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The main theses in this paper can be summarized in three basic contentions: 

1) The object of Marx’s Capital is well defined as the analysis of the capitalist mode of production, and the investigation is consistently conducted using a specific and limited approach whose axis is the concept of capital.

2) The architecture of the three volumes, as apparent in their outline (with some provisos since the work was not fully completed), was deliberately devised in order to serve as straightforwardly as possible this overall objective.

3)  This very strict approach sets limits to the explanatory power of Marx’s framework. (As a theoretician, Marx is very strict, though incidentally talkative.) 
The reference to a critique of political economy in the subtitle of Capital is often misinterpreted as meaning that no phenomenon can be analyzed at the light of only the concepts and mechanisms of political economy (or any other single scientific framework), a truism. It should not be necessary to recall that concepts are tools of knowledge and that factual analysis requires their combined explanatory power (and this explanatory power is always bounded). The following preliminary statements might, therefore, be useful: (1) “Capital” is one among the concepts of a science whose name is “Political economy”; (2) Marx’s Capital is a critique of existing political economy (more or less scientific or vulgar), but Marx himself builds a substitute political economy as concepts are fully redefined and mechanisms analyzed; (3) There is also, in Marx’s work, a theory of the history of human societies—not a philosophy—though not systematically articulated and presented, and a mostly implicit theory of knowledge. Both were the objects of much interest in the 1960s and 1970s, but this revival was ephemeral. These two theories underlie the analysis in the present paper, not only the political economy of Marx’s Capital.
I. Object

1. Capital and capitalism
Although the title of the book is “Capital”, the object of Marx’s analysis is the “capitalist mode of production”. This contention is based on the investigation of the outline and contents of the three volumes. There is no specific extract of Marx’s writings susceptible of proving this assertion since Marx’s terminology is not always consistent, but a number of formulations are useful to consider. For example, in the preface to the first German edition, one finds:
“What I have to examine in this work is the capitalist mode of production and forms of intercourse [relations of production and exchange] that correspond to it. Until now, their locus classicus has been England. […] Intrinsically, it is not a question of the higher or lower degree of development of the social antagonism that spring from the natural laws of capitalist production. It is a question of these laws themselves, of these tendencies winning their way through and working themselves out with iron necessity.
”

Even in this short preface, Marx’s terminology is flexible (2 pages further on):
“…it is the ultimate end of this work to reveal the economic law of motion of modern society –” 

The same phrase “modern society” can be found in other locations in Capital. The relationship with “capitalism” is sometimes explicit as in “modern society based on the capitalist mode of production” (in a quotation below). In the 1857 Introduction, Marx similarly uses “modern bourgeois society”. 

Some attention must be paid to the fact that Marx chooses the title “Capital” (“The Capital”, as in German) rather than “Capitalism” or “The Capitalist Mode of Production”. The reason is that the study the capitalist mode of production is conducted at the light of the explanatory power of the concept of capital. As a consequence, the outline of the book strictly matches the structure of the concept of capital. 
2. Two categories of concepts
Two categories of concepts can be distinguished in Marx’s Capital. The main examples of concepts of the first category are commodity and capital. To these, one can add the elementary concepts that derive from their analysis (since each is, in itself, a theory in which a number of elementary concepts are combined): value and object of utility, surplus-value, constant and variable capitals, and the like.  Other concepts such as capitalist production, productive forces, relations of production, etc., are of a distinct nature. The key difference is that the “intelligibility” of the concepts of the first group is primary, while the intelligibility of the concepts of the second group is derived (that is, follows from the explanatory power of concepts of the first category): 
1) Beginning with the concepts of the first group, “value” is, for example, the necessary labor time required by the production of a commodity and its measure is the corresponding labor time. “Capital” is value taken in a movement of self-enlargement (and as such is no longer value, but something else, namely capital), etc. 
The contents of such concepts are posited though not arbitrarily. By “posited”, I mean that they are introduced without any form of ex ante justification (for example, value “is” the labor time…). By “not arbitrarily”, I mean that the definitions of these concepts are subject to, at least, two requirements. The first such requirement is their potential explanatory power. (They are useful tools of analysis, what has to be proven.) The second requirement is their reciprocal relationships to other concepts belonging to the same theory. They form a system, a “science”, namely political economy. Altering anything in one content would damage the scientific character of the construction. But there is no “deduction” or one concept from the other. 
2) At least as considered within Capital, commodity production and capitalist production are concepts of the second type. In sharp contrast with the concepts of the first group, such concepts are defined by Marx by the joint consideration of a number of specific features in a descriptive fashion. For example, concerning capitalist production: 

“Thus, a certain accumulation of capital, of which we will later study the genesis, became the point of departure of modern industry, this ensemble of social combinations and technical processes that we called the specific mode of capitalist production or capitalist production as such.
”
(Economists typically define capital in the same descriptive manner, for example in Léon Walras, “capital” is an object susceptible of being used repeatedly, a machine, a chair, and the like.) 

3. Two theoretical bodies

Within another set of concepts, that is, another science, the concept of capitalist production may have a thoroughly distinct status. In the theory of the succession of modes of production, “capitalism” defines an epoch in the history of human societies. There, it can be articulated to other concepts and form a system. Unfortunately, Marx never presented his theory of history in a systematic manner as he did for political economy.
Marx’s theory history hinges around an implicit “trans-mode of production” concept of exploitation (a concept of exploitation common to all modes of production), namely the appropriation by a social “group” of the labor (of the product of the labor) of another group. While this appropriation is a feature common to all modes of production, these various modes are determined by the specific “mechanisms” or “channels” by which this appropriation occurs, for example the “corvée” in feudalism or surplus-value in capitalism. As soon as these channels are specified, class patterns are determined, as the social groups above are defined as “classes”. As is well-known, in Marx’s theory of history, the sequence of modes of production, mechanisms of exploitation, and class patterns is governed by a complex of historical dynamics, namely the interaction between productive forces and relations of production. 
Two basic properties of this analytical framework must be emphasized: 

1) The various components are jointly defined. For example, class patterns match the mechanisms of appropriation of labor according to the specification of the trans-mode of production concept of exploitation within the mode of production considered. These mechanisms echo the historical stage reached by the interaction between productive forces and relations of production. 
2) Being so strictly defined, class patterns do not account for all categories of social hierarchies or forms of exploitation. For example, the labor of employees doing house work in homes is part of wage labor; these workers can be considered as being the object of a process of exploitation (according to criteria to be defined); this social group is not approached as a class in Capital because it is alien to the three elements above constitutive of the theory of history. 
II. Outline
Why, in a book whose object is capitalist production, neither the definition of this mode of production nor its comparison to other modes of production appear in the outline? Strangely enough, in Capital, while engaged in the investigation of capitalist production, Marx does not seek to locate this mode of production among others (except in local and limited commentaries as is always the case). My interpretation is that the book is fully organized in conformity with the structure of the concept of capital, with the purpose of making explicit  the explanatory power of the theory of capital vis-à-vis the mechanisms and tendencies of the capitalist mode of production. 
The outline of Capital is summarized in the three diagrams. (The second diagram shows how the various components of the first diagram are distributed among the three volumes.)
4. The core analysis
Beginning with the first diagram (and the main chain to the left):
1) On top, one can locate the concepts of commodity (and exchange) and money. Before entering into the theory of capital, two preliminary analyses are introduced, namely the expositions of the concepts of commodity (and exchange) and money. The first reason is that the theory of capital uses the concept of value, an elementary concept of the theory of commodity. The second reason is that both commodity and money are forms of capital. Two remarks: 
· As I already mentioned, there is no “deduction” of one concept from the previous one. The arrows denote the fact that the introduction of the new concept requires the exposition of the previous concept in the chain. For example, the concept of capital is defined as “value taken in a movement of self-expansion”. Thus, value, a category of the theory of commodity, is used in the definition of capital (and must be previously set out) but the theory of capital is not “implied” in the theory of commodity. 
· There is no actual theory of commodity production (as opposed to capitalist production). If there were one (or to the extent it is implicit), Marx’s method would be reproduced, meaning that only the explanatory power of the concept of commodity would be considered.
2) A key to the understanding of the outline of Capital is that the theory of capital is made of two theoretical bodies, namely the theories of valorization and circulation of capital (respectively, the process of enlargement in the theory of surplus-value and the movement of capital through its three forms). 

3) The two facets of the theory of capital are united in the analysis of the overall process of capital (at the bottom of the diagram). 
4) Reproductions schemes require the joint consideration of the valorization and circulation processes (in the middle of the diagram). 
5) Marx decided (although it was in no way necessary) to present the theory of accumulation (some aspects of it) immediately after the theory of valorization. He did so for political reasons (to finish the book on important political implications in the “Law of capitalist accumulation”).
5. Historical developments and tendencies

I move to the four elements to the right of the diagram. Marx interrupts his progression to establish the link between the tools he just brought forward and historical developments and tendencies. 

1) To the analysis of the valorization of capital, Marx adds: (1) the labor day; and (2) cooperation, manufacture, and industry. The labor day supplements the theory of absolute surplus-value (which should be denoted as the theory of the “absolute variation of surplus-value”). Cooperation, manufacture, and industry supplement the analysis of relative surplus-value (the “relative variation of surplus-value”). These developments are revealing of Marx’s views concerning class struggle, in the first instance, and technical and organizational change, in the second instance.
2) To the analysis of accumulation, Marx adds: (3) the “Law of capitalist accumulation”; and (4) “Primitive accumulation”. The latter is a historical development similar to (1) and (2), while the “Law of capitalist accumulation” is the first important tendency of capitalist production considered in Capital. Thus, Marx does not wait till the full introduction of the theory of capital to analyze some among the basic inner tendencies of the capitalist mode of production. As a consequence, important aspects of these mechanisms are left aside (treated in Volume III). 
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6. Volume III

The structure of Volume III is rather different from those of Volumes I and II. Engels did his best to organize the manuscripts and, actually, did very well:

1) As shown in the diagram, four main bodies are considered.

2) A first remark is that, although Marx refers to the “overall process of capital” (valorization and circulation), the analyses of competition, technical and distributional change and ground rent still abstract from the circulation of capital. This is only a technical deficiency reflecting the fact that the work remained incomplete. 
3) The theory of technical and distributional change (notably the tendency for the profit rate to fall) supplements the analysis of the “Law of capitalist accumulation” in Volume I. 
4) Circulation only appears in the theories of commercial capital and interest bearing capital where it is absolutely necessary. 

7. An almost perfect correspondence
The outline of Capital, as above, almost perfectly matches the structure of the concept of capital:
1) The division in three volumes is based on the threefold pattern: valorization, circulation, and overall process.
2) The framework of the “Reproduction of capital” is exceptional. It is appropriately located in Volume II since both the categories of valorization (as in Volume I) and circulation (as in Volume II) are required (though not combined as in point (4) above). 
3) Whenever historical developments are introduced they are directly linked to one specific articulation (actually, only with respect to the valorization of capital, that is, in Volume I). 
4) The dynamics of productive forces as in Marx’s theory of the succession of modes of production is the single factor accounting for historical tendencies. These tendencies are investigated in two steps in the “Law of capitalist accumulation” at the end of Volume I and the set of historical tendencies (notably the tendency for the rate of profit to fall) in Volume III. The two ensembles of mechanisms should be considered jointly. 
The few exceptions to the logical harmony of the construction are the results of either Marx’s deliberate political options concerning the end of Volume I (in the treatment of accumulation and the “Law of capitalist accumulation”, which could have been delayed to Volume III) or the incompleteness of the manuscripts of Volume III (the abstraction of circulation in most of the Volume, despite Marx’s announcement). 
III. Limitations
The main contention in the previous sections is that the line of argument in Marx’s Capital is targeted to one single objective, making explicit the explanatory power of the theory of capital vis-à-vis capitalist production—nothing else, except local comments. It is, however, important to understand that this explanatory power is simultaneously very strong and limited. In this section, I discuss the two main fields in which these limitations are, in my opinion, felt, namely class patterns and the analyses of historical tendencies. 
8. Class patterns

I turn here to the analysis of classes at the end of Capital. Unfortunately, we have only one page and a half of Chapter 52 of Volume III, but the first sentence is quite telling of Marx’s approach:

“The owners of mere labor-power, the owners of capital and the landowners, whose respective sources of income are wages, profit and ground-rent—in other words wage laborers, capitalists and landowners—form the three great classes of modern society based on the capitalist mode of production.
”

This example is straightforwardly illustrative of Marx’s line of argument. One can easily recognize the theoretical tools: (1) the structure of valorization of capital (that is, the theory of surplus-value) as in Volume I; and (2) the division of surplus-value into profits and rents as in Volume III. Thus, class patterns are strictly defined in reference to the theory of capital. 

As suggested a few paragraphs below in the chapter, Marx is conscious of the ambiguous character of the reference to incomes (as Engels mentions, this is where the manuscript breaks): 

“From this viewpoint, however, doctors and government officials would also form two classes…
”
The formulation used clearly shows that Marx does not want to consider doctors and government officials as classes despite the common channels of formation of the incomes of each group. My reading is that sources of income do not—generally speaking (considering any category of income)—define classes in capitalism, only income channels as derived from the theory of capital. Note that Marx does not understand the consequences of his theoretical option as a limitation (being unable to encompass all class patterns) but as a strong point (defining what he actually considers as classes). 

The reason lies, I believe, in Marx’s view of the relationship between his political economy and his theory of history. If a broader approach to income sources were considered in the definition of classes, the link would be broken with: (1) the mode of production defined by the specific channel of appropriation of labor (as in my section I.3); (2) the dynamics of productive forces and relations of production; and (3) the sequence of distinct modes of production that follows from these dynamics. 
9. Historical tendencies
I now turn to the second main limitation. The field in which Marx conducts the analysis of the historical tendencies of capitalist production is strictly defined. The central concept is the progress of productive forces. As in the case of class patterns, the link is obvious with the theory of the sequence of modes of production, but only the first component of the dynamics of productive forces and relations of production is considered. Two facets of this progress are addressed by Marx, namely technical and organizational change. The complex is difficult to disentangle:
1) In the historical developments of Volume I concerning the manufacture and industry, both facets (technology and organization) are tightly connected (in relation to relative surplus-value). 

2) In the “Law of capitalist accumulation” and in the set of historical tendencies of Volume III, the emphasis is on technical change (organization is obviously also there but implicitly). The relationship to the theory of capital is established through one basic variable, the composition of capital (in its three definitions, technical, value, and organic compositions). In the analysis of tendencies, nothing remains of the complexity of technical change, only its impact on the composition of capital (to be combined with other variables, notably the rate of surplus-value…).

Thus, the progress of productive forces is conferred the status of an “external” factor, straightforwardly articulated to the theory of capital in conformity to Marx’s overall line of argument.

One may wonder why, in Capital, the dynamics of productive forces and relations of production boil down to the first component or, equivalently, why does Marx abstract from the transformations of relations of production. The answer is simple. Marx studies capitalist production and, in this investigation, does not acknowledge any form of metamorphosis of relations of production. This option is conform to the object of Capital as defined in the present paper, but it is also marks an important limitation of Marx’s approach. 
There is, however, one notion in Capital that could be considered an exception, namely the “socialization of labor” or “production” that appears sometimes explicitly and often implicitly in the book. The overall idea is that production cannot be understood as the outcome of the action of individuals or well-defined groups of producers. With the development of capitalism, production becomes a “social” process. Involved are large enterprises acting within a gradually more sophisticated social division of labor, and articulated within more and more complex networks (technical, financing, government…). “Organization” becomes a crucial component of capitalism. 

In our work with Dominique Lévy, we consider this process of growing socialization-organization as a being at the origin of a gradual metamorphosis of relations of production—consequently, also of class patterns—beyond capitalism itself. Such developments of Marx’s analysis lie, however, beyond the explanatory power of the theory of capital, since the nature of relations of production is altered. 
























































































































� Volume I, Preface to the first edition (Vintage books 1977, p. 90-91).  Two sentences about Germany have been skipped. Instead of the obscure reference to “forms of intercourse’, the German  states “Produktions~ und Verkehrsverhältnisse”.


� Volume III, Section VII. This quotation is made from the French edition that Marx proofread and recommanded. Gallimard, La Pleiade, Oeuvres économiques, Vol I, p. 1136. 


� Volume III (Vintage books 1981, p. 1025).  


� P. 1026.
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