
Michael Roberts on Deciphering Capital by Alex Callinicos at the book launch on 

Monday 10 November. 

It is said that everybody reckons that they have a novel in them waiting to come out. It is also 

said that is just as well that most people don’t get round to writing one. Unfortunately some 

do.  

Near the beginning of his new book, Alex refers to a comment by David Harvey, who in the 

preface of his book, The limits of capital,
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 says “Everyone who studies Marx, it is said, feels 

compelled to write a book about the experience”. Somehow I doubt that is true, but certainly 

Alex has wanted to complete such a book, particularly on Marx’s Capital. And on this 

occasion, in my view, it was worth doing. 

Alex aims to identify the purpose and structure of Marx’s Capital with the central idea of 

capital as a social relation.  Alex correctly isolates the key double relation of capital as a 

mode of production. It is first the exploitation of wage labour by the owners of capital; and at 

the same time, the competitive battle among capitals. The first is an analysis of ‘capital in 

general’ and the second is one of ‘many capitals’. Both are necessary to a clear understanding 

of capitalism’s laws of motion. 

Indeed, those who neglect one part of this social relation for the other will soon make 

mistakes in understanding the laws of motion under capitalism. 

In trying to explain how this double relation works, Alex seeks to dissect the structure of 

Capital, the book. His first insight is to argue that, while Marx owes a huge debt to Hegel, the 

philosopher of dialectical thought who brings out the contradictions in society, Marx 

transcends and leaves Hegel behind, both in his materialist conclusions and in the structure of 

Capital, the book.  

Alex takes some space to explain the connection between Marx’s method and that of Hegel. 

These can be difficult chapters for the uninitiated but worth pursuing. Alex reaches the 

original conclusion that Marx transcends Hegel not just in ‘turning him upside down’ from 

idealism to materialism, a well-known insight, but in the dialectical structure of Capital itself. 

As Alex points out, Marx dealt with problems by working them out as he went along. Indeed, 

Marx forges his own ideas ‘in dialogue’ with Hegel on the one hand and economist David 

Ricardo on the other. For example, it is not just noting that value is to be found in the 

substance of labour as Ricardo had realised. For Marx, it was that the capitalist mode of 

production had become the driver of all human labour power.  

Marx’s method is to proceed from the abstract to the concrete, from commodity to value and 

surplus value and then to capital, and from production to distribution. In other words, the 

essence of capitalism is then added to with “increasingly complex determinations”, to quote 

Alex.  

Or as Henryk Grossman argued back in 1929, ‘[t]he construction of all three volumes of 

Capital was carried out methodologically on the basis of the meticulously thought-out and 

actually implemented procedure of successive approximation [Annäherungsverfahren]…. 

Each provisional simplification correlates with a later, corresponding concretisation.’ 
2
 



So the initial abstract treatment (which must be based on realistic assumptions) of capitalism 

is made progressively more concrete. Or as Alex puts it, Capital is structured like a “chain of 

problems, the solution to each of which drives us onto the next”. 

Why is this method so important? It avoids crass empiricism by providing a theoretical 

framework for analysing data or phenomena (it sets up some ‘priors’ if you like it in modern 

analytical language), but it also avoids arid theory by connecting all the surface appearances 

of Capital.  Thus a stock market crash can be seen in the context of the law of value and 

Marx’s law of profitability.  

The biggest problem for anybody trying to grasp where Marx is going is that his work is so 

vast and often just sheafs of notes not worked out in a final text. Marx never seemed to finish 

anything before he was onto the next subject or side-tracked into a different path, apart from 

facing permanent problems of money, living and health for him and his family.  

As a result, even Capital was unfinished and left for Engels and others after him to edit and 

interpret.  Engels comes in for a lot of stick for ‘editing’ Marx into distortion – a charge that 

many have levelled.  

But as Alex points out, Engels did the best he could and in reality he was the only one who 

could read and edit Marx’s manuscripts.  Later editors like Kautsky have much more to be 

criticised for. 

In particular, he cites early on the confusions created by Michael Heinrich, an eminent 

scholar of Marx’s writings, about Capital
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.  This is a critique that I can chime with, as I (with 

G Carchedi) only last year spent some time dealing Heinrich’s attempts to rubbish Marx’s 

law of profitability and its relevance to crises of capitalism.
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And at the HM conference just finished, Fred Moseley presented a paper on the first English 

translation of Marx’s manuscript writings of 1864-5 when Marx was writing and rewriting 

drafts for what eventually came Volume 3 of Capital, where much of Marx’s theory of crises 

are concentrated.  
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Fred shows that, contrary to the views of Heinrich and other scholars, Engels did not distort 

or alter Marx’s ideas to exclude underconsumption or disproportion theories or ‘create’ a 

theory of crisis based on Marx’s law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.  Fred 

confirms the conclusions of Rodolsky
6
 and Grossman before him. 

Whatever the failure of his editors, it is clear that a reading of Capital in its three volumes and 

the Theories of Surplus Value provide an overall theory of the capitalist mode of production, 

which “had taken definite shape in the course of the 1860s that Marx does not seem to have 

subsequently abandoned”, to quote Alex.  

Alex brings that home in an excellent chapter on Marx’s theory and explanation of crises.  

After all, Capital is a critique of political economy. Marx recognised that Ricardo has pushed 

political economy to its scientific limits.  But after him, it could be taken no further because 

the bourgeois had conquered power and the class struggle was now between the bourgeois 

and the rising proletariat and that “sounded the deathknell of scientific bourgeois economy”., 

as Marx put it.  “In the place of disinterested inquiry there were the hired prize fighters, in 



place of genuine scientific research, the bad conscience and the evil intent of apologetic”  
7
Marx Capital Vol 1 p 15 1967). 

The essence of Marx’s theory of crisis is that it does not lie in the sphere of circulation or the 

market system, which is the appearance of things.  There is a need to go beneath that to 

discover the basic tendential laws of motion of capitalism: which are threefold: the law of 

centralisation and concentration of capitals; the law of relative surplus population (capital 

bias); and the most important, the law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall.   

Alex accepts that Marx does not present “an articulated and finished theory of crisis” but he 

cleverly identifies six ‘determinations’ of crisis in Marx’s writings.  

There is the formal possibility (or enabling factors) of crisis in commodity exchange and the 

credit system (the area so beloved by Keynes and Minsky).  

Then there are the conditioning factors of the accumulation of capital and the generation of 

the reserve army of labour.  

And finally there are the contradictory conditions invoked by the law of the tendency of the 

rate of profit to fall and the profit and credit cycle. 

In his early works, Marx had really only conceived of the enabling factors in crises: the 

separation of purchase and sale in commodity transactions and the disruption of money’s role 

through credit.  

It was only from Grundrisse onwards that he develops his fully fledged theory of crises based 

on the law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall as the “most important law of political 

economy”. 

Alex deals well with the alternatives to his interpretation of Marx’s crisis theory that are 

based on underconsumption (overproduction), disproportion of sectors, or intense 

competition or stagnating monopoly.  

The underconsumption interpretation has been the dominant one among Marxists and is also 

the main argument by reformist alternatives to mainstream economics’ denial of crises.  

Indeed, the modern buzz for crises is based rising inequality that leads to a ‘wage-led’ 

economy, namely that wages became too low to support effective demand
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.  Then households 

borrow too much to fill the gap.  Credit/debt rises to levels that cannot be sustained and there 

is a banking crash
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. 

This is not the forum (and there is no time) to provide a critique of this dominant theory.
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But its Marxist adherents often rely on the writings of Rosa Luxemburg.  Rick Kuhn, the 

biographer and translator of the works of Henryk Grossman, will shortly publish in HM 

Grossman’s brilliant critique of Rosa’s underconsumption theory
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.  Grossman show that 

Rosa’s theory of crises fails precisely because she does not understand Marx’s method in 

Capital and ignores his final ‘contradictory conditions’, as Alex calls them, namely the law of 

profitability and accumulation with prices of production. 



In contrast to other crisis theories like Luxemburg’s, for Marx, crises are a “necessary violent 

means” for a “restoration of a sound rate of profit” and because the tendency is for that to 

fall over time, crises continually reoccur.  

Marx’s law of profitability not only exposes the cause of recurrent crises, it also reveals why 

capitalism has a finite history – it has not always been here and it won’t be.   

There is no way out of exploitation and continual, and ever more devastating, slumps in the 

employment and incomes of the majority, except through the replacement of the capitalist 

mode of production – contrary to the views of mainstream or even heterodox economics.
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