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Preface

In many Western European countries, the student movement of the late
1960s and 1970s brought a renewed interest in Marx. Along with it came
interpretations of Marx that questioned the well-trodden paths pursued by
many socialist and communist parties. The time was also marked by the
emergence not only of important contributions dealing with Capital but also
key manuscripts such as the Grundrisse and Theories of Surplus Value.
Hence, one can rightly speak of a “new reading of Marx” that overcame the
one-sided economic orientation of previously dominant readings. At the
same time, dealing with Marx became almost a mass phenomenon. Among
students and young academics—primarily within the social sciences and
teaching environment—hardly anything could be done without Marx, at
least if one wanted to be considered enlightened and progressive. These
changes influenced many students, apprentices in the skilled trades, young
workers, and a number of trade union activists. In West Germany and West
Berlin, Capital courses sprang up at many universities, either as official
courses or as self-organized reading groups, and it was not only students
who participated. Talk of the “contradiction between use-value and value”
or the “overaccumulation of capital” became a must in many discussions.
However, knowledge of Marx often remained superficial, and the majority
of participants in Capital courses got stuck somewhere in the first volume.
Engaging with Marx was in part a mere fashion, even though it was more
than that.

Invoking Marx may have been part of the German Democratic
Republic’s official self-conception, but the omnipresent ‘“Marxism-
Leninism” taught in its schools and institutions of higher education
generally consisted of more or less catchy sayings and textbook-like
abbreviations of the “classics.” It served mainly as an ideology justifying
“really existing socialism.” Truly rigorous discussions focused on the text of
Marx’s Capital—not just the manuals of “Political Economy of Capitalism
and Socialism”—only occurred in small circles of experts. In the 1970s,
when the new Marx-Engels Gesamtausgabe (MEGA) began to publish all
Marx and Engels’s surviving texts and manuscripts, the discussion in the



GDR became increasingly interesting and more substantial in content, but it
did not extend throughout the society.

In the West, belief in the possibility of rapid political and social change
played a part in making the broad engagement with Marx fashionable. In the
1960s, the student movement developed in just a few years, stirring up life in
the sleepy Federal Republic of Germany. Similar things happened in other
countries. Meanwhile, in the so-called Third World there came to exist
armed movements aiming at social revolution—movements that, like the
Vietcong, took on the United States, the leading capitalist power. It seemed
plausible that, if Marxism could just spread in the working class of the
Global North, then a revolutionary perspective would also be possible there.
In the early 1970s the predominantly student founders of the various
German “K-groups” (communist circles and small parties) believed this, as
did many others.

Toward the end of the 1970s, however, the optimistic hopes that marked
the decade’s beginning began to crumble. The Vietcong, the North
Vietnamese army, and the Khmer Rouge managed to expel the U.S. military
and the U.S.-maintained governments from South Vietnam and Cambodia.
However, it soon became clear that there was hardly an emancipatory
perspective in the development-oriented dictatorships of “really existing
socialism” that came to power. In the case of the Khmer Rouge in
Cambodia, its taking power led to mass murder of the domestic population.
The hope for a revolutionary transformation of the working class in the
Global North was likewise disappointed. It appeared that the revolutionary
spark was just as unlikely to spread to the masses there as in other countries
where class struggle was initially much more developed, regardless of
whether they pursued the traditionalist path of building a “Marxist-Leninist”
cadre party or the deliberately non-centralist unifying organizational
approaches of groups such as the Socialist Bureau in Germany.
Demonstrations and paint bombs no longer provoked or even unsettled
politicians and the media, as they had in the late 1960s. Many leftists
regarded the frustration of their own political expectations as merely a
“crisis of Marxism”—a diagnosis they often adopted uncritically from
France and Italy, where it had originated under different social conditions.
These former activists opted to not question their earlier inflated
expectations that had now run aground—that is, their own process of



appropriating and applying Marx’s theory. Instead, they simply perceived
these expectations as the authentic result of Marx’s theory, concluding now
from their own disappointment that this theory had failed.

From the late 1970s and into the 1980s, many of those who had thrived
on grand theoretical designs a few years earlier (often using them as rhetoric
to dominate people) now proclaimed the end of great theories in general and
of Marx’s theory in particular. If the trend only a few years back was
Marxism, now it became fashionable to reject it with a gesture of sober
disillusionment. It was common to encounter the figure of the
knowledgeable, detached old leftist, who allegedly knew his Marx very well,
but now understood that what Marx had said with regard to the working
class, capitalism, and politics was no longer relevant. Especially after the
collapse of really existing socialism in the period 1989-1990, it seemed as if
Marx’s theory was forever washed up. Even those approaches that had long
criticized authoritarian Soviet-style state socialism with the help of Marx’s
theory lost their credibility in the general rejection of social alternatives.

Nevertheless, the end of the old confrontation between blocs did not
lead to either a more peaceful state system or a more stable (or even more
social) capitalism. Wars and crises occurred with greater frequency than in
previous decades, and the standards of social security that wage earners had
achieved in Western Europe and North America during the “economic
miracle” came under constant attack in an onslaught that continues even
today. However, starting in the second half of the 1990s, we have witnessed
growing signs of resistance at various levels. Many protests have remained
limited in scope; they often merely resist immediate changes for the worse
or demand “better” policies from the state, which is supposed to protect its
citizens from capital’s impositions. However, there is a change in the social
climate, albeit limited and slow, and it appears that the neoliberal hegemony
that has existed since the early 1980s, with its idolization of markets and
competition, is beginning to crack.'

Since the end of the 1990s, there has been a renewed interest in Marx’s
theory in Germany and in other countries. Even if the discussion has by no
means reached the intensity it had in the West in the 1970s, it seems that a
new generation of politically active people from different backgrounds—
regardless of whether they come from the East or the West—is in the



process of appropriating Marx’s critique of political economy. This
appropriation is accompanied by a far lower level of political expectation
than in the 1970s, and it does not appear to be so pompous as before.
Instead, an open-minded, interested attitude prevails, without expecting
Marx’s theory to provide the final answers to all important questions. Not
bad as conditions for serious engagement!

However, nowadays the social framework that would allow for a more
intense, problem-free study of Marx’s theory does not exist. People who
want to address Capital today cannot count on finding appropriate courses at
a university or in its environment, and things are usually not much better
elsewhere, such as in the educational programs of trade unions. There is
hardly any engagement with Marx in established academic institutions
anymore—though this also encourages people to engage with his work
outside of institutional constraints. The present volume is intended to assist
those who are interested. It is meant for individuals or groups without any
special prior knowledge, who wish to read Capital intensively and
accurately on their own.

The first two chapters of Capital are the most difficult parts of the entire
book and present major problems for readers. Nevertheless, these initial
chapters are of central importance for Marx’s later arguments, so
understanding them is especially important. That’s why this volume
comments in detail on these chapters. On the one hand, it should make
reading easier; on the other, it should clarify the contents of these chapters
and what is frequently overlooked during a first reading. Hence, they could
help even those who have already read the beginning of Capital to learn
something new.

The first chapters of Capital deal with the interrelationship between
value, labor, and money. Marx had already dealt many times with this
problem, which is central to his critique of political economy. He addresses
it at the beginning of the Grundrisse (1857-58) and in the Contribution to
the Critique of Political Economy (1859). A treatment of the issue is later
found in the first edition of Capital (1867), only to be revised considerably
in the second edition (1872-73). These different versions are not mere
repetitions; their differences sometimes express advances in knowledge or
changes in emphasis but sometimes also problematic simplifications.
Therefore, it seemed to make sense to comment not only on the most recent



versions, which appear in most editions of Capital, but also to deal with
other versions. I resort to Marx’s alternative treatments of the issue not only
in the continuous commentary, but also in appendices 2 to 4. In this way, |
hope to provide a more rigorous engagement with Marx’s value theory for
both those who are just beginning to read Capital and for more “advanced”
readers.

When this book first appeared in German in 2008, it dealt only with the
first two chapters of Capital. However, it became clear to me that a
commentary on the first two chapters was far from enough to resolve all the
difficulties of beginning Capital. In that regard, chapter 3 is considerably
easier to read than chapter 1, but it is frequently received in a very
superficial way. Moreover, after the challenges of the first two chapters, one
wishes to get quickly to chapter 4, which finally deals with capital!
Although chapter 3, with its 56 printed pages, is a bit longer than the
lengthy chapter 1, readers often consider little more than its account of
money’s basic functions and too often overlook the chapter’s important
contribution to the analysis of form. Indeed, chapter 3 might be the most
underestimated chapter of the entire first volume. Moving forward in the
book, chapters 4 to 6 (which constitute a single chapter in the German
edition) are easily understandable. However, the investigation into form-
analysis in chapter 4 is frequently left by the wayside, while chapter 6 is
sometimes rather crudely simplified. Finally, chapter 7 not only provides
observations supplementing those in the previous three chapters, it
demonstrates how Marx makes the transition to analyzing capitalist
production. For these reasons, a commentary on chapters 3 to 7, dealing
with all of these kinds of difficulties, seemed to be called for.

In the Preface to Capital’s first edition, Marx writes that chapter 1
(which in later editions became Part 1, “Commodities and Money” and was
subdivided into three chapters) summarizes the content of the earlier
Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859). However, he adds
that “many points only hinted at in the earlier book are here worked out
more fully, while, conversely, points worked out fully there are only touched
upon in this volume” (89). The first part of this statement applies primarily
to the initial two chapters of Capital: Marx improved the presentation in
Capital compared to the Critique in these chapters, more fully developing
points that he merely hinted at before. In chapter 3, the reverse is true. It



contains some important additions to the earlier account, but treats many
issues in a much more cursory fashion. For this reason, my commentary
appeals repeatedly to the Contribution to the Critique and its more thorough
arguments when dealing with chapter 3.

In Capital, Marx’s account of how money transforms into capital in
chapter 4 immediately follows his presentation of money and the circulation
of commodities. However, in the so-called Urtext from 1858, published in
English as the “Outline of the Critique of Political Economy,” there is
another section immediately before, which Marx did not incorporate into
Capital. This section, called the “Transition to Capital,” contributes to
understanding the connection between chapter 4 and the first three chapters.
For that reason, Appendix 5 reproduces and comments on parts of this
section of the Urtext. By contrast, Appendix 6 deals with the text of Capital,
specifically the levels of abstraction and the sequence of presentation in its
first seven chapters. This appendix is not an introduction to the first seven
chapters, but rather an overview of their structure for those who have
already read them.

The preceding remarks are meant to clarify the difference from the
method I pursued in An Introduction to the Three Volumes of Karl Marx’s
Capital (Heinrich 2012). That book aims to provide an initial overview of
all three volumes of Capital. 1 have said many times that the Introduction
cannot substitute for one’s own reading of Marx’s text; it only offers limited
assistance to those who want to undertake an independent reading of
Capital. Value theory does play an important role in the Introduction (the
chapter on value is the most extensive one), but I could only address the
theoretical elements most important to understanding Capital’s overall
argument. This new book, by contrast, undertakes a detailed engagement
with the actual text of Capital.

In the course of working on this book, I was aided by others who read
and criticized the drafts. For their extremely interesting discussions, helpful
observations, and critical readings of my manuscripts, I would like to give
special thanks to Valeria Bruschi, Andrei Draghici, Ingo Elbe, Alex Gallas,
Andreas Hirt, Kolja Lindner, Urs Lindner, Hermann Liihrs, Antonella
Muzzupappa, Arno Netzbandt, Sabine Nuss, Paul Sandner, Oliver Schlaudt,
Anne Steckner, Ingo Stiitzle, and Wolfgang Veiglhuber. For the precise



translation I want to thank Alex Locascio, and for his excellent work as
editor, Chris Gilbert.

1. I wrote most of this preface in early 2008, just before the financial crisis started. This
crisis shattered neoliberalism as an ideology but not as a practice, as was demonstrated by
the aftermath of the crisis and the subsequent treatment of the increased state debt.



Introduction

Why Read Capital Today?

These days, it’s not at all clear why one would undertake an intensive
reading of Capital. The first volume was published in 1867, more than 150
years ago. It’s reasonable to doubt whether the analyses contained in the
book are still relevant today. Hasn’t a lot changed since then? It is not only
right-wing critics of Marx who claim that Capital has lost much of its
relevance, but also a number of leftist critics of capitalism. Ultimately, one
has to read Capital oneself to respond to the question. However, I wish to
offer a few arguments beforehand for why it still makes sense to read
Capital today.

Marx wrote Capital during the 1860s and 1870s in London. In the mid-
nineteenth century, the capitalist mode of production was most advanced in
England—with France, Germany, and the United States following at a great
distance. At the time, London represented the capitalist center par
excellence. It was the center of world finance and the beating heart of the
capitalist world. Both Parliament and the press debated economic questions
far more comprehensively and intensively than in other countries. In the first
half of the nineteenth century, “political economy” (the contemporary term
for the science of economics) developed most fully in England, and the
British Museum in London held the world’s largest collection of economic
literature. In that sense, it was an enormous stroke of luck that Marx,
pressured by the Prussian government, had been forced to leave Paris and
move to London; in fact, there was no better place in the world for him to
study capitalism.

Marx had already begun research into economics before arriving in
London. Looking backward, he would claim that he resolved in London to
“start again from the very beginning” (MECW 29: 265). In 1851, Marx
believed that he would be “finished with the whole economic shit in five
weeks’ time” (letter to Engels from April 2, 1851, corrected translation of
MECW 38: 325). However, Marx proved completely wrong: the “economic
shit” would occupy him until the end of his life in 1883. The studies that



Marx began in London initially led to his compiling a plethora of excerpts
of economic literature. From 1857 forward, he wrote a number of extensive
manuscripts, from which Capital ultimately emerged (an overview of these
various manuscripts can be found in Appendix 1).

Marx took many of the examples in Capital from the English capitalism
of his time. But Capital’s object is by no means English capitalism, nor is it
the capitalism of the nineteenth century. Marx’s intent is not to examine a
particular capitalism or a specific phase of capitalist development, but rather
—as he emphasizes in the Preface to the first edition—the fundamental laws
of capitalism. Marx aims to depict what he calls at the end of the third
volume the “ideal average” of the capitalist mode of production (Capital 111:
970). He is concerned with what makes capitalism capitalism. Whether we
speak of capitalism in England during the nineteenth century or in Germany
at the beginning of the twenty-first century, there must be something in
common that allows us to use this term. Marx aims to identify and describe
precisely this common element that we encounter in every capitalism.

This means that Marx argues at a very high level of abstraction.
Consequently, his presentation is still of interest today and is by no means
limited to the nineteenth-century context. That does not guarantee that
Marx’s account is accurate; that has to be tested by reading it. However, one
cannot claim that what Marx discusses is outmoded. In a certain sense,
Capital is even more suited for the twentieth and twenty-first centuries than
it was for the nineteenth century (which also speaks for its analytical
robustness). This is because Marx’s analysis assumes that a number of
developments had already matured, which were actually just starting to
appear in the nineteenth century. Today they are much more pronounced.?

In contrast, the claims that Marx’s theory has been refuted by capitalist
development have repeatedly vanished into thin air. During the “economic
miracle” of the 1960s, it may have been widely accepted that capitalism was
constantly increasing society’s prosperity and finally functioning free of
crises, but today such a statement sounds simply ridiculous. Since the
1970s, capitalism has proven crisis-prone in both the “first” and “third”
worlds, confirming Marx’s more than hundredyear-old analysis of
capitalism’s mode of functioning. Moreover, it’s also obvious that the
development of capitalism is repeatedly accompanied by the production of



misery—of various kinds and in the most diverse contexts—as Marx
concluded at the end of the first volume.

Hence, to the extent that one pays attention to Capital’s content, one
cannot claim that the work lacks relevance to the present (a topicality that
Capital’s critics rarely have). However, caution is warranted to not
overestimate Capital’s analytic reach. We should not forget that every
capitalism is historically embedded; it does not exist in the world as an
“ideal average” but rather in a particular historical, social, and cultural
context. Therefore Marx’s arguments, carried out on an abstract level,
cannot by themselves offer an exhaustive analysis of each historical
capitalism that we encounter, even if supplemented with contemporary data.
In order to understand how contemporary capitalism has developed and
where it is going, we require much more analysis than is found in Capital.

Even recognizing that Marx’s analysis is not obsolete, one can still ask if
it’s necessary to actually read Capital in the original. Perhaps a summary of
its conclusions would suffice? Yet every such summary, with its emphases
and exclusions, bears the stamp of its author’s perspective, and one can only
assess the original work on the basis of an independent reading.
Furthermore, an introduction can at best state its conclusions, but offers
little in the way of justification for these conclusions.

However, one can still ask why reading Capital is important if not
engaged in scholarly work on the book’s themes. Capital is a “scientific”
work, meaning that its claims have to be justified in a way that can be
comprehended and criticized by others, but it is not an economic study in a
narrow professional sense. Rather, Capiral is concerned on a fundamental
level with the specific manner of capitalist “socialization” or ‘“social
constitution” (Vergesellschaftung), that is, the always conflict-ridden and
crisis-prone formation of the social fabric. This social fabric appears to be
largely “objective” (versachlicht), a relationship between things, in which
prices, interest, stock prices, and so on have an independent existence.
Relations of domination and exploitation disappear behind apparently
“objective compulsions” (Sachzwdinge). Both everyday consciousness and
political economy take this objectivity for granted, without questioning the
social conditions that allow it to emerge at all. Marx refers to the
objectification of social relations as fetishism. In analyzing the economic
foundations of this mode of socialization and uncovering the fetishism



inherent to it, he provides both a critique of spontaneous forms of everyday
consciousness (forms that tend to subordinate our perceptions of economic
relations to varying degrees) and of the science that operates within these
fetishistic forms: political economy. For that reason, Marx is not engaged in
political economy but rather, as Capital’s subtitle emphasizes, a “critique of
political economy.”

By exposing the fundamental structures of capitalist socialization, Marx
points out their contradictory and destructive character. The accumulation of
wealth in one part of society is accompanied by the accumulation of misery
(in its various forms) in another. The development of social labor’s
productive force goes hand in hand with the destruction of human beings
and nature. Moreover, all this occurs not due to the “greed” of the capitalist
or because of a ‘“savage” insufficiently regulated capitalism. Instead, it
results from the capitalist “logic of valorization,” which necessarily reduces
human beings and nature to mere means of valorization and making profits.

Capitalism exists in various social and political contexts, and the capital
relation has historically been politically regulated in widely diverse ways.
But the dynamic of crisis—inextricably bound up with the capitalist mode
of production—constantly demolishes all modes of regulation, every “class
compromise” that is achieved. It is not so much exaggerated forms of
capitalism but rather capitalism’s normal functioning that makes a self-
determined “good” life impossible. For that reason, Marx is not concerned
with promoting a different distribution of wealth within the existing
capitalist mode of socialization, but rather with overcoming it altogether.
Capital provides crucial elements of the basic knowledge that is needed to
fundamentally change social structures. Therefore, it is interesting not only
for people doing scholarly work, but also for everybody interested in
changing those structures.

What is presented in Capital’s three volumes constitutes a coherent
whole. Thus, we cannot simply pick out a few interesting parts and deal with
them alone. Regardless of the knowledge obtained this way, it would be
distorted in some way or other. Nor should we only read the first volume.
For example, the third volume presents key categories that are necessary to
understanding capitalism, such as profit and interest (and this sequence is
not arbitrary, since the treatment of these categories in the third volume is
prepared by the preceding material). For instance, if we pay attention only to



the first volume of Capital, then there’s the danger of equating “surplus
value” with profit, which is definitely wrong. At the end of the day, the first
volume is only fully comprehensible in the context of the two volumes that
follow it. This even applies to the commodity form, which Marx analyzes at
the beginning of the first volume. The commodity is by no means fully
characterized in chapter 1, which bears the title “The Commodity,” but
rather only at the end of the third volume. The presentation in Capital’s
three volumes forms an indissoluble unity, which can only really be
understood and applied when one has dealt with all three volumes. Such an
undertaking is certainly strenuous and time-consuming. Yet along with the
political usefulness of such a project, engaging with the three volumes is
also a fascinating intellectual adventure.

Difficulties in Reading Capital

Reading Marx’s Capital is not easy. The beginning of the first volume is
itself one of the most difficult parts of the entire work. This is not due to
complicated language or incomprehensible jargon; what is complicated are
the interconnections presented. A superficial reading can contribute to the
belief that one has understood everything because the language is usually
rather simple. However, reading carefully makes one aware that the
arguments sometimes elude understanding. Nor is it easy to encounter
satisfactory answers to the questions that emerge when comparing Marx’s
arguments with one’s own perceptions.

Faced with such difficulties, one frequently encounters two very
different kinds of advice, both of which I regard as useless. The first is the
suggestion that Marx’s presentation is ‘“dialectical.” In order to really
understand what Marx meant, we are told, one needs to address the dialectic
of German philosopher Georg Friedrich Wilhelm Hegel (1770-1831). On
numerous occasions, Marx indeed engaged critically with Hegel’s
philosophy, and it influenced him. However, this influence does not consist
simply in Marx having “adopted” or “applied” a few elements of Hegel’s
philosophy, which we should thus try to extract from Hegel’s work. In the
Postface to the second edition of Capital’s first volume, Marx writes that he
“coquetted” with the “mode of expression peculiar to him [Hegel]” in
Capital (Marx 1976: 103). Marx did not accept Hegel’s conclusions, but



rather a certain awareness of the requirements of scientific presentation and
the problems that accompany it. By “coquetting” with Hegel’s mode of
expression, Marx evoked that philosopher and paid homage to him.
Nevertheless, Marx nowhere gives even the slightest hint that, in order to
understand his own work, it’s necessary to first read Hegel. Turning to
Hegel’s works could lead to even greater problems of understanding than
Capital, and Hegel’s relation to Marx could become less clear. I do not
recommend preparing for a first reading of Capital by reading Hegel. Only
after reading Capital does it make any sense to turn to Hegel and discuss the
question of what Marx learned from him.

The second kind of advice is that one needs to prepare for reading
Capital by examining Marx’s other writings. However, understanding
Marx’s “early writings” 1s also difficult—for example, the “Paris
Manuscripts” of 1844, where he developed his theory of ‘“alienation.”
Moreover, one soon runs into Hegel again and the philosopher Ludwig
Feuerbach (1804-1872), whose influence there is significant. Furthermore,
it’s an open question whether Marx’s theory of alienation plays a role in
Capital at all, or whether he proceeds from completely different
assumptions. Also, Marx’s simpler “economic” texts, such as “Wage Labor
and Capital” or “Value, Price, and Profit,” are not the best preparation for
Capital. The first piece of writing is based on talks composed long before
Capital, and therefore does not represent the same level of knowledge. The
second text derives from a talk Marx prepared when he had already begun
working on Capital, but he did so reluctantly, since the context required
making a number of problematic simplifications. Instead of using these in
some ways deficient expositions, it’s better to begin directly with Capital
without making any detours.

Reading Capital also leads to difficulties because of our own
preconceptions. We employ terms like value, money, and capital in
everyday life, associating them with certain meanings that are not always
identical to those Marx assigns to the terms. Frequently, we project ideas—
regarded as self-evident—onto Marx’s text. This is especially true if one has
studied economics for a few semesters and assumes that certain supposedly
“elementary” relationships always apply. Approaching Marx with such
schemes in mind makes it hard to follow his argument, because we are
always looking for the familiar.



Secondary sources about Marx are also often problematic. There is a
truncated, somewhat skewed conception of Marx’s arguments in traditional
“worldview Marxism.” After Marx’s death, this kind of Marxism began to
take shape in late nineteenth-century German Social Democracy, and it
continued after the First World War as Marxism-Leninism. (For more on
“worldview Marxism,” see chapter 1.3 of my Introduction and Elbe 2006 on
the various versions of Marxism.) Too often, the role of this stunted
Marxism was simply to provide formulas for everyday propaganda and
justify the policies of socialist or communist parties. Such a Marxism, in a
still more truncated form, also became the stuff of textbooks and the media,
while playing an important role in shaping what people think they know
about Marx based on a diffuse general knowledge. Everyday notions about
Marx and Marxism, however, have precious little to do with Capital’s real
arguments. For that reason, we should treat one’s own prior knowledge with
a healthy dose of mistrust.

How to Discuss Capital

When reading a text like Capital, we try to understand individual terms and
statements and then apply what we have learned to everyday life in
capitalism, drawing political conclusions, and so on. For those with no prior
knowledge, the usual approach might be to concentrate on the text,
attempting to solve problems by reading things more carefully. We might
also put problems aside momentarily, hoping they will be clarified on
arriving at later parts of the text. In principle, such a text-oriented method is
the best way to address Capital.

However, people approach things differently, if they are further along in
reading Marx’s work and are familiar with other philosophical and
economic texts or secondary literature about Capital. Then they tend to
resort to certain terminological grids, such as those involving “essence and
appearance,” ‘“dialectic,” “alienation,” ‘“ideology,” and “the critique of
ideology.” Using these concepts, people sometimes rush to explain what
Marx “actually” meant,” or what he “basically” intended to say. A good
portion of the secondary literature about Capital proceeds in a similar
manner.



In all these approaches, however, the reader pushes the text of Capital
into the background; it becomes no more than a source for catchphrases and
quotations. Frequently, the reader no longer bothers to ascertain whether and
to what extent such terminology even shows up in the text. For example,
Capital already mentions “to appear” (erscheinen) and “appearance”
(Erscheinung) or “form of appearance” (Erscheinungsform) in chapter 1, but
“essence” (Wesen) shows up only a few times much later in the first volume.
Marx makes some remarks about the “dialectic” in Capital’s Preface and
Postface, but the term rarely appears in the text. Similarly, “alienation”
(Entfremdung) does not occur at all in the first volume, although a few
passages contain the adjective “alienated” (entfremdet), and while the term
does appear a few times in the third volume, it is used only in a general
sense. Nowhere does the “essence of man” (Wesen des Menschen), which
was so important in the Paris Manuscripts of 1844) appear in Capital, and
the word “ideology” only pops up two or three times in a general, unspecific
sense. Of course, even if a term does not appear—or rarely appears—in
Marx’s work, it still might be helpful in explaining the text. However, an
interpreter who introduces such a term must show that it connects with a
specific passage and says something meaningful. Unfortunately, some
discussions and books about Capital fail to connect their interpretive
schemes to the text.

Marx always strove to argue as precisely as possible. Discussions about
Marx’s texts should also strive to be as precise as they can be. One should
regard with suspicion all claims that Capital is “actually” about something
not stated explicitly in a specific passage, but which allegedly emerges in
view of the overall context. Even those just beginning to deal with Capital
should not be intimidated by the actual or supposed knowledge of others,
but rather always demand an exact justification for the theses being put
forward. If some make statements about Marx’s Capital, then we should
always ask which passages of the text support their claims. Based on these
passages, we can debate their claims. In contrast, an ill-defined “overall
context” or something that’s “actually clear” cannot be discussed.

Some leftists, when asked for textual evidence for their interpretation of
Marx, complain that the point is not to merely interpret the text or get at
what Marx meant. They disavow “academic” debates, insisting rather on
using the texts: The point is politics and the critique of capitalism. In fact,



all of this is simply a way to evade justifying their claims. Do not be
impressed by such evasive maneuvers. Using the arguments and analyses of
Capital in political debates presupposes knowing what the arguments and
analyses really are. This knowledge cannot be acquired by handpicking
individual quotations or speculating, but only by examining Marx’s text in a
precise way.

Discussions of Capital require focusing on the text. While reading, we
should pay close attention to the concepts and arguments. When Marx
explains a concept, how does he justify what he is presenting? Which
expressions does Marx use and which does he avoid? What presuppositions
does he make? When does the text offer information explicitly (state it
directly), and when does it give the material only implicitly (state it
indirectly)? We should also carefully pay attention to the chapter titles and
subheadings that Marx selected. Further, for every chapter and subsection,
we should ask what constitutes its unity (why this particular information is
contained here) and what relation that section has to earlier material. Is the
subsequent chapter a further development of preceding material, or does it
initiate a new level of argumentation? What is important is not only the
content of Marx’s specific arguments, but also the overall