Marx and the so-called ‘Law of Increasing Misery
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The -:iisi:ute as to whether Marxism postu-
lated the absolute impoverishment of the work-
ing class as a law of capitalism, or only a

relative worsening of their conditions, had its

origin, 1 believe, in a German discussion ofe

half a century ago——a discussion conducted
in a very special context. Those supporting
.a revisionist and reformist standpoint tended
to deny any tendency to absolute impoverish-
ment and to assert that there was a tendency
at most to relative worsening. Their critics
opposed this doctrine along with the reform-
ist. precepts that accompanied it. Since then
revolutionary socialists have been apt to think
it part of their duty to defend this latter
standpoint. The hardening of an attitude of
-dogmatism which has done so much until re-
«cently to obstruct creative Marxism has rein-
forced the tendency to take a stand on dog-
matic assertions instead of studying the facts.
To-day we are in a position to reconsider the
position, free from controversies of half a cen-
tury ago and free from an obscurantist ‘ apri-
«ori’ approach., :

So far as the facts go, there can be little
-doubt that the absolute level of real wages
of the working class in developed capitalist
countries has risen very considerably since the
middle of the 19th century. I do not believe
that this can be seriously disputed, and re-
mains a fact that has to be squarely fs;,ced,
at any rate as regards Britain, U. S. A. and
Scandinavia (it is probably also true of France,
:aalthough real wages there have been stagnat-

ing if not worsening in recent decades, and
of employed workers in Italy, although there
the position is complicated by the existence
of large-scale wunemployment in post-war
years and by big contrasts between north
and south Italy). About the magnitude of such
a rise in the level of real wages there is room
for a good deal of argument; but about the
existence of a rise, large or small, I think
the.re is none. Statistics of the relative share
of wages in the total national income are
notoriously defective, and subject to various
limitations of definition and interpretation;
but so far as they go they reveal an appro-
ximate constancy in the éharﬁ df wages in
the national income over half a century ‘in
Britain (where there is no peasantry to com-
plicate the comparison, and only a quite small
agricultural sector). Even during the war and
immediately after when the unemployed re-
serve army had dwindled almost to zero, and
trade unions were in an exceptionally strong
position, the percentage share of wages only -
rose by remarkably little ; which suggests the
possible existence of axrather firm upper limit
to the share of wages under capitalism at any
one time. 3

In other countries, where industry is much
less devel.nped, and especially m‘untries of a
colonial or semi-colonial status (or recently
emerging therefrom), I am aware that the
situation is very different. Here quite different
tendencies may well prevail: about them at

any rate I am not competent to speak.
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Non-Marxist economists have always main-
tained, of course, that there is a ‘natural’
tendency for wages to rise as capital accumu-
lation proceeds. Some even went so far as to
suggest that by gradually raising wages and
lowering the rate of profit, capitalism would,
of its own inner tendencies, progressively
"socialise’ itself ; and it was against this kind
of “ameliorist ’ and °‘reformist’ claim that
Marx’s conclusions about “ the law of capitali-
st accumulation ” were largely directed. Such
claims (derived, e. g., from the marginal pro-
ductivity theory) rest on the assumption,’ in-
ter a lia’ of full employment, and ignore the

effect on wages of the existence of the in-

dustrial reserve army, and (as Marx was con-

cerned . to point out) the periodic re-inforce-
ment of this reserve army, periodically by
technical progress and in every slump, when-
ever there was a tendency for surplus-value
to be encroached upon. In so far as there has
been an advance in the standard of life of
the working class in countries of Western
Europe and America over acentury, this is
~ evidently to be attributed, not to any ‘natural
tendency ’ of capitalism, but to the organised
struggle of the working class, both economi-
cally and politically, for better conditions.
(At the same time, of course, it has to be
admitted that increased productivity of labour
with technical progress——Marx’s ‘ increase of
relative surplus value ’——has made it easier
-for capitalism to concede higher wages with-
out encroachment on the rate of surplus value.)

How far any such rise of real wages has
been greater or less than the accompanying

rise in what Marx called the “ value of labour-

power ” is a question into which I do not pro-

pose to enter. It is not a question susceptible
of any easy statistical answer. All one can

say is that with a substantial increase in skill

tendency but an irreversible law
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and in tHe intensity of work (needing a high-
er standard of subsistence and recreation to
maintain it) this ‘value of labour power’ has.

" evidently increased also over the past century,

and continues to increase with modern tech-
nology, despite reductions in the length of the

working week.

How far do such changes in wage-earnings.

modify what Marx said about the tendencies.

of capitalism, and how far are they consistent
with it ? It is my belief that they are not
at all inconsistent with it, since Marx never
denied—on the contrary he himself affirmed
—that the class struggle (and in particular

the trade union struggle for better conditions)

helped to shape the development-tendencies.

of capitalism. To suppose the contrary is to
give Marx’s doctrine a mechanistic, indeed  fa-

talistic’, interpretation which leaves no place

for the human factor and for the effect of

class struggle upon history.
Marx’s views on this whole matter have
been the subject of much misinterpretation.

Mr. John Strachey, for example, in a recent

book!), takes Marx to have spoken of absolute .

worsening of conditions as being “ not just a.

" of capita-

lism, Others have treated Marx as being the .

author and protagonist of the "iron law of
wages ’, which the subsequent history of

capitalism has disproved. :
Actually, the mechanistic (and defeatist)
‘iron law of wages ' is attributable to Lassalle
and was repudiated by Marx. This repudiation
by Marx comes in his Critique of the Gotha
Programme, and was enlarged upon by Engels.
in a letter to Bebel of 18—28 March 1875%.
1) Contemporary Capitalism, London 1956, pp.

101-110.

2) Both are reprinted in Dr. R. L. Meek's

- collection, Marx and Engels on Malthus, London

1953, pp. 106—7.
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In this letter Engels wrote: “ Our people have

allowed the Lassallean ‘iron law of wages’ to
be foisted upon them, and this is based on a
quite antiquated economic .ViE:W, namely that
the worker only receives on the average the
minimum of the labour wage, because, accord-
ing to Malthus’s theory of population, there
are always too many workers (this was Las-
salle’s argument). Now Marx has proved in
detail in ‘Capital’ that the laws regulating
wages are very complicated, that sometimes
one predominates and sometimes another, ac-
cording to circumstances, that therefore they
are in no sense iron but on the contrary very
elastic, and that the thing can by no means
be dismissed in a few words, as Lassalle ima-
gines...Thus by adopting Lassalle’s ‘iron
law’ we commit ourselves to a false statement
with a false basis” '

For the purpose of his analysis of surplus-

value in Capital, Marx assumed, of course, that

the - price of labour-power was equal to its

value. This assumptipn was no more than a
provisional one, which was made (as he wrote
to Engels, 2 April 1858) “ to avoid having to
deal with everything ” at once, and to begin
with, he advisedly “assumed that the wages
of labour are constantly equal to their lowest
level 7. Both in Capital and in his famous reply
to Weston (published as Value, Price and Pro fit,
ed. Eleanor Aveling, 1899, pp. 85—7) he made
it clear that “ the value of labour is not a fixed
but a variable magnitude ”, dependent not only
on “the physical element ” but also “ in every
country determined by a traditional standard of
life”; determined not only by “natural wants”
but “ by the hahits and degree of comfort in
which -the class of free labourers has been
formed ” (Capital, Eng. ed. Moore and Avéling,
p. 150). He also speaks of wages as varying
“according to the more or less complicated
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character of the labour-power” and with the
“intensity of labour ” (ibid., pp. 151, 571). The
trade union struggle for higher wages, he
emphasised in his debate with Weston, was
not only capable of raising the price of labour-

. power above its value but also of influencing

more permanently the value of labnur-p{};.rer
itself. True, he is quick to point out that such
a process of raising wages is limited : that in
the wage-struggle workers “are fighting with
effects, but not with the causes of those effe-
cts 7 ; that “the general tendency of capitalist

production-is not to raise, but to sink the

average standard of wages, or to push the
value of labour more or less to its minimum
limit ” and that trade union action was retard-
ing this downward tendency, “not changing
its direction ”. But that action by the workers
(and even more political action by the work-
ers as a class) could affect the operation of
the tendency he not only did not deny, but
emphasised.

The reasons why any “rise of wages is
confined within limits that not only leave
intact the foundations of the capitalist system,
but also secure its reproduction on a progress-
ive scale” (Capital, Vol. I, p. 634) form the
stubject-matter of his famous chapter entitled
‘ The General Law of Capitalist Accumulation’.
Briefly, the reason is twofold. Firstly, because,
as capital accumulates, its ‘organic composi-
tion’ alters, the demand for labour does not
increase prﬂporfionatel}r with the growth nf
capital, but “ the demend for labour diminishes |
relatively, even while increasing in an abso-
lute manner . Secondly, it will happen even
“in the case most favourable to the labourers”
when capital grows “along with a constant

technical composition of capital”, as soon as

3) Theorien iiber den Mehrwert, Vol. 2, Pt. 3,
p. 263; Capital, Vol. I, p. 643.
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the growing demand for labour raises wages
sufficiently to eat into profits “ accumulation
lags and the rise in wages receives a check ”,
(“ Either the price of labour keeps on rising,

because its rise does not interfere with the

progress of accumulation...or, on the other

haﬁd, accumulation slackens in consequence of
the rise in the price of labour, because the
stimulus of gain is blunted ”.—— Capital, Vol.
I, p. 634). Thus capital accumulation constant-
1y tends to reproduce the industrial reserve
army as soon as it is depleted ; and “ the ge-
neral movements of wages are exclusively re-
gulated by the expansion and contraction of
the industrial reserve army” (ibid., 'p. 650—
1). This is the law of population peculiar to
capitalism.

It is later in this same section that the pass-
age occurs which is wusually quoted in con-
nection with the so-called ‘law of increasing
misery ’. In summary he says: “in proportion
as capital accumulates, the lot of the laboure:r-,
be his payment high or low, must grow worse ”.
Several things, however, must be carefully
noted to avoid misinterpretation.

Firstly, the words “be his payment high
or low” show that he was not intending this
statment to refer simply to wages. Hence it
was evidently not intended as a forecast about
wages, and the statement is neither proved nor
disproved by plotting curves of real-wage move-
ments over a period to see whether these
rise or fall.

Secondly, the context of this statement—
discussion of the industrial reserve army—
suggests that Marx largely had in mind the
growing instability of the worker’s life, with
~all its attendant consequences (his loss of sta-
tus and security as well as of earnings, and
the degradation that goes with unemployment
and fear of it). In fact, his preoccupation here
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is with the degradation of the pauperised
labour reserve.

Thirdly, his choice of the word ‘lot’ here
cannot have been accidental, and is to be ex-
plained presumably by the fact that he meant
to refer to the social status of the working
class as well as to its economic position in a
narrow sense (compare his references on the
same page, in speaking of “accumulation of
misery ” to “ mental degradation”, “ estrange
from him the intellectual potentialities of the
labour process” “subject him during the
labour-process to a despotism the more hateful
for its meanness”, destruction of “every re-
mnant of charm in his work ”, ete.)®

Fourthly, Marx is evidently speaking here
about ‘capitalism in general’—of capitalism,
if you like, on a world scale—and not of
events in a particular country, in a particular
set of concrete circumstances, characterised by

complexities which he abvisedly ignores in

_his analysis of capitalist production in general

terms. There will still be national differences
in the trend as well as the level of wages, due

to circumstances connected with relations of

~ foreign trade, of which he has previously

spoken—circumstances complicated in the
epoch of imperialism by the effect of. super-
profit drawn at the expense of colonial peoples
and shared in by some strata, at least, of
the working class of the imperialist country.

Finally one should notice, again, that hav-
ing enunciated “the absolute general law of
capigalist accumulation ”, Marx was quick to
add that “like all other laws it is modified

4) Regarding the influence of such conditions
on the class struggle, Marx’s statement else-
where is to be noted: “ the position of the classes
in relation to each other depends to a greater
extent on the proportion which the wage forms
than on the absolute amount of the wage ". (Theo-
rien tiber den Mehrwert, 11, Erster Teil, p. 141).
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in its working by many circumstances, the
analysis of which does not concern us here .5
(It is to be noted again that he is spetifically
refering here to the growth of unemployment
;nf the reserve army relatively to the em-
ployed labour force). Like the ‘““falling profit-
 rate ”’, this is regarded as having “ counter-

acting tendencies ”’; and Marx’s statement here

cannot, therefore, be adduced in support of the.

claim that Marx thought the working class
could never secure improvements.. The real
point is that such improvements come only by
organised struggle, and do not fall as gifts
from the gods. Immediately after describing
how “the law of supply and demand. of la-

5) Capital, Vol. I, p. 660.
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bour on this basis completes the despotism of
capital 7, he goes on to show that “as soon as
the labourers learn the secret ” and “ by Trade
Unions, etc.,, they try to organise a regular
cooperation between employed and unempoyed
in order to destroy or to weaken the ruinous
effects of this natural law of capitalist pro-

‘duction on their class...every combination of

employed and unemployed disturbs the ‘ har-
monious’ action of this law "®—adding how-
ever, the prophetic remark that when this
occurs, Capital itself “ rebels against the
‘sacred’ law of supply and démand, and tries to
check its inconvenient action by forcible means

+ and State interference ™

6) Ibdi., p. 655.
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