
Summary of Michael Heinrich's contributions to the discussion with Michael 
Roberts at the MarxisMuss Conference in Berlin, May 16th, 2015.  This summary is 
reconstructed from MH's notes and the memory of an audience member.

Michael Heinrich (hereafter MH) began by criticizing the announcement for the talk 
made on the conference website,  which included the following sentence:

"Whereas Michael Heinrich (editorial board of PROKLA) discards some of Marx's 
economic conceptions and advocates a process of re-thinking, Michael Roberts (author of
the blog "the next recession") defends crisis theory as a precondition for contemporary 
developments.”

MH observed that this is constructed in such a way to imply that one speaker "discards", 
the other speaker "defends" Marx's notions.

MH raised the question as to which thinker discarded Marx's notions more than anyone 
else, answering: Marx himself.  Marx did not shy away from revising his earlier 
positions, even elevating doubt to his life's motto, as when he wrote in a questionnaire 
conducted by his daughter: "Omnis dubitandum."

Many Marxist traditions, however, want a firm basis from which nothing can be 
subtracted. Which leads to dogmatism, and the refusal to undergo painful learning 
processes.

The way of dealing with “Capital” is no different: the three volumes are supposed to 
constitute a firm piece of brickwork, and according to this conception, there are those 
who defend this fortress, and those who give something up.

The fact that Marx wrote: “every opinion based on scientific criticism I welcome” in the 
foreword to Capital is not just an empty phrase.  Marx had a high regard for scientific 
debates, and lamented their absence within the left.  Not many people are aware of this 
statement from the foreword.  All too often, it's still the case, as Isaac Deutscher said, 
that:

"Capital is a tough nut to crack, opined Ignacy Daszynski, one of the most
wellknown socialist "people's tribunes" around the turn of the 20th century,
but anyhow he had not read it. But, he said, Karl Kautsky had read it, and
written a popular summary of the first volume. He hadn't read this either,
but Kelles-Krausz, the party theoretician, had read Kautsky's pamphlet and
summarised it. He also had not read Kelles-Krausz's text, but the financial
expert of the party, Hermann Diamand, had read it and had told him, i.e.
Daszynski, everything about it" 

Let's turn to Marx's Capital.  An important aid against dogmatism is knowing the history 
of how something emerged.



The three volumes were not all finished by Marx.  Volumes 2 and 3 were put together by 
Engels from unpublished manuscripts.  Engels was not even aware during Marx's lifetime
of the 1864/65 Manuscript that served as the basis for his Volume III; he only 
encountered it when Helene Demuth found it.

The manuscript for Volume I was created and modified in 1867-1872-1875.  There are 
changes throughout.

The Volume 2 Manuscript was created between 1868 and 1881.

The manuscript which served as the basis for Engels' third volume was from 1864/65.

The Volume 3 Manuscript is the oldest manuscript, yet Marx continued to work on 
the critique of political economy for about another 20 years

Could Marx's subsequent work really have had no effect upon the conceptions found in 
the 1864/65 Manuscript?

Everything else was changed in the meantime, yet this manuscript from 1864/65 had 
already solved all relevant questions?

If one reads carefully (and if one consults the MEGA, in which the original manuscripts 
that Engels edited are collected), one notices some things that Marx himself discarded 
with regard to crisis theory.

There is no concluding chapter on crisis theory.  There are various approaches, which are 
far from coherent.

There are elements of an underconsumptionist theory in the Manuscript of 1864/65:

“The ultimate reason for all real crises always remains the poverty and restricted 
consumption of the masses, in the face of the drive of capitalist production to develop the
productive forces as if only the absolute consumption capacity of society set a limit to 
them.”  (Penguin Books edition of Volume III, p. 615, German original: MEGA II, 4.2, p.
540f or MEW volume 25, p. 501)

In the earlier 1868-70 version of the manuscript for Book II, Marx also writes concerning
the realization of surplus value that it is:

“is restricted not by the consumer needs of society in general, but by the consumer needs 
of a society in which the great majority are always poor and must always remain poor.” 
(Penguin Books edition of Volume II, p. 391, German original: MEGA II, 11, 308, or 
MEW 24, p. 318, footnote 32)

But underconsumptionist theory was rejected in principle in Manuscript VIII for Book II, 
which was written between 1877 and 1881.  On the basis of the Reproduction Schemas, it



is made clear that the total social capital can reproduce itself with high wages as well as 
with low wages.

If Marx has been able to publish the third volume himself, these underconsumptionist 
observations would not have been retained.

Another example is the “Law of the Tendency of the Rate of Profit to Fall”

There are two tendencies the relative strengths of which have to be considered: the rate of
surplus-value, and the value composition of capitalist

There is therefore no argument (in the various “proofs” that other authors offer, precisely 
what needs to be proved is smuggled into the justification as an assumption)

Marx attempts to prove this law in the 1864/65 manuscript, but never again returns to it
in any of his subsequent writings

Many Marxists believe that a Marxian crisis theory depends upon this law, an 
impression created by Engels editing of the text:

- elliptical notes on crisis by Marx after the section on the law
- revised by Engels and rearranged
- Engels' title given to the 15th “chapter”: “Development of the Law's Internal 
Contradictions”

in Marx's 1875 Manuscript, there are calculations for the rate of profit in which there is 
no fall precisely in the case of an increasing value composition of capital

this is a strong indication that Marx gave up the law.

Another one is a note made by Marx in his own printed copy of the second edition of 
Volume I:

“Note here for working out later: if the extension is only quantitative, then for a greater 
and a smaller capital in the same branch of business the profits are as the magnitudes fo 
the capitals advanced.  If the quantitative extension induces a qualitative change, then the 
rate of profit on the larger capital rises at the same time.” (Penguin edition of Vol. I, p. 
781, footnote 11)

Marx does not dispense with crisis theory, but crisis theory does not depend upon 
this “law”

Marx did not have any finished crisis theory, but rather various strands and approaches, 
most of which do not depend upon the “law”



In my (MH) eyes, the most important approach:

The contradiction between the conditions of exploitation and the conditions for 
realizing surplus value

Realization meaning: not just consumption, but also investment, the drive to 
accumulate:

“The conditions for immediate exploitation and for the realization of that exploitation are 
not identical.  Not only are they separate in time and space, they are also separate in 
theory.  The former is restricted only by the society's productive forces, the latter by the 
proportionality between the different branches of production and by the society's power 
of consumption.  And this is determined neither by the absolute power of production nor 
by the absolute power of consumption but rather by the power of consumption within a 
given framework of antagonistic conditions of distribution, which reduce the 
consumption of the vast majority of society to a minimum level, only capable of varying 
within more or less narrow limits.  It is further restricted by the drive for accumulation, 
the drive to expand capital and produce surplus-value on a larger scale.”  (Penguin 
edition of Volume III, p. 352f)

Marx's crisis theory was far from being finished.

However, Marx did not even intend to discuss crisis theory within the context of 
“Capital”:

“In presenting the reification of the relations of production and the autonomy they 
acquire vis-a-vis the agents of production, we shall not go into the form and manner in 
which these connections appear to them as overwhelming natural laws, governing them 
irrespective of their will, in the form that the world market and its conjunctures, the 
movement of market prices, the cycles of industry and trade and the alternation of 
prosperity and crisis prevails on them as blind necessity.  This is because the actual 
movement of competition lies outside our plan, and we are only out to present the internal
organization of the capitalist mode of production, its ideal average, as it were.” (Penguin 
edition of Volume III, p. 969f.)

That Marx's crisis theory is not finished becomes clear in his letters from the 1870s.

In his letter to Danielson from April 10th, 1879, Marx writes that he cannot finish the 
second volume of Capital (which was to encompass books II and III):

“before the present English industrial crisis had reached its climax. The phenomena are 
this time singular, in many respects different from what they were in the past […] It is 
therefore necessary to watch the present course of things until their maturity before you 
can ‘consume’ them ‘productively’, I mean ‘theoretically’.” 
(http://marx.libcom.org/works/1879/letters/79_04_10.htm)

http://marx.libcom.org/works/1879/letters/79_04_10.htm


As the talk of the “theoretical” consumption of the crisis makes clear,  Marx is not 
concerned merely with illustrative data, but rather with new insights that he hopes to 
obtain from an analysis of the crisis.  In the very same letter, Marx names the role of the 
national banks and the international interlocking of financial markets as factors 
important for the course of the crisis.  In addition, this crisis exhibited a new type of 
crisis, a stagnation lasting for many years, which no longer had to do with rapid 
conjunctural declines and equally rapid conjunctural upturns that Marx was familiar with.
(Marx emphasizes the completely unusual length of the crisis with the simultaneous 
absence of a “money panic” in his letter to Danielson from December 12th, 1880).

What is Central to Marx's Crisis Theory

a) Marx's critique of the “proofs” that capitalism is free of crisis.  Such proofs only 
“succeed” on the basis of abstracting from capitalist form determinations, such as money

b) Marx does not explain crises in terms of “mistakes”, that something has gone wrong.  
Crises happen because capitalists have done everything correctly (in the capitalist sense) 
in terms of pumping as much surplus-value as possible from labor-power


