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Decoding Marx’s Economic
Logic

In Deciphering Capital, Alex Callinicos
adds an important contribution to the list
of commentators who see Capital as the
crowning achievement of political econ-
omy. As Callinicos himself relays, the
length and depth of the economic crisis,
coupled with a renewed contestation of the
capitalist system has stimulated consider-
able interest in Marx’s masterpiece.1 Yet
reading Capital is no easy matter. For
starters, there are well over 2000 pages in
the three published Volumes, not to men-
tion the Grundrisse, the Theorises of Sur-
plus Value and the various editions of Vol-
ume One. The sheer magnitude of Marx’s
output is something Callinicos refers to, as
he follows Enrique Dussel in distinguishing
the various manuscripts that Marx devel-
oped from 1857 onwards.2 Alongside this
quantitative barrier to reading Capital is
the sheer complexity of its central cate-
gories. Throughout Capital, Marx repeat-

edly warns his readers to be on the lookout
for deceptive appearances. To the casual
observer it can easily appear that workers
receive the value of their labour, just as
it appears that capital is the source of all
profits. Marx is determined to expose the
flaws in each of these appearances, but he
also insists that they are more than mere
subjective illusions. On the contrary, it is
the very structure of capitalist social rela-
tions that makes them appear to our senses
in ways that are often one-sided and/or
distorted. In order to cope with this diffi-
culty, Marx had to build a system of cat-
egories designed to expose the inner work-
ings of the capitalist system at the same
time as they exposed the concrete man-
ifestations of these relations in everyday
life. This turned out to be a remarkably
difficult feat to achieve. Through a pro-
cess of endless writing and rewriting, Marx
gradually developed a framework capable
of coping with the multi-layered complex-
ity of capitalist society. This project was
far from finished at the time of his death,
and yet for all of his equivocation, Marx
laid down one of the towering monuments
of human thought.

In order to make sense of this achieve-
ment, Callinicos divides his book into two
main sections. In the first half, he develops
a compelling narrative about the forma-
tive influences on Marx’s thinking. This
is the most satisfactory part of the anal-
ysis, as Callinicos brings considerable re-
sources to bear on the question of Marx’s
debts to Ricardo and Hegel. In the sec-
ond part of the book, Callinicos engages in
a series of contemporary debates around
the nature of value, the marginalisation of

1Callinicos, A. (2014) Deciphering Capital - Marx’s Capital and its Destiny p. 13.
2Ibid : 27.
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labour, the nature of Marx’s crisis theory
and the relevance of Capital today. Here
the breadth of knowledge is similarly im-
pressive, however one gets the feeling that
Callinicos has missed a trick in the way
that he has structured this material. In the
opening three chapters, Callinicos makes
much of the need to order concepts so that
one moves from the abstract (universal) to
the concrete (particular). Callinicos calls
these early chapters the ‘heart of the book’
and yet rather than developing his primary
narrative through a consistent application
to Marx’s categories, he offers four sub-
sequent chapters that feel overly eclectic.
Each chapter is packed full of insightful
suggestions, but the end result is a nar-
rative that is less coherent than it could
(and possibly should) have been. This re-
view will consequently focus on the open-
ing three chapters before briefly looking at
how they might have been more fruitfully
applied.

Feuerbach through Ricardo
and Beyond...

Deciphering Capital is at its very best
when describing the process of Marx’s for-
mation. Cutting against any tendency to
sanctify (or vilify) Marx, Callinicos de-
picts a conscientious researcher who grad-
ually constructs his economic categories
by writing furiously about them. In his
Manuscript of 1861-63, Marx meanders
through hundreds of pages of reflections
on the nature of (absolute) rent. In these
preparatory notes, the train of his thinking
can often seem chaotic, but it is through
the process of drafting and redrafting,
that Marx develops his analytical depth.3

Marx’s unusual appetite for extreme hard
work helps to explain his theoretical bril-

liance, but this also developed through
a number of ‘phases’ that Callinicos dis-
cusses.4 The period from 1844 until 1847
sees Marx engaged in a broadly human-
ist critique of classical political economy.
In this initial period, Marx essentially ac-
cepts the descriptions of the world given
by the political economists, before reinter-
preting them through the conceptual lens
of alienated labour. Taking up a proletar-
ian class position was no doubt partly re-
sponsible for this re-interpretation as Marx
lambasted Ricardo for the cold and imper-
sonal nature of his abstractions. By 1847,
Marx starts to register the power of the
Ricardian analysis. Indeed, Ricardo’s ab-
stract method now becomes laudable in
two interrelated senses. First off, it more
accurately depicts the treatment of wage
labour under the Capital ist system. Sec-
ondly, it allows Ricardo to make important
scientific advances by dispassionately mov-
ing from the economic facts to a number of
seemingly disconnected observations,

Ricardo shows us the real
movement of bourgeois produc-
tion which constitutes valueRi-
cardo establishes the truth of
his formula by deriving it from
all economic relations, and by
explaining in this way all phe-
nomena, even those like rent,
accumulation of capital and
the relation of wages to prof-
its, which at first sight seem
to contradict it; it is precisely
that which makes his doctrine
a scientific system.5

By 1847, Marx had realised that ab-
stracting from reality is an essential proce-
dure for developing concepts that can sub-
sequently explain that same reality. Ac-

3Ibid : 33.
4Ibid : 44-54.
5Marx quoted in Callinicos (2014: 50).
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cordingly, Ricardo had to abstract his key
organising concept (value) from observable
economic relations (and other theories of
course!) before using this concept to ex-
plain the workings of a whole series of sec-
ondary phenomena (rent, wages etc). The
fact that the latter often seem to contra-
dict his organising concept only adds to its
scientific validity. At this stage, Ricardo’s
concepts are taken as an accurate descrip-
tion of the social relations of capitalist so-
ciety, with Marx even endorsing the deduc-
tive means by which he moves from the ab-
stract (value) to the more concrete (rent
and wages).6

All of this changes from 1857 onwards.
Beyond any specific conceptual changes,
Marx’s Grundrisse reveals a far greater
preoccupation with the construction and
ordering of economic categories than had
previously been the case.7 According to
Callinicos, this is because Marx now re-
alises that the ordering of his categories
will have to be correct if he is to lay
out the complex structure of the capital-
ist economy. To initiate this methodolog-
ical revolution, Marx draws significantly
on Hegel’s Science of Logic, however Call-
inicos is quick to point out that it is Ri-
cardo that continues to stimulate Marx’s
economic enquiries. In a process that mir-
rors his earlier development, Marx uses
Hegelian resources to get beyond Ricardo,
only to gradually recognise the limitations
that are carried into his own system by so-
doing.

What are these Hegelian supports?
Callinicos argues that Hegel offers Marx
a conception of scientific investigation
that moves beyond the contingency of
deductive-empiricism. This is the concep-
tual centre of the narrative, as Callinicos

shows the flaws in Ricardian empiricism,
the potential residing in Hegelian dialectics
and the problems that flow from Hegel’s
idealistic system.

According to empiricism, scientific ex-
planation moves in two clear stages. In
the first stage the theorist hypothesises an
(arbitrary) principle from direct confronta-
tion with observable reality. In the sec-
ond stage he/she moves to subsume a large
number of secondary (observable) phenom-
ena under the hypothetical principle (cov-
ering law) that has been erected. How does
this model function for Ricardo? In the
Ricardian system the value concept is the
hypothesis upon which he founds his anal-
ysis, however more than any previous the-
orist, Ricardo also understands the capi-
talist economy as a complex mechanism
moved towards equilibrium by the profit
seeking behaviour of the individual capi-
talists.8 The law of the equalization of the
rate of profit is the outcome of this process,
but there is a serious problem in the con-
ceptual relations between these two laws.
Instead of being able to subsume the work-
ings of the law of profits under his initial
hypothesis, Ricardo finds that it contra-
dicts it. If commodities exchange accord-
ing to their labour values, then the rate of
profit will vary from industry to industry
as production conditions change. Alterna-
tively, if profit rates are equalised by flows
of Capital, then commodities cannot ex-
change according to the amount of labour
needed for their production.9 Moving from
the abstract (value) to the concrete (prof-
its) therefore reveals a conceptual incoher-
ence at the heart of Ricardo’s theory. Marx
wants to keep the labour theory of value
as his foundational concept, but in order
to make it compatible with more concrete

6Ibid : 50.
7Ibid : 52.
8Rubin. II. (1979) A History of Economic Thought p. 241.
9Callinicos, A. (2014) Deciphering Capital - Marx’s Capital and its Destiny p.85.
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categories, he needed to uncover the flaw
in Ricardo’s empiricist method.

In his Manuscripts of 1861-83, Marx
argues that Ricardo’s deductivism results
in two interrelated methodological errors.
On the one hand, the arbitrary way that
he establishes his hypothesis means that
Ricardo assumes too many concrete cate-
gories (wages, profits, rate of profit) from
the very outset of his analysis. On the
other hand, the movement to explain more
concrete categories is then executed with-
out sufficient care for the mediating steps
in a conceptual argument. According to
Marx,

Ricardo ... consciously ab-
stracts ... from the appear-
ance of competition, in order to
comprehend the laws [of value]
as such. On the one hand he
must be reproached for not go-
ing far enough, for not carrying
his abstraction to completion,
for instance, when he analyses
the value of the commodity, he
at once allows himself to be
influenced by consideration of
all kinds of concrete conditions.
On the other hand, one must
reproach him for regarding the
phenomenal form as immediate
and direct proof or exposition
of the general laws, and for fail-
ing to interpret it. In regard
to the first, his abstraction is
too incomplete; in regard to
the second, it is formal abstrac-
tion which in itself is wrong.10

By this stage, Marx has realised that
the move from values (abstract) to prices

(concrete) is far more complex than Ri-
cardo has allowed for. In working out
the mechanics of this procedure, Marx
starts within the sphere of production be-
fore introducing a determinate influence
from the sphere of exchange. Value and
surplus value are exclusively created in
the capitalistic labour process before be-
ing (re)distributed amongst the various
units of capital through price competi-
tion. Coherence in the move from ab-
stract to concrete evidently relies on the
proper ordering of these economic cate-
gories, but what allows Marx to grasp this
sufficiently? Callinicos argues that Hegel’s
Science of Logic looms large in this pro-
cess, exposing the flaws in the ‘covering law
model’ and providing an alternative scien-
tific template to be used (pragmatically)
in Capital.11

Ricardo through Hegel and Be-
yond...

According to Hegel, the arbitrary nature
of empiricist hypotheses makes their uni-
versal categories empty of content. Speak-
ing of the inadequacy of the ‘covering
law model’ Hegel writes that ‘the prin-
ciple (that underpins its laws) is either
an unproven hypothesis or demands a
proof which in turn implies the princi-
ple’.12 Hegel argues that the link be-
tween the abstract and the concrete now
becomes one of pure externality. The life-
less classification associated with deduc-
tive methods destroys the necessary rela-
tions between the universal and the par-
ticular. In order to escape this prob-
lem, Hegel posits the idea of a universal
Substance/Subject internally-related to its
particular manifestations through a series

10Marx quoted in Callinicos (2014: 96).
11Ibid : 107.
12Hegel quoted in Callinicos (2014: 107).
13Ibid : 101.
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of mediations.13 Hegel’s language is par-
ticularly convoluted, but what he offers
Marx is a way of moving from a founda-
tional starting point to a necessary con-
clusion through a series of concepts.

Let us see how. For Hegel the struc-
ture of knowledge and the structure of the
world are identical. Each of them begins as
a universal (unconscious) Substance that
gets broken apart through internal contra-
diction. This leads to a moment of ex-
ternalisation as the original unity becomes
alienated (self-estranged) through a real-
isation of its other (what it isn’t). This
secondary phase is merely transitory, how-
ever, as the unity becomes re-established
at a higher level through an identifica-
tion of Substance and Subject. Callinicos
(rightly in my view) therefore argues that
Hegel’s system is best characterised by the
idea of increasing internalisation.

What does Marx take from all of this?
In broad outlines, Marx takes two key ad-
vantages from Hegel’s dialectical system.
First, Hegel’s conception of a dynamic to-
tality moved through internal contradic-
tions is important for Marx in his concep-
tualisation of Capital ist society. In place
of the atomised interactions of classical
empiricism, Hegel gives a sense of neces-
sary relationships that is particularly ap-
pealing. Second, Marx gains a sense of
the importance of constructing concepts
in a particular order. This helps to over-
come the arbitrary nature of empiricist
abstraction, but there are potential costs
from this inheritance. Hegel’s concepts are
so tightly interwoven with his speculative
system that Marx must thread extremely
carefully when attempting to apply it. For
this reason, Callinicos develops a position
that echoes that of Jacques Bidet in Ex-

ploring Marx’s Capital.14 Charting the
ground between those who want to erad-
icate Hegel, and those who see Capital
as mirroring the Science of Logic, Callini-
cos argues that Hegel offers intellectual re-
sources that help Marx at the same time
as they hinder him.15 Moving from the
abstract to the concrete through Hegel’s
system would be disastrous for a proper
articulation of the categories of capital-
ist society. This is why Marx succes-
sively moves away from Hegelian cate-
gories through various drafts of his Eco-
nomic Manuscripts.16 By the Manuscripts
of 1863-65, Marx has clearly established
considerable distance from Hegel’s Logic,
but is this distance sufficient to allow him
to elaborate his central categories unprob-
lematically? Here Callinicos makes a sug-
gestion which is one of the most important
in the entire book. Reflecting on his own
doctoral thesis he writes,

Hegelian categories and themes
plainly figure in Capital. But
... Marx was right to be anx-
ious about Hegel’s influence on
him. The solution, as I argued
in my doctoral thesis some 35
years ago, lies in recognising
the ambiguity of the way in
which Marx’s categories func-
tion in Capital. For they both
serve to enable Marx to con-
ceptualise various relationships
and constitute an obstacle to
this conceptualisation.17

To understand the nature of Hegel’s
help/hindrance, it may be useful to ap-
proach it from the perspective of Marx’s
formative writings. From the early 1840’s
onwards, Marx rejects Hegel’s attempts to

14Ibid : 71.
15Ibid : 71.
16Ibid : 157.
17Ibid : 72.
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resolve the contradictions of ‘civil society’
in the bourgeois State. Far from being the
culmination of human freedom, the capi-
talist state was merely the concentration
of contradictions emanating from its un-
derlying economic relations. This politi-
cal difference - between Hegel’s false utopia
and Marx’s proletarian politics - inevitably
coloured their respective theories. Where
Hegel designs his philosophical system to
culminate in harmonious unity, Marx ends
Capital in the machinations of the class
struggle. Instead of moving from abstract
to concrete through a spiral of increasing
internalisation, Marx conceptualises a sys-
tem brought into ever greater contradic-
tion. One way to capture the difference is
to argue, as Callinicos does, that Marx re-
places Hegel’s unified Substance/Subject,
with the dialectical unfolding of a nexus of
contradictory social relationships.18 This
is the making of his entire enquiry, but he
often struggles to capture the sequence of
these relations theoretically.

In the first Volume of Capital, Marx
centres his analysis on production in order
to expose the foundational relations be-
tween Capital and wage labour. Marx jus-
tifies this starting point on the basis that
value (and surplus value) can only be cre-
ated in production, but this leads to the
question of how to accommodate competi-
tion. One way to theorise this relation is to
move from the analysis of capital in general
to the analysis of many capitals. Callini-
cos argues that this strategy is supported
by Hegelian categories as the universal is
linked systematically to its particular man-
ifestations. However, the problem of com-
petition soon looms large in this schema.
Marx is, after all, acutely aware that capi-
tal can only exist in the plural (competitive
capitals). He also understands that pro-

duction is enveloped on either side by com-
petitive exchange in the sphere of circula-
tion. On the one hand, Marx wants to hold
back the conceptualisation of competition
until he has theorised value creation. On
the other hand, competition continually in-
trudes, as the actions of the many Capitals
have determinate effects on the creation of
(relative surplus) value. The advantage of
Marx’s starting point is that it allows him
to move from the unity of value creation to
its increasing fragmentation in the spheres
of exchange (through fractions of capital,
intra and interclass competition etc). The
disadvantage is that he often struggles to
theorise the foundational relations between
competition and value. Callinicos puts the
argument very well,

Marx [is uncomfortable] about
giving competition an explana-
tory role so early in his analy-
sisfor two reasons. First, he is
determined to maintain the an-
alytical priority of production
over circulation, and bringing
competition into the analysis
of the process of production,
might seem to compromise this
priority. Secondlyhe is, as it
were, systematically uncertain
about how legitimate it is for
him to cover material intended
for later books in Capital.19

Moving from the abstract to the con-
crete along one path means that the foun-
dational relations between the units of cap-
ital struggle to be accommodated when
they need to be. Capitalism is charac-
terised by exploitative relations between
wage labour and many capitals, with Marx
simultaneously wanting to hold back on

18Ibid : 17.
19Ibid : 143.
20Ibid : 183.
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theorising competition and needing to in-
clude it from the outset.20 This summary
exposition hardly does justice to the rich-
ness of the ideas that Callinicos discusses,
but hopefully it begins to show the ways
that Marx relied on Hegel and at the same
time as he struggled to move beyond him.
Like the rest of us, Marx learns from those
who went before him, only to gradually
spot the gaps and flaws in the resources
they have left behind. In the case of Hegel,
the idea of constructing concepts in a par-
ticular order is well taken, particularly as it
forces one to think through arguments sys-
tematically. Despite some minor disagree-
ments with Callinicos on the nature of ini-
tial abstraction (I feel he places too much
distance between theory and real world ex-
perience), the argument developed in the
early part of the work is extremely im-
pressive. Through well-informed analysis,
one gets an excellent sense of the founda-
tional resources at play in Capital. This
makes it regrettable that Callinicos didn’t
take his framework and apply it system-

atically. One argument against this strat-
egy is the preparatory nature of the Eco-
nomic Manuscripts, which together with
Engels editorship of the second two Vol-
umes, makes it difficult to have a set-
tled sense of Marx’s categories. A bet-
ter reason is the need to engage in con-
temporary debates. In the second half
of Deciphering Capital, Callinicos is anx-
ious to wade into contemporary discussions
around movementism, systematic dialec-
tics, crisis theory and a host of other con-
temporary issues. All of this is no doubt
needed, and on the majority of questions,
I believe Callinicos has found the relative
high-ground. That being said, many of
these issues could have been brought into
a more systematic analysis of Marx cate-
gories, but this is a relatively minor com-
plaint when set against the powerful in-
sights that Callinicos delivers. Deciphering
Capital is - as you have probably guessed
- not an easy book to get through, but as
Callinicos states in relation to Capital - it
certainly repays detailed study.
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