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EDITORIAL PERSPECTIVES
VALUE, STOCK-MARKET CRISES, AND THE FEVERED
IMAGININGS OF TWO 17-YEAR-OLDS
First, from our mailbag: S&S occasionally receives kind words (and a few
not-so-kind ones!), which we like to pass along. One new subscriber writes
to tell us “how much I enjoyed the opening year. . . . I relished the issue on
philosophy [“Socializing Philosophy,” January 2016]. . . . The concepts of
social reproduction feminism and contributive justice were new and exciting. . . . Thanks so much for your work.” This friend also notes: “I re-learned
words I once knew and read for years as if I still did”! That’s a pointed observation: do we (editors; authors) sometimes resort to a polysyllabic vocabulary
not out of necessity, but as a bad habit? It’s an old but important question.
Another reader chimes in: Referring to S& S as “a great, subtle flame
of a publication” — a wonderful phrase full of both dialectics and poetry!
— he praises recent articles for being “hopeful about the possibility of social
justice”; these articles “lifted me out of the dreary funk that can overtake
anyone looking at the political scene these days.” Perhaps that captures the
subtle unity of science and human emancipation defining the Marxist project:
we are hopeful, not just as a matter of faith or existential need (as in the case
of a long-ago friend of mine who would reply to “How are you?” with: “I’m
fine! What choice do I have?”) but because the hard work of science (hence
our struggle with all those long words) reveals the revolutionary potentials
lying behind an otherwise funk-inducing political scene.
********
Now, on the topic suggested by this essay’s title. Let me start (anticipating just a bit) with an immediate disclaimer: the 17-year-olds mentioned are
John Stuart Mill and myself, but — I am not likening myself to the renowned
19th-century British political economist and philosopher! Both Mill and I
were 17 once, and at that tender age we were each induced to take a stab at
solving a problem in political economy. There the comparison, obviously,
ends! But to begin at the beginning. . .
3

G4511TXT.indd 3

11/15/2016 11:15:54 AM

4

SCIENCE & SOCIETY

In a 1956 review article1 on the magisterial “Sraffa’s Ricardo” (as the
multi-volume work came to be called),2 Joseph M. Gillman recounts an incident stemming from Ricardo’s long preoccupation with the search for an
invariable standard of value — a commodity whose intrinsic value would be
invariant to changes in distribution (the sharing-out of net income between
wages and profits), and could therefore record accurately the effects of those
changes on the value of other goods measured in terms of the standard. To
the end of his life, Ricardo stated his “conviction ‘of the extreme difficulty’ of
finding [such a measure]” (Gillman, 219). The problem was never resolved
to his satisfaction.
The incident in question is revealed in a letter from Ricardo to James
Mill (September 5, 1823). Mill served for years as Ricardo’s mentor and
facilitator, helping the latter to develop his positions and write them down,
against Ricardo’s own self-doubt and lack of confidence. Mill had given the
invariable-standard problem to his 17-year-old son, John Stuart. Gillman
describes the boy’s work:
The solution John proposed was to consider capital as another name for labor, profit
as wages for that labor, then add these “wages” to the wages of living labor and thereby
establish the theory that the value of commodities varies in proportion to wages of
all descriptions paid for their production. (Gillman, 215.)

This is far from clear, and Ricardo’s response was, well, vague and diplomatic. Apparently, the young J. S. Mill was proposing to simply abolish the
problem by renaming profit as wages, thereby rendering value invariant to
the wage–profit division. Gillman’s judgment:
“[James] Mill was not an original thinker in political economy. At best he was a
popularizer of Ricardo’s doctrines. Instead, he turned the problem over to his precocious 17-year-old son John Stuart to solve, with the results we have seen. (Ibid., 219.)

I should note this from Gillman: “Not until Marx wrote Vol. III of Capital,
where he showed how values are converted into prices of production, was the
reconciliation of price and value made possible” (215). In retrospect, there
is not a small amount of complacency in this placid judgment. But, in fairness, Sraffa’s Production of Commodities was still four years from publication.3
1 Joseph M. Gillman, “Ricardo’s Development as an Economist,” S&S, 20:3 (Summer 1956),
193–226.
2 The Works and Correspondence of David Ricardo, edited by Piero Sraffa, with the collaboration
of M. H. Dobb. Ten volumes. New York: Cambridge University Press, 1951–55.
3 Piero Sraffa, Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities (Cambridge University Press,
1960). Sraffa identified a particular composite commodity, which he called the “Standard
Commodity”; this (arguably) resolves the invariable-standard issue. Readers will see the
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Now, about that other 17-year old! Fast forward 137 years, from Ricardo
and the Mills (father and son) to the Spring of 1960. This S&S editor was
then a senior in high school, taking a Social Studies class (Sraffa’s book was
just emerging, but it would not become accessible to me until near the end
of the new decade). The shadow of McCarthyism still hung over education in
the USA. My “Marxist” understanding at that young age was derived mostly
from Pete Seeger and the Almanac Singers (“With a Farmer–Labor Party /
We can set the people free!”). I don’t think the concept “capitalism” quite
existed for me yet. And I was assigned to make a report to my Social Studies
class on — well, not a problem in value theory; with all due respect to my
parents and their comrades, who taught me much, I did not have intellectual
presences in my life comparable to James Mill and David Ricardo! My report
was to be on the stock market.
I took this to mean that I had to explain why the stock market, and the
economy, crashed periodically. I was blissfully unaware that others had attempted this before (there was this fellow named “Marx,” after all). So I set
about my task with the same sort of hubris shown by my illustrious predecessor, John Stuart, as he had set about his, 137 years earlier.
Here — entirely from memory; I have no notes from that time — is my
adolescent theory of recurring stock-market crashes.
You see, in different industries the time that machines last before they
wear out and stop working will be different. In one industry, for example,
machines last three years. In another, four years; in still another, six years.
I remember explaining this to my fellow students, and to our rather unresponsive teacher, using numbers with a convenient least common multiple
(LCM) of 12. (The story would not have worked otherwise.)
After three years, production crashes in one industry (whose machines
last three years and “therefore” all die at the same time). But a crash in one
industry is not serious enough to cause the entire economy to falter. The
same thing happens after four years in four-year industries, and six years in
six-year industries. But every 12 years, all of the industries crash at once! That
is why the business cycle lasts 12 years; that is what accounts for crashes of
the stock market.
Don’t you just love it?
Not a whisper of an idea that a firm’s, or industry’s, stock of capital goods
could be balanced, with a mix of machines of every age, so that a certain small
proportion of the capital stock can be replaced each year. Not a glimmer of
the notion of a sinking fund, to cover the regular expenses associated with
depreciation. Not a whiff of a concept of finance, or portfolio management,
connection to the Marxist “transformation problem.” For a careful presentation of the
classical debate on this (if I may): David Laibman, “Values and Prices of Production: The
Political Economy of the Transformation Problem,” S& S (Winter, 1973–74).
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including short-term assets such as Treasuries with a thick and stable market,
which can either be rolled over or used to pay for replacement or capital investment, when surges in those categories occur. Nary a hint that replacement or
investment can be financed by new borrowing, or by issuing stock. Even the silly
arithmetic of least common multiples doesn’t work unless you pick and choose
your numbers; for lifetimes using all whole-number periods from two to eight
years, for example, the LCM is 840,4 so the “crisis” would not arrive until after
840 years had passed! More important: no sense of relating what happens in a
social institution like a stock market to what individuals can know, and perceive,
and anticipate. And most important: no conception of capitalism as a system,
with a specific and historically evolved set of social relations, that need to be at
the heart of any theory of a crucial systemic behavior such as periodic crises.
Let’s face it, folks. Based on the evidence from these two cases, we should
not rely on our 17-year-olds to do our political economy for us. Nevertheless,
I must report that my Social Studies class was impressed by my presentation!
I don’t remember anyone raising any of the reasonable objections enumerated just above, or any others.
I do, however, remember one student’s response. After I stopped talking,
there was a general moment of silence. Then this fellow said: “I think you are a
Communist! ” Remember, the ghost of Joe McCarthy still hovered at this time.
I thought about this accusation in the days following my report, and a
lot of things came into focus for me. All I had done, or so I thought, was to
try to work out an explanation for observed phenomena. This was near the
end of the second Eisenhower administration, and the U. S. economy was
in the grip of a recession, with unemployment rising to (gasp!) 3% or 3.5%.
(The Kennedy Keynesian tax cuts were two years away.) So, I figured: if you
try to explain things that are happening to a society, or country — to focus
in on reasons why the economy behaves badly, in a progressive or recurrent
manner — then you must be a Communist. OK. A Communist, evidently,
was someone who tried to apply science to society! In other words: to bring
about that “subtle unity of science and human emancipation” mentioned at
the outset! (Need I say more?)
So I also began to understand why another student complained to his
parents about things I had been sounding off about in the school lunchroom
— probably more of my wisdom from the Almanac Singers (“We’ve gotta roll
the union on!”), or from walking the NAACP/CORE picket lines in front of
Woolworth’s, Grant’s and Kresge’s — all of which led to a rather clumsy FBI
tail following me to and from school. My little exercise in LCM arithmetic
had a purpose after all. Things were starting to come together.
4 See http://www.mathwarehouse.com/algebra/least‑common‑multiple/least‑common‑
multiple‑calculator.php
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IN THIS ISSUE
Marxist theory needs to be continually reborn, in a sort of reincarnation
that passes through new embodiments of old cycles of perception. Just as
the working class itself takes shape out of a general mass of oppressed and
downtrodden strata, so its self-understanding must also emerge from ideas
of subalternity and universal suffering — not simply at one point in time,
but repeatedly. And so, as capitalist globalization progresses and the reality
of social class on a world scale assumes new guises, observers fasten onto
appearances and anoint “multitudes” and “IT generations” and countless
other conceptions with the task of replacing the working class as bearer of
revolutionary potential and agency. Tom Brass, one of the foremost students of what he calls the “‘new’ populist postmodernism,” takes on the
field of Global Labor History, tracing the replacement urge from its earlier
proponents (Bernstein, Fanon, Hardt and Negri, Stuart Hall, among others) to the recent work of Marcel van der Linden and Karl Heinz Roth. He
concludes: “From the viewpoint of capital . . . the ‘dangerous classes’ are
not the lumpenproletariat or better-off peasants, neither of which seek nor
are able to effect a socialist transition, but rather the working class, which
does and can.”
Many recent contributions to S&S have explored the relation between
the classical foundations of value theory and recent transformations of work,
especially those connected with the electronic (IT) revolution. In this issue,
we have a convergence (essentially unintended) among several contributions (two articles, one debate in our “Communications” section, and one
stand-alone Communication), summarized together here (departing from
the usual practice of reviewing the contents of the issue purely in order of
appearance).
Two Russian authors, Victoria Gritsenko and Vladimir Orlov, in their
paper “Universal Labor and the Future of Value,” address the literature on
automation and “post-industrial society” (aligning somewhat with Tom Brass’
critique focusing on class) . Gritsenko and Orlov envision a transformation
from commodity value to informational value, which they see as due to the
emergence of universal labor. In a proposal that is both similar to this in
some respects and quite different in others, another team, Xiaoqin Ding
and Pinyue Lu from the Shanghai University of Finance and Economics
(“A Dual-Level Theory of the Creation of Labor Value”), posits a distinction
between routine labor and innovation labor; the latter “creates value by enhancing the human capacity to produce goods.” Both of these papers seek to
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address the relation between the core elements of Marxist political economy,
on the one hand, and aspects of technological change in its current forms,
on the other. It will take readers (and editors!) some time to sort through the
implications of these proposals, and to assess the balance between continuity
and transformation, both in present-day capitalist world realities and in the
theory that we deploy in order to grasp those realities.
In a similar vein, author Kaan Kangal (“Sean Sayers’ Concept of Immaterial Labor and the Information Economy”) raises issues previously addressed by Sayers (see, i.a., the latter’s article in S& S, October 2007). Kangal
notes Sayers’ attempt to address the use of the “immaterial labor” concept
by writers in the Italian autonomist tradition, but feels that his critique does
not go far enough. The issue is further explored in Sayers’ reply. Finally, the
Communications section offers yet another critique, this time of the work
of Alexander Buzgalin and Andrey Kolganov, which also appeared in S& S
(October 2013). In this paper by Fusheng Xie and Junshang Liang (“Is There
Such a Thing as a Non-Alienated ‘Creatosphere’?”), the authors question the
Buzgalin–Kolganov proposal that exploitation of creative activity takes on new
forms which cannot be accommodated to the traditional notion of surplus
extraction. Clearly, the IT revolution and its implications are generating
huge interest, and not least among Russian and Chinese Marxist scholars!
Returning to articles in this issue on other themes, and to the familiar
treatment in order of appearance. In “Self-Understanding as a Working-Class
Project: Mannheim’s ‘Objectivity’ and Judith Butler’s ‘Resistance’ by Way of
Lukács,” K. M. Stroh argues that the projects of Karl Mannheim and Judith
Butler — the former concerning the theory of self-understanding and the
latter about resistance to power — both can be fortified by a return to the
work of Georg Lukács, especially (of course) History and Class Consciousness.
In both cases — this is the unifying theme of the paper — Lukács’ consistent
casting of issues of objectivity and resistance in terms of classes rather than
individuals offers, in Stroh’s view, a firmer foundation for the insights of the
two later theorists. “Projects that embrace the generative aspects of consciousness and power must view limit-transcending possibilities as emerging within
the class as a whole in order for their structure-transforming potential —
which is essential for both ‘objectivity’ and ‘resistance’ — to be realizable.”
Finally, continuing a rich vein of submissions from Turkey (see, e.g.,
Umut Bozkurt, S& S, July 2013; Caglar Dolek, S& S, July 2015) author
Funda Hülagü (“Post–Cold War Police Reform and the Transformation of
the Modern Political Field: Reflections from Turkey”) studies the Turkish
police institutions and their transformation, about which there has been a
large, and heavily ideological, discussion in that country. Turkey represents
a rich instance of contact between a social formation with deep precapitalist
roots and a neoliberalizing world. In this context, and using the standpoint

G4511TXT.indd 8

11/15/2016 11:15:54 AM

EDITORIAL PERSPECTIVES

9

of “political Marxism,” Hülagü takes apart the claim that police reform in
Turkey has been characterized by progress and democratization; indeed, it
has an anti-modern, personalizing, essence. The neoliberal attack against
government as such, and so against the monopoly of coercion in the hands
of the central state, creates both an increasingly oppressive environment for
working people, and a crisis for the capitalist order itself.
D. L.

S& S New Issue Alerts
We have initiated a project that should have been undertaken
a long time ago!
Beginning with the last issue (October 2016), we are sending out
email alerts to all interested parties (individuals, lists, newsletters)
whenever a new issue of S& S appears. This will be a brief email,
giving the Table of Contents of the issue, plus any highlights or
features associated with it. The list to receive these alerts will not
be used for any other purpose, or shared with other organizations or individuals.
To be included, contact Adam Meyer, at ameyer@scienceandsociety
.com
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