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CAPITAL AND THE PRODUCTION
OF NEEDS*
MICHAEL A. LEBOWITZ

OF THE CENTRAL PLANKS in the plat

conventional critics of Marx's economics has been the

allegation of inconsistency between Marx's treatment o
the course of real wages and that of the rate of profit. Jo
Robinson's well-known 1942 essay, for example, proposed th
Marx could demonstrate a tendency for a falling rate of pro
only "by abandoning his argument that real wages tend to
constant." And more recently Paul Samuelson, attempting
emphasize the "logical incompatibility of these two laws" (the l
of the falling rate of profit and the law of the immiseration o
the working class), has produced an alternative - the "Law
Increasing Real Wages," which he considers both a better e
trapolation from Marx's theory and also a closer representat
of historical experience.1
But did Marx have a general argument for decreasing o
constant real wages; and does this concept play any particu
role in his theory of immiseration? To the extent that it can b
demonstrated that rising real wages are entirely consistent wit
growing immiseration, then crude attempts to dismiss Marx an

Marxian economics by arguing that Marx believed that r

wages would decline under capitalism will have to be replaced by

something a bit more sophisticated.2 For a first step in such

demonstration it is necessary to direct attention to a matter ig

nored in these accounts of Marx's "error" - the rising level

* This paper is a revised section of "Human Needs, Immiseration and Alienation

presented at the annual meeting of the Canadian Economics Association, Tune 197

1 Joan Robinson, An Essay on Marxian Economics (London, 1957), p. 36. Paul Samuelson

"The Economics of Marx: An Ecumenical Reply," Journal of Economic Literature
(March 1972), pp. 53-4.

¿ The other side of the "inconsistency," the projection of a secular decline in the rate
profit, is considered in Lebowitz, "Marx's Falling Rate of Profit: A Dialectical View,"
Canadian Journal of Economics (May 1976).
430

This content downloaded from 203.15.226.132 on Tue, 16 May 2017 05:57:00 UTC
All use subject to http://about.jstor.org/terms

CAPITAL AND NEEDS 43 1

"necessity" as capitalism develops; an
that what has often been regarded
fact no more than a methodologically

Consider the standard argument f
stant or declining real wages. With th

ductivity of labor resulting from

quantity of social labor necessary to p

modities (or, in other words, the v
declines. And since labor-power (the
must be sold as a commodity under ca
quantity of social labor necessary to
productivity in the production of "ne
tion in the value of labor-power.
It is critical, of course, to recognize
of labor-power does not represent a
dle of commodities (or set of use-va
remains constant; only the quantity
duce the given bundle falls. Thus, the
ing nominal wages - a constant real w
wage (or wage share of national incom
of use-values in the subsistence bun

of a declining value of labor-pow

wage).5
But what does the positing of a fixed set of necessaries have
3 A further step is contained in Lebowitz, "Immiseration and Rising Real Wages," a
development of the argument in "Human Needs, Immiseration and Alienation," op.
cit.

4 If we let w, U and / represent, respectively, the value of labor-power in labor-hours
(or, necessary labor), use- values entering into a worker's consumption, and the productivity of labor, then w=U/l. Assuming productivity increases and the bundle of
use-values consumed by workers is constant, then the value of labor-power (or hours
of necessary labor) declines. If we further assume the length and intensity of the
work-day to be constant, then the portion of the work-day representing necessary
labor (or the wage share of total output) also declines. Cf. Lebowitz, "Marx's Falling
Rate of Profit: A Dialectic View," op. cit.
5 Although there is a scenario for declining real wages which emphasizes the destruction of skills, there is sufficient discussion in Capital concerning increased requirements for science, technology and skilled workers in general to suggest that emphasis
on skill requirements leads at the minimum to an indeterminate conclusion and we
are therefore abstracting from the matter of skills here. Similarly, the question of any
differences between wages and the value of labor-power is left to "Immiseration and
Rising Real Wages," op.cit. Following Marx, it is necessary first to "treat the difference
as accidental in order that the phenomena may be observed in their purity" Capital,

Vol. I (New York, n.d.), p. 184n.
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to do with Marx's concept of hum

opment? By treating labor-power as

with fixed technical (or physiolog

can view the worker as a subject wh

Nature (and an unchanging huma
further from the Marx who rejec
of Abstract Man and consistently st
human needs with the developmen
human activity.6

Marx's emphasis on the developm

definite resemblance to Hegel's posi
his Philosophy of Right, Hegel str
needs to multiply ad infinitum; for
versality and transcended animal re

first by the multiplication of needs an
secondly by the differentiation and div
parts and aspects which in turn becom

and so more abstract.

As social needs become preponderant, Hegel says, "the strict
natural necessity of need is obscured." Indeed, "to be confined to
mere physical needs as such and their direct satisfaction" is the
condition of savagery and unfreedom.7

Stressing as he did the fact that needs, like products, are
developed with the forces of production, Marx was critical of any

tendency on the part of economists to treat workers' needs as
naturally determined and unchanging.8 Thus, in 1844, having
cited Wilhelm Schulz' view that needs increase with production
and accordingly "relative poverty can increase whilst absolute
poverty diminishes," Marx commented: "But political economy

knows the worker only as a working animal - as a beast reduced
to the strictest bodily needs."9 This was the basis, too, of Marx's
6 See, for example, Marx and Engels, The German Ideology (New York, 1965), pp. 34-7,
and Marx, The Poverty of Philosophy (New York, 1963), p. 147.

7 Hegel, Hegel's Philosophy of Right, translated by T.M. Knox (New York, 1975), pp.
127-8.

8 Marx, Grundrisse (Middlesex, 1973), pp. 527, 612n, 494.
9 Marx, Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 (Moscow, 1961), p. 30. The comment certainly was not entirely fair with respect to Smith and Ricardo, the leading
figures in classical political economy; both recognized the role of habit and custom -
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criticism of the Physiocrats' error in c
level "as an unchangeable magnitude -

termined entirely by nature and no
development."10
How, then, can we reconcile a persp
the growth of needs with a model b

given and unchanging set of necessa

labor-power? Of course the answer is
labor-power a commodity like all othe
that its value is formed not only by
also by a historical or social element
related to "the satisfaction of certain

social conditions in which people ar

These socially determined wants fix n

saries for the production of labor-p
toncept of the "right" length of wo
time for satisfying his social and in
and number of which are condition

social advancement."12

Yet it is not sufficient simply to contrast Marx's position on
needs in general with the employment in his model of a constant

set of use-values entering into the production of labor-power;
capitalist society, (after all, could represent an exception to the

tendency of needs to grow. Thus it is critical to examine Marx's
view of the nature and development of needs in this particular
society - a society dominated by the capitalist mode of produc-

tion.

The Nature of Human Needs

In the very definition of a commodity with which Capital
begins, Marx indicates that a commodity must satisfy "human

wants of some sort or another" and that the nature of such wants

rather than just physiological requirements - in determining subsistence levels. Smith
included among necessaries "those things which the established rules of decency have

rendered necessary"; and Ricardo viewed the subsistence wage as incorporating

"those comforts which custom renders absolute necessaries." Adam Smith, Wealth of

Nations (New York, 1937), p. 822. David Ricardo, The Principles of Political Economy and

Taxation (London, 1969), pp. 52-3.
10 Marx, Theories of Surplus Value, Vol. I (Moscow, n.d.), p. 45.
11 Marx, Value, Price and Profit (Chicago, 1910), pp. 116-7.
12 Capital, Vol. I, p. 256.
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makes no difference, "whether, for inst
the stomach or from fancy."13 Thus i
requirement or the natural properties o
use-value. A use-value may be purely i
to be found in human beings rather th
supplied is not useful in itself. It is the
its utility."15

Yet the people who determine the

products (i.e., determine that products a
selves beings within a particular society
their judgments as totally subjective and
their heads, Marx argued that the refer
ily society itself:

The consumer is no freer than the producer

his means and his needs. Both of these ar
position, which itself depends on the who
the worker who buys potatoes and the kept

follow their respective judgments. But the d
is explained by the difference in the position
world, and which themselves are the produc
Thus one can not consider the needs of workers in the

abstract; they must be placed in the context of a specific society

The obvious starting point for an examination of needs under

capitalism, then, is the "mutual relationship of the different clas
ses and their respective economic position."17 While our concern
here is with the needs of workers, the context of capitalist society
requires that we consider the needs and consumption of at leas
one other class - capitalists.18

In Marx's work there is only a limited account of the

capitalist as consumer; his main interest is in the capitalist a
13 Marx, Capital, Vol I, p. 41.
14 Marx, Grundrisse, p. 769.
15 Marx, Poverty of Philosophy, p. 41.

16 Ibid., pp. 41-2.
17 Marx, Capital, Vol. Ill (Moscow, 1959), pp. 178, 191.

18 Restriction to these two classes is for the purpose of simplification and is not meant to
suggest that they are the only two that matter in a description of society. Certainly
consumption patterns of land-owners and money-capitalists affected the "wants" of
capitalists historically; and intermediary classes and strata between capitalist and sim-

ple wage-laborer play an important mediating role in the development of needs.
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personification of capital. Although M
consumption of necessities and luxur
as the capitalist performs the function
However, there was certainly no as
that capitalists were motivated solely

It is ironic that Marx's famous phra
late! That is Moses and the prophets

accumulation's sake," were not intende
capitalist's behavior but rather as an o

political economy (the subject of

capitalist. In contrast, Marx emphasi
desire for limitless wealth (manifest
was also the "desire for enjoyment."20
Alongside of - and in conflict with
tion, Marx described the capitalist's
luxury expenditure. Although it fell s

consumption to an imaginary bou

"consumption-oriented wealth," this p

use-values was one of two souls dwel
breast.21 To the capitalist "pleasure-t

ordinate to capital-accumulating;

wealth, he did so "with a guilty cons
thrift at the back of his mind."22 To
the function of capital itself:
The industrial capitalist becomes more or

tion as soon as he personifies the enjoym

wants the accumulation of pleasures inste

lation.23

The needs of workers in capitali

necessarily revolve around their positi
ity to labor - in other words, upon th

19 In his discussion of a simple reproduction mod
capitalists spend three-fifths of their income on
luxuries. Capital, Vol. II (Moscow, 1957), p. 404.
20 Capital, Vol. I, pp. 648-53.
21 Ibid.; Grundrisse, p. 270.

22 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, p. 12
274.

23 Ibid., p. 274.
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values except through the sale o

Parting with the use-value of labo
exchange- value, the worker prod
to him; since he must perform
in necessary labor, the worker p
the form of capital, confronts hi

Given the alienating nature o
alienation of the worker's creat
sponse to external compulsion, t

an "external, forced labor," a mea
It impoverishes the worker both
independent power confronting h
ing activity appears as "sacrifice
pression of his own life.

Hence, just as the worker relates t
alien thing, so does he relate to th
combination, as well as to his own
which, although it belongs to him,

him, and which A. Smith, etc. theref
etc.24

And what is this eternal compulsion but the existence of
needs, needs which can only be satisfied by the sale of laborpower? An element of wage-labor, Marx noted in an early work,

is:

the determination of the labourer through social needs which are an
alien compulsion to him, a compulsion to which he submits out of
egoistic need and distress - these social needs are merely a source of
providing the necessities of life for him, just as he is merely a slave for

them.25

Yet these needs are not themselves independent of the process of production, the exercise of labor-power. "Production not
only supplies a material for the need, but it also supplies a need

for the material .... The need which consumption feels for the

object is created by the perception of it."26
24 Grundrisse, p. 470. See also pp. 305-7, 452-3, 611.
25 Marx, "Money and Alienated Man," in Lloyd D. Easton and Kurt H. Guddat, Writings
of the Young Marx on Philosophy and Society (Garden City, 1967), p. 275.
26 Grundrisse, p. 92.
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The alienating nature of capitalist

that the worker seek to annihilate the

by bringing it (back) within himself
direct possession can the object be h
which is the possession of another.

alien compulsion to him) and alien

makes labor appear to be a sacrifice
alien object) reciprocally interact up
totality. The level and nature of w
found in the intrinsic qualities of th
level of capitalist society itself.
The Growth of Needs

The very expansion of capitalist

foundation for the growth of worker
which these needs are generated, the
cal. And here not only the productio
tion plays a central role.
One of the most important aspect
capitalism is his account of the consta
go beyond the barriers to production
the sphere of circulation.28 In order t
capital in circulation, there is a cons

use-values and to create new needs:

Hence exploration of all nature in order to discover new, useful qualities in things; universal exchange of the products of all alien climates
and lands; new (artificial) preparation of natural objects, by which they
are given new use values. The exploration of the earth in all directions,
to discover new things of use as well as new useful qualities of the old;
such as new qualities of them as raw materials, etc.; the development,
hence, of the natural sciences to their highest point; likewise the discovery, creation and satisfaction of new needs arising from society it-

self.29

These efforts are aimed at workers as well as at capitalists
27 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, pp. 106, 126.
28 For a discussion of growth and barrier in capital, see Lebowitz, "Marx's Falling Rate
of Profit: A Dialectical View," op. cit.
29 Grundrisse, p. 409.
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and other segments of society: "To
of all workers, with the exception
as workers, but as consumers."30
capitalist's attempt to expand the m

He therefore searches for means to s
give his wares new charms, to inspire

chatter, etc.31

As Marx had noted earlier, the

himself at the service of the other'
the pimp between him and his need
tites, lies in wait for each of his we
demand the cash for this service of love." The effect is to create a

"new need in another, so as to drive him to a fresh sacrifice, to

place him in a new dependence and to seduce him into a new
mode of gratification."32

Thus, inherent in the impulse to expand capital is the attempt to expand the means of realizing capital, of selling com-

modities: "a precondition of production based on capital is

therefore the production of a constantly widening sphere of circula-

tion"™ The sales effort, the attempt to create new needs and a
new mode of gratification, expands with the growth of capital.
Rather than being restricted to a fixed set of needs, the
consumption requirements of the capitalist tend to rise with the
growth of capital: "his expenditure grows with his accumulation,
without the one necessarily restricting the other."34
This tendency for capitalist consumption to grow with the
accumulation of capital provides an additional reason for the
30 Ibid., p. 419.
31 Ibid., p. 287.
32 Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844, pp. 1 15-6. Note Hegel's comment: "the
need for greater comfort does not exactly arise within you directly; it is suggested to
you by those who hope to make a profit from its creation." Hegel, op. cit., p. 269.
33 Grundrisse, p. 407.

34 Capital, Vol. I. pp. 649-51. This relationship is often expressed by considering
capitalist consumption as a constant function of surplus value. It seems more appropriate to represent capitalist consumption as a constant function of capital, since in
this case consumption requirements are presupposed to surplus value in any particular year and thus are anticipatory in nature. This approach has the added feature of
setting a profit rate at which level there is zero accumulation in a given year, thus
avoiding the introduction of exogenous turning points in a cyclical model.
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growth of workers' needs. In his

Marx describes the relationship

capitalist consumption and the dev

A house may be large or small; as long
equally small it satisfies all social dem

palace arise beside the little house, and
a hut. The little house shows now that it
no demands to make; and however high

of civilization, if the neighbouring p

greater extent, the occupant of the relat

and more uncomfortable, dissatisfied

walls.35

It is not the intrinsic properties
mine whether it meets social needs

social properties. "Our desires and pl
we measure them, therefore, by so

which serve for their satisfaction
nature, they are of a relative natu
Capitalist consumption (the palac

the effect of setting social standard
were to rise as a result of the accum
social standard could limit the gain (

The rapid growth of productive capit
growth of wealth, luxury, social wan
though the enjoyments of workers ha
that they give has fallen in comparison
of the capitalist, which are inaccessibl
with the state of development of societ

In another place, Marx puts it th

And just as the social productive forces

the capitalist mode of production, so

35 Marx, "Wage Labour and Capital," in Marx
1962),

36

pp.

93-4.

Ibid.,

p.

satisfaction

94

w

equalizing
of
o
of
the
particu
source
of
the
37
Ibid.,
p.
94
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fronting the worker grows apace and
that controls him. The world of wealt
world dominating him, and as it doe

and dependence grow larger in pr

plenitude match each other exactly.38

Thus the entire course of deve
involves the creation of new needs, "historic needs - needs

created by production itself, social needs - needs which are

themselves the offspring of social production and intercourse."
With capitalist development what previously appeared as a luxury is now necessary: "the transformation of what was previously

superfluous into what is necessary, as a historically created
necessity - is the tendency of capital." The old standards of

necessity and luxury are now replaced by new standards:

Luxury is the opposite of the naturally necessary. Necessary needs are
those of the individual himself reduced to a natural subject. The devel-

opment of industry suspends this natural necessity as well as this
former luxury - in bourgeois society, it is true, it does so only in antithet-

ical form, in that it itself only posits another specific social standard as
necessary, opposite luxury.39

It is important to recognize that there is a positive aspect to
the development of needs and the emergence of a new standard
of necessity. Since Marx identified the "first historical act" of

human beings as the creation of new needs and related the

growth of needs to the development of human society, he clearly

did not view the development of needs, per ^, as a bad thing.
Rather he argued that:

the greater the extent to which historic needs - needs created by production itself, social needs - needs which are themselves the offspring
of social production and intercourse, are posited as necessary, the higher

the level to which real wealth has become developed. Regarded mate-

rially, wealth consists only in the manifold variety of needs.40

The development of this new wealth, the development of the
38 Marx, "Results of the Immediate Process of Production" (The "Original Chapter 6")
in Capital, Vol I (Middlesex, 1976), Appendix, p. 1062.
39 Grundrisse, pp. 527-8.

40 Ibid., p. 527.
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many-needed social being, was itself p
capitalism.

Thus the emergence of the capitalist mode of production

brings with it the tendency to turn what had been the limits of

earlier modes of production into mere barriers to be transcended. Capital drives beyond "all traditional, confined, complacent, encrusted satisfactions of present needs, and reproductions
of old ways of life." It constantly "revolutionizes it, tearing down
all the barriers which hem in the development of the forces of
production, the expansion of needs, the all-sided development of
production, and the exploitation and exchange of natural and
mental forces."

This going-beyond any existing standard of needs, itself a
necessity for capital, thus produces a new social being:
the discovery, creation and satisfaction of new needs arising from society itself; the cultivation of all the qualities of the social human being,
production of the same in a form as rich as possible in needs, because

rich in qualities and relations - production of this being as the most

total and universal possible social product, for in order to take gratification in a many-sided way, he must be capable of many pleasures, hence

cultured to a high degree - is likewise a condition of production

founded on capital.41

At the same time as capital tended to produce a new social being
rich in needs, Marx also saw it producing a being rich in laboring

potential - "the fully developed individual, fit for a variety of
labours, ready to face any change of production, and to whom
the different social functions he performs, are but so many

modes of giving free scope to his own natural and acquired

powers."42

Yet this universal tendency of capital to develop productive

forces is restricted by the social relations of production of capital.

This new social being requiring many-sided gratification

emerges in a particular social situation; his new needs create a
new dependence and require fresh sacrifices. This situation can

not but affect the nature of human beings.43
41 Ibid., p. 409-10.
42 Capital, Vol I, p. 534.

43 Consideration of the nature of the new needs generated within an antagonistic structure and thus of the new social being produced by capitalism is beyond the scope of
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Assume, for example, that need
In that case, the development of so

a reduction in necessary labor a

emergence of "free time." The grow

time and necessary labor-time w

realm of freedom," for which the
prerequisite, where the developm
"an end in itself."44 The possibilit
external compulsion, would be ma
Yet the development of new nee
of necessary labor. Rather than the
different need, labor as an end in i

new requirement to work, adds

becomes a new link in the golden c
capital. Rather than expressing w
privation and dependence. The cre

"essential civilizing moment ... on

tion, but also the contemporary power
The Critical Assumption

There can no longer be any dou
that the development of capital
needs for workers, the generatio
added compulsion to sell their lab

Capital, is silent on the matter. An

source of confusion.

Rather than incorporating in Capital the tendency for constant change in the concept of necessity, Marx chose to treat the
level of necessity as given. Whenever he noted that the value of

labor-power contained a historical and social element or that it

depended on historically developed social needs, he was also

quick to point out that "in a given country, at a given period, the

average quantity of means of subsistence necessary for the

labourer is practically known."46
this paper. Notice should also be taken, however, of Marx's early comment that "the
extension of products and needs falls into contriving and ewer-calculating subservience
to inhuman, refined, unnatural and imaginary appetites." Economic and Philosophic
Manuscripts of 1844, p. 116.

44 Capital, Vol. Ill, pp. 799-800.

45 Grundrisse, p. 287. Emphasis added.
46 Capital, Vol I, p. 190.
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The quantity of these necessaries is kn

given society, and can therefore be treate

In other words, it is by assumption

that which can not be held constant
standard of necessity. The care with

guage and the repetition of his stipula
it to be understood only as an assum
The object of Capital is not to deter

over time. It is to explain the produ
nature of capital and, for that purpo
is necessary - the conception of a subs
termined and at whatever level). What
is not the level of needs at any given
an "average quantity of means of sub
labourer" as a given magnitude at a
that labor-power, as a commodity, has
from the value which that labor-pow
sary to locate the origin of surplus va
noted in the section drafted originally
of Capital:
It will become apparent in the course of these discussions that for the
analysis of capital it is a matter of complete indifference whether the
level of the worker's needs is assumed to be high or low.48

Thus, despite his criticisms, Marx praised the Physiocrats,

"the true fathers of modern political economy," for their

ground-breaking work in the analysis of capital. By placing the
"minimum of wages," "the equivalent of the necessary means of
subsistence," as the pivotal point in their theory, "the Physiocrats
transferred the inquiry into the origin of surplus-value from the
sphere of circulation into the sphere of direct production, and
thereby laid the foundation for the analysis of capitalist produc-

tion":

Therefore the foundation of modern political economy, whose business
is the analysis of capitalist production, is the conception of the value of
47 Capital, Vol I, p. 568.
48 Capital, Vol. I (Penguin), Appendix, p. 1069.
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labour-power as something fixed, as a
in practice in each particular case.49

Once we conceive of a fixed magn
follows that there is a level of pr
necessary to produce that set of ne
work-day; and that the resulting su
either by lengthening the work-day
productivity. The entire discussion

lute and relative - thus rests upo
magnitude of necessaries. In mak

Smith followed the Physiocrats, "li
ing of."50
With this starting point, the Physiocrats were able to formu-

late the concept of surplus value and to identify a productive
worker as one producing surplus value - even though they identified it as a surplus of use-values originating only in agriculture.
For this understanding, all that was necessary was the concept of

the "minimum of wages," the '"strict necessaire," for a given
period. If the Physiocrats "made the mistake of conceiving this
minimum as an unchangeable magnitude," Marx noted that "this
in no way affects the abstract correctness of their conclusions."51
For the analysis of capital, therefore, it is easy to understand

why Marx made this critical assumption of a fixed set of

necessaries - and also why, in contrast to the Physiocrats, he was
careful to stress that this referred to a given period, a given time,
a given epoch. It certainly was not an unusual procedure for him
to hold a critical factor constant for the moment for the purpose
of analysis - this is a method that he employed throughout Capi-

tal (His discussion of the rate of profit is one of the clearest
examples.) Indeed, in his consideration of the magnitude of the
value of labor-power in Volume I of Capital, he noted explicitly:
Any two of the factors may vary and the third remain constant, or all

three may vary at once .... The effect of every possible combination
49 The reference to the value of labor-power, as is clear in the context of the succeeding
discussion, is to "a sum of definite use-values" rather than to their necessary labor or
value. Theories of Surplus Value, Vol. I, pp. 44-5.

50 Ibid., pp. 68, 296.
51 Ibid., p. 45.
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may be found by treating each factor i
two constant for the time being.52

In his presentation in Capital, the on
of labor-power which Marx did no
was the given set of necessaries. O
his perspective on the constant gene
the development of capital, why did
duce changing needs into his mode
There is a simple answer to this qu

his work and he never wrote the book in which he would remove the

assumption of a fixed set of necessaries. On several occasions in 1858

and 1859, Marx indicated that his complete work on political
economy was to be divided into six books: "1) Capital. 2) Landed
Property. 3) Wage Labour. 4) State. 5) International Trade. 6)
World Market."53 While he subsequently recognized that he
could incorporate much of the material on landed property and
rent into the section dealing with "Capital," the material in-

tended for "Wage Labour" remained unwritten and unin-

troduced.54

In a number of places in the Grundrisse, Marx designated for

further discussion and development questions relating to the
consumption of workers and to changes in the level of necessity,
noting in some cases that this matter would be dealt with in the
section on wage labor.55 In his letter to Engels describing his six
books on political economy and, in particular, the book on "Capital," Marx was most explicit. Here he noted that:
in the whole of this section [the section on Capital in general] it is assumed that wages are throughout at their lowest level. The movement
of wages and the rise or fall of the minimum will be considered under
wage labour.56

The point is made in the Grundrisse: "For the time being, neces52 Capital, Vol. I, p. 578.
53 Marx, "Preface" to A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy, in Marx and
Engels, Selected Works, Vol, I, p. 361; Marx and Engels, Selected Correspondence (Mos-

cow, 1965), pp. 103, 104, 112.
54 Ibid., pp. 128-9.
55 Grundrisse, pp. 283, 287-8, 528.
56 Selected Correspondence, pp. 104-5.
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sary labour supposed as such; i.e., that
only the minimum of wages."57

As Marx explained to Engels, mak

"is the only possible way to avoid deal
discussing each particular relation." Ce

the standard of necessity changed, a
this question in his work on "Wage

All of these fixed suppositions themselves
course of development. But only by holdin

their development possible without confoundi

tically sure that, for instance, however th
may differ at various epochs and in vario
consequence of the demand and supply of

may change, at any given epoch the sta

acted upon as a fixed one by capital. To con

belongs altogether to the chapter treating of w

This treatment of the changing st
the exploration of its effect on the

never elaborated in the sections of Cap
As he noted in the original Chapter

Man is distinguished from all other animal

nature of his needs .... The level of the necessaries of life whose total

value constitutes the value of labour-power can itself rise or fall. The
analysis of these variations, however, belongs not here but in the theory
of wages.59

Those who sought to analyze Marx's theory of wages based

on a fixed set of necessaries, have thus failed to understand the

critical assumption he made in Capital Contrary to Robinson's
interpretation, Marx did not make the "argument that real wages

tend to be constant"; rather, in order to avoid "confounding
everything," Marx assumed - a working assumption to be removed in his volume on wage labor - that the "average quantity
of means of subsistence necessary for the labourer" is fixed.
57 Grundrisse, p. 817.
58 Ibid., emphasis added; Selected Correspondence, p. 105. Marx's reference to this section as

a "chapter" may be placed in context by noting that it occurs in his "chapter" on
capital, which comprises pages 239 to 882 in this edition.
59 Capital, Vol. I (Penguin), Appendix, pp. 1068-9.
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Where does this leave Marx's theory o
assumption of constant needs must be re
plore the course of wages in the Marxian s
cordingly, must be directed to the whole
of those "historic needs - needs created by
cial needs - needs which are themselves
production and intercourse." And, that m
the aspect of the value of labor-power w

rise:

The actual value of his labour power deviates from this physical
minimum; it differs according to climate and level of social development; it depends not merely upon the physical, but also upon the
historically developed social needs, which become second nature.60

Just as the value of labor-power contains within it a tendency

to decline as productivity increases, so also does it contain the
aspect of rising necessity, of the production of needs which become "second nature."61 To consider the one, but not the other
(a basis, indeed, of the "contemporary power of capital"), yields a

one-sided and inadequate perspective on the value of laborpower as capitalism develops. For while Marx's critical assump-

tion of constant needs in no way affects the "abstract correctness"
of his conclusions about the nature of capital, it must be removed

and rising needs must be incorporated into the value of laborpower if we are to study the movement of wages in the Marxian
system.62

Simon Fraser University

Burnaby, B.C., Canada

60 Capital, Vol. Ill, p. 837.
61 If, for example, needs are generated at the same rate over time as productivity
increases, then there will be no change in the value of labor-power. If we further
assume the length and intensity of the work-day to be constant, then the rate of
surplus value is constant. See Note 4 above.
62 Consideration of how the value of labor-power changes, and its relation to the price or
labor-power and to immiseration, is the subject of Lebowitz, "Immiseration and Ris-

ing Real Wages."
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