarifi-
cations of Smith’s ideas on productive and unproductive laboyr
(1863a: ch. 4, sections 3 and 4) and Ricardo’s confusions between
fixed and circulating, and constant and variable capital (1878: ch. 9.

I have mooted this distinction of transhistorical and historical
categories in earlier chapters. But stress it particularly here, because
it indeed does seem to me to lie at the heart of Marx’s ‘critical
conception’, and says much about what is most distinctive in his
perspective on theoretical concepts. The categories of political econ-
omy (and of bourgeois disciplines more generally: it is not hard to see
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how similar arguments could be developed regarding the legal subject
of jurisprudential theory, or the state in political theory) systematically
conflate the historical and transhistorical dimensions of their objects,
in ways that are doubly ahistorical. On the one hand, the specifically
historical anchorage of these ‘simple abstractions’ (and indeed of
economics as a discipline) in bourgeois society is obscured. ‘Labour
as such’, something which for Marx has tangible reality only as a
relation of capitalist society — the abstract labour which produces
exchange-values — is falsely identified with what is universal, the
useful labour which produces use-values. The ‘essential difference’ of
abstract labour is thereby lost in its identification with its antecedent
social forms. And on the other hand, a quality specific to labour in
capitalism — its abstract, merely quantitative comparability — is
equally falsely predicated of human labour per se. Through this
double slippage, the historicity of the phenomenon is totally obliter-
ated in the unitary bland abstraction ‘labour’. This is the same kind
of conceptual slide, of course, found in the various fetishisms criti-
cized throughout this book. It is hardly surprising that theories built
on such abstracted conceptual foundations lack all historical purchase.

II

As argued in chapter 2, such fetishisms are not mere intellectual
errors. They are — so far as Marx is concerned, at least — grounded in
capitalism’s phenomenal forms, the ways in which the social relations
of bourgeois society present themselves to the consciousness of its
participants. Neither the social presuppositions, nor the historicity,
of ‘natural, self-understood forms of life’ like ‘labour’, commodities,
money or capital, are immediately evident in their appearance. Such
forms seem, rather, to be natural, obvious and universal, and are
accordingly conceived in ordinary language and political economy in
fetishistic ways: precisely as pure ahistoric abstractions.

As we have seen, Marx persistently relates the abstraction of social
phenomena from their historic integument — he speaks of the abstrac-
tion of the state, abstract labour, the abstract individual, and so on, in
ways that are too consistent and too frequent to be coincidental — to
the particular social conditions of capitalist production and the world
of fetishized appearances they sustain. Reification is for him a real
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social process. It is, then, the nature of bourgeois reality itself — the
discrepancy between its appearance and its reality, its real and its
ideal forms — which renders a scientific analysis of such forms
necessary, and which simultaneously makes that science necessarily a
critique. To show capitalism’s phenomenal forms to be mystifying is
implicitly to criticize the immediate ‘social forms of consciousness’ —
and the theories and ideologies predicated on their plausibility — in
which these forms are ‘spontaneously’ grasped. Marx’s own theo-
retical concepts, in short, are grounded in a critique of appearances,
of ‘natural, self-understood forms of social life and their correspond-
ing categories.

Having written on this at book length elsewhere (1983), I do not
intend to elaborate too far on (or defend) what I see as involved in this
form of analysis. But briefly, I see Marx’s critique, analogously to
Kant’s, as entailing an excavation of the conditions of ‘possibility or
impossibility’ and therewith the ‘origins, extents and limits’ (Kant,
1969: 3) of its object. Marx’s object — his severally declared starting-
point® — is not production in general, but the specific social forms in
which, in any given instance, productive phenomena manifest them-
selves to our experience. Given his materialist assumption of ‘cor-
respondence’ between phenomenal forms and categories of thought,
such an analysis of the conditions of ‘possibility or impossibility’ of
the forms themselves is simultaneously an exposure of the ‘origins,
extents and limits’ of the theoretical categories in which they are
conventionally apprehended. Not only propositions, therefore, but
the very terms in which they are framed — categories and concepts —
for Marx have a truth-value. Definition can accordingly never be a
merely nominal operation. A difficult notion for analytic philosophy
to accept, this idea would not be at all odd to a Hegelian.

The conditions of possibility at issue will for Marx be a given set of
production relations — between people, and to nature — related to a
given level of development of productive forces (in my sense of both
terms): what he calls the ‘material groundwork, or set of conditions of
existence’ (1867a: 80) of society, its ‘essential relations’. Marx’s
critique, he says in the General Introduction, thus moves from the
‘imagined concrete’ — the given world of phenomenal forms — to the
‘abstract’ — the concepts of the essential relations which explain these
forms. Equally importantly, however the critique then moves back
again, to ‘a reproduction of the concrete by way of thought’ (1857:
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100-1). As Marx says of his procedure in Capital, ‘the various forms
of capital, as evolved in this book . . . approach step by step the form
which they assume on the surface of society . . . and in the ordinary
consciousness of the agents of production themselves’ (1865a: 25). I
see this second stage of analysis as being above all a historical
enterprise (Sayer, 1983: Afterword). Essential relations are concretized
through a genuinely historical analysis of the actions of ‘real, living
individuals’ in which, in the end, they entirely consist, and this is this
ultimate explanatory (and demystifying) level of Marx’s theory. Let
me exemplify.

On ‘the surface of society’, in immediate experience, ‘capital’ is
encountered simply as a sum of money which when productively
invested is capable of expanding its value: the mysterious formula M
— M’. Marx asks how this expansion is possible. Otherwise put, what
conditions are necessary in order that mere possession of a sum of
value grants access to surplus-value. His answer is furnished by the
theory of surplus-value. The increment, the surplus-value, the
capitalist’s profit or interest derive from the discrepancy between the
value of labour-power (variable capital) and the value added in the
productive employment of labour-power, which exceeds that of the
reproduction costs of the variable capital. The possibility of this
occurring stems from a unique capacity of the commodity labour-
power: more value can be created in its productive consumption than
it itself embodies. But for this process to take place, certain con-
ditions are necessary.? First, the society must be a commodity-
producing one. This supposes a definite historical form of social
division of labour. Second, labour must be ‘free’ in Marx’s double
sense: free from constraints of serfdom or slavery, and free of means
of production of its own through which it could reproduce itself

without entering the wage relation. Only then will labour-power

become a commodity. Third, the means of production must be
constituted as the private property of capitalist employers. Only then
will labour-power have a buyer capable of profiting from its unique
capabilities. All of these, as Marx makes clear, presume a requisite
level of development of the productiveness of labour. He concludes
thus:

One thing . . . is clear. Nature does not produce on the one side owners of
money or commodities, and on the other men possessing nothing but their
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own labour-power. This relation has no natural basis, neither is its social
basis one that is common to all historical periods. It is clearly the result of a
past historical development, the product of many economic revolutions, of
the extinction of a whole series of older forms of social production. (1867a:
169)

Marx goes on from here to argue that capital s in fact a social
relation: contrary to its appearance, it is ‘not a thing, but rather a
definite social production relation, belonging to a definite historical
formation of society, which is manifested in a thing and lends this
thing a definite social character’ (1865a: 814). He elaborates:

A negro is a negro. He only becomes a slave in certain relations. A cotton-
spinning jenny is a machine for spinning cotton. It becomes capital only in
certain relations. Torn from these relationships it is no more capital than
gold in itself is money or sugar the price of sugar. (1847b: 211; Marx quotes
the same passage again, evidently not having changed his mind in the
intervening twenty years, in 1867a: 776n)

Capital is not then the means of production or money as such, but
specifically ‘the means of production monopolized by a certain section
of society, confronting living labour-power as products and working-
conditions rendered independent of this very labour-power, which
are personified through this antithesis in capital’ (1865: 814). It is
thus ‘command over unpaid labour’ (1867a: 500), ‘a coercive relation,
which compels the working class to do more work than the narrow
round of its own life wants prescribes’ (ibid.: 293). Recall here The
German Ideology’s view of what is ‘property’.

What Marx does here is to reconceptualize capital in terms of the
essential relation which explains its phenomenal form M - M’, self-
expanding value. In his own words, ‘severance of the conditions of
production, on the one hand, from the producers, on the other, forms
the conception of capital’ (1865a: 246, emphasis added). This analysis
is paradigmatic. Marx does the same when he argues exchange-value
— in appearance a property of things — to be ‘a cipher for a social
relation’, or that thing-like entity ‘the state’ to be an abstracted,
idealized form of class power. Ostensibly natural and universal ‘self-
understood forms of social life’ are revealed as more or less mystified
forms of historically specific relationships between people, and recon-
ceptualized accordingly.
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Instructively — to return to Cohen for a moment — Cohen denies
that capital is literally a relation. He says it is a thing which has
relational properties. This entails identifying capital with the things
in which it is materialized, albeit things which acquire the properties
of capital only within particular social relationships. Cohen reasons
that to say capital is a relation is akin to saying that a husband is the
relation of marriage by virtue of which he acquires the relational
status of husband (1978: 90). Here, as elsewhere, he purports to
express Marx’s thought in a less ‘untidy’ form than Marx himself
does. But if Marx’s formulation is thought confusing (I myself find it
transparently clear) it would palpably be more in accord with his
intent to reserve the term ‘capital’ for the essential relation at issue,
and use another word for money, means of production, the wage-
fund, commodities, and so on, within the relation. For Marx, the
latter are merely aspects of the capital-relation, forms it takes in the
course of its ‘circuit’ (see 1878: chs 1-4). Marx’s concept of capital
tncludes wage-labour. As so often Cohen spectacularly, if elegantly,
misses Marx’s point. What Cohen sees as a rather irritating category
error - the apparent confusion of a relation with one of its terms — is
precisely the fetish Marx is analysing.

In this context, we might pause to note the significance of another
issue on which, notwithstanding his avowed ‘traditionalism’ and
‘respect’ for ‘what Marx wrote’ (1978: ix), Cohen chooses en passant
to depart from Marx. He attempts, he says, to state Marx’s ‘theory of
history’ in a way which involves no commitment to the labour theory
of value (ibid.: 353). The labour theory may indeed have difficulties.
But whether it can be so easily dispensed with in characterizing
Marx’s thought is questionable. For it is on the basis of that theory
that the fetishes of commodity and capital are identified. Seeing value
as a property of things is fetishistic only if, as the labour theory
maintains, exchange-value is in fact a manifestation of relations
between people’s labours. Colletti (1972: 91) argues an ‘organic unity’
between Marx’s theory of value and his theory of fetishism. Rubin

(1972: 5) goes still further, claiming that ‘the theory of fetishism is,
per se, the basis of Marx’s entire economic system, and in particular of
his theory of value’. Whether either can be coherently stated indepen-
dently of the other is exceedingly dubious. Alternatively we might say
that Cohen’s ability to write a book on Marx’s theory of history in
which ‘the theses of the labour theory of value are not presupposed or
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entailed’ (1978: 353) is as good an indication as any of how far his

peroration does ‘respect’ what Marx actually wrote. The labour

.theor.y, o.f course, may well be wrong. But that does not justify simply

lgnoring it in a purported commentary on Karl Marx.

To come back to Marx’s critique. Having ‘deconstructed’ immediate
phepomenal forms into their constitutive relations, Marx now bhas a
basis from which he is then able to go on to develop an historical
account of what these relations in fact comprise. In the case of capital,
for instance, an historical analysis not informed by this prior critique
would remain blind to the historical significance of, say, the Enclosure
Acts. So long as we remain at the level of appearances, and continue
to see capital, fetishistically, as a thing, the search for the origins of
capitalism will be limited to such factors as the influx of precious
metals — the material substance of money - from the Americas into
early modern Europe, the abstemious ‘puritanism’ of early entre-
preneurs who saved and invested the supposed thing ‘capital’, or the
development of industrial technology, capital’s palpable embodiment.
I'am not asserting that any of these do not have their place in a causal
account. Manifestly they do. But if Marx is right about what capital is
-a social relation — the central historiographic problem must be the
orlgips of that relation itself, the processes which led to the ‘Decom-
position of the Original Union existing between the Labouring Man
and his Instruments of Labour’ (1865b: 45). We need to focus on how
those abstractions ‘labour’ and ‘property’ were historically brought
into being.

‘ Marx’s critique in other words accomplishes a radical shift of
historiographic terrain. Once ‘capital’ is reconceptualized as a relation
not the thing it originally appears to be, we are directed to a burieci
history, that of class formation and struggle. The possibility is
thereby opened up of moving back again, to the ‘imagined concrete’
of the surface of society, but this time grasped as ‘a rich totality of
many determinations and relations’ (1857: 100). Instead of operating
with analytic categories which replicate the misplaced concreteness of
reified forms like value and capital as conventionally conceived, we
can begin empirically to recover the material ways in which, through
Flme, these forms were constructed in the intercourse of ‘real, living
}ndividuals’. Marx is clear, we should note, that such historical
Inquiry is ‘a work in its own right’ (1858a: 461) — we cannot deduce
tpe empirical specifics of social formation from its bare concept. This
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is important; reification of the concepts of essential relations is as
pernicious as fetishism of phenomenal forms, and by no means
unknown to Marxism.* Recovering ‘the real history of the relations of
production’ (ibid.) is an ineluctably empirical enterprise. ‘

Thus, in Capital, in pages vivid with empirical detail, Marx brings
‘primitive accumulation’ to life as the story of enclosures, clearances,
theft of church property, vagrancy legislation, and Combination Ach
(1867a: part 8). He traces the career of absolute surplus-value in
struggles over the length of the working day (ibid.: ch. 10) gnd
relative surplus-value in ‘the strife between workmen and mac?hme’
(ibid.: ch. 15), a narrative of Luddites and Factory Acts: the history
of class struggles. Such, I believe, is the ultimate explanatory level of
Marx’s work, and what alone justifies its claim to be historical and
materialist. Contrary to Cohen, Marx’s concepts of forces and relations
of production — of essential relations — do not then denote ‘items’
which are ‘more basic than actions’ (1983b: 123). The structure/
action opposition is a false one.’ These ‘items’ are actions — forms of
human relationship — and the whole point of Marx’s critique is to
unmask them as such. Behind the authorless theatre of fetishism lie
‘real living individuals’; for Marx the true and the only subjects of
history.

I offer no apologies for this humanist lapse. It is time, rather, to
stress the intimate connection between this critical analytic method
and Marx’s emancipatory commitment. He himself had no doubts on
the matter. Speaking once again of capital, he wrote:

The economists do not conceive capital as a relation. They cannot 'do $0
without at the same time conceiving it as a historically transitory, i.e., a
relative - not an absolute — form of production. (1863c: 274)

But:

From the moment that the bourgeois mode of production and the confiitions
of production and distribution which correspond to it are recogmsed. as
historical, the delusion of regarding these as natural laws of prqducm_m
vanishes and the prospect opens up of a new society, [a new] economic social
formation, to which capitalism is only the transition. (ibid.: 429)

I would argue that the same applies to state, law and all the other
social forms historical materialism analyses. All that is apparently

THE HISTORICITY OF CONCEPTS 137

solid melts, if not into air. And only in that melting — that deconstruc-
tion of sedimented social forms into historical process, the actions of
real living individuals - does the possibility of people getting ‘ex-
change, production, the mode of their mutual relation under their
control again’ (1846a: 48), human emancipation as Marx conceived it,
begin to look graspable. '

III

Marx’s understanding, and use, of theoretical categories, is, then,
intimately and necessarily bound up with his substantive historical
sociology — his appreciation of the historical specificity of bourgeois
society itself. Given his views on the material basis of ‘ideas, categories’,
it could hardly be otherwise. Marx is of course not alone in his
concern with the ‘essential differences’ of bourgeois society. A pre-
occupation with the nature, origins and consequences of what is
modern in ‘modernity’ (see Frisby, 1986) has been a constitutive
problematic of social theory from Adam Smith to Georg Simmel and
beyond. Marx himself, as I have indicated at various points in this
book, comprehensively contrasts bourgeois society with all that pre-
ceded it. His major contrast, at the level of social relations, is between
social orders founded upon personalized dependency ~ taking a multi-
plicity of forms in history — and the ostensibly impersonal ‘objective
dependency-relations’ of capitalism. The latter are historically un-
precedented - at least as the basis for an entire society — and for Marx
are what explain most that is characteristically modern in modernity.
In bourgeois society, ‘abstract’ individuals dominate one another,
as ‘economic’ classes, not social-political-legal estates, through the
impersonal medium of ‘property’. Dominion over people is estab-
lished through and expressed in command over things; above all
means of production and labour-power. Cohen is right, at the
phenomenal level, about what property is in capitalism. The essential
relation behind this is a particular form of social division of labour, of
which Marx analyses class formation as an aspect. This relation
constitutes the market as an apparently sui generis realm, governed by
quasi-natural laws of its own and standing over and against individ-
uals: ‘the economy’ as ordinarily conceived. But a range of other
social forms are implicit in — or internally related to ~ this. Though
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Marx’s sociology of such forms is sketchier than his critique of the
economic categories, he clearly identifies both the individualization of
people within the ‘private’ world of ‘civil society’, and the com-
plementary formation of a ‘public’ realm, the ‘political state’, as part
of this same nexus of relationship. He also locates key figures of
bourgeois discourse — notions of individual freedom, human rights,
formal equality, all of which have as their dual reference points the
abstract citizen and the ideal community — in this same repertoire of
social forms (see Corrigan and Sayer, 1981; Sayer, 1985).

Other sociologies have picked up on this complementarity of
individualization and state formation, and the connection of both
with capitalism, and in some cases elucidated its phenomenology
more thoroughly than does Marx. I think of Foucault and Elias, as
well as Weber and Durkheim. Marx’s distinctiveness lies in rooting
the totality in people’s ‘materialistic connection’ (though, I have
argued, characteristically as forms of this connection itself, rather
than as its epiphenomenal or secondary consequence). Weberian
themes of the pertinence of individualist Protestantism to the bour-
geois ethos, or the development of rational law and bureaucracy, or
the more general cultural configuration of Zweckrationalitdt in the
modern West — formal, instrumental rationality, whose paradigm (as
Weber is explicit) is the capitalist market — can evidently be addressed
within this problematic. So can Durkheim’s concerns with the moral
foundations of social order in ‘organic’ societies, the pre-contractual
conditions of contract, or the relation between state formation and
the sanctification of the human individual as the moral subject of the
modern world order. Likewise Simmel’s wide-ranging and insightful
phenomenology, in The Philosophy of Money, of the lived world of
commodity-exchange, and its connections with — to quote Siegfried
Kracauer — ‘ownership, greed, extravagance, cynicism, individual
freedom, the style of life, culture, the value of the personality, etc.’
(Frisby, 1984: 93-111). But I digress.

The main point I wish to stress here is that what was argued above
for Marx’s ‘economic’ categories — ‘labour’, value, capital, and so on -
applies with equal force to his ‘sociological’ concepts. I have provided
ample evidence throughout this book to show that Marx himself was
well aware that ‘simple’ sociological abstractions — individual, class,
economy, polity, state — were no more devoid of historical anchorage
and reference than a concept like ‘labour’. In ‘the specific character of
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their abstraction’ these too are historical categories. In one sense, just
as with ‘labour’, the very abstractness of these concepts indeed does
enable them to illuminate antecedent forms of society. We may, for
instance, use the concept of class as developed for capitalism to
illuminate what is involved in serfdom. Like the wage-relation, the
latter is a relation in which direct producers are exploited, contrary to
its appearances as a relation of reciprocal patriarchal obligation
founded in natural or God-given hierarchy. But this is not to identify
the two, or to say that a feudal estate is a class in the same sense as the
modern bourgeoisie (Godelier, 1984).

Once we make this identification, we lose sight of the specificity of
both forms of society, and the ‘essential difference’ between them.
For Marx the bourgeoisie is the first true ruling class in history, and
this is a very important fact about it, telling us much about what its
social power comprises and the forms in which that power is con-
stituted. In this sense Laslett may be quite right to describe pre-
capitalist England as a ‘one class society’, as he notoriously did, to
much Marxist ire (1973). His concern was not to deny the fact of
inequality or exploitation, but to point to the absence of classes in the
modern sense of the word. Likewise with the state. Of course, in a
general sense, we can find similarities between governance in all
societies. Marxists would concur that in most cases ‘political’ power is
exercised by those who command surplus labour. But it remains true,
and it remains important — if, that is, we are to understand how real
societies actually work — that neither feudal monarchies, nor the
ancient polis, nor ‘Asiatic’ despotisms, were states in the same sense
as the bourgeois polity is. We are dealing, in fine, with entirely
different relations, which take different phenomenal forms, and
demand appropriate and specific historical categories for their analysis.

We need, then, to carry out the same sort of critique of the ‘simple
abstractions’ of sociology (or political science, or jurisprudence) as
Marx himself did in Capital of the elementary categories of political
economy. We need to disentangle what is genuinely abstract and
transhistorical in such concepts from what merely generalizes from
the phenomenal forms of bourgeois life, and we need to be as
sensitive to the possible illusoriness of the latter as was Marx himself.
There is ample indication in Marx’s work that this was his intention,
even if his focus narrowed after the 1840s. Indeed, it is abundantly
clear that he regarded the conceptual fundamentals of what have
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since become other bourgeois ‘social sciences’ as quite as fetishized
and ‘idealistic’ as the abstractions of political economy. He was
suspicious, in particular, of the related abstractions of the ‘natural
individual’ (whom we encounter in economics as the sovereign con-
sumer, in politics as the voting citizen, in sociology as the meaning-
giving actor, and in jurisprudence as the legal subject) and the ‘ideal
community’ (polity, society, law). Elsewhere (Frisby and Sayer,
1986: ch. 5), I have argued that Marx attempted to transcend the
individual/society dichotomy fundamental to most sociology on exactly
these grounds.

‘Abstraction’, ‘idealization’, reification were for Marx — to say it
again — intrinsic to the perverted ‘logic of essence’ of capitalism,
characteristic of the estranged, alienated ways in which bourgeois
social relations manifest themselves to consciousness in all spheres of
life. Arguably it is just such reified forms which underpin and give
phenomenal sense to the boundaries between modern social science
disciplines ~ boundaries which, in so far as those disciplines do
succeed in penetrating beyond ‘the surface of society’, they them-
selves comprehensively protest. ‘The economy’ - itself one such
reification, and perhaps the most bedazzling and spectacular of all — is
far from the only production in this theatre of illusion. Nor is ‘it’
itself explanatory of the mystification. Our social relations are.

Historical materialism needs to be as aware as Marx himself of the
historicity of the analytic categories it brings to bear on the world. 1
mean this in two senses. First, it must recognize the origins of
theoretical concepts in forms of experience, which may - if Marx is
right — be misleading. Though they furnish the necessary starting-
point for analysis, such categories may systematically misrepresent
the reality they seek to depict. They are first of all explananda for
historical materialism — an integral part of the object of investigation
~ not unproblematic theoretical resources. Before they can be used
they need to be critically interrogated and historically situated, just as
Marx did with the categories of political economy. Second, Marxism
needs equally to be aware that there are historical boundaries to the
legitimate employment of concepts, and theories built upon them.
We can no more universalize the concept of the state, or property, or
the individual, appropriate to the phenomenal forms of capitalist life
than we can the concept of value or capital. ‘Simple abstractions’, in
short, are neither so simple nor so abstract as they at first sight
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appear. They always articulate, even as they obscure, some more
concrete ‘substratum’ - dare I say it, some material basis?

v

To some readers the foregoing may appear banal and elementary
sermonizing. But my central argument against much ‘orthodox’
Marxism in this book — using Cohen as my exemplar — has been that it
!acks precisely this sort of critical analytic foundation. It proceeds
immediately from summaries like the 1859 Preface, interpreting the
concepts employed there in ways that are inconsistent both with
Marx’s substantive practice and the critical methodology which in-
forms it. Impatient for certainty, for tidiness, for system, ‘orthodox
Marxism’ demands a theory of history, understanding by the latter
something which is radically incompatible with a methodology within
which substantive concept formation and explanation are ineluctably
a posteriori and necessarily historically bounded. It is tempting to
speculate on the reasons for this. Colletti (1972) suggests the influ-
ence of the late nineteenth-century positivistic and scientistic intel-
lc.ectual milieu, in which Marxists were constrained to combat ideologies
like social Darwinism on their own terrain. I believe the transfor-
mation of Marxism into the official ideology of mass parties and
latterly of ‘socialist’ states to have had as much to do with this
mutation of Marxism from method to dogma. Not, perhaps, always
directly, but more in the provision of an authoritative set of par-
ameters for discourse, paradigms in Kuhn’s sense, like the ‘orthodox’
— and generally unsubstantiated — taken-for-granted interpretations
of Marx’s basic concepts criticized here. Be that as it may, my
immediate concern here is with what results.

_These standard interpretations of the fundamental concepts of
historical materialism, I have sought to show, are exactly like the
fetishistic concepts Mar