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Invisible Leviathan: Speculations on Marx,
Spivak, and the Question of Value

Noel Castree

Any really “loving” political practice must fall a prey to its own critique.
—Spivak, “The Practical Politics of the Open End”

“Marx1sm.,” as Louis Althusser correctly observed, “has in its history passed through
a long series of crises and transformations” (1979, 237). However, if it is to survive
a.s‘a living intellectual and political force into the twenty-first century, then its prac-
‘htlogers must respond in particularly creative ways to the present “crisis of Marx-
Ism.” For the crisis is an especially acute one. I say this fortwo reasons. First, per-

haps more than at any time during this century Marxism has succumbed to an ebullient ©

llgght enjoying an unprecedented ideological hegemony. Second, this defeat by the
as iilst ef:lagalﬁasetnfexac(;arl?ated.by Marxism’g currgnt unpopularity on the Left. Regarded
iniffo e gooundano(r;/ahst, and totahzmg:—m short, as 100 *“modern”—Marxism’s
meticu o war ;xll) or effacement of otherngss” and “difference” has been

T, pre}sfse)ép(())iet y P(i)stmodem, poststructurghst, and postcolonial critics.
dileme wo sides, contemporary Marxists ﬁnd themselves in an acute
a. On the one hand, the relevance of Marx’s critique of political economy

h .
a8 In many respects never been greater. The gulf between the Right’s ideological

C o . o . - .
‘. o?gsc‘a‘l'nor'ls.( the end of history,” the triumph of liberal democracy, the beneficence
. € “invisible hand,” the sanctity of possessive individualism, and so on) and the

reali . . .
ne'dllty of sprctadmg poverty and intensified uneven development demands an imma-
ntcritique in which an explanatory-diagnostic account of the present conjuncture
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is conjoined with a sober anticipatory-utopian reading of the possibilities for pro-
gressive change. On the other hand, if Marxists are to “reclaim reality” (to borrow
Bhaskar’s [1989] felicitous phrase), then they must deploy the very same claims to
truthfulness, comprehensiveness, and certainty that the Right has so effectively used
both to conceal the violent realities of a capitalist world economy and to prosecute
its own counterrevolutionary case. In short, Marxism (as Marx himself realized over
a century ago) will simply not be able to win back the hearts and minds of ordinary
people if its cognitive claims are not based on good economic and social “science.”
The problem is that such a strategic reversion to its “modern” architectonics threat-
ens to reinstall all the closures and exclusions that have exposed Marxism to so much
criticism from its erstwhile comrades on the Left.

Symptomatic of the difficulties of fashioning a Marxism supple enough to oper-
ate simultaneously on these two fronts is the inadequacy of many of the Marxisms
presently proffered as responses to the current “crisis.” On the one side, a number of
what we might call “modern” Marxists working in the fields of economic theory and
the history and philosophy of economic thought have bravely stuck to their guns and
kept the light of classical Marxism burning through the dark days of the 1980s
and 1990s. Among them one might count figures such as Chris Arthur, Alex Cal-
linicos, Guglielmo Carchedi, Michael Eldred, Ben Fine, Norman Geras, Lawrence
Harris, David Harvey, Ian Hunt, Joseph McCarney, Fred Moseley, Patrick Murray,
Bertell Ollman, Geert Reuten, Derek Sayer, Tom Sekine, Ali Shamsavari, Tony Smith,
Michael Williams, and Ellen Meiksins Wood. This is, of course, a heteroclite list and
I donot mean to imply any absolute identity among these authors. But what they do
share, for all their differences, is a strong belief in the coherence and continued rel-
evance of Marx’s oeuvre in something like its original form. On the other side, a
number of what might be called “postmodern” Marxists have sought to open up his-
torical materialism in the direction of otherness and difference in order to accommo-
date the insights of postmodern, poststructuralist, and postcolonial critics. Most no-
table here has been the “post-Marxist” work inspired by Laclau and Mouffe (1985)
and the “antiessentialist Marxism” of Resnick and Wolff (1987), which present his-
torical materialism as a nonessentialist, nonfoundationalist, and nontotalistic critique
of political economy. The strengths of each camp are the weaknesses of the other,
and the mutual suspicion between “modern” and “postmodern” Marxists has been
manifested in a series of well-known and fractious debates in which advocates on
each side have been vilified by their antagonists. Modern Marxists argue that cri-
tique must be grounded in a coherent and systematic theory of political economy,
while postmodern Marxists argue that such an orthodox approach does violence to
the overdetermined complexities of any social formation. Conversely, where
postmodern Marxists creatively open up the borders and soften the hard edges of
Marxism, modern Marxists argue that this undermines the scientific rigor necessary
for theory to function effectively as critique.

We seem here to arrive at something of an impasse or grand either/or, Either cri-
tique must rest on firm ontological and epistemological foundations, even though
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such an absolute grounding is strictly impossible or critique must become honest about
its partiality and precariousness but thereby relinquish the foundationalism that has
allowed it to function so effectively in the past. These are, I think, debilitating alter-
natives. Indeed, to concede that they exhaust the current available options for any
revivified historical materialism arguably amounts to an admission of the intracta-
bility of the contemporary crisis of Marxism. For this reason it seems to me vital to
develop a “third way” between what Richard Bernstein aptly describes as “the Scylla
of ‘groundless critique’ and the Charybdis of rationally grounded critique that ‘rests’
on illusory foundations” (1993, 8) if Marxism is to move forward creatively into the
twenty-first century. If this is possible, then the phrase “the crisis of Marxism” can,
as Althusser argued, be given “a completely different sense from collapse and death.”
Instead we can say: “At last the crisis of Marxism has exploded! At last it is in full
view! At last something can be liberated by this crisis and in this crisis” (1979, 237).

In the spirit of these stirring words, this paper aims to advance the project of find-
ing a “third way” for Marxism in which both modern and postmodern elements can
be brought into a tense but productive conjunction. This both/and approach builds
on the previous works of Parker (1985, forthcoming), Amariglio and Callari (1989),
Diskin and Sandler (1993), Keenan (1993), and Garnett (1995). These authors, rather
than seeking to reduce Marxism to one or another side of a putative modem-postmodern
divide, instead emphasise and embrace the ambivalences of Marx’s project. By elu-
cidating the mutually constitutive interplay of modern and postmodern elements in
Marx’s oeuvre, this approach initiates what Garnett calls “a new genre of . . . Marxist
criticism in which texts are judged not simply as more or less (post)modern but as
modern/postmodern in particular ways” (1995, 43) and, we might add, with particu-
lar effects.

The specific focus of my concern is Marx’s theory of labor value. Celebrated by its
devotees as a brilliant insight into the foundations of the capitalist mode of production
and dismissed by its detractors on both Right and Left as logically flawed and histori-
cally inaccurate, the “labor theory of value” is still the focus of much debate within
and outside the Marxist fold (see, for instance, Mohun 1996). It is not my intention to
reconstruct that complex debate here. Instead, I take it as axiomatic that Marx’s value
theory offers an indispensable basis for any contemporary Marxism. The key ques-

tion, however, is in what modality contemporary Marxists should read value. Value |

theory is routinely regarded as among the most central and most “modern” parts of
Marx’s theoretical corpus, especially as it is articulated in Capital, volume 1, where
Marx makes such grandiose reference to the “luminous summits of science.” There,
explicated through a materialist inversion of Hegelian dialectical logic, value theory is
often considered the site of a foundationalism in which exploited human labor (Homo
faber) is the originary subject of a system (totality) which it both makes and becomes
subject to as a force standing over against it. However, this is not the only way in which
value theory can be read. I use the textual metaphor deliberately because I think Althusser
and Balibar (1970) were right to argue that how one reads Marx makes all the differ-
ence in the world to what kind of Marxism one extracts from his texts.
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With this in mind, the burden of this essay is to show that Marx’s value theory, as
explicated in Capital, volume 1, can be read as a constellation of both modern and
postmodern elements, each enabling and disabling the other. Highlighting the am-
bivalence of value theory in this way, I hope to demonstrate that it can be deployed
for a powerful critique of political economy and simultaneously brought into a form
of theoretical crisis. Specifically, I focus on the value form (or what is usually con-
sidered the “qualitative™ or social relational aspect of value theory). I do so not be-
cause I think “quantitative” concerns unimportant but because by illuminating the
connective imperative between the content and form of capitalist social relations it
is Marx’s form considerations that give value theory its fundamental class character
and its deep critical and normative coloration.

As a vehicle for my argument [ begin with an appreciative critique of economist
Murray Smith’s important new book Invisible Leviathan: The Marxist Critique of
Market Despotism bevond Postmodernism (1994a). I do so for two reasons. First,
Smith’s trenchant argument is based on a resolutely “modern” reading of Marx which
places him in the company of those who still seek to defend the integrity and contin-
ued relevance of the classical project. Second, Smith uses a “fundamentalist” under-
standing of value theory to offer (as the title of his book suggests) a critique of both
the contemporary Right and those of a postmodern/poststructuralist bent on the Left.
Invisible Leviathan is thus intended to work simultaneously on the two fronts I iden-
tified above. Consequently, it offers a particularly clear and forthright example of
what intellectual and political resources a “modern” Marxism can offer us at the end
of the tweantieth century.

These resources, I argue, are at once indispensable and vulnerable. On the one
side, Smith’s project of disclosing “Leviathan” (i.e., capitalism) turns on an onto-
logical conception of value as a ghostly concrete abstraction which, when defetishized,
makes critically visible the global connections obscured by the “market theories,” as
he pejoratively calls them (various neoclassical and neoinstitutional frameworks),
which have become the reigning economic orthodoxy of our times (Smith 1994a, 2).
This “envisioning of the economy” through value is, I argue, an essential epistemo-
logical move because it reaffirms vision as a key faculty for Marxist economic theory
at a time when the Right has so effectively hidden the exploitative and despotic
social relations of global capitalism from view. If Marxism is to reclaim reality from
the Right then it must, I suggest, use this visualizing “power” of theory to show criti-
cally that the world is structured in this way rather than that. On the other side, how-
ever, I also suggest that Smith’s valuable attempt to make “Leviathan” visible is in
the end compromised by the modality of theoretical envisioning he deploys. In 2
characteristically “modern” gesture, Smith’s is an omniscient, exorbitant opticality
which seeks to grasp the social whole (sic) in all its dimensions through a particu-
larly reductive reading of the value form. Furthermore, Smith (232-37) takes an un-
remittingly negative attitude toward those discourses—or what he regards as latter-
day versions of unreason—that can arguably be used to render his theoretical vision,
and the conception of value underpinning it, more supple: postmodernism and post-
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structuralism. This is not to say we should endorse everything that comes under these
two labels (or, more recently, the label of postcolonialism), but it is say that knee-
jerk rejections of the sort in which Smith indulges bespeak a defensive narrow-
mindedness that is, I think, characteristic of contemporary “modern” Marxism more
generally.

In the second part of the essay I therefore turn to a different, more reflexive read-
ing of the value form: that offered by feminist cultural critic Gayatri Chakravorty
Spivak. Although noted for her outstanding contributions to poststructuralist and
postcolonial thinking, she has also articulated a persistent concern to rethink Marx,
particularly his theory of labor value (Spivak 1984, 1986, 1987, 1988a, 1988b, 1990a,
1990b, 1994, 1995). This marks her out as an unusual and distinctive figure, since
most of those working in the fields of poststructuralism and postcolonialism are wary
of, or even opposed to, any kind of Marxist theory. For this reason one might rea-
sonably expect to find a number of examinations of Spivak’s Marxism in the critical
literature. Surprisingly, however, this is not the case, and we still await a thorough-
going elucidation of Spivak’s scattered speculations on Marx and the question of
value. For this reason my consideration of Spivak is a modest and provisional at-
tempt to render the nature and implications of those speculations somewhat clearer.

As I show, Spivak’s stress on reading and her persistent use of textual rather than
Jjust visual metaphors is both deliberate and important. For if Smith is right that theo-
retical envisioning is absolutely essential for a Marxist critique of capitalism, then
Spivak’s speculations show how it must also be inflected by what I will call value’s
“textuality.” This does not mean that value is simply a concept in a book, but it does
mean that it cannot be seen simply to reside in some “extradiscursive” ontological
realm where theory can then innocently map it. Rather, value as an object of thought
is for Spivak as much constituted or brought into presence by theory as it is consti-
tutive of it. Here her notion of textuality becomes important because it implies that,
far from being a discrete entity with a pristine ontological existence, value is neces-
sarily approached through theoretical lenses that suture it in particular ways and thus
keep at bay the heterogeneiry intrinsic to theory’s textuality.! This, 1 argue, provides

an effective counterpoint to Smith’s goal of making “Leviathan” visible, for Spivak’s :
interest in the textuality of value is not antiocular but, more subtly, implies that bring-

Ing certain things into view depends on the active displacement and marginalization
of other things to which they are connected. In particular, her reading of value as a
catachresis—that is, something that has no adequate literal referent—offers a strate-
gic position from which the value concept can be deployed for a critique of global
political economy and at the same time rendered radically unstable. While this may

appear 1o oppose the position of Smith and like-minded modern Marxists, I suggest

instead that it teases out a both/and logic already immanent, but rarely registered, in
their readings of value. My conclusion is that by requiring us to rethink both the nature
1. The term “‘suture” has a number of different meanings depending on the context in which it is used.

Here it signifies the imperfect absence of a former identity or relation. imperfect because some trace of
that identity/relation is still apparent. as when a scar marks the site of surgery.

/
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of value as a ghostly global abstraction and the nature of its origin (“living labor”),
Spivak’s speculations open up the possibility of an ambivalent modern/postmodern
Marxism which can retain its critical force without degenerating into an arrogant and
arrogating metatheory that displaces other voices, lives, and histories.

The Value of the Value Form:
Production and Real Abstraction

Abstract wealth, value, money, hence abstract labour, develop in the
measure that concrete labour becomes a totality of different modes of
labour embracing the world market.

—Marx, Theories of Surplus Value

At the heart of Smith’s critique is a particular rereading of Marx’s value theory. I
say “rereading” because Smith engages critically with over a century of Marxist and
Marxisant thinking about value in which, so he argues, the logic, power, and origi-
nality of Marx’s value theory have been progressively diluted and distorted. Abjur-
ing the interpretation of the “neo-Ricardian” school, his distinctive contribution to
the value debate is to draw critically upon the insights of what he calls the “neo-
orthodox” school (after, for example, Diane Elson) and especially the “fundamen-

tél/i_st”: school (after, for example, Anwar Shaikh) in order to restore the original unity

of the qualitative and quantitative aspects of Marx’s value analysis. This is a formi-
dable achievement, and Smith is to be congratulated for the rigor with which he has
tried to demonstrate the probity and distinctiveness of Marx’s original position.

An overall assessment of Smith’s comprehensive rereading of value is beyond
my competence here. In what follows, therefore, I want to limit my attention to Smith’s
conception of the value form and its vital role in enabling his disclosure of global
“Leviathan.” While this risks doing violence to the integrity of his argument, it does,
1 think, open a valuable window onto its “modern” cognitive and normative dimen-
sions. Smith’s most original value form arguments are largely parasitic on others,
but no less important for that. They amount to two theses. First, value originates un-
equivocally in the realm of production as the creation of living labor. Second, value
as a social abstraction has an emphatically ontological status that needs to be recog-
nized. Both claims are deceptively familiar, so in this section I will try to indicate
why Smith thinks them distinctive. But in order to do this it is first necessary to spell
out Smith’s more general ontological and epistemological commitments as well a$
his basic ontological conception of value as a virtual dimension whose forms of ap-
pearance dissimulate its real nature and content.

Real Abstractions and Thought Abstractions

Smith’s is a “no-nonsense” brand of Marxism which owes its cognitive appeal to
the particularly confident link it posits between “knowledge” (his theory) and the
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“real” (capitalism). Ontologically that reality is understood through what Bertell
Ollman called a “philosophy of internal relations” (1971, 26). Here Smith emphasizes
(after Ollman, as well as Rubin 1990) that Marx’s relationalism, inherited from Hegel,
implies that each “part” of capitalism internalizes, as part of what it is, its relations
with all other aspects of capitalism (1994a, 52). The parts therefore cannot be iso-
lated in the manner of analytical thought precisely because their relations with other
parts are so important to what they are.? But epistemologically Smith insists that this
view of capitalism does not commit him to a “reflectionism” where thought simply
mimics the real (i.e., the absolute nonautonomy of thought, or what Roy Bhaskar
[1989, 157-58] terms the “ontic fallacy”): this, he avers, can only lead to the dogma
of “diamat” (i.e., dialectical meterialism). Neither, Smith claims, does this aversion
to crude mimeticism imply, conversely, that knowledge makes its object (i.e., the
absolute autonomy of thought, or “epistemic fallacy” [1994a, 13]): this, he argues,
can only lead to equally dogmatic brands of social constructionism (121). Instead,
for him Marx’s is a sophisticated procedure whereby thought, through increasingly
“determinate thought abstractions,” mediates the real.? In other words, according to
Smith, Marx viewed knowledge (or what Bhaskar [1989, 68] calls the “transitive
dimension”) as being capable of generating real insights about the world (what
Bhaskar calls the “intransitive dimension” [127]), while being both fallible and par-
tial and always nonidentical with the world.*

Here, then, Smith suggests that Marx is able to do justice to the specificity of theory
as a “product of a thinking head” (Marx’s words), without severing it from the ma-
terial world. As important, it is precisely this specific “labor of thought,” as Smith
calls it, that for him also actively permits that world to be seen (1994a, 121). Theory
thus becomes an indispensable moment of critical practice in Smith’s Marxism: it is
precisely because reality (like value) does not simply “disclose” its relations for all
to see that the labor of theory is necessary to reconstruct it in thought. In short, then,
Smith claims that Marx’s subtle epistemology enables him to claim a particularly
intimate connection between thought and the real—thought that, to quote Smith,
“takes shape according to the specificity of its objects themselves”—without it fall-
ing into the reflectionism that “postmodernists” like Richard Rorty detect in so much
“modern” theory (1994a, 121; Rorty 1979). Here Smith feels he is able to offer what

2. Both Ollman (1971, 1993) and Rubin (1990) are clear about the Hegelian heritage of Marx’s rela-
tionalism. See also Carol Gould (1978) and Kevin Brien (1987). Indeed, Smith (1994a, chap. 11) con-
trasts Marx's Hegel-inspired relationalism to the antinomies of postmodern thought which, he argues,
ideologically sever the related and which reflect a resurgent Kantianism in contemporary theory. In
this he is not alone: Christopher Norris (1990), for example, has offered insightful analyses of Jean-
Frangois Lyotard’s problematical Kantianism.

3. Patrick Murray (1988, chap. 10) offers perhaps the clearest available account of “determinate” and
“general” thought-abstractions.

4. H. T. Wilson captures this position well: “The question of thought's authority therefore compels us
to come to terms with what it must be relative to reality, once we have acknowledged that it is not and
never can be coterminous with reality. Its authority must lie in what it can achieve when it sees its task
as one which includes constituting the object of disciplined empirical study in the interests of practice,
without any capacity . . . to achieve an identiry with reality” (1991, 27-28, emphasis added).
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might be called the exemplary promise of theory, but in a refined form: because theory
(after much conceptual labor) becomes profoundly immanent to (but not identica)
with) its object, it becomes itself what Joseph McCarney calls “‘a form of socia]
change” rather than merely the basis for ratiocination about the desirability of such
change (1990, 127).

The Duplicity of Value: Content and Form

If the above is a fair summary of Smith’s philosophical commitments, then it fol-
lows that for him value is primarily a real internal relation/dimension of capitalism
but also a theoretical concept that illuminates that relation. I will say more about how
(indeed even if) Smith puts his subtle epistemological protocols into practice later.
But for now let me say more about his basic ontological conception of value (chap. 4).
This conception posits value as a social entity that duplicitously expresses three con-
tradictory social relations of capitalism as a historically determinate socioeconomic
order. The first is the equalitarian exchange relation between private producers and
consumers who meet in the marketplace. Here Smith reconstructs Marx’s famous
account of the four value forms from Capital, volume 1, in order, like him, to con-
clude that “money as the measure of value is the necessary form of appearance of
the measure of value which is immanent in commodities, namely labor time” (1994a,
57-58). He then discusses Marx’s equally famous account of commodity fetishism,
wherein “the commodity reflects the social characteristics of men’s [sic] own labor
as objective characteristics of the products of labor themselves, as the socio-natural
properties of these things” (quoted in Smith 1994a, 58).

This structure of misrepresentation is, as is well known and as Smith is at pains to
show, complex. In the first place, it is only at the moment of commodity exchange
that the concrete labors producing commodities as use-values are actually brought
into a relation. In the second place, Smith continues, it is therefore the act of com-
mensurating things in exchange that abstracts from the real inequality of these con-
crete labors (and from the “natural” differences of the commodity bodies themselves)
to give real existence to labor in the abstract. Third, Smith insists that abstract labor
(the substance of value measured as socially necessary labor time) is therefore a social

Jorm, as, in turn, is value itself: “value has a purely social existence” (54). Fourth,
because this virtual objectivity appears as a relation among things mediated by the
money form, it is itself, Smith goes on, the content of that further form but does not
seem to be so. As Marx said, “value . . . does not have its description branded on its
forehead; it rather transforms every product of labor into a social hieroglyphic”
(quoted in Smith 1994a, 60). The commodity form in which value appears, in other
words, is inherently misrepresentative of its social content. )

However, value does not merely express (albeit in dissimulated form) the equali-
tarian relation between private producers. Within capitalist societies, private com-
modity producers aim to sell their product for an increment over and above the valué
of the inputs required to manufacture that product. This presents an apparent contra-
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diction, for how can a producer derive an inequality (an added increment of value)
from an exchange relation predicated on equality? The answer, Smith argues, is found
by turning to the realm of production, the centerpoint of Marx’s analysis. For Marx,
of course, capitalist production is based on an exploitative social relation between
those who own the means of production and those who must sell their labor power to
survive. Exploitative, because for Marx labor power has the special quality of being
the only input into production with the ability to generate more value (surplus-value)
than is necessary to reproduce it (constant capital only transferring previously exist-
ing value to the newly produced commodity). However, because again this exploit-
ative relation appears as a relation between things based on equality (a wage for a
day’s work), its true nature is disguised.

This brings us, finally, to a third social relation of which value is expressive: the
competition relation between rival capitalists each seeking to maximize his or her
accretion of value. The details of how aggregate surplus-value is redistributed among
competing capitals within the economy are exceedingly complex, as Smith carefully
shows, entailing considerations of the formation of a general profit rate, the role of
prices of production, the varying value compositions of individual capitals, and the
like. For Smith, though, the main point is that intercapitalist competition in the sphere
of circulation in the short term leads many capitals into bankruptcy while others pros-
per, while in the long term it leads to deep and periodic crises of capital accumula-
tion, entailing economywide devaluation and job loss. Once again, though, because
this competitive value relation appears as relations among commodities vying to be
bought and sold in the marketplace, it is effectively disguised. In short, then, Smith’s
basic proposition on value is that it is in its very nature not to appear to be what it is,
that is, the contradictory unity of relations of equal exchange and exploitative pro-
duction and intercapitalist competition.

Production, Living Labor, and Ontological Structure

All this is fairly well-trodden ground (although also, of course, the subject of much
controversy within and outside twentieth-century Marxism). Where Smith’s argu-
ment becomes interesting is in the stress it places on living labor, and the site of pro-
duction, as the origins of all new value (1994a, chap. 5). Lest one think that Marxists
have always argued this, Smith shows that in fact they have not, pointing in particu-
lar to those of the “neo-orthodox™ school of value analysis.5 On the one hand, this
“school” rendered a valuable service in demonstrating how neo-Ricardians and some
crstwhile Marxists had misunderstood Marx’s category of abstract labor. Where these
latter authors thought Marx to be offering up a physiological conception of labor

S. Smith derives the term “neo-orthodox™ from the distance between these authors and a previous gen-
Eration of “orthodox” thinkers, such as Maurice Dobb and Ronald Meek. Where the latter became pre-
Uccupied with questions of value magnitude, the “neo-orthodox” thinkers reinstated a lost concern with
Yalue form. In effect, Smith’s neo-orthodox school is what Reuten (1988, 44) calls, in a more familiar
idiom, the “abstract labor theory of value” school.
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(abstract labor embodied), the neo-orthodox thinkers, such as Diane Elson, Ira Ger-
stein, Geoffrey Kay, Susan Himmelweit, and Simon Mohun, demonstrated the em-
phatically social, nonphysiological nature of abstract labor. However, Smith’s point
is that in so doing they risked severing abstract labor and value from production,
making them, instead, merely an effect of exchange. This, Smith continues, is deeply
un-Marxist for “by implicitly rejecting the social-ontological primacy of production,
it involves the complete evacuation of Marx’s problematic” (102).

His solution is to turn to the work of a number of “fundamentalist” Marxists,
notably Anwar Shaikh (1981), in order to show that “abstract labor and value are . . .
the results of commodity production. Both are created through the real activity of
producing commodities before they can enter into the realm of exchange. Once in
exchange, of course, commodity-values must then be realised, in money form. But
this process of realisation is distinct from the creation, production, or formation of
values in much the same way that the sale of a commodity is conceptually distinct
from its production” (Smith 1994a, 109).

In particular, by refusing—unlike the neo-orthodox school—to collapse abstract
labor into its representation as money, Smith argues that Shaikh is able to reinstate
the overlooked notion of “socially necessary labor time” in order to show that ab-
stract labor (and value) has an existence distinguishable from its appearance in money
exchange.® As Shaikh put it, the “labor involved in the production of commodities
produces value, while exchange merely realises it in money-form” (quoted in Smith
1990, 110). In this way, Smith continues, Shaikh is able to give due weight to the
critical moment of value production and class exploitation and thus to focus on what
separates Marx’s value theory from its bourgeois rivals and also what gives it its deep
political coloration.

However, this insight counts as little more than an assertion~~and here we come
to what Smith sees as his second distinctive contribution to understanding the nature
of value—unless it can be shown that value has an ontological existence (1994a,
chap. 6). As Patrick Murray (1988) has demonstrated so well, this is, of course, prob-
lematic given that value must appear but, as noted above, it must appear as some-
thing other than itself. Smith praises Murray’s account but also takes it to task for
suggesting that value can “exist only as a ‘tangible thing’ or as a reflection of such
things” (124). In Smith’s estimation, this claim cannot properly ontologize value
because effectively it reduces it to a phenomenal expression of concrete particulars.

He therefore turns to the work of Geoffrey Kay (1976), and especially that of
Norman Fischer (1982). For Fischer abstract labor and value can only be considered
as real—rather than ideally abstractions within a three-tiered ontological world view-
Where positivist and empiricist ontologies are two-tiered (admitting only general laws
and particular entities, Marx’s—so maintains Fischer—posits real structures, or ab-

6. Cf. Reuten (1988) who proposes the notion of ideal precommensuration. This, incidentally, is als0
for Smith the key to linking the form and magnitude aspects of Marx’s value theory: for abstract labor
is both form (appearing in exchange as money) and magnitude (a definite quantity of socially neces-
sary labor-time).
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stractions, which “mediate the relationship between general laws and particular en-
tities (Murray’s ‘tangible things’)” (Smith 1994a, 125). Abstract labor and value,
Smith argues, are precisely such structures. This is not to deny “that [they] . . . find
particular expressions or concrete forms (in which, indeed, [they are] . . . apprehended
as a ‘property of the concrete’)” but “it is to insist that [they have] . . . an existence
that is independent of these concrete particulars as well” (126). Murray’s error, Smith
continues, is to give too much weight to the particular and thereby to underestimate
how emphatically holistic Marx’s ontology is. As Marx put it, “Within the value re-
Jationship . . . the abstract universal is not considered to be a property of the concrete
sensuously real, but on the contrary, the sensuously concrete is considered to be the
form of appearance of the abstract universal” (quoted in Smith 1994a, 125). Without
dissociating or, conversely, collapsing into each other the social-structural and the
particular, Smith argues that Marx is able to demonstrate their dialectical unity: the
universal becomes the particular and the particular becomes the universal. This, Smith
maintains, is what ultimately distinguishes Marx as scientifically “realist” (in some-
thing like Bhaskar’s [1989] sense of the term) rather than positivist/empiricist, and
what enables him to show that value has a real existence distinguishable but not sepa-
rate from its particular appearance (Smith 1994a, 127).7 In this way abstract labor
and value are established as quite real inner-related global abstractions which have
an equally real, but—crucially—"ghostly” effectivity on laborers and capitalists alike
within the world economy that gives rise to them (see also Wolff 1988).

The Persistence of Vision: Making “Leviathan” Visible

The incapacity to envision the economy can play into the hands of

a reactionary . .. [particularism] that thrives precisely on the conditions

of blindness to the determinates of contemporary social life.
—Buck-Morss, “Envisioning Capital”

Smith’s conception of value as a duplicitous dimension that appears as something
other than itself, coupled with his added insistence that value is produced solely by
living labor in production and his further insistence that value is a virtual but quite
real global abstraction, amounts to a triad of very powerful claims about the onto-
logical properties of global capitalism. Here Smith’s title phrase “invisible Levia-
than” is particularly apposite because it captures the remarkable fact that the value
relations constituting a capitalist economy are ontologically real but at the same time
really invisible. That is, because of this peculiar “ghost-like objectivity,” value rela-

7. Tthink the best existing account showing how such abstractions come into existence and have “real”
efficacy has been written, ironically enough, by a non-Marxist, William Cronon. Cronon’s account has
Fhe virtue of using a specific historical-geographic setting to prosecute its case (the rise of Chicago and
Its hinterland as an integrated regional economy and ecology), and his analysis of the rise of the grain
market in particular offers a brilliant illustration of abstraction in the making. See Cronon (1991,
chap. 3).

AR



56 Castree

tions appear chiasmatically as forms that constitutively conceal their true origin,
nature, and effectivity.

There is, of course, nothing necessarily pernicious about the ontological invis-
ibility of relations and structures. But for Smith the invisibility of value relations is
pernicious: pernicious in three crucial respects that impact decisively on their origi-
nator, living labor. First, it enables the frequently severe exploitation of living labor
and the development of yawning divisions in class wealth by cloaking them in the
“fairness” of the equalitarian wage contract. Second, under value relations living labor
across the globe experiences the products of its own labor as despotic forces stand-
ing over against it, most notably and drastically in the form of economic crises. Third,
since some places and working communities are able to siphon off greater portions
of surplus-value than others, they engage in antagonistic competition which obscures
the fact that they are in fact globally unified by their common production of and
subjection to value relations. These three venerable points are, I think, among the
most important implications of Smith’s value-form arguments. As he puts it, sum-
marizing the leading phrase of his book title, capitalism is “a structure of socio-
economic relations that has usurped from conscious humanity real control over the
socio-economic life process and imposed a set of laws that are both very powerful
and deeply hidden from view” (1994a, 8). The term “invisible Leviathan” is thus
clearly intended as a critical counterpoint to the notion of the “invisible hand” of the
market whose beneficence is so vaunted by the forces of the New Right. Critical coun-
terpoint because Smith is adamant that, far from being inevitable, “Leviathan” can
and should be transcended: “To break this despotic power will require a conscious
decision to return control of the mechanisms of production and reproduction to the
conscious decision making of human beings collectively organised” (10).

The likelihood of such a project of transcendence will, as Smith correctly argues,
be crucially dependent on the formation of a “strong and well organised working
class” which, as he also rightly notes, “has been conspicuously absent fromall of the
‘experiments’ of ‘socialist construction” in this century” (10). But it will also depend
on the role of Marxist intellectuals and political ieaders as knowledge-bearing agents
with the capacity to inform and organize that working-class constituency on a na-
tional and international basis. While this kind of vanguardism may sound terribly
old fashioned, Smith is not alone among modern Marxists in believing it crucial to
reviving working-class politics today. Indeed, in his opinion, “this failure [of
twentieth-century socialist transformation] is one that ultimately falls most heavily
on those ostensibly socialist and working-class leaders in the West who retreated from
the program of social transformation and who justified this retreat by denying the
veracity of Marx’s value-theoretical critique of capitalism—almost always without
ever having bothered to understand it” (10).

Herein, I would submit, lies the importance of Smith’s own project of disclosing
“Leviathan” through his fundamentalist reading of “Marx’s value-theoretical critiqué
of capitalism.” If working people across the globe are to recognize their common
interest in transcending capitalist value relations, then an indispensable precondition
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is that they first be convinced of the reality of that common interest. In this connec-
tion the vital contribution of Invisible Leviathan, it seems to me, is to attempt to make
seen the otherwise invisible relations constituting global capitalism, thus reaffirm-
ing the vital importance of vision for a critique of political economy.

This claim is not quite as banal as it might seem. The faculty of vision has been
both abused and vilified by contemporary theorists right and left. I say abused be-
cause the Right has used theory to effectively narrow our cognitive purchase on eco-
nomic life. As Susan Buck-Morss has recently argued in an essay on the way dis-
courses of political economy since the eighteenth century have made the economy
visible, the “minimalist vision” of what, like Smith, she calls contemporary “market
theory” consigns to invisibility “the web of social interdependence produced by eco-
nomic activity” (1995, 465). Indeed, by passing off the monadic activities of appar-
ently asocial individuals and spatially separate communities as the “truth” of eco-
nomic life, market theory encourages a selfish individualism and reactionary localism
to reenchant the “empty” space of society, an individualism and localism presently
seen, for example, in parts of Eastern Europe newly won to capital. In its place, there-
fore, she recommends a “philosophical, critical vision of the social body as it is pro-
duced by the global economy” to fulfill a “visionary need” to see “the social whole”
(466). On the other side, however, critics on the Left (notably several feminists) have
convincingly demonstrated the complicity among theory, vision, and power within
the domains of radical thinking itself, which has thus had to reconsider its own cog-
nitive strategies. Indeed, this critique has been forcefully directed against several
modern Marxists, notably David Harvey whose The Condition of Postmodernity has
come under fire for its assertive oculocentrism in which, so Rosalyn Deutsche (1991)
and Meaghan Morris (1992) claim, vision becomes a faculty of exclusion whereby
Marxism adopts the Archimedean conceit of the perfect, total view of society.

However, important as this criticism is, I think it risks dissipating the cognitive
“power” of critical theory altogether. Like Haraway (1991), I think that the Left simply
must deploy the connective imperative between theory and seeing if it is to reclaim
reality from the Right. Invisible Leviathan does just this, and Smith is to be congratu-
lated for his valuable attempt to “envision the economy” (to borrow Buck-Morss’s
useful phrase). The key point, however, is to undertake such an envisioning in a
modality different from that of Archimedean “modern” theories but without relin-
quishing the power of vision altogether for fear of marginalizing other aspects of
social reality.

In this regard the reflexivity of Buck-Morss’s own conception of “envisioning
the economy” is particularly useful. To begin with, “the economy” of which she speaks
does not preexist political economy and thus await “discovery” (1995, 439). Rather,
“the discovery of the economy [during the eighteenth century] was also its inven-
tion” (440). The economy, in other words, emerges as what John Rajchman calls a
“space of constructed visibility” (1991, 81). Explaining this, she continues, “because
the economy is not found as an empirical object among other worldly things, in order
for it to be ‘seen’ by the human perceptual apparatus it has to undergo a process,
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crucial for science, of representational mapping. This is a doubling, but with a dif-
ference; the map shifts the point of view so that viewers can see the whole as if from
the outside, in a way that allows them, from the inside, to find their bearings” (1995,
440, emphasis added).

Here, then, “the economy,” as Louis Althusser once said in his theorization of a
decentered totality, “is precisely not expressed at all,” for the concept, “like every
concept, is never immediately ‘given,” never legible in visible reality: like every
concept this concept must be produced, constructed” by the analyst (Althusser and
Balibar 1970, 101).8 Thus, Buck-Morss’s concluding call for a new theory to “see”
economy as “a social whole” becomes a strategic and ironic intervention in the on-
going struggle to alter the workings of world-changing social constructions such as
that Marx called capitalism: we see “the whole” as if from the “outside” in a way
that allows us, from the “inside,” to find our bearings. Derek Gregory suggests the
possible productivity of this reflexive strategy when he insists that “there is no need
to convert the critique of the gaze into a recoil from vision” (1994, 345). In this re-
gard, Buck-Morss’s most original point can be rendered thus. The struggle to con-
ceptually “envision” the economy is both necessary to lay claim to that “reality” and,
in turn, partly constitutive of that “reality,” even though it can never offer a final,
decided vision of that “reality.” Aware of the dangers of claiming a view from no-
where, Buck-Morss, like Haraway, nonetheless wishes to strategically “reclaim”
vision for political-economic critique. Theory here becomes “diminutive” or, in
Haraway’s words, “a little si(gh)ting device in a long line of such craft tools” (1992,
295), and I will shortly have more to say about what this way of seeing might entail
for Marxism in my consideration of Spivak.

The Metaphysics of the Value Form:
Capitalism, Labor and History

Economic life—the “economy,” the economic realm, sphere, level,
instance, or what-have-you—is in itself a . . . representation.
—Clark, The Painting of Modern Life

Given the self-declared subtlety of his epistemological procedures, one might
expect Smith’s envisioning of the economy to operate in the kind of reflexive way
advocated by Buck-Morss. However, I now want to argue that despite these episte-
mological asseverations, in practice Smith’s modality of envisioning is resolutely
“modern” and Archimedean insofar as it is predicated on a particularly restrictive
reading of the value form. While this allows it to function as an effective critique of

8. This insight that the mode of production does not represent itself but must be represented was, of
course, the basis for Althusser’s claim that Marx’s “immense theoretical revolution,” when read symp-
tomatically, could “see” reality aright.
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the obfuscations of market theory, it does little to advance the cause of Marxism on
the Left. In fact, I would suggest that it sets it back. Let me elaborate.

Most fundamentally, it is not entirely clear how one maintains the tension—which
Smith, following Marx, claims he maintains—between theory as an accurate and
“true” representation of the real and theory as nonidentical with the real (i.e., as
thought and not the objectof thought). As Alan Carling has put it, Marx here “stretches
a kind of tightrope separating logic from history, and it is possible to fall off on either
side. On the one side, it is possible to collapse history into logic . . . on the other side,
it is possible to collapse logic into history” (1986, 58). In this regard, I want to sug-
gest that Smith’s ontological conception of value as an “internal” relation or struc-
ture amounts to a theoretical imposition onto the world he seeks to comprehend,
posing as an adequate, accurate and exhaustive conceptual reflection of it. This has
three dimensions. First, by assuming that value relations simply exist “external” to a
theory of them, he naively implies that, when all is said and done, the veracity of
theory can be checked against the “facts™ of history. Second, I will suggest that by
also assuming that value relations have a distinct or pure ontological existence sepa-
rate from other social processes—that is, value as an “internal relation” presumably
exclusive of “external” noncapitalist relations—Smith presents an impoverished
ontology of social life, one that risks effacing noncapitalist relations and nonclass
loci of identity. Third, and most important, I will also claim that in both cases Smith
actually collapses history/ontology into theory/epistemology and therefore in fact fails
to deliver on his subtle epistemological promises. All three criticisms apply, I think,
at two related levels: that of social formation and that of social subjectivity. Let me
take each of these in turn, then consider a possible rebuttal from Smith’s perspec-
tive, following which I suggest how Smith inadvertently generalizes the shortcom-
ings of his argument onto a wider geohistorical canvas.

Pure Capitalism

Smith offers little extended commentary on the ontology of internal relations he
adheres to. Although, as I have said, the strength of this world-view is that it enables
One to see how the apparently unconnected are in fact essentially joined, this strength
becomes a signal weakness when Smith—like so many previous Marxists—connects
1t to a restrictive conception of what he calls “the totality that is the capitalist socio-
€conomic system” (1990, 8).

There have, of course, been numerous conceptions of totality within the Marxist
tradition. Smith’s, however, is remarkably traditional. It is not so much that he be-
lieves that capitalism as an economic system is really, when all is said and done, all
there is to social life. He does not, although I will suggest shortly that he ultimately
approaches this position by default. But because Invisible Leviathan takes capital-
ism as an analytically distinguishable object (Smith discusses nothing else except
“the capitalist mode of production™) and because at the same time Smith’s episte-
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mology leads him to make confident cognitive claims about the real, in effect capi-
talism becomes really distinguishable in his account. This is where his conception
of “internal” relations becomes limiting, because it abandons the challenge of mak-
ing sense of social formations characteristically “overdetermined” in principle (as
Althusser famously put it). To reiterate Althusser’s admonition: the economy is pre-
cisely not expressed, yet in effect Smith takes it to be so.? Put differently, Smith’s
value relations are “internal” because for him they belong to, indeed constitute, what
he implies is a bounded entity, what Robert Albritton disdainfully terms “pure capi-
talism™ (1993, 25; see also Diskin and Sandler 1993). As such “the economy” be-
comes falsely disembedded from social formations in which it is inextricably imbri-
cated with a multiplicity of other practices and relations, leading Smith into what
Andrew Collier dubs the “fallacy of misplaced concreteness” (1989, 27-28).

At the empirical level this theoretical disembedding enables Smith to adduce all
manner of data to show that “capitalism” indeed exists (unsullied) and, moreover,
that its gyrations (notably its crisis tendencies) can be explained by deploying the
insights of the “law of value” (chaps. 7 and 8). One of course deeply sympathizes
with this urge to make theory and history speak to each other: without this dialogue
theory, in Christopher Norris’s pointed formulation, simply “turns against itself”
(1990, 4). But Smith’s appeal to history is problematic. First, his dialogue seems more
a one-way conversation. Despite his epistemological disclaimers, Smith’s substan-
tive investigations in practice proceed as if there is no problem at all in the way theory
grasps history: the theory is ultimately supported by the “facts.” He thereby ironi-
cally reinstalls a rather crude model of knowledge as the mirror of history in which
the “real” is, in the last instance, taken to determine theory. The resulting impression
is that capitalism—if not quite constitutive of history as a whole (for how can one
ignore gender, “race,” sexuality, etc.?)—is taken to have its own discrete and dis-
tinct history which has a coherence and shape capable of being theoretically mas-
tered and apodeictically (empirically) demonstrated. Second, Smith simply takes it
for granted that “theory” and “history” really can be separated (only, of course, to be
properly reconnected later by formulating successively determinate thought-abstrac-
tions). But this ignores Roland Barthes’s (1967) warning that “history” does not simply
happen “out there,” achieving, in Robert Young’s withering words, “a ‘concrete’ ex-
istence outside theory, where it can lie in wait, ready to be invoked [for or] against
it” (1990, vi). More emphatically, it sidesteps the suggestion made very powerfully
by Timothy Mitchell (1988) and others, that theory (representation) corresponds t0
the effect of an “external reality” which paradoxically guarantees the certainty of rep-
resentation itself. In short, history, both as an “external” realm and as one taken t0

9. This, I take it, is one of the things Althusser was really getting at in his infamous claim that the
lonely hour of the last instance never comes. As he put it, “the economic dialectic is never active in the
pure state; in History, these instances, the superstructures, etc., are never seen to step respectfully aSid.e
