
as notable instances of participation in cultural progress”.

Whatever the arguments about Hegel, it is clear that Marx’s tele-
scope sees development as proceeding through contradictions.
Marx is clear that the “positive aspects” of capitalist development
are inextricably intertwined with — really, are the same thing as —
the “negative aspects”. They are the same process looked at from
a different angle. And they are “positive” not because they make
capitalism not so bad after all, but because they create within cap-
italism an immense potential for abolishing and going beyond cap-
italism.

It is precisely the drive to exploit — to extract more and more sur-
plus-labour and then to “realise” it (by selling the products) — that
drives the “civilising influence”. And the “civilising influence” be-
comes manifest through the workers’ fight back against that drive
to extract surplus labour, and the organisation and self-education
built on it.

“The semblance of exchange [between workers and capital] van-
ishes in the course [Prozess] of the mode of production founded
on capital. This course itself and its repetition posit what is the case
in itself, namely that the worker receives as wages from the capi-
talist what is only a part of his own labour. This then also enters
into the consciousness of the workers as well as of the capitalists”.
[p.597].

This development-through-contradiction, for Marx, breeds a drive
by the working class to press on through the contradictions and to
go beyond them by seizing collective control of production. Marx
did not attempt to carry this argument through in full detail in Cap-
ital. A pungent condensation of it is however there, in passages lit-
tle-noticed in summaries of Capital but nonetheless central to the
book’s argument about the revolutionary role of the working class
and specifically of the working class in the most advanced capitalist
industry.

“Modern Industry never looks upon and treats the existing form of
a process as final. The technical basis of that industry is therefore
revolutionary, while all earlier modes of production were essentially
conservative... It is continually causing changes not only in the tech-
nical basis of production, but also in the functions of the labourer,
and in the social combinations of the labour-process. At the same
time, it thereby also revolutionises the division of labour within the
society, and incessantly launches masses of capital and of workpeo-
ple from one branch of production to another. But if Modern In-
dustry, by its very nature, therefore necessitates variation of labour,
fluency of function, universal mobility of the labourer, on the other
hand, in its capitalistic form, it reproduces the old division of labour
with its ossified particularisations... This absolute contradiction be-
tween the technical necessities of Modern Industry, and the social
character inherent in its capitalistic form, dispels all fixity and se-
curity in the situation of the labourer… Variation of work at present
imposes itself after the manner of an overpowering natural law, and
with the blindly destructive action of a natural law that meets with
resistance at all points, [but] Modern Industry, on the other hand,
through its catastrophes imposes the necessity of recognising, as
a fundamental law of production, variation of work, consequently
fitness of the labourer for varied work, consequently the greatest
possible development of his varied aptitudes... By maturing the ma-
terial conditions, and the combination on a social scale of the
processes of production, it matures the contradictions and antag-
onisms of the capitalist form of production, and thereby provides,
along with the elements for the formation of a new society, the
forces for exploding the old one” [Chapter 15, section 9]

As a footnote, to give individual illustration to his argument about
the subversive potential of advanced industry’s inherent fluidity,
Marx cites the testimony of a French worker who spent time in Cal-
ifornia:

“I never could have believed, that I was capable of working at the
various occupations I was employed on in California. I was firmly
convinced that I was fit for nothing but letter-press printing.... Once
in the midst of this world of adventurers, who change their occu-
pation as often as they do their shirt, egad, I did as the others. As
mining did not turn out remunerative enough, I left it for the town,
where in succession I became typographer, slater, plumber, etc. In
consequence of thus finding out that I am fit to any sort of work, I
feel less of a mollusk and more of a man”.

There is nothing in the Grundrisse about trade-union struggles, or-
ganisation, utilisation of the political arenas of bourgeois democ-
racy, i.e. the specific forms through which Marx saw workers
collectively becoming “less of molluscs, more of humans”, and in-
deed more than just the dialectical obverse of capital, more than
just the poverty accompanying capitalist wealth. For that we need
to read The Poverty of Philosophy, Wages Price and Profit, and
Marx’s writings for the First International.

But there are two things in the Grundrisse, very important for our
times, which is not in those better-known articles and pamphlets.
Contrary to what became the assumption — reasonable on the face
of it — of most Marxists in the era after Marx’s death, Marx here
suggests that every building-up of the labour movement, until our
final victory, must be only provisional and temporary, subject to be
undermined by the constant whirl of capitalist restructuring. The
movement will then need to be built up again, with a changed,
more developed, more “individualistic” working class..

Marx takes the emergence of “labour in general”, as distinct from
a segregation of the population into traditional trades and callings,
as characteristic of developed capitalist society, and as existing em-
pirically “as its most developed in the most modern form of exis-
tence of bourgeois society — the United States”. This is not “labour
in general” established by the fact that everyone does much the
same sort of labour. On the contrary. “Indifference towards any spe-
cific kind of labour presupposes a very developed totality of real
kinds of labour, of which no single one is any longer predominant”
[p.104]. As capital develops, therefore, labour becomes every more
differentiated and ever more fluid. Every form of labour organisa-
tion built up on fixed communities or trades is, in time, dissolved,
the movement has to rebuild itself on the basis of an even richer,
more diverse, “totality of real kinds of labour”. The response is
never automatic; the process is never linear.

According to Marx in the Grundrisse, capital’s constant process of
expanding human potentialities and simultaneously making human
society more “empty” will always generate more than one response.
The revolutionary communist response is to push forward, on
through the whirl and out the other side, to emancipation. But,
Marx insists, the “reactionary anti-capitalist response” will be there
too, always, “to the blessed end”.

“Universally developed individuals, whose social relations, as their
own communal [gemeinschaftlich] relations, are hence also subor-
dinated to their own communal control, are no product of nature,
but of history. The degree and the universality of the development
of wealth where this individuality becomes possible supposes pro-
duction on the basis of exchange values as a prior condition, whose
univer-
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