


PROLETARIAT AND MIDDLE CLASS IN MARX:
HEGELIAN CHOREOGRAPHY
AND THE CAPITALIST DIALECTIC

Martin Nicolaus

The historical dust has not seitled, but at this moment it
seems clear that a proletariat which does not embrace Marxism
is entirely possible. Why not, then, Marxism without a pro-
letariat? In a thoughtful article, “Radical Chains: The Marxian
Concept of Proletarian Mission” (Studies on the Left, Septem-
ber-October, 1966), Oscar Berland argues that this is not only
a thinkable but also a necessary thought. Ronald Aronson’s
“Reply” to Berland agrees that the proletariat has lost its revo-
lutionary potential, but forcefully asserts that to scuttle the
concept of proletarian mission is to scuttle Marx himself. The
present paper in general sustains Berland, but puts the argu-
ment in sharper terms. At the same time, and this is its major
purpose, this paper attempts to show that Marx’s mature eco-
nomic theorizing (the core of which Berland rejects as “droll”)
was by no means centered around the concept of a “mussion,”
proletarian or otherwise, and that Marx’s formulation of the
laws of capitalist development—unfortunately, for the pro-
letarian cause—can be shown to have been depressingly ac-
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curate and realistic. Bringing to light a much-neglected aspect
of Marx’s work, this paper hopes to stimulate interest in in-
vestigating the usefulness of the surplus-value concept for the
understanding of modern capitalist class siructure.

I. Hegelian Choreography

TO BRING MORE CLARITY into the delicate subject of
Marx’s Hegelianism, it is necessary to make 2 distinction
among three aspects of the dialectic. There is, first, the context
of the dialectical movement, which in Hegel is either the time-
less realm of pure logic or a sphere which is called History
but is only the ephemeral context in which an abstract Idea
unfolds its purpose. Second, there is the content of the dialectical
categories, which in Hegel is typically abstract, void of con-
crete reference. Finally, there is the dialectical movement it-
self, the inevitable process by which contradictions unfold,
affirm, negate and gracefully vanish from the scene with a
dazzling Aufhebung—annuiment, preservation and supercession
in one motion. With polemical intent I have called this
movement of the categories in Hegel his “choreography,” for,
it seems to me, Marx remained under the spell of this dance
long after he had succceded in bringing the context and the
content of the dialectic down to earth and under a plain light.
Tt was Marx’s captivation with this choreography, I shall argue,
which led him to thc prediction that capitalist society must
inevitably become polarized into two directly antagonistic class-
es, and that, in this polarization, the industrial proletariat must
play the role of successful negation.

That this prediction has proved to be mistaken, and that
its fulfillment seems least probable precisely where it was most
to be expected, namely in the advanced industrial nations, has
been apparent for some time. In the second section of this paper,
I argue that Marx himself developed the theoretical principles
on which this prediction can be shown to be invalid, and that
on occasion these principles led Marx himself to make pre-
dictions which explicitly contradict those of the Communist
Manifesto. My thesis is that Marx’s major contributions to the
understanding of capitalism—the labor theory of value, the
theory of the surplus, the law of the tendential decline of the
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profit rate—constitute a body of theory from which the failure
of capitalist society to polarize, the rise of a new middle class,
and the declining militancy of the industrial proletariat—in
other words, the essential features of advanced industrial so-
ciety—can be accurately predicted and explained, and indeed
that Marx himself did so. In discussing Marx’s theory of
classes I shall be concerned chiefly with his theory of classes
arising out of industrial capitalism and not with his general
theory. By the latter I understand the series of propositions
centered on the ideas that class struggles are the moving force
of history, that classes and their conflicts arise out of contradic-
tions in the means and modes of production, etc. Nothing in
this general theory, unfortunately, permits instant and spontane-
ous deductions to the specific conditions which prevail in a
given society. In the German Ideology Marx was quite un-
ambiguous about the necessity for empirical investigation. The
general theory is that “given individuals who are active in pro-
duction in a given way, enter into certain social and political
relationships.” However, “The connection between production
and the social and political structure must in every case be un-
covered by empirical observation, without mystification or
speculation.” But Marx himself did not carry out a program
of thorough empirical investigation of capitalist production un-
til several years after the Manifesio, and it was the resulting
weakness in his understanding of the capitalist social structure
which permitted the Hegelian choreography to exercise so
strong a hold over him.

Although biographical information about the genesis of an
idea can provide no more than circumstantial evidence, that
sort of evidence has its usefulness when it arouses skepticism;
and when skepticism leads to a fresh examination of certain
ritual formulations, then the introduction of biographical evi-
dence may prove to be instrumental in bringing back to life
an idea long after the period out of which it first arose. In the
present case, the key item of circumstantial information which
should arouse our skepticism and lead us to look at Marx
afresh is the biographical fact that Marx proclaimed the historic
liberating mission of the proletariat before he had more than the
vaguest notions of the political economy of capitalism, before
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he had read the bourgeois economists of his day, and long be-
fore he had grappled with the economic problems to which his
mature theory is the solution.

The proclamation that the proletariat would make the
revolution came in the third of a series of philosophical papers
in which the young Marx worked out a critical stance toward
Hegel and his followers. In the first of these papers, the Kritik
des Hegelschen Staatsrechis (written summer 1843, when Marx
was 25 years old), he still held, with the Hegelians, that the
French Revolution had created a political state in which the
distinctions that existed in the private lives of its citizens, in
“civil society,” had no material relevance, or, in other words,
that rich and poor were equal in the political sphere.” In the
second paper Zur Judenfrage (autumn 1843), he amends this
position drastically by stating that differences of civil standing
might not be of importance in the political sphere, but that the
political sphere itself was of little importance, and that civil
distinctions nevertheless remained civil distinctions, which must
not be ignored.? A short time later in the Kritik der Hegelschen
Rechisphilosophie, Einleitung (winter 1843-1844), the “dis-
tinctions” of civil standing become “contradictions within civil
society,” a most important change; the relevance of the
political sphere and of the philosophy that deals with it as if the
state were the celestial realm here on ecarth is completely de-
nied; philosophy itself is given a properly philosophical funeral
with the proclamation that deeds, not words, will change
society; and finally, the men who will wield the historical broom
to sweep German thought and German politics clear of their
interlocking cobwebs are ushered onstage:

Where, then, is the positive possibility of German eman-
cipation? Answer: In the formation of a class with radical
chains, a class within civil society which is not a class of civil
society, an estate which is the dissolution of all estates, a
sphere which possesses a universal character because of its
universal suffering. . . . This dissolution of society as a special
estate is the proletariat*

Here the Hegelian context has been liquidated, and the Hegelian
categories have received a historical content, but the choreo-
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graphy has, for all that, emerged more strongly. Marx has
discovered no more about the proletariat than that it de-
velops and prows larger as industry does,” and already he has
it dancing the leading negative role in the dialectic of History.
Only after this proclamation did Marx begin to read the
political economists to find, as he wrote later, the anatomy of
civil society.®

The record of the collision between Hegelian philosophy
and the political economy of Adam Smith, Ricardo, and others,
appears in Marx’s Economic-Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844,
None of his works reveals more clearly the difficulties Marx
experienced, and probably those which anyone must experi-
ence, in attempting to grasp the dismally pragmatic confusion
of data and theory that prevails in so unpoetic a discipline as
economics with the intellectual equipment of a sphere so clear,
uncluttered and even elegant as the Hegelian philosophy. The
struggle is uncompromising and complex. On the one hand,
Marx writes that “ . . my conclusions are the fruit of an en-
tirely empirical analysis, based upon a careful critical study of
political economy.” And then: “Political economy has merely
formulated the laws of alienated labor.”® However: “Hegel’s
standpoint is that of modern political economy. He conceives
labor as the essence, the self-confirming essence of man.”
Nevertheless: Hegel is wrong “because his conception is formal
and abstract, [and therefore] the annulment of alienation be-
comes a confirmation of alienation.”* This is a battle of
methods, of ways of seeing and explaining the world, a struggle
between disparate epistemologies. Here the dialectic power of
German idealism struggles like Hercules against the giant,
Antaeus, the son of Earth; and, it must be said, the outcome
is the same as in that mythical trial: philosophy lifts its an-
tagonist off the ground, away from the source of his strength,
and crushes him in midair. Thus Marx seizes upon the
capitalist production process, its relations of property, together
with its system of exchange and circulation, and lifts this entire
edifice of empirical fact and empirical fancy into the Hegelian
air, where he compresses the pragmatic giant into the single
concept of “alienated labor.” And Marx aims higher than
Hercules; he not only crushes his antagonist, but he also be-
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lieves that he can then reconstitute him on a higher level by
unfolding the content of the fundamental core to which he has
been reduced. Thus he writes, as only a philosophical idealist
could write:

As we have discovered the concept of private property by
an analysis of the concept of alienated labor, so with the aid
of these two factors we can evolve all the categaries of political
economy, and in every category, e.g. trade, competition,
capital, money, we shall discover only a particular and de-
veloped expression of these fundamental elements.!

Here metaphysics has won over empiricism, not only in method
but also in substance. Marx’s theory of classes, as it was forged
in this crucible, represents a two-fold defeat for economics.
First, Marx sees both the division of society into classes and the
division of labor as equivalent aspects of the touchstone concept
“alienated labor.”** Only from a perspective beyond economics
can one afford to ignore the difference between them. A
political economist, on the other hand, must grasp and explicate
the fact that the division of labor is not the same thing as
class division, or else his entire craft runs into confusion. As
late as the German Ideology (1846) Marx still stands outside
political economy in that respect, as is shown by his famous
remark that communism will abolish the division of labor, so
that man may be a hunter, a fisherman, or a critic as he
pleases.’® This is a brilliant philosophical vision, but a less poetic
spirit would not have ventured it without first asking where the
hunter is to get his rifle, the fisherman his rod and reel, and
the critic his books—and the answer to those questions is again
within the realm of the ecomomist, not of the philosopher.
There is a measure of irony in the fact that Marx puts the
division of labor and the division of classes into proper eco-
nomic perspective only when he notes that Proudhon has com-
mitted a similar philosophic confusion—for Marx himself, he
later wrote, was responsible for “infecting” Proudhon with
Hegelianism.**

The second and more disastrous effect of the victory of
philosophy over economics on Marx’s theory of classes was
his discovery that the antagonism of labor vs. capital could
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be made to “fit” neatly into the dialectical pattern, The earlier
proclamation of the proletariat as universal negation was
strengthened and amplified here to the point where the de-
velopment of capitalist industrialization appeared to Marx as
a fateful unfolding of a contradiction whose path must con-
form to the choreography because it was dialectical. “The
relations of private property,” he writes—and here he still
speaks of “private property” instead of capitalism, of “buerger-
liche Gesellschaft” {civil society) instead of bourgeois society—
“are capital, labor, and their interconnections.” And then the
pattern that is fundamental to his thought: *“The movements
through which these elements have to go are: First—unmedi-
ated and mediated unily of the two . . . [then:] opposition be-
tween the two . . . opposition of each to itself . . . [and] clask
of reciprocal contradictions.”™ Although it became filled out
with a great deal of historical material, this dialectical schema
remained the basis of Marx’s view of social classes and their
conflict up to and including the Manifesto, and to a great ex-
tent for the rest of his life. The notion that “capital” and
“labor” may not be the only determining components of a
fully developed capitalist society, and the idea that “‘the move-
ments through which these elements have to go” may not be
the movements through which any self-respecting dialectical
contradiction must go, but that these movements may be
determined by the specifically capitalist contradiction, which
may be quite different—these notions do not occur until later
in his work and will be discussed in the second part of this
paper. Meanwhile, however, the movement of history seemed
to confirm the dialectical prognosis, making a detailed analysis
of the capitalist economic process unnecessary; for it was a
fact, as Engels reported in his Condition of the Working Class
in England, that the onrush of industrial capitalism was destroy-
ing the previous small middle classes of tradesmen, manu-
facturers and craftsmen, and that the social and economic
distance between a small number of big capitalists and the
swelling propertyless proletarians was growing wider and
wider.’® Was it so wrong to project the impact of primary
capitalist accumulation into the future, as in this crucial passage
from the Manifesto?
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Our epoch, the epoch of the bourgeoisie, possesses, how-
ever, the distinctive feature that it has simplified class con-
tradictions. The whole society more and more splits into two
great antagonistic camps, two great classes directly opposed
to one another: Bourgeoisie and Proletariat.'?

Only a small leap of faith was required to envision a socicty
in which this initial polarization had continued to sharpen,
finally reaching the outer limits of human endurance; that is,
a society in which an absolutely wealthy capitalist class con-
fronts an absolutely impoverished proletariat—and one does not
need to be a Hegelian to predict that a revolution will occur
under such circumstances. Yet it was a peculiarly Hegehan
exaggeration, a Hegelian leap of faith, to assume that the con-
tradiction between capital and labor would continue to develop
and unfold in this manner until the two classes confronted each
other with all the unmediated antagonism of a pure negation
confronting an absolute affirmation. To assume without further
analysis of the capitalist economic process that the dialectic of
capitalism must conform to the dialectic of ideas was a most
Hegelian error of procedure; and the error of pracedure re-
sulted in an error of substance. The advance of capitalist so-
ciety has not meant increasingly sharp conflict between capital
and labor. The most industrially advanced capitalist nations
typically have the most quicscent, noninsurrectionary prole-
tariats—witness the Umted States; and in every capitalist
country there has arisen a broad, vocal and specifically new
middle class to thwart Marxist theory and to stifle and crush
Marxist action. Marx’s captivation with the Hegelian choreo-
graphy has cost his followers in advanced industrial society a
heavy price. The prophets of class conflict have too often stood
powerless to explain or to deal with the class structure of the
society that their reading of Marx leads them to think should
never have been.

Il. The Capitalist Dialectic

A. The Model of Capitalist Economics in the Manifesto
Marx’s contributions to political economy—the labor theory
of value, the theory of the surplus, the law of the tendential fall



» HEGELIAN CHOREOGRAPHY AND CAPITALIST DIALECTIC

of the profit rate—all date from about 1857-1858, the years
during which Marx wrote the Grundrisse® None of these
discoveries is foreshadowed in the Manifesto (1848), and in-
deed this early work shows no clear evidence that Marx had
yet become aware of the problems to which his later contribu-
tions were the solutions.

Although Marx writes repeatedly in the Manifesio that
capital employs labor in order to increase or augment itself
{vermehren),” one locks in vain here for a theory of precisely
how this process of capital accumulation takes place. The
closest approach to an understanding of capitalist accumula-
tion, and thereby to a theory of the surplus, comes when Marx
mentions that communism wants to do away with the capitalist’s
appropriation of the net yield (Reinertrag) of production
But this insight remains unconscious of itself, and the various
references to capital accumulation are so rudimentary and
cursory that no systematic theory of accumulation can be ex-
tracted from them or projected into them. The Manifesto’s eco-
nomic theorizing in peneral suffers from a great amount of
vagueness. Here, for instance, is one cxample of a powerful
prediction based on a chain of diffuse economic reasoning:

The essential condition for the existence, and for the
sway of the bourgeois class, is the formation and augmenta-
tion of capital; the condition for capital is wage-labor. Wage-
labor rests exclusively on compelition between the labovers.
The advance of industry, whose involuntary promoter is the
bourgeoisie, replaces the isolation of the laborers, due to
competition, by their involuntary combination, due to associa-
tion. The development of Modern Industry therefore cuts
from under its feet the very foundation on which the
bourgeoisie produces and appropriates products. What the
bourgeoisie therefore produces, above all, are its own grave-
diggers. Its fall and the victory of the proletariat are equally
inevitable®*

I have italicized the phrase ‘“‘wage-labor rests exclusively on
competition between the laborers” in order to emphasize what
strikes me as the weakest link in this argument. The statement
is at best a half-truth; it is not even a full truth if one says
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that the level of wages rests exclusively on competition. But
even if the statement were correct, then the conclusion that
workers’ associations will bury the bourgeoisie does not follow;
the only thing that follows is that wage labor will get more
expensive, from the capitalist’s standpoint. And that, of course,
is precisely what has occurred wherever workers’ associations
(unions} have succeeded in defeating competition from non-
unionized labor; the reduction of competition has by no means
done away with wage labor or with capitalism. Only if the
bourgeoisie were absolutely economically incapable of grant-
ing wage demands put forth by associated workers would there
be any necessary revolutionary consequences in the elimination
of competition between the labarers. Had Marx at this time
worked out an economic theory to account for the fact that the
bourgcoisic is not incapable of raising wages, this particular
prediction would have had to be argued differently. What the
excerpt above shows chiefly is that Marx’s analysis of bourgeois
production had at this point penetrated little further than the
insight that the bourgeoisie turns all human values into market
values, all human beings into commodities. Thus, here and
clsewhcre in the Afanifesto, Marx sees the market as the center
of gravity of bourgeois socicty; in this case he goes so far as to
believe that a change in the market (the labor market, here)
will produce a drastic change in the whole social structure.
While this emphasis on the importance of the market cannot
be discounted, Marx himsell in his mature economic works
came to see the market as a dependent varable, and he then
identified capital accumulation and production as the real
fulcrum around which all the other phenomena of bourgeois
society gravitate.* .

Insofar as the Afanifesto contains any theory of capitalist
accumulation and production at all, which is debatable, that
theory centers on the concept of exploitation. “Wage labor,”
Marx writes, “creates capital, i.e. that kind of property which
exploits wage labor, and which cannot increase except upon
condition of creating a new supply of wage labor for fresh
exploitation.””® But here all clarity stops, for what exactly
does exploitation mean? It should be noted that in Capital,
after Marx had devcloped the theory of the surplus, he gives
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this term a very precise, quantifiable meaning; here, however,
it is more a physical and moral term, denoting suffering, de-
gradation, destruction, dehumanization, etc. The closest eco-
nomic term for this usage of “exploitation” would be destruc-
tive consumption; that is, capital is accumulated by using up,
destroying the labor commodity in the act of production. The
more the capitalist deprives the laborer of his commodity,
labor, the richer the capitalist gets; the fatter the capitalist,
the leaner the worker. Eventually the workers will become ab-
solutely impoverished, and at the same time, the capitalists will
have all the wealth of any kind in the nation. The capitalists
will have everything but no one to secll it to, and the workers
will have nothing but a world to win. Then, in the terms of
the Manifesto, a classic overproduction crisis sets in (“too much
civilization, too much means of subsistence, too much industry,
too much commerce”®), or rather, there is a series of such
crises, which culminates in the grand, final crisis which will
bring the revolution. That approximately is the Manifesto’s
model of capitalist accumulation, and this also appears to be
the model many Marxists still cling to.

The affinities between this model and the Hegelian choreo-
graphy should strike the eye. For if this is indecd how capital-
ism operates, then it follows that capitalism must throw all
possible parts of the population into the industrial labor supply,
which means that all intermediate classes must and will be
destroyed (which is exactly what the AManifesto says), thus
creating a society perfectly polarized between an absolutely
rich capitalist class and an absolutely poor industrial proletariat,
the two facing each other with the undiluted antagonism of a
logical contradiction. And then indeed the Aufhebung is nigh.

But, to return a last time to this economic model, what if
for one reason or another the total wealth of the nation were
not a fixed constant; what if there were an increment, say X,
which arose to augment the total without diminishing the
wealth of either labor or capital proportionately? The existence
of this extra increment, this surplus, removes the weight of the
iron law of destructive consumption. Absolute wealth on one
side would not necessarily mean absolute impoverishment on
the other side; which means that capitalist accumulation would
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not necessarily mean absolute social polarization. And this
would be especially true if it were discovered that this x were
not an arbitrary deus ex machina conjured into the system
from outside, but a regular and essential feature of capitalist
production itself.

B. The Discovery of Surplus Value

If T am correct in saying that the validity of the Hegelian
social choreography depends on the validity of the simple,
surplus-less model of destructive consumption outlined above,
then the liquidation by Marx of the Hegelian choreography
can be fixed in time and space with considerable precision. The
spell of that dance is broken in principle in the Grundrisse der
Kritik der Politischen Qekonomie (Rohentwurf) of 1857-1858,
a voluminous work which has not been translated into English.
After a lengthy critique of economic theory which treats
capitalist production as if it were production in general, as if
its special characteristics were not worth investigating, Marx
brings up the central problem of the theory of capitalism and
proceeds to solve it. How is it, he asks, that at the end of the
production process the capitalist has a commodity which is
worth more than the elements that went into it? He pays the
price of machinery, raw materials and the price of labor, yet
the product is worth more than all three together. What, in
other words, is the source of the surplus value (Mehrwert)
which the capitalist appropriates? The problem is insoluble,
Marx writes, so long as “labor” is considered a commodity
like any other commodity {as it was, specifically, in the
Manifesto).*® If labor were such a commodity, then capitalist
production would be: price of machinery + price of raw
materials + price of labor = price of product. Where, then,
is the capitalist’s profit? If we evade the question by saying
that the capitalist fixes an arbitrary profit percentage and
simply adds it to the price of the product, as high as the
market will bear, then it appears that the buyer of the com-
modity is the source of the capitalist’s profit. Yet what the
capitalist gains in this way, the buyer los, and it is impossible
to see how an aggregate surplus could arise out of such trans-
actions. Marx rejected this mercantilist theory, according to
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which one nation could get richer only by cheating another in
commerce. This theory is overcome, and the problem of surplus
value is solved, when one realizes that the worker sells the
capitalist not “labor,” hut labor power (dArbeitskraft). Al-
though its price varies with supply and demand, this specific
commodity has the exceptional quality of being able to pro-
duce more value than is necessary to reproduce it.”® For ex-
ample, all the commodities necessary to keep a worker alive and
able to work, i.e. groceries, clothes, shelter, etc., have a value
represented by the letter n. Working in a factory, the worker
produces for the capitalist a quantity of commodities whose
value is equal to the value of the commodities he needs to
consume, in n hours. This # is what Marx calls necessary lahor
time, that is, the time necessary to produce enough value to
allow the worker to live and work on. But once he is fed and
clothed, the worker is able to continue to work more than n
hours, and that is exactly what the capitalist forces him to do.
If at a given stage of social productivity it takes on the average
six hours to produce enough for the worker to live, i.e. if n is
6, then any hours worked in addition to 6 are what Marx calls
surplus labor, and the product of this surplus labor is the
surplus product, which, when sold, vields surplus value, a part
of which the capitalist pockets as profit.

The specific nature of capitalist production, then, is the
creation and appropriation of surplus value by the capitalist
class. To increase surplus value, the capitalist must increase the
amount of the workers’ surplus labor. Marx distinguishes be-
tween two methods of increasing surplus labor. In the early
stages of industrialization the first method was the prolongation
of the working day over and above the necessary labor time,
thus stretching the day to 12, 14, 16 and more hours, up to
and beyond the limits of human endurance. This form of
surplus accumulation Marx calls the production of ‘“‘absolute
surplus.”?” However, eventually the labor force becomes ex-
hausted in this way; the worker dies too young, the laboring
population diminishes through disease and wages must rise.
Then, Marx writes, the capitalist class finds it in its own
interests to limit the working day by law to a humanly en-
durable “normal” length.”® Once that stage has been reached, a
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point which according to Marx occurs when capitalism has
taken over all branches of production and becomes altogether
the dominant form of production,® then the capitalist class
turns to the creation of what Marx calls “relative surplus,”
that is, the extraction of more surplus labor within a fixed
number of hours.”® While the production of absolute surplus
is possible with the instruments and machinery of earlier
periods, the relative surplus can only be increased by revolu-
tionizing the whole basis of production, which means principally
the rapid introduction of modern machinery. Machinery raises
the productivity of each worker, so that he produces the
equivalent value necessary to sustain him in less time; that is,
n, neccessary labor time, is reduced relative to surplus labor
time. In this way, the capitalist can appropriate greater and
greater amounts of surplus without necessarily working the
worker to death in the process, although he can also do both.
For Marx, the production of relative surplus by the use of
ever more efficient machinery resulting in ever greater pro-
ductivity was one of capitalism’s fundamental historical
tendencies.

Here we must briefly discuss what Marx called the solu-
tion to the mystery which had plagued all of political economy
since Adam Smith, namely, the “law of the tendential decline
of the profit rate.”® This law states quite simply that as the
capitalist class as a whole invests mote and more heavily in
machinery, and proportionally less in wages, the rafe of profit
will tend to decline. The fact that Marx assumed competitive
market conditions, and that these no longer are typical today,
however, does not destroy the usefulness of this law as an ex-
planatory concept. What Baran and Sweezy in Monopoly
Capital have called the “tendency of the surplus to rise” is not
only not contradictory to Marx’s law, but is in fact only an-
other aspect of it.** Marx was quite specific, and repeatedly
so, in stating that the tendential decline in the profit rate not
only can but must lead to a corresponding rise in the mass of
profits, and that a decline in the profit rate must tend to
increase both the rate and the mass of the surplus® (The sur-
plus is computed only on the basis of necessary versus surplus
labor time; but the profit is computed on the basis of invest-
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ment in machinery also, which explains the seemingly contra-
dictory movement of profit and surplus.) Thus in the course of
capitalist development, Marx held, the capitalist class tends to
realize a smaller profit rate on its investments, but the volume
of profits, as well as the rate and volume of the surplus which
it controls, tends to grow disproportionately faster. For example,
an 18th-century manufacturer employing cne thousand workers
with hand tools might make a profit of fifty percent, for a mass
of profit measured in a few thousands of dollars; but a modern
corporation with an equal number of workers, and a multi-
million-dollar investment in machinery, may make only five
percent, but its profits may also be in the millions.

This tendency has important implications for the relation-
ship between the capitalist class and the working class. One of
them is that the process of advanced capitalist development
enables the capitalist class to face workers’ demands for higher
wages with an unprecedented degree of flexibility. The small
capitalist of an earlier period sometimes literally could not in-
crease wages without eventually going out of business. For
the huge corporation with its voluminous reserves, the refusal to
grant wage increases is less a matter of life-and-death necessity
and more a matter of policy. What happens then, Marx fore-

saw, is that the workers’ submission to the capitalist class is
clothed

. . in bearable, or, as Eden says, “comfortable and liberal”
forms. . . . From the workers’ own swelling surplus product,
a part of which is constantly being converted into additional
capital, a pgreater portion flows back to them in cash, so
that they can broaden the sphere of their consumption, equip
themselves better with clothing and furniture, etc., and de-
velop a small reserve of savings.®

Since a large capital can and does expand faster, although
with a smaller profit rate, than smaller capital, wage increases
of this sort at this stage of capitalist development may be safely
granted, for they in no way hinder the accumulation of capital
or its concentration in the hands of the class of big capitalists.®®
Elsewhere, Marx writes that what really matters under capital-
ism is not the absolute level of wages, but the incomes of the
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classes relative to one another.®® Once capital has accumulated
a certain volume of surplus, in other words, the absolute im-
poverishment of the workers becomes a negligible possibility
because it is no longer the essential precondition of capitalist
accumulation. Exploitation itself becomes a relative term; in
Caprtal the rate of exploitation means the ratio of necessary
labor to surplus labor in the working day. Thus the rate of
exploitation may escalate almost ad infinitum, yet at the same
time the working class may live more comfortably than ever.
The rising surplus makes it possible for the capitalist class to
exchange its tyranny for a benevolent despotism.

The saddest victims of capitalist accumulation in its ad-
vanced stage, as Marx charted it, are not the workers but the
unemployed, the “industral reserve army.” As productivity
rises, the demand for productive labor in a given industry or
in all industries generally may drop temporarily, or in the long
run, will tend to drop permanently. Thus is created a constant
stream of underemployed, unemployed, prematurely used up,
obsolete, or unemployable individuals.’” When unskilled labor
is the standard mode in the society, as Marx posited in Capital,
then this reserve army serves to depress the wages of the em-
ployed; but, he might have added, at a certain stage in the
development of productivity only skilled labor can be used
(e.g. the replacement of ditch-digging gangs by earth-moving
machinery), so that the unskilled unemployed lose even their
competitive link with the working class, and as one generation
of unemployed begets another, a permanent welfare class comes
into being. At the same time, the greater volume of surplus
makes it possible to support growing numbers of these people,
however miserably. In the advanced stages of capitalist develop-
ment, the “exploitation” of the working class appears as
prosperity beside the poverty of this never-working sub-
proletariat.

The implications of Marx’s theory of the surplus, in short,
destroy the relationship between capital and labor which the
Manifesto had foreseen. In the hands of an intelligent capitalist
class bent on its own survival, the swelling surplus provides
a cushion against the more acute forms of class conflict, and
prevents absolute social polarization along the lines laid out by
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the Hegelian chorcography. The specifically capitalist dialectic
does not obey the laws of the great philosopher.

C. The Rise of the Surplus Class

The rise of the surplus not only alters the relationship be-
tween the capitalist class and the working class, but it also
creates an entirely new class between them. While the term
“surplus class” to designate this stratum does not to my knowl-
edge occur in Marx’s writings, the idea and its implications
were clearly seized and expressed by him.

The essential feature of capitalism, Marx says, is to ap-
propriate surplus labor, That is to say, labor is productive for
capitalism only insofar as it yields surplus labor; or, as Marx
put it succinctly, “labor is productive only insofar as it pro-
duces its own opposite.”*® Asg labor becomes more and more
productive, it produces more and more of its own opposite.
This tendency yields what may be called the “law of the
surplus class” in its most general form: as less and less people
are forced to produce more and more, more and more people
are forced to produce less and less. As Marx put it:

Given an advance of industrial productivity to the point
where only one third of the population takes a direet part
in material production, instead of two thirds as before, then
one third furnish the means of life for the whole, whereas
before two thirds were required to do so. Before, one third
was net revenue (as distinct from the workers’ income), now
net revenue is two thirds. Disregarding the class contradic-
tion, the whole nation would now nced only one third of its
time for direct production, whereas earlier it had needed two
thirds. With equal distribution, everyone would now have
two thirds of his time for unproductive labor and for leisure.
But in capitalist production, everything appears and is con-
tradictory.?®

The contradiction resides in the fact that the distribution of
disposable time cannot be equal so long as the capitalist system
operates by appropriating surplus labor, i.e. so long as it is the
capitalist system of production; for if everyone worked only
long enough to reproduce the means of life, there would be no
surplus for the capitalists to appropriate. What does happen,
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under capitalism, to the mass of people who are released from
direct, productive labor by the advance of productivity? The
question is the same as the question of what happens to the
mass of surplus value generated by advanced capitalist
production.

Marx divided the surplus value into a number of cate-
gories, of which we need distinguish only the broadest, capital
and revenue. Capital is that part of the surplus value which the
capitalist reinvests n further production. Revenue includes
everything the capitalist pays out to himself and others, such
as dividends, interest payments, land rent, taxcs, and most
importantly, payment for services rendered to his enterprise
by other than productive workers. A great number of people
who produce no commodities for profitable sale are essential
to the capitalist enterprisc and consume a part of its revenue;
e.g. bookkeepers, clerks, secretaries, lawyers, designers, engineers,
salesmen, etc—in general, all the pecple who do not them-
selves control capital (as bankers do) and who fulfill a func-
tion in the vast system of financing, distributing, exchanging,
improving and maintaining the commodities produced by the
proletariat and appropriated by the capitalist class.*® From the
law of the rising surplus, it follows that except during times
of exceptionally heavy capital investment, the mass of disposable
revenue must alse tend to rise; that is, there must be an in-
crease in that part of the surplus which can be expended for
the utilization of unproductive labor.

The surplus not only can, it must be expended for unpro-
ductive labor, for two reasons,

Tirst, as productivity rises, the number of unproductive
laborers required to service and maintain the growing capital
establishment also rises. The number of the traditional unpro-
ductive workers increases, e.g. clerks, bookkeepers. More sig-
nificantly, entirely new branches of unproductive work are
called into being, of which the banking system, the credit sys-
tem, insurance empires and advertising are the most obvious
examples, but the growth of the scientific and technological
establishments, as well as an increase in public education general-
ly, are also in this category. Marx himself pointed to the
growth of this requirement for nonproductive services.**
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The second reason why there must be an increase of non-
productive workers is that an increase in the surplus product
requires an increase in the number of people who can afford
to consume it. Surplus production requires surplus consump-
tion. The capitalist system is based on the extraction from the
laboring class of more commodities than that class is permitted
to consume; the system would collapse if there were not also
a class which consumed more than it produced. Some excerpts
from Marx on this problem will be quoted below.

Together, these two corollarics of Marx’s theory of the
surplus make up what 1 have called the “law of the surplus
class,” that is, the law of the tendential rise of a new middle
class.

That Marx formulated precisely such a law may come as
something of a surprise to many Marxists. The reasons for this
surprise, if my conjecture is correct in that regard, are not
difficult to find. First, Marx’s theory of the new middle class
remained embryonic, though explicit; it was one of the many
implications of his economic discoveries which he chose not to
develop further, or was prevented by time from developing.
The phenomenon which this theory describes, after all, had
not emerged in its full dominance at the time he wrote. Second-
ly, the works in which Marx does develop this theory most
clearly (the Grundrisse and the Theorien Ueber den Mehrwert)
have not been translated into English {as far as I know), and
the originals are not available in every library. Third, the theory
of the middle class follows directly from the labor theory of
value, the theory of the surplus and the law of the tendential
fall in the profit rate, and there seems to be considerable tacit
acquiescence on the left in the orthodoxly academic refusal to
take these Marxist theses seriously.*? Finally, there are still some
Marxists, particularly in the new left, who have not taken the
trouble to read attentively anything that Marx wrote after the
Manifesto, or, worse, anything after the 1844 Manuscripts.
There is an amusing tendency, at least in the academic circles
known to me, to repeat an experiment Marx ventured when
he was twenty-six, namely to try to squeeze the concept of
alienated labor hard enough to make all the categories of
sociology, politics and economics come dripping out of it, as
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if this philosopher’s touchstone were a lemon. The drippings
are flavorful but somewhat lacking in substance.

To make the data on Marx’s theory of the middle class
more widely available, I should like here to quote a number
of excerpts at length, all of them from the untranslated works.

It was apparent to Marx from the beginning of his in-
vestigation of the surplus problem that the class of capitalists
could not and did not consume all of the surplus which it ex-
tracted from the workers. Thus, in the Grundrisse, a few dozen
pages after the surplus problem has been raised, we find the
following footnote:

. . . the creation of surplus labor on one side corresponds
to the creation of minus-labor, relative idleness {or non-
productive Iabor at best) on the other. That goes without
saying as far as the capitalist class itself is concerned; but it
also holds for the classes with whom it divides; thus, for
the paupers, flunkeys, bootlickers and the whole train of re-
tainers living off the surplus product; the part of the servant
class which lives not from capital but from revenue. Es-
sential difference between this servant class and the working
class. . . . Thus Malthus is entirely logical when he calis not
only for surplus labor and surplus capital but also for surplus
idlers, consuming without producing, or the necessity [or
waste, luxury, ostentatious philanthropy, etc.*®

Here Marx is thinking only of workers, rather, nonworkers who
perform personal services for the capitalist, not those who fulfill
a necessary unproductive function for the capital establishment.
As the following excerpt from the Theorien Ueher den Mehrwert
shows, he is not entirely clcar that there is a difference.

Although the bourgeoisie is initially very frugal, with the
growth in the productivity of its capital, ie. its workers, it
imitates the feudal system of retainers. According to the
last (1861 or 1862) Factory Report, the total number of per-
gons employed in the factories of the United Kingdom (man-
agers included) was only 773,534—swhile the number of fe-
male servants in England alone was one million. What a
beautiful arrangement, where a factory girl sweats in the
shop for 12 long hours so that the factory owner can use a




42 HEGELIAN CHOREOGRAFPHY AND CAPITALIST DIALECTIC

part of her unpaid labor to take her sister as maid, her
brother as groom, and her cousin as policeman or soldier
into his personal service!**

When one sees the individual capitalist as the embodiment of
the capitalist class, however, as Marx does consistently, the in-
clusion of soldiers and policemen together with domestic servants
in the single category of servants makes more sense. In a rela-
tively well-known section of Capital, he measures out his scorn
and ridicule impartially to all unproductive workers, including
valets, politicians, churchmen, lawyers, soldiers, landowners,
rentiers, paupers, vagabonds and criminals,” regardless of
whether they perform their services for the individual capitalist
or for the class as a whole.

His contempt for these people vents itself with particular
fury (in the Theorien) on the dismal parson, Malthus, who
advocated the creation of ever larger masses of these idlers to
keep the capitalist economy going by consuming its surplus
product. “What a ridiculous idea,” Marx writes, “that the
surplus has to be consumed by servants and cannot be con-
sumed by the productive workers themselves.”*® Yet, he writes
that Malthus is right about the necessity for unproductive
consumers in a capilalist economy.’” The fact that Malthus’
“remedies” for the evil of overproduction—"“heavy taxes, a
mass of state and church sinecures, great armies, pensioners,
tithes for the churchmen, a heavy national debt and periodic
costly wars”™**—have been in great part adopted by every ad-
vanced capitalist system would not have surprised Marx. He
writes of Malthus that

His greatest hope—which he himself indicates as more or
less utopian—is that the middle class will grow in size and that
the working proletariat will make up a constantly decreasing
proportion of the total population {(even if it grows in ab-
solute numbers). That, in fact, is the course of bourgeois
society. [Das ist in der Tat der Gang der Bourgeoisgesell-
schaft.]*®

Although Marx had nothing but spit and venom for any
scheme designed deliberately to foster the growth of an unpro-
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ductive class, he was repeatedly forced to recognize that the
growth of productivity, ie. the rise of the surplus, created
precisely such a class. A few excerpts will make that clear:

In order to produce “productively” one has to produce
in a manner that excludes the mass of the producers from a
part of the market demand for the product; one must pro-
duce in contradiction to a class whose consumption stands
in no relationship to its production-—since precisely this ex-
cess of production over consumption makes up the profit of
capital. On the other hand, one has to produce for classes
which consume without producing.®

On a low level of development of the social productivity
of labor, where therefore surplus labor is relatively small, the
class of those who live off the labor of others will in principle
be small in relation to the number of workers. This class can
grow to significant proportions to the degree that produc-
tivity, i.e. relative surplus value, develops.®

The progressive transformation of a part of the workers
into servants is a lovely prospect, just as it is a great con-
solation for them [the workers] that, as a consequence of the
growth of the net product, more spheres open up for unpro-
ductive workers who live off surplus labor and whose interests
more or less compete with the directly exploiting class in

exploiting them.®®

Marx’s consistency in this matter can be tested negatively as
well; if he agrees, as we have seen, with economists who pre-
dict a growth of the unproductive class in the course of capitalist
development, then he should also disagree with economists who
think that they can do away with this class without abolishing
the capitalist system itself. The bourgeois economist Ramsay
advocated the abolition of interest on capital, i.e. the dividends
paid by industrialists to investors and coupon-clippers, and
the abolition of land rent. Ramsay saw no useful function for
either of these groups. Marx’s acid comment on this proposal
should be read with the phrase about the simplification of
class contradictions (from the Manifesto) in mind:
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If this bourgeois ideal could really be put into practice,
its consequence could only be that the entire surplus value
would fall directly into the hands of the industrial capitalists,
and all of society would be economically reduced to the
simple contradiction between capital and wage labor, a
simplification which certainly would hasten the dissclution of
this form of production.®

Here again is the role of the surplus as a complicator of the
simple class antagonisms reckoned with ecarlier. (A further,
minor, example of the distance Marx’s theory has carried him
comes when he discusses economic crises in Volume II, part 2
of the Theorien; he writes that his analysis proceeds without
dealing with ‘“‘the real constitution of society, which by no
means consists only of the class of workers and the class of
industrial capitalists.”)**

The clearest statement of Marx’s theory of the middle
class known to me occurs in his critique of Ricardo’s analysis
of the effect of increased productivity on the labor force.
Ricardo, like Marx, was a bitter enemy of all forms of unpro-
ductive labor, which were to him as to Marx so many “faux
frais de production,” false production costs; and consequently
Ricardo called for the extension of productive labor on a
maximal scale. While Ricardo saw that only machinery permits
the efficient utilization of vast quantities of industrial laborers,
he was troubled by the fact that the growing productivity of
machinery tended at the same time to make the worker super-
fluous. Marx comments:

One tendency throws the workers onto the pavement and
creates a superfluous population, The other tendency ab-
sorbs it again and expands wage slavery on an absolute scale,
so that the worker’s lot changes constantly but he can never
escape it. That is why the worker correctly considers the
development of the productive capacities of his labor as a
hostile tendency, and why the capitalist treats him as an ele-
ment to he constantly eliminated from production. These are
the contradictions with which Ricardo struggles in this chap-
ter. What he forgets to emphasize is the constant increase of
the middle classes, who stand in the middle between the
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workers on one side and the capitalists and landed proprietors
on the other side, who are for the most part supported direct-
ly by revenue, who rest as a burden on the laboring founda-
tion, and who increase the social security and the power of
the upper ten thousand.® (Italics mine—MN)

These excerpts represent, as far as I know, the most ex-
plicit statements of Marx’s theory of the new middle class in the
entire Marxian opus. It scems entirely possible to explain why
Marx did not carry this theory further, and it may even be
possible for someone to show somehow that this theory does
not contradict Marx’s prediction of class polarization and pro-
letarian revolution (although I doubt it); but one thing can-
not be done with Marx’s theory of the middle class: it cannot
be explained away. Even if Marx himself had never men-
tioned the terms *“‘unproductive class” or “middle class,” some-
one else would have to draw these implications of his theory,
for the rise of the middle class follows directly from the law
of the tendency of the surplus to rise, which is part of the law
of the tendency of the profit rate to fall, which arises directly
out of the solution of the surplus value problem, which con-
sists of the labor theory of value. Let me review this chain of
ideas once more. The labor theory of value holds that the only
agency which is capable of creating more value than it repre-
sents is labor; that is, only labor is capable of creating surplus
value. The capitalist system of production consists of the ap-
propriation by the capitalist class of ever greater quantities of
this surplus value. In a developed capitalist system, the capital-
ist class will concentrate on increasing relative surplus value.
That is, it will introduce machinery in order to decrease that
portion of the working day which is necessary to reproduce the
workers’ labor power, and to increase that portion which is
surplus labor. On the one hand, increased productivity re-
quires increased investment in machinery, so that the rafe of
profit will tend to fall. On the other hand, the mass of profit
will rise, and both the rate and the volume of surplus must rise.
What happens to this swelling surplus? It enables the capitalist
class to create a class of people who are not productive workers, .
but who perform services either for individual capitalists or,
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more important, for the capitalist class as a whole; and at the
same time, the rise of productivity requires such a class of un-
productive workers to fulfill the functions of distributing, market-
ing, researching, financing, managing, keeping track of and
glorifying the swelling surplus product. This class of unpro-
ductive workers, scrvice workers, or servants for short, is the
middle class. In short, the middle class follows from the central
principles which Marx spent the best decades of his life and his
health in elaborating, and which he considered his historic
contribution to the understanding of capitalism. If one denies,
as it seems to me one must, the validity of Marx’s class polariza-
tion and proletarian revolution predictions from the Manifesto,
one does not deny that Marx was a champion of the proletarian
cause; one cuts out of Marxism only its youthful optimism, the
product of excessive captivation with the elegance of Hegelian
idealism. But in order to cut cut of Marx his theory of the
middle class, one has to overthrow Marxism, scientific social-
ism, at its core—and fly in the face of contemporary reality.
There is after all a middle class in advanced industrial society;
and it must be considered one of Marx’s great scientific achieve-
ments (and a great personal achievement, considering where
his sentiments lay) to have not only predicted that such a new
middle class would arise, but also to have laid down the funda-
mental economic and sociological principles which explain its
rise and its role in the larger class structure. The outlines of
what may become an adequate theory to account for the
generation, growth, economic function and movement of the
middle class have to my knowledge not been coutributed by
any other social scientist before Marx or after him. Here is a
rare accomplishment and a rare challenge.
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