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4. Fetishism and the Labour
Theory of Value

  
This pa per has grown out of an at tempt to make sense of Marx’s “la bour
the ory of value”. It seemed to me that there is of ten a lack of clar ity about
what Marx is try ing to do with the the ory; that is, a lack of clar ity as to what
kind of the ory it is. Marx him self de scribes it as a di a lec ti cal the ory, so in
or der to bring out the dif fer ence be tween the sort of ques tions Marx asks
and the sort of ques tions asked by his con tem po rary “bour geois econ o -
mists” it is use ful to look at some as pects of the con cept “di a lec tic”, es pe -
cially as it ap plies to the so cial sci ences. This in volves a con sid er ation of
the na ture of so cial sci ence. What pre cisely do the so cial sci ences de scribe
and what kind of explanations do they give? 

A so ci ety is a col lec tion of peo ple. If each in di vid ual be haved ran domly
and re lated to other in di vid u als in a ran dom way, there would be no so cial
sci ence. How ever, they do not be have ran domly. Each in di vid ual usu ally
dis plays a pat tern of be hav ior and re la tions be tween in di vid u als are pat -
terned. The so cial sci ences de scribe these ob serv able reg u lar i ties in in ter -
per sonal be hav ior - whether it be in eco nomic be hav ior, in fam ily re la tion -
ships, or in vot ing be hav ior. These pat terns con sti tute what is called the
“so cial struc ture”. Dif fer ent so ci et ies have dif fer ent structures and
sub-structures but all societies have a structure. 

The ques tion which now arises is: what is the re la tion be tween the in di -
vid ual and the so cial struc ture in which he lives? On the one hand, as we
have seen, the “so cial struc ture” is only an other name for the way in which
in di vid u als be have to wards one an other, and so is a func tion of the be hav -
ior of each in di vid ual, with no in de pend ent sta tus of its own. On the other
hand, the in di vid ual is born into a so cial struc ture and adopts be hav ior pat -
terns char ac ter is tic of that struc ture. The struc ture ex ists for him as an ex -
ter nal facticity, im pos ing on him cer tain con straints, some of which he is
con scious of, but many of which he does not no tice be cause he is not aware
of any al ter na tive ways of be hav ing. Thus so cial struc ture seems to have
what one might de scribe as an am big u ous on to log i cal sta tus, both de pend -
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ent on and in de pend ent of in di vid ual behavior. Two possible explanations
can be immediately ruled out: 

1) A so ci ety of bees has a very rigid, bi o log i cally de ter mined struc ture.
How ever, there is no ev i dence to sug gest that for hu mans dif fer ent so cial
be hav ior pat terns are bi o log i cally de ter mined. [2]

2) A group of peo ple faced with a prob lem quickly de vel ops a pat tern of
re la tion ships suit able for solv ing the problem.
Here we have a so cial struc ture which has been con sciously cre ated by the
in di vid u als con cerned. How ever, there do not seem to be any so cial struc -
tures of this kind in ex is tence, though it can not be ruled out as a pos si bil ity.
Any po lit i cal the ory in volves an im plicit and ex plicit an swer to the prob -
lems we have been dis cuss ing - the prob lem of the na ture of the re la tion be -
tween man and so ci ety. Rous seau first be gins to for mu late a so lu tion which 
deals with the am bi gu ity of so cial struc ture with his dis tinc tion be tween the 
Gen eral Will and the Will of All. The Will of All is the sum of the at om ised
wills of all the in di vid ual wills in so ci ety, each seek ing its own good ir re -
spec tive of the needs of the other in di vid u als. The Gen eral Will is not an ac -
tual ex ist ing will. It is the ideal ex pres sion of the needs of the so ci ety as a
whole, or of the pre con di tions for the con tin ued ex is tence of the so ci ety. By 
mak ing this dis tinc tion and by giv ing pri macy to the Gen eral Will, Rous -
seau is not in tro duc ing a po lar op po si tion be tween In di vid ual and So ci ety
and sub or di nat ing In di vid ual to So ci ety. Rather, he is try ing to show that
the in di vid ual is nec es sar ily in volved in a set of re la tions with his fel lows
and that he never func tions as an in de pend ent atom. When he says that the
Gen eral Will ex presses the “real will” of the in di vid ual he is point ing to the
fact that the prac ti cal ef fect of the car ry ing out of the will of all is to pro -
duce coun ter-fi nal i ties which in hibit the ful fill ment of each in di vid ual will. 
If we all as sume we are atomic in di vid u als and act in ac cor dance with this
as sump tion, we de feat our own ends. (En vi ron men tal pol lu tion is a rel e -
vant ex am ple of a very clear dis tinc tion be tween the Gen eral Will and the
ef fect of giv ing free rein to the Will of All.) The Gen eral Will ex presses my
real will in so far as when ever I act I as sume cer tain so cial givens and if my
act tends to break down those givens it de stroys its own ba sis. This is anal o -
gous to, and pre sum ably the or i gin of, Kant’s Cat e gor i cal Im per a tive. But
since Rous seau is here think ing in po lit i cal terms, rather than in in di vid ual
eth i cal terms, it is eas ier to see a con crete con tra dic tion emerg ing. From
Rous seau, then, we see that the in di vid ual is a “so cial in di vid ual”, that the
di chot omy in di vid ual/so ci ety is a false one. How ever, Rous seau is un able
to con cep tual ise the com plex in ter re la tion be tween the in di vid ual and his
fel lows in any thing other than very gen eral terms. Nor is he able to sug gest

376



377



any way in which the Gen eral Will might be given in sti tu tion al ised ex pres -
sion. [3] Hegel’s con cept of “di a lec tic” is an at tempt to pro vide an ad e quate
way of con cep tual is ing the “so cial in di vid u al ity” of the hu man be ing. Here
I am not in ter ested in the other func tions which the con cept serves for
Hegel, nor am I in ter ested in the gen eral prob lem of what might be meant
by “di a lec ti cal logic”. I wish only to show how Hegel uses the di a lec tic to
ar tic u late one par tic u lar set of re la tion ships. We can start with the gen eral
prob lem of the re la tion be tween man and his world. Man is, or can be, ra tio -
nal. The de fin ing char ac ter is tic of rea son is its uni ver sal ity. That is, by rea -
son a man can dis cover truths which are valid for other men in other sit u a -
tions. But the in di vid ual is also a lim ited be ing, tied to and act ing from a
spe cific so cial and phys i cal po si tion in the world. Hegel uses the term “ne -
ga tion” and “ne ga tion of the ne ga tion” to de scribe the pro cess whereby the
in di vid ual moves from par tic u lar ity to uni ver sal ity. The world is a highly
dif fer en ti ated pro cess of in ter ac tions. It is, in an im por tant sense, a uni fied
pro cess. In di vid ual parts of it have no con scious ness of them selves as be -
ing in any way sep a rate from the rest of the pro cess - that is, they have no
self-con scious ness. This means, at the most ba sic level, that he ex pe ri ences 
the world as not be ing him self. This Hegel de scribes as the first ne ga tion.
The in di vid ual self-con scious ness ne gates the unity of the world by pos it -
ing its own in di vid u al ity. How ever, ob jec tively he is still part of, and de -
pend ent on, the world. To give any ex pres sion to his In di vid u al ity by act ing 
on the world, he has to go be yond this sim ple af fir ma tion of his in de pend -
ence - he has to un der stand the world and him self as a prod uct of the world.
That is, he has to use his rea son to re-sit u ate him self in the world. This is the 
pro cess which Hegel de scribes as the “ne ga tion of the ne ga tion”. This “ne -
ga tion of the ne ga tion” is not a re turn to the sta tus quo ante. When it has
been achieved my world has been changed from “unity in-it self” to a “unity 
for-it self” ; that is, a unity il lu mi nated by my con scious ness of it. On the ba -
sis of my new un der stand ing I can em body my in di vid u al ity in the world.
To put it an other way, I can em body my free dom in the world. The mere
pos it ing of my in di vid u al ity, the first ne ga tion, leaves me still conditioned
by all the forces acting upon me, both the forces of nature and social forces,
many of them already embodied in the socialisation process through which
I have passed. It is only when I understand both how I am being influenced
by those forces, and how they related to one another, that I can do anything
about them and so establish my individuality in a meaningful way. [4]

Let us now con sider what sig nif i cance this might have for the anal y sis of
so ci ety. Hegel is sug gest ing that at the level of the first ne ga tion the in di -
vid ual sees him self as a sep a rate atom in a world of dis crete phe nom ena.
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He can de scribe those phe nom ena but he does not see the re la tion ships be -
tween them, and with him. Just as the af fer ent [sic] op po si tion be tween in -
di vid ual and world is dis solved by show ing the di a lec ti cal re la tion ship be -
tween them, so many “oppositions” be tween phe nom ena might be dis -
solved by show ing their in ter con nec tions. This, I think, is what is meant by
Hegel’s idea of the unity of op po sites. In the field of the so cial sci ences, he
is sug gest ing that a cer tain kind of sci ence ac cepts “op po sites” which are
part of a given so cial re al ity as be ing es sen tial el e ments of all so cial re al ity,
with out try ing to dis cover the or i gins of these phe nom ena, with out try ing
to dis cover the in ter de pen dence of the opposites. There are two aspects to
Hegel’s dialectical approach: 

1) the idea that all so cial phe nom ena, in clud ing, of course, the “ob -
server”, are in ter con nected and have to be un der stood in terms of one
another. 

2) the idea of the “two lev els” of knowl edge, cor re spond ing to the ne ga -
tion and to the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion. 
The sec ond as pect deals with the spe cific form in which man is in ter con -
nected with other el e ments of the world. Be cause he can move from the ne -
ga tion to the ne ga tion of the ne ga tion, he can be come free. I have at tempted 
this rather misty ex cur sion into He geli an ex e ge sis be cause it seems to me
that it is use ful to de scribe Marx’s ap proach to so ci ety as a di a lec tic one and 
that the best way to give some con tent to the word is by look ing at the way
in which Hegel de vel ops its use. I think it is very im por tant to stress that I
don’t be lieve that, for ex am ple, to de scribe some phe nom e non as the “ne -
ga tion of the ne ga tion” is in any way to ex plain that phe nom e non. It no
more ex plains it than it ex plains it to say, “It is caused”. Per haps one could
call it a mode of ex pla na tion, a mode which has to be given con tent in any
given sit u a tion, as we might give the term ‘cause’ a con tent by say ing, A is
caused by B. Hegel, then, be gins to elab o rate a scheme for con cep tual is ing
the com plex in ter de pen dence of in di vid ual and so ci ety. Marx, in Cap i tal, is 
try ing to de velop this scheme in a con crete way to show how it works in de -
tail in a par tic u lar case. [5] 

In the 1844 Manu scripts, Marx criticises clas si cal po lit i cal econ o mists as 
fol lows: 

Po lit i cal econ omy be gins with the fact of pri vate prop erty; it does not ex plain it.
It con ceives the ma te rial pro cess of pri vate prop erty, as this oc curs in re al ity, in
gen eral and ab stract for mu las which then serve it as laws. It does not com pre hend 
those laws; that is, it does not show how they arise out of private property. 
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He is ask ing, firstly, that pri vate prop erty, as the ba sis of a cap i tal ist econ -
omy, should be ex plained, rather than merely be taken for granted; sec -
ondly, that in stead of just de scrib ing the laws of the econ omy one should
in quire as to how they arise out of the na ture of pri vate prop erty. To put it
an other way, the “bour geois econ o mist” in ves ti gat ing the op er a tion of the
mar ket, asks a par tic u lar set of ques tions for a par tic u lar pur pose. He sees
that ex change oc curs via the price mech a nism, and he wants to know pre -
cisely how prices are ar rived at in the mar ket. He wants to know how to in -
crease sales, what the likely ef fect on profit and sales of rais ing or low er ing
prices will be, and so on. He for mu lates laws which de scribe the re la tion
be tween these and other fac tors, and which can be used to pre dict the ef fect
of changes in one, on changes in the oth ers. Marx is here ask ing a dif fer ent
set of ques tions. In stead of start ing from the ex is tence of a mar ket, he wants 
first to ask why there should be ex change at all. That is, what are the con di -
tions for the ex is tence of a mar ket and, in par tic u lar, what so cial re la tions
be tween in di vid u als underly the ex is tence of the mar ket. Only when one
has an swered this ques tion is it pos si ble to know what can be done about
the ob served ef fects of the ex is tence of a mar ket econ omy, in par tic u lar the
di vi sions be tween cap i tal ists and work ers and the con se quences of this for
the work ers, which he first de scribes in the open ing sec tions of the 1844
Manuscripts. Burke wrote, 

The laws of com merce are the laws of na ture, and there fore the laws of God (qtd
Cap. 1 p. 843). 

Marx wants pri mar ily not to de scribe the laws, but to find out whether
Burke’s ac count of their na ture is true. In chap ter 1 of Cap i tal, Marx in ves -
ti gates the con cepts, “com mod ity” and “value”. A com mod ity is an ob ject,
a use-value, pro duced for ex change. By ex plor ing the no tion of “value”
Marx is ask ing why it is that com mod i ties can be ex changed, what it is in a
com mod ity which makes it ex change able. He is not ask ing about wealth
since he spe cif i cally dis tin guishes value and wealth: “An in crease in the
amount of ma te rial wealth may take place while the mag ni tude of the value
of this wealth falls.” (Cap i tal 15). Value is a re la tional term whereas
“wealth” is not. [6] The prob lem is that as use ful ob jects, use-val ues, com -
mod i ties dif fer qual i ta tively from one an other, whereas the pro cess of ex -
change is a quantitive one. How ever, it is at least a min i mum req ui site for a
com mod ity’s exchangeability that it be a use-value. Fur ther more, it must
be a use-value to some one other than the pro ducer - it must have a so cial
util ity. This im plies a so cial di vi sion of la bour - dif fer ent peo ple must be
pro duc ing dif fer ent things for ex change to oc cur (di vi sion of la bour is a
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nec es sary, but not a suf fi cient, con di tion for ex change - there is di vi sion of
la bour within a fac tory, but no ex change). Since ex change is based on di vi -
sion of la bour, Marx ar gues that we should in ves ti gate the na ture of la bour
to see if we can dis cover there, the quantitive mea sure which de ter mines
ex change. Dif fer ent kinds of ob jects are of course, pro duced by qualitively
dif fer ent kinds of la bour. Nev er the less, they all use up a certain amount of
the available labour power of the society and in this sense are qualitatively
the same. 

Tai lor ing and weav ing are for ma tive el e ments in the pro duc tion of the use-val ues 
coat and linen, for the very rea son that the two kinds of la bour dif fer in qual ity;
but they are sub stan tial con stit u ents of the coat-val ues and the linen-value only
in so far as their spe cific qual i ties as tai lor ing and weav ing are dis re garded, and
only in so far as both have the same qual ity of be ing hu man la bour. (Cap 14) 

By “la bour” Marx does not mean just “ex pen di ture of en ergy”. To count as
‘la bour’ en ergy must be ex pended in the pro duc tion of com mod i ties - that
is, of so cial use-val ues for ex change. More over, it must be “so cially nec es -
sary la bour” - that is, it must not be “wasted” in com par i son with the
amount of en ergy other peo ple ex pend in pro duc ing the same ob jects. “La -
bour”, there fore, is de fined relationally in so cial terms. That is, “la bour” in
the sense in which Marx is us ing the term, is an ac tiv ity which only oc curs
in a so cial con text. It is a way of be ing re lated to other in di vid u als in
society. In commodity productions 

the la bour of pri vate pro duc ers does re ally ac quire a two-fold so cial char ac ter. On 
the one hand, such la bour must, as def i nitely use ful la bour, sat isfy a def i nite so -
cial de mand, thus tak ing its place as a con stit u ent of the gen eral ag gre gate of la -
bour, as part of the spon ta ne ously de vel oped sys tem of the so cial di vi sion of la -
bour. On the other hand, such la bour can only sat isfy the man i fold wants of the
pro duc ers who per form it, in so far as each par tic u lar kind of in di vid ual or pri vate
use ful la bour is ex change able for ev ery other par tic u lar kind, be cause each ranks
equally with the other. (Cap. 46-47) [7] 

Com mod i ties are ex change able, there fore, in vir tue of be ing prod ucts of
hu man la bour. La bour it self is quan ti fi able in terms of la bour time, which
serves, there fore, as a means of value. “Value” ex presses the re la tion be -
tween tho ac tiv i ties of the dif fer ent pro duc ers. The ex change is the method
of co-ordinating the ac tiv ity of the dif fer ent pro duc ers in such a way that
they sat isfy their col lec tive needs. It is noth ing more than a so cial re la tion
be tween pro duc ers. Thus what Marx is try ing to show with his “la bour the -
ory of value” is that the whole com plex set of re la tions and laws which
make up the mar ket have no in de pend ent sta tus of their own. They are
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sim ply an ex pres sion of the re la tion be tween in di vid u als, and hence are at
least in the ory con trol la ble by those in di vid u als. That is, they are not, as be -
lieved, laws of na ture. How ever, Marx sug gests, those laws and re la tions
are ex pe ri enced as ex ter nal facticities by the in di vid u als con cerned, and
hence as in de pend ent of hu man con trol. To ex plain why this oc curs, Marx
in ves ti gates the role of money in the process. In the actual market situation,
value is expressed in money terms. 

Ev ery one knows so much, at least, that com mod i ties have a value-form com mon
to them all, the money-form; i.e. they know that the money-form con trasts mark -
edly with the man i fold bodily forms of their use-value. But here we are con -
fronted by a task which bour geois eco nom ics has never ever tried to un der take.
We have to dis cover the or i gin of the money form; to trace the de vel op ment of the 
ex pres sion of value con tained in the value ra tio of com mod i ties; to fol low this up
from its sim plest and most in con spic u ous con fig u ra tion to the glar ingly ob vi ous
money form. Then the enigma of money will cease to be an enigma. (Cap. 17), 

Marx is here sug gest ing that the sim ple ex change re la tion be tween my
prod uct and yours, be tween my la bour and yours, is veiled by the
money-form, in such a way that the money-form it self be comes fetishised.
In or der to dis pose of this fetishisation, it is nec es sary to show how the
money-form grows out of the sim pler forms of ex change. Marx sees four
stages in this process: 

A.) El e men tary, Iso lated or Ac ci den tal Form of Value. 
20 yds linen = 1 Coat (rel[ative?] value form (equiv a lent form)) 
The linen which I pro duce is only use ful to me in so far as it is a use-value

for some body else - that is, in so far as it con forms to the pat tern of the so cial
di vi sion of la bour. The coat, here fills the role of what Marx calls the
“equiv a lent form”. [8]

He writes:
The body of the com mod ity that serves as the equiv a lent fig ures as the ma teri ali -
sa tion of hu man la bour in the ab stract, and is at the same time the prod uct of some 
spe cif i cally use ful con crete la bour. This con crete la bour be comes, there fore, the
me dium for ex press ing ab stract hu man la bour ... . But be cause this con crete la -
bour, tai lor ing in our sense, ranks as, and is di rectly iden ti fied with un dif fer en ti -
ated hu man la bour, it also ranks as iden ti cal with any other source of la bour and
there fore with that em bod ied in the linen. Con se quently, al though, like all other
com mod ity pro duc ing la bour, it is the la bour of pri vate in di vid u als, yet at the
same time it ranks as la bour di rectly so cial in char ac ter. (Cap 27-28).

Two points should be noted here. Firstly, the stress on the so cial char ac ter
of the la bour; sec ondly, the idea that the equiv a lent fig ures as ab stract la -
bour, rather than as a use-value, in the ex change. It is this that lays the ba sis
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for the switch to money as purely ab stract rep re sen ta tion of ab stract
human-labour.

How ever, be fore the money stage is reached there are two fur ther forms:
B.) The to tal or Ex panded Form.

20 yds Linen = 1 coat
40 lbs cof fee
2 oz gold 

This is merely the sum of all the el e men tary ex change equa tions into
which the linen can en ter. It brings the linen into a "so cial re la tion" with
"the whole world of com mod i ties" (Cap 35).

C.) The Gen er al ised Form of Value.
1 coat
40 lbs cof fee = 20 yds linen
2 oz gold

In this form the val ues of all com mod i ties are inter-com pa ra ble in terms
of their re la tion to linen. Marx writes:

This dis closes the fact that the re al ity of the value of the com mod i ties, in as much
as it is noth ing other than the 'so cial ex is tence' of these things, can only se cure ex -
pres sion through their gen er al ised so cial in ter re la tions; i.e. that the form of their
value must there fore be a so cially re cog nised form. (Cap 39).

The man u fac ture of linen has be come "the gen er al ised phe nom e nal form of 
indifferentiated hu man la bour". (Cap 39). This one com mod ity has taken
on a spe cial sta tus. The equa tions into which it en ters are [not?] re ally re -
vers ible, as the ear lier forms were. [9]

D.) The Money Form - gold re places linen an the gen eral equiv a lent. 
Gold is only able to con front other com mod i ties as money, be cause it has pre vi -
ously con fronted them as a com mod ity. (Cap 43). 

That is, the money form is only a gen er ali sa tion of the sim ple ex change of
the prod uct of my la bour for the prod uct of your la bour. Money merely rep -
re sents their exchangeability. In its ab stract ness it is, for Marx, a per fect
rep re sen ta tion of the ab stract hu man la bour which is the ba sis of la bour. To
sum ma rise, Marx is try ing to show that the mar ket sit u a tion is noth ing but a 
set of re la tion ships be tween men. It has, as it were, no in de pend ent on to -
log i cal sta tus. How ever, it ap pears to be a set of re la tion ships be tween ob -
jects, gov erned by nat u ral laws which are con strain ing on the peo ple who
have pro duced the ob jects. That is, it ap pears to be a pro cess which works
in de pend ently. Why is this? In his account of the nature of commodities,
Marx writes 
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only such prod ucts can be come com mod i ties with re gard to each other as re sult
from dif fer ent kinds of la bour, each kind be ing car ried on in de pend ently and for
the ac count of pri vate individuals. 

(a) More pre cisely, com mod ity pro duc tion is pro duc tion on the ba sis of pri -
vate prop erty, by sep a rate in di vid u als. In stead of the di vi sion of la bour be -
ing me di ated by di rect con tact be tween these in di vid u als, they come into
con tact only via the mar ket. It is there fore the sep a ra tion of in di vid u als
through the in sti tu tion of pri vate prop erty which gives the mar ket and the
laws of the market their apparently independent status. 

A com mod ity is there fore a mys te ri ous thing, sim ply be cause in it the so cial char -
ac ter of men’s la bour ap pears to them as an ob jec tive char ac ter stamped upon the
prod uct of that la bour, be cause the re la tion of the pro duc ers to the sum to tal of
their own la bour is pre sented to them as a so cial re la tion, ex ist ing not be tween
them selves but be tween the prod ucts of their la bour. It is a def i nite so cial re la tion
be tween men that as sumes, in their eyes, the fan tas tic form of a re la tion be tween
things [de leted:] In or der, there fore, to find anal ogy, we must have re course to the
mist-en vel oped re gions of the re li gious world. In [this] world, the pro duc tions of
the hu man brain ap pear as in de pend ent be ings en dowed with life, and en ter ing
into a re la tion both with one an other and the hu man race. So it is the world of
com mod i ties with the prod ucts of men’s hands.[end de le tion] This I call the fe -
tish ism which at ta ches it self to the prod ucts of la bour, so soon as they are pro -
duced as com mod i ties, and which is there fore in sep a ra ble from the pro duc tion of
com mod i ties (Cap 42). [10]

Marx in tro duces the con cept “fe tish ism” to de scribe the sta tus of the laws
of po lit i cal econ omy. They are not “nat u ral” laws, but only ap pear as such
in the con trast of hu man sep a ra tion. But in this con text they do act as in de -
pend ent laws and im pose real con straint on hu man be hav ior. This in tro -
duces a kind of de ter min ism into hu man his tory. The pro cess whereby “the
mar ket” be comes an in de pend ent en tity is part of what Marx de scribes as
“alien ation”. What he is sug gest ing, there fore, is that it is un der con di tions
of alien ation that men ex pe ri ence so cial struc tures as “ex ter nal facticities”
and are con di tioned by the laws which de scribe the so cial struc tures and
their pat terns of change. The de vel op ment of cap i tal ist so ci ety, which
Marx con sid ers in the rest of Cap i tal, he sees oc cur ring not as the re sult of a 
set of in ex o ra ble ex ter nal laws, but rather as the re sult of laws which de -
pend for their continued operation on people continuing to fetishise them.
He writes: 
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The life pro cess of so ci ety, this mean ing the ma te rial pro cess of pro duc tion, will
not lose its veil of mys tery un til it be comes a pro cess car ried out by a free as so ci a -
tion of pro duc ers, un der their con scious and pur pos ive con trol. (Cap 54) 

- that is, the laws will only op er ate as long as men are ig no rant of their
roots. To con clude, I’d like to look very briefly, and in very gen eral terms,
at some other as pects of Marx’s so cial the ory, in the hope that this will
bring out the sig nif i cance of the ac count so far. I started off by dis cuss ing
the ques tion of the re la tion ship be tween the in di vid ual and the so cial struc -
ture. This ques tion is im por tant be cause it is tied in with the prob lem of
free dom, i.e. of how an in di vid ual can em body his free dom by chang ing his 
sit u a tion. How does Marx han dle the con cepts “free dom” and “change”?
Let me first make the ob vi ous, but im por tant, point that he is ar gu ing that in 
a cap i tal ist so ci ety im por tant lim i ta tions are placed on hu man free dom,
even within a con text of dem o cratic rights. Al though in such a so ci ety men
have es caped from the ob vi ous so cial con straints im posed by the ar bi trary
rule of ab so lute mon ar chy, they are still sub ject to hid den so cial con straints 
re sult ing from the par tic u lar way that they are re lated to other peo ple in that 
sort of so ci ety. That is, the Idea of the in de pend ence of the in di vid ual
vis-à-vis so ci ety is an il lu sion. The prob lem of maxi mis ing in di vid ual free -
dom then be comes one of try ing to find mediations be tween an in di vid ual
and his fellows which will take into account their necessary independence
and at the same time preserve their autonomy.

This is a de scrip tion, in the most gen eral terms pos si ble, of what Marx
means by “com mu nism”. But the cen tral prob lem of free dom is: how does
one go about break ing out of the con di tion of fetishisation? There seems to
be a vi cious cir cle in volved. In di vid ual be hav ior cre ates the so cial struc -
ture, but once it has been cre ated it tends to main tain it self, as it were,
through a socia li sa tion pro cess which pro duces in di vid u als who be have in
the sort of way which suits the so cial struc ture. What might lead in di vid u -
als to change their be hav ior pat terns, and so to change the so cial struc ture?
Marx’s the ory is that the in ter nal laws of de vel op ment of any given struc -
ture may give rise to con di tions in which that struc ture can no lon ger sur -
vive. This could hap pen be cause in di vid u als, though in a state of alien -
ation, re main dia lec ti cally re lated to the world, and so re main in a learn ing
re la tion ship with the world. As the world, or the so cial struc ture, changes
the in di vid ual may have to re ad just his at ti tude to it, which may in volve
com ing to re cog nise its real na ture. Even if it does not, it in volves a change
in con scious ness and so a change in be hav ior pat terns. The change in con -
scious ness which is brought about by try ing to han dle a chang ing sit u a tion
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is cru cial. It is only be cause their con scious ness changes that men can act to 
re struc ture the sit u a tion - that is, they can carry out a rev o lu tion. A use ful
way of de scrib ing the re la tions be tween free dom and de ter min ism here is
to say that Marx be lieves that a rev o lu tion be comes pos si ble when cer tain
kinds of so cial con di tions ob tain - pos si ble only, be cause a rev o lu tion is a
free act but one which only oc curs given mo ti va tion and the pos si bil ity of a
change in con scious ness. In ves ti gat ing the logic of a par tic u lar (fetishised)
so cial struc ture can show whether or not it is prob a ble that such con di tions
will ob tain in the fu ture. That is, one can not pre dict rev o lu tions but one pre -
dict the prob a bil ity of the pos si bil ity of rev o lu tions. I am ex press ing all this
in very gen eral terms be cause I an here more in ter ested in the na ture of
Marx’s the ory than its spe cific con tent. I have tried to il lus trate the prob lem 
Marx was deal ing with by show ing its or i gin in Rous seau and Hegel. What
I de scribe as the “am big u ous on to log i cal sta tus of so cial struc ture” rests
upon the di a lec ti cal, con di tioned-con di tion ing, re la tions be tween the in di -
vid ual and his so ci ety, and in par tic u lar rests on the way in which cer tain
phe nom ena become fetishised in this situation. The theory of fetishisation
is an attempt to explain the nature of “social laws”. As such it is crucial to
an understanding of Marx’s writings - both his earlier and his more mature
writings. 
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