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Christopher J. Arthur

From the Critique of Hegel to the Critique of Capital

The thesis of this paper is that the critique of Hegel cannot be separated from the critique of capital, and that the critique of economic categories is greatly advanced if modelled on the critique of Hegel. It is in truth the very same critique that is to be employed. This identity arises in virtue of the fact that Hegel’s standpoint may be seen as a philosophical absolutisation of the standpoint of capital
, on the one hand; and in virtue of the nature of capital on the other; for the form of capital may be understood as homologous with that of Hegel's ‘Idea’.
 

We shall begin by reviewing two opposed interpretations of Hegel; and we shall accept that both have merit, from which we shall conclude that Hegel’s philosophy itself is systematically ambivalent and subject to fatal apories. We shall then turn to the explication of the value form and argue that ‘the general formula of capital’ may be seen as a ‘Concept’ in Hegel’s sense; and in sinking into production to ground value, capital may be seen as analogous to the Hegelian Idea in its claim to incorporate itself in the real world. Once that has been clarified it will follow that (whether or not Hegel provides a method of general heuristic value) even the most objectionable feature of Hegel’s idealism, its apparent pan-logicism, is significant because this false ontology reflects an inverted world in which the value abstraction claims priority over its material bearers and the ideal logic of capital imposes itself on human beings.
The Question of Hegel

In the Marxist appropriation of Hegel there are two opposed positions. First there is that expressed by Marx in 1857 when he complained that ‘Hegel succumbed to the illusion of conceiving the real as the result of the self-movement of thought collecting itself, deepening itself, and unfolding itself out of itself.’
 This may lead one therefore to interpret Marx’s acknowledged debt to Hegel as his separating out a dialectic from the idealist ontology, as Marx seems to say in his Afterword to Capital.  The other position is a contemporary reading that defends Hegel against Marx and attempts to rehabilitate Hegel’s method while relegating his mistakes to his substantive social analysis (on this reading the true Hegelian would be a communist): in reality it is Marx who suffers from illusion; there is no metaphysical idealism in Hegel, and the method is thus in no need of rescuing from such mysticism. 

Howard Williams’ reading of Hegel (Hegel, Heraclitus and Marx’s Dialectic, 1989) is a strong version of the first position. He holds that Hegel’s Logic is a ‘deduction of reality’; this means that concepts ‘wholly constitute the world’ and any ‘empirical foundation to our experience’ is spirited away.
 He cites approvingly Marx’s complaint quoted above that Hegel conceived the real as the product of thought.
 The second position is defended most articulately by Tony Smith (The Logic of Marx’s ‘Capital’ 1990).
 In his work he defends Hegel from the first sort of reading, a reading to which Marx was ‘inclined’ he concedes. In support of a contrary view of Hegel he provides evidence that Hegel ‘does not reduce the world to logical necessity’ alone.
 Faced with passages that seem to refer to a self-creative super-subject, Smith suggests such passages are merely ‘picture thoughts’ designed to ease a Christian audience into the system. He dissents therefore from Marx’s opinion just quoted
. Smith finds that what is there in Hegel is a reconstruction of the logic of reality through the exposition of a categorial system. The goal is to present a systematic ordering of all the cognitive frameworks that can be used to comprehend reality; this is simultaneously a systematic account of reality itself ordered according to what aspects of reality fit within each cognitive framework. Smith then argues that such a reconstructive method is that systematically adopted by Marx in his Capital. It is unified through a systematic progression of socioeconomic categories reconstructing the capitalist mode of production in thought, beginning with the simplest abstract category and dialectically advancing to the concrete whole.

So from this review of the argument over Hegel we find that on the one hand he is seen as simply recognising  the complex forms of reality and providing a method for systematising the categories we need to appropriate it in thought; while on the other hand he is seen as an arch-metaphysician, a pan-logicist who holds that reality is nothing but the embodiment of the self-constituted Idea, such that the categories evolved by the ideal movement posit the forms of reality, and their dialectic is its unifying principle.

In my view both readings of Hegel outlined above are justifiable in the sense that they have support in the texts; but, since I want to argue that what seems irrational and mystical in Hegel is significant, something more needs to be said about this aspect of Hegelianism and its relation to capital. Marx spoke of a ‘rational kernel’  in Hegel’s dialectic  - which ‘is standing on its head’
 - to be extracted once Hegel is put ‘back on his feet’, so that we can reach some commonsense materialist dialectic.
  However, what if the secret meaning  of Hegel’s dialectic derives from an ‘inverted world’ of capital’s own making? After all Marx referred in all seriousness to the commodity as abounding in metaphysical subtleties (in the section on ‘the fetishism of the commodity’). On my reading this is to be taken literally. When Marx characterised Hegel’s Idea as the demiurge of reality he meant that as an objection;
 but what if it provides the guideline to a reading of capital that uncovers the ‘metaphysics’ of the value form?  Indeed the very characterisation Marx gives of Hegel’s Idea in the above-quoted passage from the 1857 Introduction is precisely how I want to characterise capital: the result of the self-movement of the form produced through the activity of exchange, namely the value form, crystallising itself, deepening itself, and unfolding itself out of itself.
I think both Marx’s idealist  reading and Tony Smith’s non-metaphysical one are right there in Hegel. When a truly great thinker gets so muddled as to give warrant to apparently contradictory readings, this has to be explained from the social unconsciousness of the epoch. I believe - on the basis of what follows - that Hegel was afflicted with the ‘double vision’ occasioned by the form of capital as self-valorising value: on the one hand there is the fetishization of capital as inherently productive of itself, and on the other hand its powerlessness to do other than to recognise and exploit the productiveness of labour. In spite of his great logical insights Hegel’s philosophy was still trapped within  its bourgeois horizon and the distorted vision of the world to which this gave rise.

However, even those who read Hegel in a wholly favourable way may still be convinced by my exposition that capital has an aporetic character similar to that to which I pointed when - rightly or wrongly - I attributed the contradictory readings of Hegel’ s philosophy to the problematic relationship of Hegel’s Idea to reality.

Hegel's logic treated the fundamental categories of thought as pure categories independent of any contingent empirical instantiation. He presented them as systematically ordered, from simple abstract ones to more complex, hence more concrete, ones. This system of categories was said to be 'self-moving' in that one category necessarily gives rise to another contrary, or more comprehensive, one, until the most comprehensive is reached - the Absolute Idea. Hegel was an absolute idealist in so far as he seems to think that he has thereby shown the necessity of such relationships arising and developing in the real world. Moreover he protested against the definition of the Absolute as ‘the unity of the finite and the infinite, of thinking and being etc.,’ because in this formula ‘the infinite only appears to be neutralised with the finite, just as the subjective is neutralised with the objective, and thinking with being’. His Absolute Idea is ‘absolute negativity’ and in it ‘the infinite overgrasps the finite, thinking overgrasps being, subjectivity overgrasps objectivity.’
 (‘Overgrasp’ is not an English word and is an attempt by the translation to render literally übergreifen; other possibilities would be overreach, overlap, or override.) 

I shall argue that the key thing about the bourgeois epoch is that real abstraction is present in exchange of commodities, and that on this basis there develops a form, namely capital, which (like Hegel’s Idea) is immanent in the phenomena and has effectivity in its objectification in them. Therewith we have a logic of inversion and reification. For ‘the enchanted, perverted, topsy-turvey, world’
 Marx spoke of is that of capital itself. (It is interesting that the German expression here translated ‘topsy-turvey’ is ‘auf den Kopf’ - ‘on its head’ - the same expression as Marx used in the Afterword to Capital in characterising Hegel’s philosophy.)

 The system of capitalist production and reproduction is directed by the immanent law of development of capital itself: it is not a question of capital being in the hands of the capitalists and subject to their decisions, for these are constrained by the logic of the form itself. Marx went out of his way to stress this point: a capitalist, he said, was to be treated simply as ‘capital personified’ while the ‘overriding subject’ (übergreifende Subjekt - the same term we have just seen Hegel using) of the process was capital itself.
 

 In the next section I develop the background to this notion in the idea of a real abstraction lying at the basis of the bourgeois epoch, and in the idea that capital is an ‘inverted world’.
 

The Exchange Abstraction
Insofar as traditional accounts of Marx’s Capital are concerned, the only significant use of the term abstraction has been that associated with the distinction Marx draws between concrete and abstract labour, together with his identification of the latter as substance of value. However, two things have generally been over-looked: that the meaning of abstraction here  requires as a consequence a recognition that thereby an inverted world is constituted; and that the same distinction and the same inversion arise prior to any discussion of the substance of value, being implicit in the value-form itself. Let us explain.

Commodities are brought to market because they are believed to be use-values required by others, and if and when they are eventually  consumed this actualises their original positing as use-values. But along the way they are in a different phase of being; for while they are being exchanged they are not being used; and furthermore the ratio of exchange has no evident determinant in their use-value as such. In the main the commodities exchanged are incommensurable as use values because their particular qualities are adapted to different uses. What happens in the formation of exchange value is an abstraction from such specificity, and the negation of this difference of use-value. 

What is of great interest here is that this abstraction is not primarily a mental operation; it is a material abstraction. It is implicit in this purely material process of abstraction that it is not necessary for the parties to the exchange to understand the logical form of their practical activity. As a consequence of this material abstraction from the specificity of the use-values concerned, which is 'suspended' for the period of exchange, the commodities acquire as a new determination the character of exchange-values, and the particulars concerned play the role of bearers of this determination imposed on them while passing through this phase of their life-cycle. They become subject to the value-form. Money evolves to serve as their universal equivalent; granted by social practice the role of intermediary it achieves the equation of all commodities as abstractly identical, being itself thereby abstraction in motion. 

 Alfred Sohn-Rethel (in his Intellectual and Manual Labour) was the first to insist on separating off the issue of abstract labour so as to leave in clear view the study of abstraction in the value-form itself. He made the important preliminary point that it is not what people think that matters. It is how they act that is of primary importance in sustaining the relationships that constitute a particular mode of ‘social synthesis’. This epoch is characterised by a most peculiar social synthesis in that it is predicated on an essentially abstract form of relationship equating commodities as values. The key point is that ‘abstraction’  is not exclusively the activity of thought but arises in commodity exchange, in practice.
 Accordingly Sohn-Rethel analysed the form of value as such which springs from exchange as such, bracketing any labour content. (An exercise in social phenomenology perhaps.):

‘The chief difference distinguishing the Marxian treatment of economics from the bourgeois one lies in the importance accorded to the formal aspects of economic reality. The understanding of form as attached to being and not only to thinking was the main principle of dialectics which Marx drew from Hegel.’
 

Theoretical priority must be accorded to ‘form analysis’, he argued, even though ‘the abstractness of value always transfers itself to labour’ and finds its real meaning there, because it is the form of exchange that establishes the necessary social synthesis in the first place before labours expended may be commensurated in it.
 
The value form consequently constitutes a form of social unity; in it the commodity is determined as a value, a value as such, not merely something valuable to you or to me. The value-form of the commodity rests on a split between value as the identity of commodities, premised on an abstract universal posited through equivalent exchange, and their enduring particularity, differentiating them from each other as use-values; moreover this doubling is a relation in which the form, the abstract universal, dominates the matter, the various use-values. The development of the value-form exhibits the categorial dialectic in which this basic contradiction gains ‘room to move'.
 

The material abstraction implicit in exchange produces an 'inverted reality' in which commodities simply instantiate their abstract essence as values. The very structure of the value-form is a manifestation of the fact that capital is a realm of estrangement insofar as exchange value dominates use value. This identification of commodities as ‘values’ requires a rigorous abstraction from their natural properties, and sets the natural body of the commodity as the mere ‘envelope’ of the said value, a clear case of the inversion of universal and particular. 

In the first edition of Capital there is an Appendix on the value form  in which Marx points to  the inversion consequent on the abstraction peculiar to the value form, such that value itself exists as a hypostatised abstraction:

‘Within the value-relation and the value-expression included in it, the abstractly general counts not as a property of the concrete, sensibly real, but on the contrary the sensibly concrete counts as the mere form of appearance or definite form of realisation of the abstractly general.... This inversion...characterises the expression of value. At the same time, it makes understanding it difficult. If I say: Roman Law and German Law are both laws, that is obvious. But if I say: Law, this abstraction, realises itself in Roman Law and in German Law, in these concrete laws, this interconnection becomes mystical,’
 

What is at issue in the value-form abstraction is by no means the same sort of abstraction as natural science employs when it studies mass, for example, and treats bodies under this description regardless of their other properties. For mass is indeed a given property of the bodies concerned, inhering in each. But, as Marx says, value has ‘a purely social reality’, not  ‘an atom of matter’ enters into it.
  Whereas in the mass case ‘the principle of abstraction’ may quite properly be used to say two bodies, balancing each other on a scale, share the same mass, in the case of value this principle operates in reverse so to speak: because we equate the commodities as values we in practice impute to them the same value as if value were a property inherent in them. The fetishism so posited is an objective phenomenon, not a confusion of social consciousness.

The secret of the structure and development of the capitalist economy, then, is to be found right at the start when the material abstraction of commodity exchange creates the reality of pure forms which then embark on their own logic of development. I stress that the thesis of this paper is that the objective movement of exchange, and Hegel’s idealist philosophy, are the only two cases known to me where abstraction either is, or is supposed to be, objective, where abstractions embark on their own logic of development and realise themselves. All other abstraction is a merely mental process, whether the abstraction is understood to yield nominalist or real universals. Just as Hegel's logic follows the self-movement of thought (‘thinking itself, devoid of personality, [is] the productive subject’
) as it reconstructs the categorial universe, so we can follow the self movement of capital as a ‘productive subject devoid of personality’. (The capitalist, according to Marx, is the personification of capital; but if, because of personal quirks, he acts contrary to the spirit of capitalism he soon ceases to be a capitalist.) 

The dialectic of exchange sets up a form-determined system in which the forms  are indeed 'self-acting'; not just in the sense of being categorially connected by our thought process. Hence it is possible to demonstrate in a systematic development the logic of such form-determination. In so far as the real is self-reproducing, it should be possible to show how this is achieved through certain inner necessities of its structure, in other words how the logic of the system tendentially ensures its reproduction. Such a systematic presentation of the logic of the value form concludes with capitalist production through a process of specifying at each level a more adequate shape of existence of the abstract indeterminateness of the origin. It will be demonstrated that in the dialectical  development of forms springing from commodity exchange, the value abstractly implicit in the commodity becomes explicit in money, becomes its own end in the formula of capital, and imposes itself on nature and labour in industry, really subordinating all its conditions of existence to its own one-dimensional telos of accumulation. 

It is my view that only after developing the forms of exchange up to the circuit of capital can one give grounds for picking out as systematically important those commodities which are products.
 Generalised commodity exchange is thereby grounded in generalised commodity production.
  Because of its importance in shaping the character and direction of social material production, the value-form (as the germ of capital) should be analysed first, 'bracketing' entirely the origin of the objects of exchange, and the transition made to production in accordance with the determinations immanently required for the reproduction of capital according to the necessity of its concept. The next section depicts the dialectic of these categories.

The Dialectic of the Value-Form
This presentation presupposes at the outset that generalised commodity exchange is the primary mode of synthesis of the social division of labour in the bourgeois epoch. It covers three successive domains analogous with those of Hegel's Logic. (compare The Encyclopaedia Logic §83): 

commodity exchange in its immediacy - value implicit in commodities; 

the mediation of exchange in money - the reflection and showing-forth of value; 

exchange in its unity with itself (metamorphoses of circulation) -  value in and for itself as capital.

(Categories from Hegel’s logic are in Bold on their introduction in the following detailed outline.
)

Goods appear as beings in the circuits of exchange, and pass into nothingness as they disappear from it, perhaps to be consumed. Their being, made determinate and fixed in this sphere (as 'Dasein'), is that of exchangeable commodities; i.e. commodities become distinguished from being goods in general by the quality of being exchangeable. The quality of exchangeableness requires further determination. It is not enough that goods be specified as having characteristics that make them exchangeable in a general indeterminate sense; for exchanges really to occur a commodity must be definable as a separate item (a ‘being-for-self’ in Hegel’s jargon). When a bakery sells you ‘bread’ it in fact sells you so many loaves of such and such weight. A commodity has to be able to specify itself as an instantiation in delimited form of the good concerned. Through this notion of limit we make the transition to the category of quantity. The one commodity is presented for exchange as at the same time many, yet in these one and the same. This abstract identity necessarily posited in the offer for exchange of a quantity of the commodity in question reflects itself in the body of the good concerned. Every ‘bag of apples’ in the supermarket is supposed to be the same as all the others (but let the buyer beware!).
 Since the quantum, the unit of exchange, cannot appear as a unit of any magnitude common to the natural bodies of the heterogeneous commodities exchanging, it may be expressed as a pure number. ('I'll give you six of these for four of those.') But the quantitative ratio practically uniting commodities in the bargain actualises their common character as exchangeables, as drawing other commodities in exchange for themselves. Every ratio of exchange is thus implicitly a measure of their value in exchange.

To sum up: goods entering the circuits of exchange become determined as commodities; their quality as exchangeables requires a complementary quantitative dimension if bargains are to be struck; the ratios of such quantities given in exchange appear as measures of exchange value.

But if a genuine ‘measurable’ is to be posited it must exist in a form that is absolutely indifferent to the way it is measured, to all the specific exchange values. It must be exchangeability per se. This means that, underlying the relations of commodities to one another, there is a common essence, a value in itself distinct from any particular relations that might be established between a commodity and others. Such a move to an ‘intrinsic value’ is in no way a 'proof' of value, as perhaps one reading of Marx's first section would hold. Rather it poses the problem of further grounding such a postulate. If different commodities are identical as exchange-values, this requires a ground for its meaningfulness. If such an underlying value exists then we can speak of the commodities themselves as 'values' as if a value were a thing, constituted by a persisting material that assumes the shape now of corn and now of iron indifferently. But if there is such a content hidden away behind the form of exchange, it must prove itself in gaining appropriate law-like expression in the phenomenal world. Such a posited essence must gain ground in more developed form. This is what makes money necessary we shall see. 

The identity of commodities as values is not written on their foreheads, Marx observed in his discussion of the forms of value. It is true that the simple exchange relation posits the equivalent as the bearer of the value of that in the relative expression but since the reversed relation is just as possible this suggests value is an empty abstraction. In the expanded form of value the very multiplicity of value expressions irresistibly suggests there is an identical content, but only when in the general equivalent form all commodities are unified in the same  measure can we speak of a form of value that gives a consistent articulation of the relationship between value as an inner content and value in its outer manifestation. An interesting reversal now takes place in that it seemed originally that the power of exchange possessed by every commodity expressed itself in its positing the equivalent as its value material; but as a consequence of the development of a general equivalent it is the latter that gains the power of immediate exchangeability insofar as all other commodities value themselves in it. It seems now that the other commodities have value only when they have it reflected in them through their recognition by the general equivalent, which solicits them to solicit it. In this correlation of forces value measures itself against itself.

While a purely formal possibility of considering one commodity as a general equivalent would be enough for the function of ideal measure of value, value can gain actuality only when such a universal equivalent socially exists as a single reality, i.e. with money. In money, as distinct from commodities, value gains real substantiality and money can function as means of payment, medium of exchange, and store of value.
 (In the case of coined money value is indeed 'written on its forehead'.)  It is perfectly useless to discuss which is cause and which effect, whether commodity value produces money as its visible form, or whether only money produces the value dimension as a virtual reality in the first place. The dialectical view to take is that each is mediated in the other. For value to be developed requires this doubling and the reciprocal action of money and commodities.

But in such a doubling of the value form there is still an unmediated unity of immediacy and mediation, i.e. of commodities and money. Universality (the money form of value) and particularity (commodities) have here fallen apart. True they are related:  each gains sense only in relation to the other. But if value is to be coherent it must supersede this doubling of its determinations into separable, if related, manifestations. Its unitary individuality, i.e. its true concept, is constituted just in so far as it posits itself as being both but neither commodities or money; it is in fact nothing but the relatedness of which we have been speaking; the price form posits it in the form of the judgment: 'What does this bushel of corn cost? Two pounds' (or 'How much corn can I buy with two pounds? One bushel.'). Value is neither particular (the corn) nor universal (the coin) but the combination of the two definitions is a single conclusion (Schluss) through the comprehension of these moments as  a totality. 

But this conceptual unity is purely subjective, purely formal. We think it when we understand what a price list is, i.e. when we grasp the unity of the two sides. The next step is to elucidate the conditions for this concept of value to be objectively determining of itself. This begins with the concluding of bargains, the closing of sales. (Interestingly Schluss, the term employed in Hegel's logic for inference or syllogism, is the same as that used in market exchange for closing a sale, just as in English an argument  is conclusive and a bargain is concluded.) It is completed in what Marx accomplishes in the section on the metamorphoses of commodity circulation.

 In the price-form the particular and universal determinations of value are distributed between the commodity and money; and their identity is merely formal. But in the metamorphoses of commodities both determinations get expressed as moments of a whole in so far as the contradiction between the forms of appearance of value (commodities and money) is brought into motion and their unity established in the fluidity of circulation whereby each passes over into the other; the self-same value, doubled into different shapes of existence, appears now as commodity, now as money, now yet again as commodity. But the circulation of commodities, conceptualised as C-M-C´, has no necessity, because the motivation for it is external to the process itself, in that the ends of the chain pass out of circulation. Hence the renewal of circulation depends on the continuance of demand and of supply. The interesting point about the possibility of a temporary hiatus in circulation is that the determination of money as a store of value now emerges; with money in hand the possibility of renewing the circuit when required, or when conditions are favourable, is present. Starting from money gives rise to the movement M-C-M, and therewith a systematic advance is made possible in the interweaving of money and commodities, namely that the M-C-M circuit has built into it greater possibilities of continuity and self-reproduction than the C-M-C´ circuit. Value is now immanent in the activity of exchange; it is itself the object, not the effect and medium of other motives. With the form of capital, value becomes its own end rather than mediator of other relations; that is to say that with capital we have before us an individual 'subject'.
 

The self-development of such a ‘subject’ can consist only in its self-valorisation. (The full argument for this is to be found in the next section.) The Idea of capital is the unity of the objective circulation of commodities and money with the inner (subjective) universalising drive of limitless expansion. It may be doubted whether the mere form of self-valorising value would be enough to pass from a possibility of accumulation to a drive for accumulation. But capital has already answered this question insofar as it appears as many capitals thus enforcing through external competition the immanent tendency. Just as with life itself, the squeezing out of individual capitals in the ruthless struggle to survive only signals the greater permanence of capital in general perfecting itself through the survival of the fittest. The question to be faced now is whether the Idea of capital as self-valorising value can make itself Absolute i.e. truly self-determining.

The Idea of Capital

In truth the concept of capital so far developed is very far from exhibiting the form of self-determination; indeed even its ‘Being-for Self’ is not yet guaranteed. In Hegel’s logic, in spite of its location in the first part, the Doctrine of Being, this category is of central importance because reference to self is the basic logical structure that allows a truly immanent dialectic to proceed within a totality. Let us then review Hegel’s development of this category. He introduces first  the incontestable notion that ‘something only is what it is within its limit and by virtue  of its limit’, that there is always ‘something else’ beyond the limit which defines it, and that ‘everything finite is subject to alteration’ as it surpasses its previous limit: ‘Something becomes an other, but the other is itself a something, so it  likewise becomes an other and so on ad infinitum.’ This endless iteration Hegel calls the ‘spurious infinite’ which is superseded  when something and other are grasped as phases of the  same thing ‘and this relation to itself in the other is genuine infinity’ he says.
  Therewith the category of ‘Being-for Self’ emerges.

Now it is obvious that in the M-C-M movement there is precisely such reference to self in the reflux of money. But the only meaning this has is if it results in an increment of value. For if capital is to actualise its ‘Being for Self’ here then, in furthering itself through its moments, it must become different from itself in its own otherness as well as identifying itself in it. Alteration is the superseding of limit, which here must mean a limited amount, because in the case of money as a pure quantity  the only possible difference between two instantiations of this universal is in amount. Thus simply to be itself capital must become ever larger. But the forms of value thus far developed rest on the presupposition of equivalence relations; not only is there no reason why such a difference of amount should emerge, it even seems logically excluded.

  (Note that since we have as yet been studying only the form of this equivalence we have not as yet grounded this in any determination of magnitude, and in particular we have not yet touched on labour times. If such a determinant cannot be found then the whole system becomes radically contingent. But for now we are accepting the presupposition that exchange is of equivalents and following through the logic of such a form.)

Thus the general formula of capital does not as it stands fully conceptualise capital if under the rule of equivalence the second money phase should be identical with the first in every respect. Empirically there would be no reason to engage in such a practice of exchange and conceptually the claim that capital represents a new form of value is undermined. The cycle is not an articulated ground for its comprehensive self-positing.

The sequence C-M-C´exhibits difference but in so far as C is grounded in production and C´ in consumption the ends of the chain pass out of circulation and it lacks the reference to self in its differences that would make a totality of its determinations, a real individual. With M-C-M there is the opposite problem; there is no difference at all between the end and the beginning. For capital to emerge as a self-grounded form of value both the reference to self and the difference from itself must be united. The one-dimensional logic of the forms of value therefore runs out of steam.

 It becomes necessary then to look outside it to solve the contradiction between the principle of identity and non-identity; we must look to the real content regulated by the forms to see if the solution to the contradiction may be found there. Thus far the material content  of the commodity has been treated as a mere bearer of the form; and the latter has thus far been developed in indifference to the specificity of its material support (albeit that the material of every commodity has a specific usefulness and that commodity selected as money must have the material properties required for this use e.g. imperishability). The logic of the value form, developed from the commodity form to the money form to the capital form, was premised on the absolute negativity of the  movement of exchange insofar as all difference of use value that gave sense to this was neglected, i.e. ‘negated’, in the interests of following through the logic of identity arising from the common character of commodities as exchangeables. The unmediated opposition between use value and exchange value is characteristic of the logic of the value form in its purity. Use value has to be presupposed but is at the same time set aside as a ‘natural’ phenomenon to be contrasted with the social determination of economy so far as it is understood  as the simple circulation of commodities and money.

In the general formula of capital this immediate opposition is retained even in the mediating activity of capital itself as it unifies the moments of its circuit in its movement through them; for use values are still treated as mere bearers or supports of the form. Now we reach a crucial turning point which requires the exposition to take notice of the sphere of use values, for all exchange in its logic yet rests on a use value sphere. Indeed only in this sphere can capital make its Idea of itself an actual power in the world. 

In Hegel’s philosophy the pure forms of conceptuality become Absolute Idea insofar as they are understood as at the same  time the shape of the world; thus Hegel’s philosophy turns from Logic to the external sphere of Nature (which has space and time as its initial categories) and then to the explicit unity of subjectivity and objectivity in Spirit developing itself in world history. Indeed strictly speaking, the ‘Idea’ is not part of the Logic for it is present only when the 'Concept’ is united with the real material of the world so as to ‘fill out’ as it were, the pure forms of thought. From the point of view of reality in its comprehensive articulation the categorial system of the Logic, in spite of its inner complexity, is as a whole a simple immediacy. As Hegel puts it in his Science of Logic, logic ‘in the absolute Idea, has withdrawn into that same simple unity which its beginning is, the pure immediacy of being in which...every determination...is removed by abstraction.’
 The Idea then mediates itself through determining itself to concrete difference in Nature and back to its unity in difference with itself in Spirit (Geist). These three spheres (Logic Nature and Spirit) are each totalities, each comprehending a moment of the Absolute. To make a transition from one to another in the exposition of the Absolute is therefore not to find a higher category of the sphere we are in but to make a new start as it were. Thus there is a transition from the whole Logic to the whole that is Nature and the initial categories of Nature are not only not logical categories but are equally as primitive as the initial categories of the Logic. The exact relation between logical principles and the natural shapes is a matter of controversy but there is no doubt that Hegel saw Nature, being the sphere of the Idea in immediacy, finitude and otherness, as ‘having its truth outside itself’. Logic is given the power to ‘overgrasp’ Nature, as was noted earlier.

How does this movement between the spheres inform our account? It requires the logic of the value form in its purity to be redrawn as an abstract immediacy negatively related to the material content of the value form. Going over to the study of use value as a spatio-temporal sphere is then the necessary next move of the dialectic of capital and we will be looking at the difference such externality makes to the concept of capital. 

Very roughly capital may be shown to sink into the sphere of use value in three stages ; these  are merchant capital (the immediate concretisation of the general identity of capital with itself) the formal subsumption of production by capital (the moment of capital’s difference from itself in relation to itself) and the real subsumption of production by capital (the unity of capital with itself informing both production and circulation). In fact the only categories from Hegel’s philosophy of nature that we take are space and time. The parallel is therefore merely at the general level: logic is related to nature as the form of value is related to the realm of the natural body of commodities and their location and origin in space and time. It remains to be seen how capital ‘overgrasps’ them. 

In this dialectic the first phase is to consider the immediate being of the general formula of capital in exteriority. What is the difference this introduces to the concept? 

To begin with space makes a difference for the rate of exchange at one place may be different from that at another place. This is how merchant capital makes its appearance, gaining a profit on arbitrage, a more or less exact concretisation of the general formula M-C-M´ but including implicitly the notion that the sellers and buyers of the commodities are distantiated spatially. Time makes a difference because what may be bought cheaply at one time may be sold for more later. Here the merchant functions as a speculator. At this level also may be mentioned money lending capital, for what may not be saleable at one time may be so later when purchasers acquire the necessary funds: here money lending overcomes temporal distantiation through loans to purchasers redeemable at a later date at a premium; in effect the commodity is again sold at one price and bought at another.
 

It is important to notice that both these forms of capital rely on an already given set of marketable commodities and the possibility of a surplus is contingent. Only with industrial capital does the commodity brought to market originate from capital’s own circuit (M-C...P...C´-M´) when it buys means of production and labour power (C) and sets them to work to produce (P) a new commodity (C´) which it hopes to market profitably. It is the difference introduced at the material level (surplus product) that ensures the process of production is simultaneously a valorisation process generating surplus value, thereby resolving the contradiction in the general formula. Thus if capital as self-valorising value is to realise itself the movement of value must appear ‘in a much more complex form’ than in pure circulation; it must be ‘the movement which simultaneously creates, produces, exchange values as its own premiss’. The phenomenon of circulation may now be viewed in a new light; as an immediacy it is ‘pure semblance’; but as grounded in production it is the necessary form of appearance of capitalist relations of production.
 

Now formal logic faced with the variety of ways in which the general formula of capital (advance of money so as to make money) may be instantiated would simply treat them as species of the generic form. Dialectical  logic, however, asks what is the proper content of the form? What gives the form its self-subsistence? 

I believe it is instructive here to return again to analogous cases in philosophy, and to a comparison of Spinoza’s absolute with Hegel’s absolute. Spinoza’s absolute is ‘substance’, the one infinite reality of which everything else is an attribute or mode determined as a negation of it. Hegel, notwithstanding his admiration of Spinoza’s ruthless negating of everything finite, complained that Spinoza’s substance is not truly absolute, for all difference is swallowed up therein, whereas his own Absolute Idea includes an account of real external difference as emerging through its proper activity.

Consider this passage from Hegel’s lectures:

‘Spinoza places substance [cf. merchant capital] at the head of his system and defines it as the unity of thinking [cf. value] and extension [cf. the sphere of use value], without demonstrating how he arrives at this distinction and how he succeeds in tracing it back to the unity of substance.

The defect of Spinoza’s philosophy consists in the fact that the form [cf. the value form] is not known to be immanent to that content [cf. products], and for that reason it supervenes upon it only as an external, subjective form. Substance [cf. merchant capital] is only the abyss in which all determinate content [cf. tradable commodities] is swallowed up...and which produces nothing out of itself that has a positive substance of its own.’
 

Most importantly, in Hegel’s view Spinoza’s philosophy lacks ‘the principle of individuality’. In contrast to this Hegel’s Idea does so claim not merely to register in its own categories the material given to it but to produce such a content out of its own proper activity and that this content be credited with its individual substance.

This excursion clarifies the inadequate logic of merchant capital; it embodies in the real world of exchange the general formula of capital in so far as value transforms itself through its different instantiations to emerge as greater than it began; thus it is, it appears, a self-reproducing substance; but in a manner parallel to Hegel’s critique of Spinoza we can say it only subsumes the different commodities it buys and sells within its own determinations, it is not bringing them forth from itself as its determinations. It cannot legitimately declare the commodities it trades in are nothing but its own forms of development because  its content is not brought forth from itself. 

Industrial capital is hence a more authentic realisation of what I call the Idea of capital just insofar as it has reason so to claim genuine unity of form and content in the reality of its production and circulation processes.
 In fact the empty ‘formula’ of capital must be actualised in the whole round of production, circulation, and consumption. Capital gains actuality only as industrial capital, not as merchant or money-lending capital. The latter lack a proper content. The content traded in by merchant capital counts for it only as realisable value whereas industrial capital is determined not as formally reducing a given content to itself as does merchant capital but as having its own proper content in the individuality of its product which indeed ‘has a positive substance of its own’ so to speak, and requires industrial capital to invest itself in a particular field of production. A merchant can set up as a ‘general dealer’; his stock is an unmediated unity of substance (its value) and accident (the ‘list’)
; but there is no such thing as a ‘general producer’; production is necessarily the production of individual products by individual enterprises. Industrial capital thereby unites infinite form and the realm of finitude. Earlier we saw Hegel attack a view of the Absolute as neutralising infinity with finitude. So here this unity of industrial capital may yet comprise a neutral balance of circulation and production if the latter is merely formally subsumed under capital while retaining its own rhythms.
 If capital is to ‘overgrasp’ this alien sphere the real subordination of production to the dictates of valorisation must result in a thoroughly reorganised structure of industry, of labour and machinery.

In sum, a focus on production as the prime site of economically significant relationships is justified because the most glaring insufficiency of the formular definition of capital as self-valorising value is that the bearers of value, namely the commodities as use-values, are necessary for capital to feed off but only contingently available to it. Thus to gain control of its conditions of existence, to ‘posit’ its presuppositions, capital must take charge of the production of these commodities. Productive activity must then be form-determined by capital. Capital must make that activity its own activity, determining the motive and dynamic of production. 

But this is no easy task. When it sinks into production, capital, attempting to ground its form on its own action, tries to shape this matter (originally excluded from the value form through the exchange abstraction) into a content, but then, rather than dealing with things without a will of their own, it finds itself faced with another subject, namely the proletariat, which struggles against capital's positing of its labour as capital’s own activity. When we pass to the appropriation of natural resources we see that because of its very form capital is unable to work with Nature but despoils it and thus undercuts the very basis of all production - the ultimate 'condition of existence' not only of capital but of life itself. This is because the value form determinations do not represent or mediate the free self-development of the matters' own form (still less the free self development of the human potential of the worker) but the imposition of a set of alien determinations. 

Capital tries to subordinate its conditions of existence to its own aims but there is always something ‘in excess of its concept’ (to speak Adornoese) or an independently reality, an irredeemably ‘other’. There is what I call its internal other (the proletariat produced by capital itself as its negation) and what I call its external other (Nature despoiled and exhausted by capital). These are others in the sense that they are recalcitrant to capital’s appropriation of them; thus they set limits to capital’s development, and in the case of the proletariat it may become the counter-subject that negates capital. So in the case of the proletariat capital must not merely appropriate its other, as with Nature, but actively negate its negation continually because the proletariat is potentially a force in its own right.
 Thus the capital relation exists only through a dialectic of negativity, continually generating a proletariat but continually imprisoning it within its own forms, reifying its activity, expropriating its product, and colonising its consciousness so that it cannot think other than as bearer of capital, as its agent. Of course, just as capital needs its ‘personifications’, it needs its agents, including labour above all. So capital must employ people and machinery; but just as its engineers advise it about the right sort of materials, it manages its hired hands as advised by human resource teams and industrial relations people who know all about the right colour to paint factory walls.

However, it should not be thought that if capital has to win its way through ‘otherness’ this marks a difference in the parallelism with Hegel’s Idea that I have been expounding; for in Hegel’s philosophy too the Absolute is only such in its return to itself from otherness, but it cannot avoid ‘the seriousness, the suffering, the patience,  and  the labour of the negative’; it must alienate itself and yet find itself still in its other
.

Capital is definable as self-valorising value. But of what does it create value? And how is its magnitude determined? Every capital demands a recompense for the time in which it is tied up in production and circulation. But of all the times capital is tied up only one creates a positive - the time spent exploiting labour. I say this because the proto-subject capital faces in the proletariat a major obstacle to making of itself the absolute reality, for, as we saw above, capital must continually negate this its negation; success in this endeavour is indeed a most significant positive achievement well worth its own category, value (and surplus value). (The other fractions of capital are parasitic on this achievement of industrial capital.) So class struggle is constitutive of the central categories of capital in so far as it rests on the ‘pumping out’ of labour from the worker. 

But this is not the view of capital itself which can only admit labour acts as its agent when it sets the whole elaborate factory organisation in motion under the constraints of its law of value and for the purpose of valorisation. (The puzzle this creates for capitalist apologetic was expressed in the nineteenth century by an anonymous pamphleteer: ‘Though we generally look on production as effected by capital, that being the prime mover, labour, of course, is the immediate agent.’
  - an obviously aporetic formula.) 

As we have seen, the possibility of this constitution of capital as an autonomous subject arises from the development of the value form. The commodity form of the product embodies an abstraction from the natural heterogeneity of goods, namely value. Commodity production embodies in its processes a self-moving abstraction, namely capital.
 Insofar as it controls production and successfully reifies labour, making of it a mere agent no different from machinery, the Idea of Capital epochally achieves self-determination.

Aporia in Hegel and in Capital
It is necessary now to draw the consequences of the parallelism between the structure of Hegel’s philosophy and that of capital.
 Our thesis is that the critique of economic categories is that of the social forms that Hegel’s concepts absolutise and idealise. In these forms an autonomous ‘logic’ of development is indeed present; but it is immanent in the rule of capital because this social form is uniquely constituted through ontological inversion in a way that grounds an idealist dialectic. Developed capitalist society is an appropriate object of critique because there the social synthesis is constituted through a totalising abstraction  - namely value. So-called ‘post-modernists’ deny the validity of the category of totality, as if Hegel and Marx were at fault for using it in their account of the bourgeois epoch, whereas they reflect - Hegel uncritically and Marx critically - the totalising logic of the value form which imposes itself in such a manner that all relationships become inscribed within it.

 Now the parallel with Hegel is this: however highly mediated their relations, such forms have that same abstractness as the forms of Hegel’s logic. The shift from his logic to the material world is paralleled in the sinking of the general form of capital into production, by capital grounding itself and its valorisation in a real material process. Through this it has sunk into its substance (in Hegelian language). So capital as ‘spirit’, so to speak, is the return to itself from this ‘self-externality’ (in Hegel Nature is ‘the self-externality of the Idea’
) with all that has been won from it sojourn in otherness and ‘finitude’ - battling with unreliable machinery and recalcitrant workers - namely the surplus value arising from the material production process constituted ideally by capital as its own valorisation process. If we look at the parallels between Hegel’s logic and the value-form we find that the immediacy, emptiness and self-referring nature of the categorial structure is parallel to the same characteristics in the development of the forms of value: commodity, money, capital. Then the self-externality of Nature, whose truth is outside itself in the categoriality of its logical principles, is paralleled in the case of the form of capital by its embodiment in a world of production which as such seems to have a purely material existence but whose ‘truth’ lies in its significance as a process of valorisation whereby the social surplus product is simultaneously constituted as total surplus value. 

Capital is peculiar, and an illuminating way of pointing out its peculiarity is to make a parallel with Hegel. More precisely, that reading which sees him as illegitimately (and indeed undialectically) privileging logic would be that connection; as logic is supposed to govern the material world so the pure forms of value are supposed to govern the mode of production in capitalism. The term ‘supposed to’ is the tricky one and is a reference to the aporetic quality of the relation in both cases: between logic and the world, on the one hand, and between capital and material production on the other. 

The truth of logic is supposed to be self-fulfilling; the forms are their own content and their development results in a perfectly self-comprehending ‘Absolute’. Yet Hegel admitted that ‘the Concept as such is not complete, but must rise to the Idea, which is the unity of the Concept and reality.’ However ‘the reality which the Concept gives itself must not be received by it as something external but must, in accordance with the requirement of science, be derived from the Concept itself.’
 In the parallel case, at the outset it appears merely that a necessary condition of the ideality of value is the materiality of use-value; then form and matter are united when capital drives to shape this matter into a content penetrated through and through by value in process. But the difficulty capital has in sinking into production, where it has to grapple with its ‘other’ and gets bogged down in the finitude of obsolescent  machinery and striking workers, is paralleled in the difficulty Hegel has in giving an account of how the logical forms go over to the real world and function as its rational coherence.

 So we have two apories. In Hegel, does the dialectic of ‘the Concept’ create the world or simply appropriate it in thought? This question is paralleled  by the question does capital create wealth or does it simply expropriate under its own forms the wealth derived from labour and nature? 

But this last is not just a theoretical question (how do we make sense of capital?); since capitalism was historically produced a resolution could be posited historically. Is labour nothing but a reified factor of production, or could it become capital’s gravedigger? This can be decided only in practice. The hegemony  of capital makes 'the Idea' a real power in the world. Should the proletarians overthrow capital they would overthrow this its spiritual apotheosis.

That ‘the presentation’ of the commodity-capitalist system should be at the same time ‘a critique’ of it
 follows from the observation that it is precisely its homology with the forms of Hegel's logic that condemns the object as an inverted reality systematically alienated from its bearers, an object which in its 'spiritualisation' of material interchange and practical activity into the heaven of pure forms virtually incarnates the Hegelian 'Idea'.
 In sum: the critique of capital is analogous to the critique of Hegel but, where in the latter case we criticise a philosophical mistake, in the former case we criticise an (historically produced) inverted reality. To say this is ipso facto a) to criticise capital for the same things as Hegel’s philosophy; b) to say Hegel is relevant just because he is wrong for his wrongness models what is wrong with capital. That is why his logic can be turned back on it, and that is why capitalism stands condemned, just because it instantiates an idealist logic with the inversion that displaces creativity from labour to capital. 
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