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The first question to be answered is this: What constitutes a class? And the reply to this follows naturally from the reply to another question, namely: What makes wage-labourers, capitalists and landlords constitute the three great social classes?

At first glance - the identity of revenues and sources of revenue. There are three great social groups whose members, the individuals forming them, live on wages, profit and ground-rent respectively, on the realisation of their labour-power, their capital, and their land property.


However, from this standpoint, physicians and officials, e. g., would also constitute two classes, for they belong to two distinct social groups, the members of each of these groups receiving their revenue from one and the same source. The same would also be true of the infinite fragmentation of interest and rank into which the division of social labour splits labourers as well as capitalists and landlords - the latter, e. g., into owners of vineyards, farm owners, owners of forests, mine owners and owners of fisheries

[Here the manuscript breaks off, F. E.]

1.
A proper (non contentious) analysis of the relations between Sraffa and Marx ought, I feel, to eschew the dual confusion which normally occurs: that between Karl Marx and the numerous Marxisms, and that between Piero Sraffa and the various neo-Ricardians. Each misconception stems from a particular historiographic or academic simplification as to the links between Marx and the orthodox, classical or neoclassical economists. These simplifications, deep down have a common idea of Marx as the last English economist of the thirties, a sort of dying, extremist species of Ricardian leftist. The expected consequence of these rational reconstructions was that neo-Ricardianism, like it or not, would be the only scientifically admissable form of Marxism, which neither should be nor could be rebuilt other than on the basis of and around the rational core of Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities. Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities prevents us from reading Das Kapital as a whole.

2.
The ends to which Karl Marx and Piero Sraffa directed their analyses were different. Marx’s cherished ultimate end was to reveal the economic law of motion in modern society, which is not a crystal solid, but an organism capable of transforming itself and in a constant process of transformation (this, according to Marx, does not mean that when a society manages to glimpse the natural law governing its own motion that it can skip or eliminate by decree the natural phases of its development: but it can curtain and alleviate the labour pains). While Das Kapital is an overall critique of political economy, in Production of Commodities, Sraffa states the premises for a critique of economic theory. The difference is not lexical. Indeed his standpoint is that of the classical economists from Adam Smith to Ricardo (Sraffa does not add and of Marx), which was submerged and forgotten in the wake of the ‘marginal’ theory: “It is, however, a peculiar feature of the set of propositions now published that, although they do not enter into any discussion of the marginal theory of value and distribution, they have nevertheless been designed to serve as the basis for a critique of that theory” (italics added). Marx’s intention was to prove that political economy was not true; Sraffa’s to demonstrate that the marginal theory was false. Das Kapital criticizes the capitalist mode of production while Production of Commodities only its apologists.

3.
A reasonable approach to the connection between Sraffa and Marx is to consider Production of Commodities as an appendix to the Principles, which organised them definitively and demonstrated their radical otherness with regard to marginalism. Some neo-Ricardians have a different approach and reduce Das Kapital to Production of Commodities, by deleting from the former all that Production of Commodities does not and neither would nor could contain. Production of Commodities comes after the Principles but before Das Kapital. (His great friend and admirer, Antonio Gramsci said of Piero Sraffa: “Our friend S. has not yet succeded in destroying in himself all the ideological traces of his democratic-liberal intellectual formation, normative and Kantian rather than dialectical and Marxist”).

4.
Sraffa quotes Marx regularly but little. In the 1926 article, on the loss of value of the value theory: in the introduction to Ricardo’s works, when he refers to De Quincey and to Marx; and in Appendix D (References to the literature) of Production of Commodities, on the physiocracy, on the ‘standard commodity’, on the Smithsian ‘labour commanded’, and on Torrens. On the subject of the maximum rate of profit, Sraffa refers to Book III of Das Kapital: “even if the workers could live on air”. It is curious that he did not quote  the following passage from Book I: “‘Wages’, says John Stuart Mill, ‘have no productive power; they are the price of a productive power. Wages do not contribute, along with labour, to the production of commodities, no more than the price of tools contributes along with the tools themselves. If labour could be had without purchase, wages might be dispensed with’ [J. S. Mill, Essays on Some Unsettled Questions of Political Economy]. But if the labourers could live on air they could not be bought at any price. The zero of their cost is therefore a limit in a mathematical  sense, always approximate more and more nearly to it. The constant tendency of capital is to force the cost of labour back towards to zero”.

5.
On close inspection Sraffa’s Marx is fundamentally the Marx of the Theorien über den Mehrwert and particularly that of the ‘disintegraton of the Ricardian school’ which Sraffa tried to redress in Production of Commodities and in particular by squaring the small circle covered by the price theory. Ricardo’s letter to McCulloch dated June 18th 1821, quoted by Sraffa in concluding the Introduction to Ricardo’s works could be the maxim of Production of Commodities: “These truths appear to me to be as demonstrable as any of the truths of geometry, and I am only astonished that I should so long have failed to see them”. (Marx sees in McCulloch “the vulgariser of Ricardian political economy and simultaneously the most pitiful embodiment of its decline. He vulgarises not only Ricardo but also James Mill”. James Mill who Marx considers “was the first to present Ricardo’s theory in systematic form, even though he did it only in rather abstract outlines. What he tries to achieve is formal, logic consistency. The disintegration of the Ricardian school ‘therefore’ begins with him. With the master what is new and significant develops vigorously amid the ‘manure’ of contradictions out of the contradictory phenomena. The underlying contradictions themselves testify to  the richness of the living foundation from which the theory itself developed. It is different with the disciple. His raw material is no longer reality, but the new theoretical form in which the master had sublimated it”). 


It would certainly have been very convenient for Marx to have had Sraffa’s  edition of Ricardo’s works to hand, complete with Production of Commodities; but it is highly unlikely that he would thereby have renounced writing Das Kapital.

6.
Piero Sraffa’s published works contain all the indications and limits as to the purpose and range of his analysis, and one must believe such a careful, sparing writer for what he publishes. He neither says nor desires to say anything as to the state and course of things in the world of capitalist production. However, he demonstrates - no mean feat - the falsity of the prevailing theories and the platitudes about this world. A possible reason why Sraffa presupposed the capitalist method of production, as well as the ‘economic theory’, is that in spite of this restriction, he managed to demonstrate its falseness. Not rewriting the entire script, but just one of the characters, and following the rules of the game (by definition formal) was Sraffa’s strategy. That of Marx (and of Keynes) was different, more courageous and even more fruitful. The ‘truths’ published by Sraffa in Production of Commodities turned out to be of the type indicated and claimed by Ricardo to McCulloch; truths pronounced as such, regardless of whether or not they had any direct bearing on practical politics, especially in relation to doctrines of social change (something evidently lacking when they were reduced to slogans like "wage as an independent variable" or "marry Sraffa with Mirafiori").


These truths, in the best of cases, have the same dimension of ‘technique of thinking’ which Sraffa, quoting Keynes, attributed to the prevailing theory of value during the period of his earliest writings. The result is that, after Sraffa and with the arrival of the geometric canon even in the non neoclassical section of the Akademia, one need not (indeed according to Occam, one must not) waste time on any value theory.

7.
The academic fate of neo-Ricardian theory, and above all its scholastic results (which signify political success), show that proving is not the same as convincing (as Marx and Keynes, who managed to hold their own, both well knew). The rational core which Sraffa dissected in his Ricardo and re-presented in Production of Commodities (but anatomy presupposes a corpse) purged of all dross and preanalytical or metaphysical temptation, is proposed to us as a centre of gravity. It would seem that starting from that centre one could travel in any direction through the entire universe of economic knowledge: moving along ellipses whose second focus would be at times Marx, at times Keynes. And one would finish, as has happened, with definitively separating theory from practice.

8.
If one acknowledges that Sraffa’s writings - with regard to a properly critical, revolutionary, analysis of the capitalist mode of commodity production and of its related theories - have a purely instrumental, rather than constituent function, then the following observations and the earlier ones made by Marx and Sraffa are immaterial because they deal with categories and problems which could reasonably have been overlooked or disregarded if, as I believe, the purpose of Production of Commodities was solely that of ‘destructive’ criticism (and productive, as a combined by-product, of ruin and débris useless for rebuilding new edifices). The case is different if one thinks of Production of Commodities as a ‘rational core’ which only needs to be reassembled and enriched using the still living results of the preceding theoretical systems (essentially those of Marx and Keynes) to obtain a new, definitive “General Theory of Capital”: as if the real truth, eternal as mathematics, could be isolated and then ‘historic’ determinations added to it (in particular as if the price system were the essence of the capitalist mode of production rather than a superficial aspect of it.

9.
Apart from the overall attitudes in Marx’s and in Sraffa’s works, the comments which can be made concern very many analytical points (to be exact, ones which do not only deal with the different form or the different degree of abstraction in Marx and in Sraffa. If this were all, one would return to the simplistic and comforting vision of the Marx-Sraffa relationship being of the “rational core plus ‘history’” type). If nothing else, the following comments must be made:

a. Just like the the favoured classical economists’ analyses, Sraffa’s analysis is an analysis of a given economic system. In fact it does not consider nor explain, but rather treats as ‘parameters’ the two essential characteristics of this mode of production: its class structure and its capacity to produce surplus value in the form of profit. In short it does not answer the question by whom and for whom it produces surplus value in this mode of production; nor does it explain why - when equilibrium is established - the general rate of profit is ten or twenty or a hundred per cent.

b. Not specifying where (in the production sphere: in the ‘factory) and how (since the working day and its division are taken as given), and not stating for whom and why the surplus labour is extracted and then perhaps realised, Staffa authorises an interpretation of Production of Commodities as if the system were natural; as if a fundamental and specific difference between our real world and a co-operative economy  did not exist - a difference which J.M. Keynes himself granted that Marx had grasped (“though the subsequent use to which he put this observation was highly illogical”): “The nature of production in the actual world is not, as economists seem often to suppose, a case of C-M-C’, i.e. of exchanging commodity (or effort) for money in order to obtain another commodity (or effort). That may be the standpoint of the private consumer. But it is not the attitude of business, which is a case of M-C-M’, i.e. of parting with money for commodity (or effort) in order to obtain more money”. We live in a world where not so much commodities by means of commodities are produced, as money by means of money.

c. For Marx, Ricardo’s (and nowadays Sraffa’s) inability to conceive the economic system other than in equilibrium is essentially due to the fact that capitalist production is considered as a mode of production in which there is not the slightest difference between purchase and sale, as if it were a cooperative economy. Alternatively it is considered as social production, as if society shared out its means of subsistence and its production forces among the various sectors according to a plan which allocates social capital to each according to the wants it satisfies. This does not mean that theories which rest on this presupposition must rule out the possibility of crisis; but the fact that they really occur will be accidental, and therefore due simply to chance. Indeed no-one yet has managed to introduce money into Production of Commodities, unless in the form of a quantity theory of money (on which in fact Say’s ‘law’ is founded).

10.
Again on the subject of the disintegration of the Ricardian school (in relation to the Dialogues of Three Templars on Political Economy), Marx observes that logic and thought in political economy was still a serious matter then (but adds that De Quincey’s subsequent work, The Logic of Political Economy, is weaker). The concluding remark on the Ricardian school is: “This whole account of the Ricardian school shows that it declines at two points: 1) Exchange between capital and labour corresponding to the law of value; 2) Elaboration of the general rate of profit. Identification of surplus-value and profit. Failure to understand the relation between values and cost-prices”.

11.
More in general (in the introduction to Zur Kritik der Politischen Ökonomie) Marx writes: ”Whenever we speak, therefore, of production, we always have in mind production at a certain stage of social development, or production by social individuals. Hence, it might seem that in order to speak of production at all, we must either trace the historical process of development through its various phases, or declare at the outset that we are dealing with a certain historical period, as, for example, with modern capitalist production, which,  as a matter of fact, constitutes the proper subject of this work. But all stages of production have certain landmarks in common, common purposes. ‘Production in general’ is an abstraction, but it is a rational abstraction, in so far as it singles out and fixes the common features, thereby saving us repetition. Yet these general or common features discovered by comparison constitute something very complex, whose constituent elements have different destinations. Some of these elements belong to all epochs, others are common to a few. Some of them are common to the most modern as well as to the most ancient epochs. No production is conceivable without them; but while even the most completely developed languages have laws and conditions in common with the least developed ones, what is characteristic of their development are the points of departure from the general and common. The conditions which generally govern production must be differentiated in order that the essential points of difference should not be lost sight of in view of the general uniformity which is due to the fact that the subject, mankind, and the object, nature, remain the same. The failure to remember this one fact is the source of all the wisdom of modern economists who are trying to prove the eternal nature and harmony of existing social conditions. Thus they say, for example, that no production is possible without some instrument of production, let that instrument be only the hand; that none is possible without past accumulated labour, even if that labour should consist of mere skill which has been accumulated and concentrated in the hand of the savage by repeated exercise. Capital is, among other things, also an instrument of production, also past impersonal labour. Hence capital is a universal, eternal natural phenomenon; which is true if we disregard the specific properties which turn an ‘instrument of production’ and ‘stored up labour’ into capital. [...] But political economy is not technology. [...] It is the fashion with economists to open their works with a general introduction, which is entitled ‘production’ (see, for example, John Stuart Mill) and deals with the ‘general requisites of production’. This general introductory part consists of (or is supposed to consist of): 1. The conditions without which production is impossible, i.e. the essential conditions of all production. As a matter of fact, however, it can be reduced, as we shall see, to a few very simple definitions, which flatten out into shallow tautologies. 2. Conditions which further production more or less, as, for example, Adam Smith’s discussion of a progressive and stagnant state of society. In order to give scientific value to what serves with him as a mere summary, it would be necessary to study the degree of productivity by periods in the development of individual nations. [...] But all that is not what the economists are really concerned with in this general part. Their object is rather to represent production in contradistinction to distribution - see Mill, for example - as subject to eternal laws independent of history, and then to substitute bourgeois relations, in an underhand way, as immutable natural laws of society in abstracto. This is the more or less conscious aim of the entire proceeding. When it comes to distribution, on the contrary, mankind is supposed to have indulged in all sorts of arbitrary action. Quite apart from the fact that they violently break the ties which bind production and distribution together, so much must be clear from the outset: that, no matter how greatly the systems of distribution may vary at different stages of society, it should be possible here, as in the case of production, to discover the common features and to confound and eliminate all historical differences in formulating general human laws. For example, the slave, the serf, the wage-labourer - all receive a quantity of food, which enables them to exist as slave, serf and wage labourer. [...] To sum up: all the stages of production have certain destinations in common, which we generalise in thought; but the so-called general conditions of all production are nothing but abstract conceptions, which do not go to make up any real stage in the history of production. [...] Production, distribution, exchange and consumption thus form a perfect connection, production standing for the general, distribution and exchange for the special, and consumption for the individual, in which all are joined together. To be sure this is a connection, but it does not go very deep. Production is determined according to the economists by universal natural laws, while distribution depends on social chance; distribution can, therefore, have a more or less stimulating affect on production; exchange lies between the two as a formal social movement, and the final act of consumption, which is considered not only as a final purpose but also as a final aim, falls properly outside the scope of economics, except in so far as it reacts on the starting point and causes the entire process to begin all over again. [...] Economists, like Ricardo, who are accused above all of having paid exclusive attention to production, define distribution, therefore, as the exclusive subject of political economy, because they instinctively regard the forms of distribution as the clearest forms in which the agents of production find expression in a given society. [...] Ricardo, who was concerned with the analysis of production as it is organized in modern society and who was the economist of production par excellence, for that very reason declares not production but distribution to be the proper subject of modern economics. We have here another evidence of the insipidity of the economists who treat production as an eternal truth, and banish history to the domain of distribution. What relation to production this distribution, which has a determining influence on production itself, assumes, is plainly a question which falls within the province of production”.

12.
Piero Sraffa was perfectly well aware of all this, and therefore the terms and limits of Production of Commodities are perfect. Production of Commodities is a Ricardian gloss to Chapter fifty, point two, of Das Kapital Book III on the illusions created by competition: “We have seen that a general rise or fall in wages, by causing a movement of the general  rate of profit in the opposite direction - other circumstances remaining the same - changes the prices of production of the various commodities, i. e. raises some and lowers others, depending on the average composition of capital in the respective spheres of production. Thus experience shows here that in some spheres of production, at any rate, the average price of a commodity rises because wages have fallen. But ‘experience’ does not show that the value of commodities, which is independent of wages, secretely regulates these changes. [...] ‘Experience’ shows that wages determine the prices of commodities. But ‘experience’ does not show the hidden cause of this interrelation”.
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