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Abstract

If we adopt a dialectical (Hegelian) reading of Marx’s theory of money, we can see that money contains within it the contradiction of commodity itself (between use-value and value) and in so doing, it contains different strata of contradiction that logically and historically have come to the fore. 

In this process, the truly social forms (for example money – as opposed to commodity, means of circulation – as opposed to measure of value, inconvertible money – as opposed to commodity money, and so on) seem to be stronger than their counterparts (social forms) and, because of this, there is a movement towards an autonomization of these forms. 

In this sense, value becomes autonomous from use-value; as medium of circulation, the abstract that money represents becomes autonomous from the concrete that the measure of value requires; as medium of payment, money becomes autonomous from the commodity circulation that has produced it, and so on.   

This paper aims to show that these movements may be behind some of the contemporary phenomena we are currently observing in the sphere of capital circulation (for example, the inconvertible US dollar acting as universal money, the “financialisation” of the valorisation process, the spilling over of monetary crisis, bubbles and crashes, etc). Recent literature dealing with some of these themes, such as, Moseley, 2004 and 2005, Foley, 2005, Harvey, 2006/1982, Chesnais, 2005 and 2008, will also be discussed.          
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Introduction

During the past few years, the debate among proponents of Marxian theory regarding the status of Marx’s theory of money has intensified. The main reason for this is that, since 1971, when Nixon promoted the dissociation of the US dollar and gold, the world’s money embodies an object that is a purely fiduciary currency, i. e., inconvertible money, paper money, money without redemption and with no association with any ‘real’ commodity that can redeem it from its condition of pure ‘abstraction’. 

This would seem to put Marx’s theory in an awkward situation, given that, according to some interpretations (Germer, 2005), Marx’s theory requires money to be a produced commodity such as gold, for example, and therefore to contain a certain quantum of social labour; a condition no longer met by the contemporary international monetary regime. Consequently, it is necessary either to abandon this theory as being unsuitable to the reality of today’s capitalism, or to assume positions that are rather awkward, such as affirming that gold is still the one true money. 

At this point, it is important to remember that Marx himself stated that money did not need to be commodity to function as a medium of circulation, but that in its fundamental role as a measure of value that condition is inevitable, since the measure of the value itself needs to have value.

Among authors such as Moseley, 2004 and Foley, 2005, who maintain that Marx’s theory is compatible with the existence of inconvertible money, efforts have been focused on attempting to determine the “monetary expression of labour time” (MELT). Despite the laudable efforts and support that these developments effectively provide in the understanding of the nature of money today, they end up facing the same problem and answering “no” instead of “yes” to the same question.
   

Using a Hegelian approach to reading Marx, the present work aims to show that the historical evolution of the international monetary system can be seen as a kind of ‘realization’ of a process of autonomization of social forms that is contained within the commodity itself and which pushes it logically and ontologically towards the most abstract forms of wealth, such as financial capital and fictitious capital. Therefore, contrary to what it may seem, Marx’s theory of money is now more appropriate to the configuration assumed by the capital reproduction process than it was at the time of commodity money. In this sense, it is perfectly compatible with the position of inconvertible money, even at the international level. It will also be shown that it is possible to support this position with the utilization of the current theoretical developments mentioned above. In addition, brief observations will be made on the relationship between this and the discussions on the financialisation of the current accumulation regime (Chesnais, 2005 and 2008 and Harvey, 1989, 2006).        

The article is organized into three sections in addition to this introduction. The first section consists of a brief methodological note which clarifies the nature of the presentation that follows about the autonomization process of truly social forms. The second section presents this process as shown in Capital. The third section attempts to relate the consequences of this process to current world phenomena. 

1 - A methodological note

The section of the Introduction of the Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Grundrisse), in which Marx reflects on the nature of his methodological approach, as well as on the relationship between the critique of political economy he developed and Hegel’s philosophy is well known. After presenting the main reasons for disagreeing with the economists that had come before him – their basic inability to perceive the historical character of their findings (which would then “volatilize into abstract determinations”), Marx confronts Hegel. He states that Hegel erroneously saw real as being a result of thought because in fact the elevation of the abstract into the concrete and the reproduction of such a concrete through thought, generate that illusion. The passage is worth reproducing:

The concrete is concrete because it is the concentration of many determinations, hence unity of the diverse. It appears in the process of thinking, therefore, as a process of concentration, as a result, not as a point of departure, even though it is the point of departure in reality, and hence also the point of departure for observation [Anschauung] and conception. (…) In this way Hegel fell into the illusion of conceiving the real world as the product of thought concentration itself, probing its own depths and unfolding itself out of itself, by itself, whereas the method of rising from the abstract to the concrete is only the way in which thought appropriates the concrete, reproduces it as the concrete in the mind. But this is by no means the process by which the concrete itself comes into being. (Marx, 1978/1857-1858, pp.237-238, my italics).
As we can see, Marx clarifies that this reproduction cannot in any way be mistaken for the genesis of the concrete itself, but that it is just the thought’s way of proceeding in order to take possession of the concrete. It is not the objective of this section, nor would it fit into the scope of this article, to approach the body of questions involved in Marx’s method, in terms of its relation to Hegel,
 or the form of presentation of Capital and its relation to the methodological considerations he makes in Grundrisse.
 The purpose of this brief introductory note is simply to draw attention to the fact that the following analysis of the autonomization process of truly social forms will follow the way led by Marx in the presentation of what he understood as being the nature and constitution of the capitalist mode of production, as described in Capital. This process, therefore, is the process of the theoretical categories (which does not mean it is merely conceptual and/or abstract) according to which the truly social determinations of Marx’s presentation will gradually, through their own logic, become autonomous from the remaining determinations. To say this is to say that the movement in question does not reproduce, nor can it reproduce – unless by chance – the effective movement of the categories’ historical position. As Marx says in the end of the text at reference in Grundrisse: 

It would therefore be unfeasible and wrong to let the economic categories follow one another in the same sequence as that in which they were historically decisive. Their sequence is determined, rather, by their relation one another in modern bourgeois society (…) The point is not the historic position of the economic relations in the succession of different forms of society (…) Rather, their order within modern bourgeois society. (ibid. p.243, my italics) 

In this spirit, my intention here is to show that an autonomization movement which leads from de commodity to fictitious capital is present in Capital. Perceiving this, without prejudice to the need to update and expand the limits of the Marxian theory, helps us to understand the relevance of Marx’s considerations in understanding today’s capitalism, both with regard to the nature of money itself and with regard to the predominance of financial valorisation with the increasing importance of fictitious capital, phenomena evidently related to the monetary issue. 

2 – The autonomization of truly social forms   

Before we begin the presentation of the process mentioned above it is important to explain the reasons for using the term “truly social” instead of the more usual “social forms” to qualify some of the forms presented by Marx. The best way to explain this is to take the first pair of categories that take part in the movement we refer to. As we know, Marx begins his analysis with the commodity, and justifies this beginning by considering that the commodity is the elementary form of societies where the capitalist mode of production prevails. Despite being elementary and simple (in the sense that, like a cell, it is the first element of a social totality), this form is not a mere product of thought. It is not, in this sense, ‘abstract’, but concrete, as it is present on a phenomenological level (everyone knows – even if they know nothing else – that practically everything that is useful and serves human needs can be bought and sold in real or virtual shops) and it is also complex, as it consists of determinations that contradict one another. As we know, these determinations, themselves social forms that represent the dual aspect of commodity, are “use-value” and “value”. 

There is no doubt as to the social character of value, since without it the very definition of commodity – as well as its importance in characterizing capitalism – would make no sense. It is historically determined and only exists in its actuality (the Hegelian Wirklichkeit) in the capitalist mode of production. However,  the use-value is itself also a social form, because at every moment, it shows a reality that is socially determined (for example, coal-heated irons, so useful before the emergence of electrical power, stop being so after the invention of the electric iron, turning into decorative objects at best). 

Put another way, we must remember that, for Marx, man is a social animal and the life he builds is, by definition, social. In this sense, what is valid for all social groups (and therefore not exclusive to this or that historical group) never ceases to be social. Therefore, it is necessary to qualify as ‘truly social’ the forms that express more precisely the nature of the capitalist mode of production.

One last observation is worth making before we effectively begin to outline this movement. The existence of these two types of social forms, which was the way Marx found to indicate  the antithetical character of modern bourgeois society, implies the existence of a permanent tension between two poles, a tension resolved only through the repositioning of this tension onto a higher level, which in turn then requires further repositioning, and so forth. Basically, as we will see, the relationship of opposition between these forms and, consequently, the permanent tension between them, derives from the fact that modern society poses as concrete and effective what is general.
 For this reason, generality and, in this sense, abstraction, are the greatest characteristics of this society. In the words of Marx: 

The general value-form, in which all the products of labour are presented as mere congealed quantities of undifferentiated human labour, shows by its very structure that it is the social expression of the world of commodities. In this way it is made plain that within this world the general human character of labour forms its specific social character. (1990/1867, p. 160, my italics).
This observation is important because it explains the reason why truly social forms, through their own logic, tend to become autonomous from the social forms they oppose, trying, at every step, to disengage from concrete obstacles that hinder their completeness, thereby creating new levels of tension and new forms of autonomization. As previously mentioned, the discussion will follow Marx’s presentation of the economic categories in Capital, and assumes that it shows them as they relate to one another in capitalist society.  

1st movement:  with the introduction of money, value becomes autonomous from use-value that also constitutes the commodity

The first moment when the movement towards autonomization appears is with the externalization of the commodity’s internal contradiction. As we know, Marx considers that the exchange relation between commodity and money represents the external form of the commodity’s internal antithesis between use-value and value and it functions as its solution. Behind the exchange relation, as we know, are the relative and equivalent forms, the first on the left hand side and the second on the right hand side of the equation. The peculiarities of the equivalent form, as presented by Marx in Chapter 1, can be summarized by saying that what is on the right hand side of the exchange relation, unlike what is on the left hand side, has the form of direct exchangeability. In the simple form of value, to use Marx’s classic example (20 yards of linen = 1 coat), the coat, because it is placed as equivalent, has value as a coat and is then directly exchangeable, unlike the linen, that can only represent its exchangeability by using the coat as a mirror. In the form of general equivalent, the commodity placed on the right hand side takes on the capacity to be directly exchangeable in face of the whole universe of commodities. As we have commodities on both sides, there is a duplication of the “use-value and value” pair, whose interrelation Marx explains in the following way: 

In this opposition, commodities as use-values confront money as exchange-value. On the other hand, both sides of this opposition are commodities, hence themselves unities of use-value and value. But this unity of differences is expressed at two opposite poles, and at each pole in an opposite way. This is the alternating relation between the two poles: the commodity is in reality a use-value; its existence as a value appears only ideally in its price (…) inversely, the material of gold ranks only as materialization of value, as money. It is therefore in reality exchange-value (…) (1990/1867, p. 199, my italics). 

As Marx makes it clear, the externalization of the antithesis contained in the commodity between use-value and value results in an equation in which we effectively have use-value on the left hand side and value (exchange-value) on the right. Thus, by applying the distinction previously made between the two types of social forms – between commodity and money – the truly social form is money, as it is the value that has become autonomous from the use-value, i.e., it is a commodity that functions only as value. And this is so because money is precisely the general equivalent and, in this special commodity, the abstract determination prevails and becomes absolute.
 As Marx reminds us, the use-value of gold when it functions as money is a formal use-value, for its social existence absorbs, so to speak, its material (natural) existence, and with it, its natural use-value. 

In summary, in the position of the commodity gold as money, matter is present, its concrete content is present, but it is a matter that exists for the form. As Fausto reminds us “(...) on the real level, the unity  [between value and exchange-value] is given in the fact that it is the relation between two moments of the form, the form as form (value), and the form placed in the matter (exchange-value). The matter is there, but as matter of the form.” (1997, p.83, my italics, free translation). It is therefore a material existence entirely subjected to the imperatives of the form. Consequently, with the resolution of the commodity’s internal contradiction and with the emergence of money, the tension does not cease to exist: it is merely repositioned onto a higher level, i.e., inside money itself.
2nd movement: with the consideration of  the role of medium of circulation, money becomes autonomous from the concrete that the measure of value requires 

From this point on, the same type of movement is going to be repeated, in several rounds, in the entrails of money itself, since the tension remains and becomes part of this object. To follow it, let us review the determinations of money, as presented by Marx in Chapter III of Capital. As we know, Marx considers that money consists of three determinations: measure of value (and pattern of prices), medium of circulation or medium of exchange, and a third determination, which is constituted by two others in mutual opposition: medium of payment and hoard.
 

The first determination (measure of value) is the focus of the main arguments of those who maintain that money must be a commodity, according to Marx’s theory of money.
 The reason for this is that, of all the determinations of money, this is the one that is most directly related to the material (natural) dimension of the commodity’s internal tension that money has brought into itself. Its role as measure of value then requires a certain concreteness, something that alludes to the concrete – and in this sense, natural – world of labour process, that is, man’s labour in its creation and in the production of useful things. However, this determination, which is effectively the one that resolves the commodity’s internal contradiction, since it implies the existence of a general equivalent, contradicts its second determination, which is to function as medium of circulation. There are several elements in this contradiction that deserve attention. The most important are the existence of monetary prices as social hieroglyphs, which take us back to the need for the measure of value to appear as a pattern of prices, and the position of the medium of circulation as a medium of payment, which implies credit money and relates to the third determination.

Let us start with the pattern of prices. At first sight simply a kind of addition to the first determination (since it does not itself constitute a determination), the need for money to appear as a standard for the monetary expression of the commodities’ value reveals itself, however, as something far more complex, making what is required from money as pattern of prices oppose what is required from money as measure of value. This appears in two moments in Chapter III of Capital. In the first, Marx argues that, as a measure of value, gold only fulfils its function because, as a product of labour, it is a potentially variable value, therefore not stable, whereas, to function as pattern of prices “the stability of the measurement is of decisive importance” (Marx, 1990/1867, p.192). 

In the second moment, Marx refers to the quantitative incongruence of the form price. He states that the size of the commodity value expresses a necessary relation with the time of social labour, but that with the transformation of the value size into price, this necessary relation appears as the exchange-ratio of the commodity with the monetary commodity that exists outside of it, where the possibility of the incongruence emerges. He finally adds that this is not a defect of the form price, but rather what turns it into a suitable form for the capitalist mode of production. As in the previous case, these are opposite requirements, because as measure of value, money should be able to demonstrate the relation of necessity between each commodity and its value. However, money is unable to fulfil this requirement, since the relationship between commodity and money, that is, the commodity’s price, “may express both the magnitude of the value of the commodity and the greater or lesser quantity of money  for which it can be sold under the giving circumstances” (ibid., p. 196), i.e., money, in its role as medium of circulation, is subject to a high degree of arbitrariness produced by specific circumstances and, therefore, by the contingency involved in each exchange. Everything would be easier if value – this essential determination of the commodity – didn’t have to appear as price, and if, consequently, the general equivalent, in order to function as measure of this value, didn’t have to appear as a standard of these prices. But, about this, Marx is unambiguous:

The name of a thing is entirely external to its nature. I know nothing of a man if I merely know his name is Jacob. In the same way, every trace of the money-relation disappears in the money-names pound, thaler, franc, ducat, etc.. The confusion caused by attributing a hidden meaning to these cabalistic signs is made even greater by the fact that these money-names express both the values of commodities and, simultaneously, aliquot parts of a certain weight of the metal which serves of the standard of money. On the other hand, it is in fact necessary that value, as opposed to the multifarious objects of the world of commodities, should develop into this form, a material and non-mental one, but also a simply social form (ibid., p. 195, my italics).

Marx could not have been clearer about the antithesis involved in the dual requirement demanded of the general equivalent, which is to function as measure of value and, as such, to appear as pattern of prices. He was also very clear as to which of these two forms is the truly social one. Although it might seem inadequate to refer to the measure of value as a “less social form” (because it is in fact what resolves the commodity’s basic internal contradiction between use-value and value by using the general equivalent as an instrument), we must also acknowledge, along with Marx, that the expression of value, if it is to be expressed in monetary terms, in a social way, is then obliged to evolve into this unmeaning, pragmatic and ‘purely social’ form.
 

Before we investigate the relationship between the first and the second determinations of money (measure of value and medium of circulation), it is worth noting that the necessary appearance of money  –  which is the general equivalent (and, therefore, measure of value) – as standard of prices functions exactly as a kind of transition between these two determinations. In other words, the functioning of money as medium of circulation, whose effectiveness presupposes its capacity to express in a simple common way the values of all commodities, imposes its position as a pattern of prices. 

This observation is important because, as we will see, the main element that characterizes money as medium of circulation, i.e., as currency, is precisely the possibility it provides of being replaced by a representative of itself. Although long, it is worth reproducing a series of Marx’s considerations on this matter, all of them in the second section of the third chapter of Capital:

 Money takes the shape of coin because of its function as the circulating medium. The weight of gold represented in the imagination by the prices or money-names of the commodities has to confront those commodities, within circulation, as coins or pieces of gold of the same denomination. (...) In the course of circulation, coins wear down, some to a greater extent, some to a lesser. The denomination of the gold and its substance, the nominal content and the real content, begin to move apart.  Coins of the same denomination become different in value, because they are different in weight. The weight of gold fixed upon as the standard of prices diverges from the weight which serves as the circulating medium, and the latter thereby ceases to be a real equivalent of the commodities whose prices it realizes. (...) The fact that the circulation of money itself splits the nominal content of coins away from their real content, dividing their metallic existence from their functional existence, this fact implies the latent possibility of replacing metallic money with tokens made of some other material, i. e. symbols which would perform the function of coins. (...) The metallic content of silver and copper tokens is arbitrarily determined by law. In the course of circulation they wear down even more rapidly than gold coins. Their function as coins is therefore in practice entirely independent of their weight, i.e., it is independent of all value. In its form of existence as coin, gold becomes completely divorced from the substance of its value. Relatively valueless objects, therefore, such as paper notes, can serve as coins in place of gold. This purely symbolic character of the currency is still somewhat disguised in the case of metal tokens. In paper money it stands out plainly. But we can see: everything depends on the first step (ibid, pp. 221-224, my italics).

The quotation makes it clear that, for Marx, for money to assume its role as currency, it doesn’t have to be a commodity, not even a metal token; it can be a mere paper-note. In this determination, therefore, money completely breaks free from the material barriers that (given the internal tension it contains), contradict its inclination towards abstraction and generality. As Marx states, its monetary function becomes “independent of value”. The final line of the quotation indicates, in turn, that this logical development is inevitable (see note 10 below). Therefore, we can say that money functioning as medium of circulation leads to the abstract that money represents becoming autonomous from the concrete that the measure of value requires. 

But this autonomization takes place within the limits of circulation, it is an autonomization in behalf of circulation, i.e., circulation is its purpose. Needless to say, the circulation at issue is one that seeks only to exchange the different use-values that the commodities bear, that is, it is the C–M–C circuit, in which money is just a “medium”, an instrument to make possible a goal that ultimately originates in the use-value. The tension between commodity and money as general equivalent was resolved in the contradiction between the first and the second determinations of money itself and this solution repositions the same tension onto a higher level, constituting the third movement.

3rd movement: with the consideration of the role of medium of payment, medium of circulation becomes autonomous from circulation
 

As we have seen, Marx analyzes money initially as measure of value and pattern of prices, and later as medium of circulation, but only constitutes it entirely when he adds the use of money as medium of payment and object of hoarding:
 

The means of payment enters the circulation, but only after the commodity has already left it. The money no longer mediates the process. It brings it to an end by emerging independently, as the absolute form of existence of exchange-value, in other words, the universal commodity. (Marx, 1990/1867, p.234, my italics).
As a consequence, for Marx, these two last functions are what establish money as an exclusive representation of value or as the only appropriate existence of exchange- value. It is only when money ceases to be a simple mediator of the circulation of commodities that its potentialities are fully realized. So, the perfect position of money in the totality of its three determinations confers it autonomy in relation to profane commodities (with their particular and concrete use-values), an autonomy that was already latent since its logical emergence as a general equivalent. However, the position of this third determination only makes sense when the objective of the circulation is no longer use-value, but the valorisation of value. If the objective is consumption, money should be simply the commodity’s evanescent form, so that, in the contradictory relationship between money and commodity, the latter prevails, maintains its dual determination, and does not suppress use-value. Nevertheless in Grundrisse, Marx says:  “Money is the negation of itself as mere realization of the prices of commodities, where the particular commodity always remains what is essential.”
 However, if the objective of the movement is the valorisation of value, money is positioned as much more than simple currency and repositions onto a higher level the contradiction it has previously resolved with the autonomization of the medium of circulation in relation to its role as measure of value:

There is a contradiction immanent in the function of money as the means of payment. When the payments balance each other, money functions only nominally, as money of account, as a measure of value. But when actual payments have to be made, money does not come onto the scene as a circulating medium, in its merely transient form of an intermediary in the social metabolism, but as the individual incarnation of social labour, the independent presence of exchange-value,  the universal commodity. (ibid, 1990/1867, p. 235, my italics). 

Therefore, the determination that defines money as money is precisely what makes it autonomous from circulation, because it is absent from effective circulation (when it is a medium of payment), or because it retreats from circulation (when it becomes an object of hoarding). So, the third determination contains at its core the same basic tension which gives rise to the positional requirement of the general equivalent. Money completes the circulation process in an autonomous way, not only because it may withdraw from circulation and yet still allow the circulation of commodities (as when credit – which the medium of payment foresees – turns into credit money), but also for the opposite reason, since it can resist circulation, which is what happens when concreteness is desired (and concreteness is desired when the objective is to have a safe port for the value that money represents, i.e., in times of economic crisis). The illusion that money is the true wealth is the position, in the level of appearance, of the determination that opposes the one that essentially constitutes it, of being pure form, completely abstracted from the concrete obstacles that face it.
 In this third determination, therefore, the functioning of money as medium of payment prevails as the truly social form, and as medium of payment it becomes independent from circulation, where its sole ideality is enough to make commodities circulate. On the other hand, to function as medium of payment is to function not only as a realization of the commodities prices, but also as payment of debts, taxes, rent, interest and of everything else that, even though it has no use-value, ends up assuming the form of value, shaping the qualitative incongruence of the form price that Marx referred to, which is, honour, conscience, moral values etc..

If we consider the second and third movements together, it’s easy to see that the conditions are given for money to become free from the intrinsic value that commodity money bears, and to assume the form of inconvertible money, thus resolving the contradiction between the matter of money and the social role it should play.  Commodity money is ambiguous, since its monetary function can affect its value, even without alteration in the amount of labour necessary to produce it. This implies a constant tension between, for example, the position of gold as a commodity produced by labour and its position as general equivalent. In Chapter III of Capital, in indicating that currency functioned only as a sign of value, Marx was able to explain the functioning of paper notes as money. However, he did not predict that such a substitution would be possible in the international sphere, where, for him, there should be the gold (and silver) itself.
 The autonomization movements exposed here show that the existence of inconvertible money in the international sphere is a possibility logically inscribed in the movement of the categories developed by Marx. In other words, the evolution of money (the imperative need for its autonomization to reach higher and higher levels) results in a need for the expulsion of its matter (the expulsion of the materiality of money).
 

It is clear that the expulsion of matter, an expulsion that has been historically posed since the beginning of the 1970s, raises questions as to the content of the measure of value that money effectively represents and this has motivated current discussions inside Marxism. These questions make sense, because if we consider that money is a sign entirely produced by the social convention embodied by the State, we would then be tempted to conclude that there is no substance in value, i.e. that it is determined only by exchange, which evidently conflicts not only with the Marxian theory, but also with the entire tradition of Political Economy.
 In my opinion, the best answer thus far can be found in the considerations elaborated by Moseley (2004) and Foley (2005), which can be summarized as follows: inconvertible money functions as measure of value even when it is not a produced commodity. When one hour of socially necessary simple labour is represented by a certain amount of money,
 this amount of money is not devoid of content: the monetary unit, in this case the US dollar, does not have its value determined by scarcity, but by being the unit in which the United States government debt is nominated.
 

That said, we can return to the autonomization process of the social forms we have been presenting. The position of money’s third determination, with its liberation from circulation, does not mean the end of the tension, nor its definite resolution. On the contrary, as the tension is taken higher and higher, the contradictions lying just beneath the surface increase as well.  In this case, the increase in the contradiction is obviously due to the emergence of credit – which is implicit in the position of money as medium of payment – and to the interest-bearing capital that follows it. These last developments constitute new movements of a nature identical to the ones on which we have commented. However, despite depending entirely on the full constitution of money, they are no longer movements of the categories of money itself, but involve the circulation of money as capital. 

4th movement: with the introduction of credit, the accumulation process becomes autonomous from the production and realization of surplus value
To analyze this fourth movement, it is interesting to look back on the process described thus far. With the introduction of money, posited as general equivalent, value becomes autonomous from use-value, but internalizes in money the tension between the abstract generality of value, which is one of the constituent of the commodity, and the concreteness of use-value, the other constituent.  With the consideration of the role of medium of circulation, money becomes autonomous from the concrete required by the measure of value, but internalizes in the medium of circulation the tension between abstract and concrete that constitutes the measure of value (which appears as the need for the measure of value to be presented as a pattern of prices). With the consideration of the role of medium of payment, the medium of circulation becomes autonomous from the circulation itself, but internalizes in the medium of payment the contradiction that exists inside the medium of circulation between its abstract, immaterial nature (which points logically to inconvertible money) and the materiality of the circulation it serves. With the development of money, fully constituted, in its figure of credit, the accumulation process becomes autonomous from the production and realization of the surplus value, but internalizes in credit the contradiction that constitutes this process between the logical impulse of indefinitely valorising value in general and the dependence that such valorisation has on the production of material and concrete wealth (that is, that has use-value as content).

In the beginning of Chapter XXV of Volume III, Marx recalls the third determination of money to add that “With the development of trade and of the capitalist mode of production, which produces only for circulation, this spontaneous basis for the credit system is expanded, generalized and elaborated.” (1991/1894,  p.525). From then on, and from the creation of credit money (banknotes), Marx demonstrates how this invention accelerates the development of productive forces and the accumulation process at the same time as it opens the floodgates to speculation and crises (it is no accident that the chapter at reference is called “Credit and Fictitious Capital”). He quotes Gilbart in The History and Principles of Banking: “It is the object of banking to give facilities to trade, and whatever gives facilities to trade gives facilities to speculation. Trade and speculation are in some cases so nearly allied, that it is impossible to say at what precise point trade ends and speculation begins...”
 (ibid., p. 532). Later on, Marx quotes the director of the Union Banking of Liverpool, in a statement about the crisis of 1847 “A man buys a bill abroad on England, and sends it to a house in England; we cannot tell whether that bill is drawn prudently or imprudently, whether it is drawn for produce or wind." (ibid., p. 541). Finally, in an excerpt by Engels, we read: 

The easier it is to obtain advances on unsold commodities, the more such advances are taken up and the greater is the temptation to manufacture commodities or dump those already manufactured on distant markets, simply to receive advances of money on them. As to how the entire business community in a country can be caught up in swindling of this kind, and where it ends up, we have a striking example in the history of English commerce between 1845 and 1847.
  (…)  This business was already under strain in the majority of cases. The enticingly high profits had led to operations more extensive than the liquid resources available could justify. But the credit was there, easy to obtain and cheap at that (…) All domestic share prices stood higher than ever before. Why let the splendid opportunity pass? Why not get into the swing of it? (ibid., p. 533/534) 
In a later chapter on the role of credit in capitalist production, Marx observes that, in addition to accelerating the metamorphosis of commodities and capital itself, credit acts in the reduction of circulation costs, in the movement to equalize the general profit rate, in forming stock companies and also in the offer “to the individual capitalist, or the person who can pass as a capitalist, an absolute command over the capital and property of others, within certain limits,  and, through this, command of other’s people labour” (ibid, p. 570). Consequently, as Harvey accurately observes (2006/1982 pp. 281-288), credit seems to harmonize and resolve the contradictions of capitalism (between production and consumption, between production and realization, between the present use and future labour, between production and distribution, between the individual interests and class interests of capitalists), but, and here Harvey quotes Marx from Grundrisse, “credit suspends  the barriers for the realization of capital only by raising them to their most general form”. Therefore, still in Harvey’s words:

What started out by appearing as a sane device for expressing the collective interests of the capitalist class, as a means for overcoming the ‘immanent fetters and barriers to production’  and so raising the ‘material foundations’ of capitalism to new levels of perfection, ‘becomes the main level for overproduction and over-speculation’. The ‘insane forms’ of fictitious capital come to the fore and allow the ‘height of distortion’ to take place within the credit system (ibid., p.288).
This last observation by Harvey is important because the reference to the forms of fictitious capital carry us to the last autonomization movement, which is stimulated by the development of money in its role as interest-bearing capital.     

5th movement:  with the introduction of interest-bearing capital (and the principle of capitalization), capital becomes autonomous from itself

The key to understanding Marx’s analysis of interest-bearing capital is his observation that money, in the capitalist mode of production, acquires additional use-value for functioning as capital: 
In this way the money receives, besides the use-value it possesses as money, an additional use-value, namely the ability to function as capital. Its use-value here consists precisely in the profit that it produces when transformed into capital. In this capacity of potential capital, as a means to the production of profit, it becomes a commodity, but a commodity of a special kind (1991/1894, pp. 459-460). 
In other words, money appears as an object that produces value by itself and it is in this condition that it turns into commodity. When lent, it leaves the hands of its guardian in the condition of capital, and it is of little importance whether it is intended to be used as capital. That is why Marx says: 

The thing (…) is now already capital simply as a thing; the result of the overall reproduction process appears as a property devolving on a thing in itself. (…) The social relation is consummated in the relationship of a thing, money, to itself.  (…)  In M–M' we have the irrational form of capital, the misrepresentation and objectification of the relations of production, in its highest power (ibid., pp. 516, italics in the original).
When presenting fictitious capital, which he does in more detail in Chapter XXIX of Volume III of Capital, Marx also presents the instrument par excellence through which interest-bearing capital operates, which is the principle of capitalization. It is the omnipresence of capitalization in all transactions (which is precisely what makes it a principle) that renders objective the power of interest-bearing capital. As a consequence, any sum of money, any specific monetary revenue, whether or not it is generated by capital, appears as interest of capital and causes the emergence of fictitious capital, whether it be in the form of public debt, stocks, or bills of wind. “The formation of fictitious capital is known as capitalisation.” (Marx, 1991/1894, p. 597).  
Fictitious capital then is everything that isn’t capital, wasn’t capital, will not be capital, but works as such and it works as such because of the capitalisation principle. Thus, capital becomes autonomous from itself. The logical principle that governs its movement of valorisation escapes from itself and spreads throughout all transactions. Therefore, it no longer needs to adhere to the heavy and onerous requirements of productive valorisation. Furthermore, the property deeds generated by the principle of capitalization take on a life of their own, since they are transformed into commodities, which, according to Marx, confirm the appearance that they constitute true capital. However, the relationship of these property deeds with the concrete world of material production (of production of value anchored on labour and real income) is tenuous and fragile, and sometimes even non-existent, which opens the floodgates to all forms of speculation, and the formation of bubbles. Commenting on the huge devaluation of the stocks of canals and railways in England in 1847, Marx says:

As long as their depreciation was not the expression of any standstill in production and in railway and canal traffic, or an abandonment of undertakings already begun, or a squandering of capital in positive worthless enterprises, the nation was not a penny poorer by the bursting of these soap bubbles of nominal money capital (ibid, pp. 599).  

However, the power of interest-bearing capital and of all “insane forms of capital”, as Marx says – of which interest-bearing capital is the matrix – depends, in each historical circumstance, on the institutional framework of the capitalist production. That brings us to considerations about today’s capitalism starting from Marx’s theory of money, as presented here.  

3 - Money, autonomization of social forms and contemporary capitalism 

As we have already mentioned, the autonomization movements previously indicated are on the level of categories and are part of the presentation Marx makes about money, its action in the capitalist mode of production, and its evolution. As observed in the initial methodological note, we have at no time supposed that the order in which they were presented, which more or less follows the order in which they appear in Capital, has any correlation with the actual historical process. Neither is it implied in this presentation, for example, that the last of these movements, the one on interest-bearing capital, is in this last position due to the capitalist reality we observe today, nor that there needs to be any lapse of time between one movement and another. On the contrary, all movements are present simultaneously in the course of daily capitalist  life, even though they occupy different hierarchical structures at different times. 

Considering all of these movements, what can we say about today’s capitalism and the money’s role within it? Even if for different reasons and with differentiated emphasis, several authors sustain that capitalism today lives in the shadow of financial (interest-bearing) capital. Among others, Arrighi (1996, 1999), for example, speaks about the systemic cycle of financial valorisation; Brenner (2003, 2009) about the vice of the indebtedness; Chesnais (1998a, 1998b, 2001) about an accumulation regime dominated by financial valorisation; Duménil and Lévy (2003, 2005) about the hegemony of the finance; Gowan (2003, 2009a, 2009b) about the power of the Wall Street system; Guttman (1998) about the domination of the fictitious capital; Lapavitsas (2009a e 2009b)  about financialised capitalism; Palma (2009) about sub-prime capitalism;  Sweezy (1997) about the exacerbation of the tendency to financialisation of the XX century capitalism;  Wallerstein (2003) about the descendent phase of a  Kondratiev cycle dominated by financial investments. 

Research data would seem to support all these views. According to a recent survey by the Mckinsey Global Institute, the value of the world’s financial assets (considering equities and government and corporate debt securities and bank deposits) increased by 14 times between 1980 and 2007, with an increase of around 1500%, whereas the world’s GDP was limited to a growth of just 600% (5 times) during the same period.
 And the value of these assets is so high despite the numerous crises that continue to emerge, imposing severe devaluations on this ‘wealth’. Somehow, therefore, financial capital (interest-bearing capital) has increasingly become autonomous from real capital, that is, autonomous from the capital effectively existing in facilities, machines and equipment that produce useful things (tangible or intangible). In other words, there seems to be enough evidence that a large part of this wealth consists of fictitious capital. And this is the very reason that the fragility and vulnerability of the world’s economy have increased substantially. 
To complete the picture, in the same period there was a sharp rise in the so-called derivatives market and with it a significant process of financial innovations, since over 90% of the derivatives negotiated are financial derivatives (i.e., referenced assets in the value of domestic currencies, in interest rates, in exchange rates, in debt titles, etc.). In reality, the relationship between these two elements is not merely casual: the outstanding increase in financial wealth at a much higher rate than the growth of real income has necessitated the development of financial innovations, as the need to protect this patrimony has grown (that is why some authors call capitalism’s current phase “patrimonial capitalism”).

So to what extent can we say that the weight of financial wealth is something new in the history of capitalism? This is a question that divides authors: for some, it is merely a cyclical phenomenon event that has already been seen in other historical scenarios (cf. for instance Arrighi, 1996 and Wallerstein, 2003), whereas for others it is new (of these, the most important here is Chesnais, 1998a, 2005). In any case, the fact is that the predominance of financial wealth has not only endured for almost three decades, it has also led to profound changes in the field of productive valorisation itself, that is, in the world of real capital. In this capitalism dominated by financial wealth, it is its logic that governs the process of creation of real income. Consequently, many of the transformations in the productive sphere, in terms of relations between labour and capital (increasingly flexibility, increasing precariousness, loss of labour rights etc.), or in terms of the production process itself (diffusion of Toyotism, “just in time”, customization, etc.), or even in terms of the organisation of the sectors (centralization of capital, delocalization of production, etc.) have been imposed by the imperatives dictated by the financial logic to which the production of material wealth should respond. Material wealth, which should be the basis of financial wealth, begins instead to be produced according to the imperatives of financial wealth.
  

The inversion promoted by the weight of financial wealth at the same time increasingly naturalizes the fictitious processes of formation and valorisation of capital, since it all takes place as if what really matters in economy are ‘the markets’, their moods and idiosyncrasies. This anthropomorphism, increasingly prevalent in the media, sounds all the more credible because, in current finance-led capitalism, negotiable titles clearly prevail over bank credit and although everything is said in the language of money, it is the figure of “commodity” of commodity-capital that actually imposes itself. While Marx said about interest-bearing capital that in it the capital relation assumes its most alienated and fetishistic form, the mystification of capital in its purest form, it might be possible to say that the generalized securitization that today takes over financial valorisation produces this mystification in an even more incisive way. All the complexity of the social relationships that constitute capitalism  and produce the effective growth of material wealth get moulded into an object that relates to itself and carries with it the miracle of valorisation. A stock, a private or public debt title self-valorises ‘in the markets’ and produces financial wealth, while at the same time ever more violently constraining the world of production – because, despite the fictitious content in the aggregation, this wealth is true for each agent taken individually – and produces requirements in relation to the real income, as if they were real capital. We can also see the increasing importance acquired in this process by wealth constituted by public debt titles, fictitious capital that had extreme importance in the primary process of accumulation that gave rise to the capitalist mode of production. An expedient typical of primitive accumulation
 attains a prominent position in the ‘advanced’, sophisticated capitalism of the beginning of the 21st century.
 

The question we should actually be asking is how is it possible that a dominance based on a ‘farce’ has endured for so long and altered the material scenario in so many different ways? One possible answer is that the world’s money has finally released itself from the chains that bound it to real commodities. The release of material constraints from the object that produces the unit in which wealth is calculated has obviously facilitated – since the beginning of the 1970s – the autonomization of capital when becoming liberated from itself. Furthermore, except for possible waves of devaluation that might affect the world money, the ‘help’ provided to markets in moments of crisis by bubbles of assets might come without raising suspicion about the ‘ballast’ of the liquidity that comes to the rescue (simply because the ballast no longer exists).
 This situation in turn clearly keeps excessive capital burning to a minimum. This way, the power of financial wealth grows and perpetuates, but the same happens to the size of the imbalance.
 Although in-depth discussion of this topic is beyond the scope of this paper, the seriousness of the present crisis and the far-reaching movements it is producing can give us a taste of the direction the system will take on the trajectory built by the movements of autonomization of the truly social forms. 
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�  The question is evidently about the nature of money in Marx’s monetary theory. Those who believe that it must necessarily be a commodity – the “yes” answer – conclude there is incompatibility between Marx’s monetary theory and inconvertible money; those who answer “no” defend the compatibility. Fred Moseley organized a seminar in the USA on this topic and the subsequent book – Marx’s Theory of Money: Modern Appraisals, published in 2005 by Palgrave Macmillan – provides a good picture of the current status of debate. 


� On this topic, I would refer the reader to the second essay by Fausto, 1987: to my knowledge, the most helpful clarification of the issue of the relation between Marx’s and Hegel’s dialectics. It is also worth noting that such criticism of Hegel in no way negates the intellectual debt that Marx owes the German thinker (he praises him several times), nor does it imply an abandonment – quite the contrary –  of the dialectic character (i.e. based on contradiction) of Marx’s analysis.


� For an excellent summary of this complex subject, see Borges Neto, 2002, pp.61-102.


� My approach here is informed by the analyses made by Fausto, 1983, particularly essays 3 and 4.


� In Harvey’s words: “(...) Money still possesses some peculiar, ‘transcendental’ properties. Money represents, after all, exchange-value par excellence, and thereby stands opposed to all other commodities and their use-values.” (2006/1982, pp. 244-245).


� The existence of these three determinations as constituting money in Marx’s thought is very clear in several passages of Grundrisse. Furthermore, it follows the exact presentation order of Chapter III of Volume I of Capital. I defend this reading of the presentation Marx makes about money in Paulani, 1992, pp. 136-142.


� Germer (2005), for example, argues that, apart from the measure of value needing itself to have value, in a simple circulation of commodities, which is for him where money originates, individual labour can only be converted into social labour by exchanging the commodity containing it for one that also contains in itself social labour, and inconvertible money does not fulfil that condition. 


� Concerning the last phrase of this quotation, the translation that is presented in � HYPERLINK "http://www.marxists.org" �www.marxists.org� seems to be more faithful to the original. There we read: “On the other hand, it is absolutely necessary that value, in order that it may be distinguished from the varied bodily forms of commodities, should assume this material and unmeaning, but, at the same time, purely social form.” (visited in 10.28.2009). In fact this phrase sounds better than that one cited above, particularly, “unmeaning”, in the expression “…should assume this material and unmeaning …”, sounds better than “non-mental”. However, the term material in the same phrase (which repeats in both translations) doesn’t seem to be adequate. In German, the word that Marx used in this period is “sachlichen” which doesn’t mean “material”, but  “real”, “objective” or even “pragmatic”.


� Discussing the same topic from another perspective, Reuten (2005) also highlights the distinction between the demand for money to function as measure of value and as pattern of prices. For the author, when Marx says that money “measures the value”, he means that money establishes the measurability of value and it does so necessarily by means of the pattern of prices. In other words, prior to this measurement there is only the immanent and immeasurable substance of value (abstract labour), once it is the measurement by money that performs this homogenization in value of commodities (pp. 87-89). And Foley (2005) seems to share this opinion when he says “abstract, social necessary labour, which is the ‘substance’ of value, emerges jointly with the expression of exchange-value in the pricing of commodities in terms of money. There is no general, ex-ante method of measuring the abstract, social, necessary labour expended in producing commodities independent from the whole process of exchange of commodities mediated by money”. (p.38).   


� It is worth noting that, in the original, Marx wrote in French the last phrase of this quotation. There we read: “Man sieht, ce n’est pas que le premier pas que côute”.  The phrase in French means more than “everything depends on the first step”. It means that it is only the first step that costs, because once it has been given, everything else comes automatically. This is important for the argument we are defending here concerning the process of autonomization of the truly social forms. That is why I’m calling attention to this.


� Harvey highlights the same contradiction between measure of value and medium of circulation, but in the end refers to the circulation of credit money, which, in terms of the economic categories, demands the existence of the third determination of money: “The necessity for such an hierarchical ordering [of the monetary institutions] can be traced back to the underlying contradiction between money as a measure of value and money as a medium of circulation. For while credit moneys appear superbly adapted to function as almost frictionless media of circulation, their capacity to represent ‘real’ commodity values is perpetually suspected. The notion of some absolute measure of value may appear redundant at any one particular level in the hierarchy, but the problem of ensuring the quality of Money remains.” (1982/2006, p.249)


� Here I am expanding on considerations made in Paulani (1992). 


� It is no accident that Marx, after naming the first section of Chapter III “Measure of Values” and the second “Medium of Circulation”, calls the third section simply “Money”.   


� The observation is in the last part of the “Chapter on Money”, which was written in November 1957 and which is included in Notebook II (First volume) of Grundrisse. The version here used is the online edition available in � HYPERLINK "http://www.marxists.org" �www.marxists.org�., which has been transcribed from the Penguin edition, 1973, transl. Martin Nicolaus.   


� In other words, inside the interpretation defended here, money is in essence a pure form, which nonetheless needs to be placed, in the plan of appearance, as its own opposite, as absolute matter, as true wealth. The insatiable greed for liquidity triggered by the recent American mortgage crisis is a good illustration of this contradictory form of existence of money. These arguments are developed in much more detail in Paulani (1992). 


� “In this latter role [as a world currency] it is always the genuine money-commodity, gold and silver in their physical shape, which is required” (Marx, 1990/1867,  p. 243). 


� For a development of this idea see Rotta (2008, pp. 87-150).


� That is, to admit from the development of the economic categories presented by Marx that money is essentially a pure form, and now a form historically imbued with a ‘substance’ appropriate to its concept (the paper note or the electronic impulse), does not imply giving up the theory of value – quite the contrary. In fact, the autonomization impulse itself would not exist if we considered value as being determined only by exchange.  


� According to Moseley (2004), what determines this amount of money is the ratio MpV/L, where Mp is the quantity of paper money forcedly put into circulation, V is the velocity of circulation of that quantity and L is some empiric measurement of social labour time.


� Foley (2005) adds that, being a liability, it doesn’t pay interest only because the governmental policy creates a situation in which its convenience income is equivalent to the interest that would have to be paid to sustain its value if it were less liquid. The Keynesian inspiration of the argument is clear, but this does not invalidate its defense of the substantive character of value and of money, even in its inconvertible form.


� It goes without saying that the nature and depth of the recent crisis is a perfect illustration of this statement. 


� In the original as well as in the translation that is available in � HYPERLINK "http://www.marxists.org" �www.marxists.org� this passage ends with a phrase which, I don’t know why, is not present in the edition of Capital of Penguin Books here used. The phrase is: “It [the history of English trade during 1945-47] shows us what credit can accomplish.”  


� According to the same source, the ratio between financial wealth so defined and the world’s GDP, which was 1.2 in 1980, reached 4.0 in 2007. 


� Two good examples illustrate the synergy between the production of material wealth under the command of financial logic and the constant growth of this logic’s power that such movement produces. The purpose of the holding society is to manage capital money in a centralized way, so as to make cash flow work not as a production-supporting activity, but as an additional ‘profit center’ (quite often, this becomes the most important center of profit, given the potential profitability of the financial assets). The second observation, directly connected to the first, (cash flow management as ‘profit center’), is that interventions by non-financial companies in the exchange markets can be five to ten times higher than the payment needs of their international transactions (on this topic, see Serfati, 1998). That is why, for example, Brazilian traditional and well established big companies broke in recent crisis: Despite the importance the exportations had in their performance, they didn’t complain about the exchange rate and the valorization of the domestic currency (Real) produced by Brazilian monetary policy; the gains they were having in derivative markets laying their bet on the continuity of the valorization process of the Real were so huge that much more than compensated the losses they were having in exports. With the emergence of crisis the things inverted and these companies lost the face.  


� For a sophisticated thesis about the role performed by the typical expedients of primitive accumulation, including those marked by violence in today’s capitalism, see Harvey (2004, 2006). 


� The increase in power of the State’s creditors thanks to the growth of this kind of wealth is one of the most important factors in the success of the neoliberal discourse and in the State’s adaptation of economic policy to suit these interests. 


� The current situation provides a good example of this. The present crisis was circumstantially caused by the mortgage markets in USA, with a knock-on effect throughout the entire world. Even so, the world still looks to the US dollar as medicine for this illness, and people in general don’t doubt its capacity to be true wealth. No one knows how long the US dollar will continue to have the conditions to play the role of world money, but this is another matter.  


� This is one of the reasons why authors like Chesnais prefer to use the term “financial fragility”, instead of “financial instability”. It is not that the system, being stable and balanced, is subject to eventual instabilities caused by finance. Quite the opposite: the system is structurally fragile because of the prevalence of financial wealth and financial logic. 
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