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MARX'S APPROACH TO ECONOMICS: A CLAIM FOR SUBJECTIVE PRAXIS 

Clara Mattei 

The enormous impact of economic policies on human lives is fully recognizable in moments of capitalist 

crisis. Since the end of WWI, austerity measures have been implemented periodically as the basis for 

orthodox market reforms. These austerity measures are directed and justified through mainstream economic 

theory. Sacrifice from citizens has been invoked and perpetuated in the name of sound economic principles. 

The emblematic measure of such sacrifice is represented by the unemployment rate: while it reached 17% 

in 1921 in Great Britain, Greece is now well above 23%. Moreover, such statistics are destined only to get 

worse with the emergence of phenomena like technological unemployment.  

Members of the heterodox community have criticized the neoclassical paradigm on a number of grounds, 

primarily invoking the outright unrealism of its assumptions (for example, rational agents, perfect 

expectations, competitive markets etc.). These denunciations have not been enough to perturb the normal 

science. This is partly due to the fact that the deep ontological-methodological conundrums of contemporary 

economic reality and economic theory have not been problematized. To overcome the structural weakness 

of such criticisms one must find inspiration beyond the field of economics and incorporate a fundamental 

philosophical critique of the economic. It is in this sense that Michel Henry’s phenomenological 

interpretation of the work of Karl Marx ought to be carefully studied. It is a perspective that allows us to 

grasp the basic contradictions of economic reality, which in turn go hand in hand with the contradictions of 

economic theory.  

Henry’s approach rejects the Marxist analysis based on class structure, proposing instead an analysis 

grounded upon the subjective experience of the individual. Thus, the insights of the Henrian framework are 

not starkly incompatible with mainstream methodological individualism. It is a criticism that could be more 

seductive to the general practitioners of the economic discipline, while still enormously subversive of 

mainstream theory. In fact, while the common starting point for Henry and most economists today is 

individualism, the ontology of the individual that Henry envisages is of a different nature: not the homo 

economicus, but rather a particular, heterogeneous, concrete living praxis.  

From a phenomenological reading of Karl Marx it emerges that human existence under capitalism has 

experienced a quintessential ontological subversion: economic categories have taken over reality, becoming 

more real than reality itself. This is the outcome of a major methodological flaw: there is a lack of 

transcendental awareness of the fact that the foundation of the economic lies in subjective praxis. Economic 

categories really emerge out of an operation of abstraction from concrete economic praxis; yet, by losing 

sight of this primordial connection, categories acquire ontological independence, hence taking over the real. 
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The outcome is truly repressive: abstract categories acquire ontological primacy over the life of individuals. 

This is why budget cuts and monetary deflation become the main concern of austerity: the purpose is to 

adapt reality to fit the categories of economic equilibrium and progress in a competitive economy. The 

concrete needs and purposes of flesh-and-blood citizens are not a priority. Citizens are expected to undergo 

sacrifice in the name of the economic cause. In the following pages we will reflect upon the radical meaning 

of this critique. In order to fully grasp its significance, we must undertake a study of a work that the French 

Phenomenologist Henry published in 1976: Marx Une Philosophie de L’Economie 1 . The Henrian 

interpretation of Marx has received little attention in the philosophic and especially in the economic debate.2 

Its rediscovery is fundamental for a profound criticism of today’s economic reality and of economics as a 

discipline.  

I do not aspire to give a full-blown account of the Henrian reading of Marx, neither to asses its weaknesses 

and strengths with respect to the complex and long-standing debate on Marxism. My aim is to offer an 

interpretation of certain Marx-Henrian insights that contribute to a critical understanding of the ontological 

and epistemological status of economics.  It is Henry’s attention to the phenomenology of labor and capital 

that distinguishes his work from other phenomenological Marxists, for example Sartre and Merleau-Ponty, 

and exalts the contemporary relevance of his intuitions.  

The approach is thus of a conceptual kind, divided between four major sections. The first introduces Henry’s 

approach to Marx; the second and third discuss the reading of Capital that is produced by Henry’s 

phenomenological outlook; the fourth section considers Marx’s criticism of economic theory to conclude 

with section five on the basic contradiction of capitalism: the conflict between life and economics.   

Before we begin, a brief biographical note on Michel Henry (1922-2001) is in order. One of the most 

important representatives of the French phenomenological tradition, he was born in Indochine in 1922, 

studied philosophy at Sorbonne University and, in 1943, took part in the resistance against Nazism. After 

the war Henry obtained a doctorate in philosophy, becoming a professor at the University of Montpelier 

until his retirement in 1983. Henry has published numerous books, especially on the subjects of metaphysics 

and the philosophy of religion. Amongst many: L'Essence de la Manifestations; Philosophie e 

Phénoménologie du Corps.3    

                                                 
1 The English translation was published 5 years later in a condensed form: Henry (1983).  
 
2  While the economic reflection of Michel Henry has been basically ignored by the secondary literature, his wider 
philosophical works have received much attention.  works have been largely studied, especially by French 
philosophers. Amongst a large literature: Dufour-Kowalska (1980) Rolf Kuhn et all (2009), Hatem (2009), 
Reaidy (2009), Rebidoux (2012).  
 
3 See: Henry (1963), Henry (1997), (2001) 
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I. The Marx of Michel Henry 

 

Henry gives a radical interpretation of Marx’s thought that refutes the Marxist tradition lead by Althusser 

(see in particular Althusser 2008) . For Henry the economic writings of Marx should not be read as a break 

from the works of the young philosopher Marx. The author points out that the core of the Marxist tradition 

developed in outright ignorance of Marx’s early philosophical thought: The Economic Philosophical 

Manuscripts of 1844 and the German Ideology were published only in 1932. 

A careful reading of the entirety of Marx’s works demonstrates that his thought is profoundly coherent. 

After 1845 he rejected the core of western metaphysical tradition, that is, its universalizing abstract 

approach. Marx undertook a unified theoretical project: the articulation of a philosophy of reality, where 

reality is conceived as drastically subjective, heterogeneous, and immanent; as concrete individual praxis. 

Thus, Marx proposed a philosophy of immanent praxis. This fundamental hermeneutical stance of Henry 

is evident through the following: “In the history of western thought there are few philosophies of 

subjectivity, at least if this is understood in its pure concept not as the power to represent the world to 

oneself, that is to say, ultimately as objectivity itself, but as the essence, which is irreducible to the world 

and which exists in itself, of a life as it is someone’s life and as that very thing which is life. At any rate, no 

philosophy has given to this pure concept of subjectivity such a consistently radical meaning, nor has any, 

by the reduction of all objectivity, satisfied its most extreme, if not to say wildest exigencies”.  ( Henry 

1976, 275) 

In the Henrian framework, there exists a fundamental unity between Marx’s ontology, his methodology and 

ultimately his economic analysis. In fact, the study of the economic sphere is not an abandonment of 

philosophy but rather the ultimate investigation of subjective praxis in its most concrete form. Economic 

analysis is the necessary choice for one who wants to fully understand concrete reality. It follows that 

without a thorough understanding of Marx’s ontological and epistemological principles, it is not possible 

to grasp the full meaning of his economic works. Capital investigates current forms of subjective praxis, 

and especially its most pervasive manifestation: labor. It is indeed labor that is the fil rouge of Marx’s 

economic analysis. It is a philosophical conception of labor that differs drastically from the idea of 

economic labor. Labor for Marx is concrete subjective activity, the unfolding of potentials living 

individuals. Labor is thus a positive need which ultimately expresses the vital praxis that characterizes the 
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living subject. It is exactly this sweeping ontological perspective that allows us to understand the substance 

of Marx’s criticism to economic reality and economic theory.  

 

II.  How to Read Capital 

 

Marx was only able to complete Volume I of Capital before his demise. The structure of Capital Volume I 

discloses Marx’s radical method. Indeed, it is a work that encompasses texts of very different nature. On 

the one hand, there are the rigorous theoretical texts on the laws of political economy that discuss the 

concepts of capital, value, surplus value etc. On the other, there appear texts of a completely different kind: 

writings constituting a phenomenology of the individual life of workers, describing the immoral and 

humiliating conditions of their daily life. The classic example is the detailed consideration of the twenty-

year-old worker Marie Anne Walkley who died due to “simple overwork” and inhumane conditions in her 

dress-making establishment 4 .  Also, Capital presents numerous extensive citations of the British 

parliamentary enquiries on the conditions of labor, of transport, accommodation and nutrition of the 

working class (for example Chapter X, Section 4)    

Many Marxists interpreters consider these texts to be folkloristic relics of the humanism of the young Marx. 

For example, in his edition of Marx’s works, Maximilien Rubel relegated these texts to an appendix. Henry 

attacks this view: it is a gross mistake to consider such phenomenological texts as secondary and irrelevant 

to economic analysis. These writings are actually at the heart of the Marxian analysis and disclose the 

fundamental conceptual coherence of Capital Volume 1. Thus for Henry, there is profound internal 

connection between Marx’s theoretical passages and the phenomenological ones in Capital. Certainly, as a 

man of his time, Marx was influenced by the ideology of his contemporaries. Yet, for Henry, the use of 

official enquiries cannot be dismissed as a residuum of ideology.  

What is then the profound meaning of such meticulous consideration of the daily work, life and health of 

men, women and children? The parliamentary enquiries are not used merely to refute the dominant 

economic theory on the basis of its negative consequences on individual lives. Before any concern with the 

                                                 
4 “The old, often-told story, was once more recounted. This girl worked, on an average, 16½ hours, during the season 
often 30 hours, without a break, whilst her failing labour-power was revived by occasional supplies of sherry, port, or 
coffee. It was just now the height of the season. It was necessary to conjure up in the twinkling of an eye the gorgeous 
dresses for the noble ladies bidden to the ball in honour of the newly-imported Princess of Wales. Mary Anne Walkley 
had worked without intermission for 26½ hours, with 60 other girls, 30 in one room, that only afforded 1/3 of the 
cubic feet of air required for them. At night, they slept in pairs in one of the stifling holes into which the bedroom was 
divided by partitions of board. [57] And this was one of the best millinery establishments in London. Mary Anne 
Walkley fell ill on the Friday, died on Sunday, without, to the astonishment of Madame Elise, having previously 
completed the work in hand.” (Capital, Chapter X , Section 3)  
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content of the theory, Marx is offering a discussion of the ontological status of economic theory itself. The 

message is straightforward: political economy cannot present itself as a pure theoretical discipline since its 

foundation lies in the real, in the concrete life of human beings. Marx’s reporting of the name and surname 

of Anne-Marie Walkley is not coincidental: for the sake of adequate economic analysis the existential 

conditions of each individual has enormous epistemological significance. This means that the economic 

cannot conceptually separate itself from life, from the sphere of subjective concrete praxis. In sum, there is 

a profound identity between phenomenology and economic analysis.  

It is possible to conceive of Henry’s interpretative proposal as having a double meaning: one 

methodological-ontological and one of theoretic content.  First, methodologically, it is the case that 

economic laws affect the life of human beings. Subjective praxis is directly and profoundly conditioned by 

the workings of the economic system; thus its phenomenology is intrinsically part of economic analysis. It 

is sufficient to think about the discussion on the General Law of Capital Accumulation (Chapter XXV) that 

is represented by the worsening conditions of the majority, or the detailed description of the troubles of the 

reserve army of labor. These passages disclose the more drastic significance for Marx of the centrality of 

subjective praxis: it is not merely that existence is affected by economic laws, rather, economic laws have 

subjective praxis as their foundation. This famous passage from Capital Volume I is revealing: 

“But if a surplus labouring population is a necessary product of accumulation or of the development of 

wealth on a capitalist basis, this surplus population becomes, conversely, the lever of capitalistic 

accumulation, nay, a condition of existence of the capitalist mode of production. It forms a disposable 

industrial reserve army, that belongs to capital quite as absolutely as if the latter had bred it at its own cost. 

Independently of the limits of the actual increase of population, it creates, for the changing needs of the 

self-expansion of capital, a mass of human material always ready for exploitation." (Ch XXV, Section I) 

In other words, subjectivity is not just conditioned by capitalism- it is its substance. The industrial reserve 

army is one of the fundamental conditions for the conservation and development of capitalism.  

Therefore this second more basic meaning of the centrality of subjective praxis also explains the first. Why 

do economic laws have an effect on the individual? It is because these laws are nothing but the formalization 

and the ideal expression of economic processes, that is, of the real processes of production that are made 

up of the multitudes of subjective praxis. There is a foundational relation between the life of the worker and 

the laws of the system. In the next paragraph we will explore how, coherently with this ontological 

conviction, Marx undertakes a philosophy of economics, that is, an analysis that goes beyond the economic 

content to grasp its real subjective foundations.  
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The centrality of individual praxis discloses a crucial theoretical implication for the study of the nature and 

contradictions of the capitalist system. Given that the foundation of surplus value and  capital accumulation 

is living labor, one can understand exchange value only through studying concrete subjective praxis. Thus, 

the analysis of exploitation requires focus on the concreteness of the working day and its division between 

necessary labor and surplus labor. This focus will bring to light the fundamental conflict between life and 

economics which we will deal with in the last section.  

In this paragraph we have analyzed the significance of the structure of Capital. It reveals that a 

phenomenology of daily life is the key to an adequate methodology for the study of the economic; it is also 

fundamental to comprehend the development of the capitalist system. Let us begin with the former.  

 

III. Capital: A Transcendental Enquiry 

What is the subject matter of Capital? The answer to this question is key for recognizing the originality of 

Henry’s interpretative framework. Capital is not reducible to economic analysis. Marx was not merely 

adding positive knowledge to the normal science of Political Economy, building on the body of theories of 

his predecessors. Capital is primarily a philosophical work: it undertakes a transcendental enquiry that 

problematizes the conditions of existence of the economic sphere and, as a result, addresses the conditions 

of existence of economic science. In fact, economics is an ambiguous term. It is used to identify the 

discipline of economics as well as economic reality itself, that is, the actuality of a specific type of social 

praxis. Marx is interested primarily in the latter.  

Thus Marx accomplishes a major leap with respect to Kant: he shifts the transcendental question. It is not 

primarily an investigation of the conditions of possibility of economic science, rather it focuses primarily 

on economic reality- the object of such a science.  In the words of Henry: “It is no longer an interrogation 

concerning the essential possibility of science, in this case of political economy, but one that concerns first 

of all the reality which comes to be the object of this science, the “economy,” now understood in its relation 

to praxis and to the fundamental modes of its actual realization”. (Henry 1995, 191).  

The far-reaching consequence of this move is the rejection of idealism and the complete embracing of 

reality: “But when the genesis is no longer within the province of consciousness, its no longer the 

constitutions by consciousness of its object but instead the genesis of reality starting from reality 

itself…when knowledge itself finds its possibility in that of reality, then idealism is rejected once and for 

all” (p. 192) 

Marx is the first one to investigate the foundations of the economic sphere intended in its relation to praxis 

and its effective realization. He proposes a philosophy of reality. Thus, the primary question becomes: what 
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makes the economic sphere possible? The answer is that exchange is at the basis of any economic system. 

Accordingly, what determines the conditions of possibility of exchange? It is to be remarked that, for Henry, 

Marx is not interested in exchange as a historical phenomenon but “the possibility of exchange and, 

consequently, the possibility of a market economy in general” (191). It is a discussion on the apriori 

possibility of exchange that is at the basis of any economic interaction.  

The problem of the possibilities of exchange is of a practical and trans-historical nature. Why does exchange 

represent a problem? In exchange- be it primitive barter or the circulation of commodities in a modern 

industrial society- the products that are exchanged are qualitatively different, both in their material nature 

and in their use values. Thus a concrete problem emerges: how to establish an equality amongst all of these 

products? How to determine the proportion on the basis of which to exchange them? It is the problem of 

how to decide upon the exchange value of commodities. Henry writes “it is precisely the exchange-value 

of a commodity that determines the proportional relation that it carries into exchange, namely the quantity 

of this commodity that must be supplied in order to obtain a given quantity of some other commodity” (p. 

193)  

The problem of exchange value and how to determine it is at the heart of classical political economy. The 

answer to this question is well known: the measure of value resides in labor. The exchange value of a 

commodity corresponds to the quantity of labor necessary to produce it. Thus one exchanges different 

quantities of different commodities if they require the same amount of labor.  However, while classical 

political economy views this as the solution, for Marx it is actually the manifestation of the fundamental 

transcendental problem: the labor that is at the basis of exchange value does not exist as such. Marx refutes 

the Hegelian idea of labor being objectified into a product. Indeed, in Hegelian terms if labor is objectified 

in the product, if the being of the product is constituted by labor, then the question of exchange is resolved.5 

On the contrary, for Marx labor is the most fundamental manifestation of immanent subjective praxis; thus 

it is essentially heterogeneous, plural and qualitatively diverse. In the words of Henry: “Because the essence 

of praxis is a living, individual subjectivity, the exploration of the universe of labor necessarily leads to the 

recognition of a wide number of concrete, subjective, individual, specific and qualitatively different 

labors…to the irreducible diversity of commodities considered in their material form, in other words in 

                                                 
5 It is in this sense that labor in-itself does not exist, because since it never exists in the form of its product, it is never 
this unitary objective reality which is the same for everyone. In the words of Henry: “By rejecting the Hegelian concept 
of labor as objectification, this thesis denies its unity, its identity, its universality, and renders all objective knowledge 
of its being impossible and reduces it instead to the insurmountable plurality of different types of labor that are concrete 
and subjective; this is thereby, precisely, the thesis that raises the possibility of exchange to a transcendental question” 
(199) 
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their use-value, corresponds the irreducible diversity of the different sorts of labor that produced them” (p. 

193). 

 Just as each individual is irreducible to other individuals so are the modalities of his praxis irreducible to 

one another. This is not just true of the different types of labor- tillage, weaving, home building- but of the 

very same type of labor practiced by different individuals or by the same individual in different moments 

of time. Marx recognizes the irreducibility of each individual and consequently radically dismisses the 

possibility of equivalence between subjectivities as well as the possibility of any objective universal unit of 

measurement. Henry traces this Marxian conviction to the 1875 Critique of the Gotha Programme, where 

the author criticizes vulgar communism on the basis of the aporia of any equality amongst immanent 

subjective lives.  

Thus Marx realizes that the possibility of exchange must be constructed on the basis of a monadic subjective 

praxis that is profoundly heterogeneous.  Such reality constitutes the ontological ground upon which Capital 

is built.   

Yet, notwithstanding this philosophical aporia, the economy and exchange do exist. Thus, the 

transcendental question becomes: how is that possible? Answer- through a primordial abstraction that lies 

at the basis of the economic. In the words of Henry: “Alienation, as identical to abstraction, is the original 

founding act of the economy and, more precisely, of its transcendental genesis” (p. 201). Abstraction is the 

superimposition of an ideal category upon reality; it is the expulsion of all characteristics that belong to 

reality and their substitution with ideal determinations.   

There are two basic abstractions that constitute the genesis of the economy. The first is the transformation 

of objects that are produced into exchangeable commodities, where exchange value is superimposed on 

use-value. In Capital Marx writes that the exchange of commodities: “is evidently an act characterized by 

a total abstraction from use-value, and every relation of exchange is characterized by this abstraction” 

(Capital 1, p. 37, In Henry p. 201) Material and specific qualities are neglected; commodities are considered 

as products of a given amount of labor. Therefore, this first abstraction presupposes another one that founds 

it and makes it possible: the transformation of the plurality of incommensurable subjective labors into 

general abstract labor. This is the authentic condition for the possibility of exchange: In Henry’s words “the 

original abstraction which constitutes the transcendental condition for the possibility of exchange is that by 

which the various labors of diverse individuals are reduced to one and the same labor” (p. 202)   

Abstract labor is the opposite of real labor as it is a universalizing construct. In the words of Marx “the 

particular individual labor contained in the commodity can only through alienation be represented as its 

opposite, impersonal, abstract, general – and only in this form social- labor…” (202) How does the 
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substitution of concrete labor with abstract labor occur? Real labor becomes social labor when it is 

measured, and the unit of measurement of real labor is the time taken. This transformation is possible when 

one can calculate the duration of labor objectively. In this way one can calculate the value of the commodity 

based on the labor time expended upon it. This objective time, standardized in weeks, days and hours, is 

most different from the immanent temporality of subjective praxis. It is not the subjective duration of effort 

as it is lived: living praxis escapes any standard of measure. Objective time takes over subjective praxis. In 

the words of Marx “Time is everything, man is nothing: he is at most time’s carcass” and again, in Capital 

Marx writes “the worker is here nothing more than personified labor-time. All individual distinctions are 

merged in those of “full-timers” and “half-timers” (Capital I p. 40 in Henry 206).  

In sum, exchange is possible because of a fundamental abstraction: the transformation of subjective 

heterogeneous labor into its ideal representation as abstract homogenous labor. In this general abstract labor 

the individuality of workers is completely eliminated. The indifference of labor with respect to the 

individual workers who perform it goes so far as to accomplish an overturn of perspective. In its real 

ontology Labor should be a particular determination of individual life, however through abstraction it is 

hypostatized, negating the individual who is reduced to a simple instrument of this labor. In Marx’s words: 

“labor… does not seem, indeed, to be the labor of different persons, but on the contrary the different 

working individuals seem to be mere organs of this labor”. (Grundrisse p. 208, in Henry p. 206) In the last 

section we will explore how this constitutive phenomenon entails a fundamental conflict between life and 

economics.  

The genesis of abstract labor from concrete labor and in opposition to it embodies the transcendental genesis 

of the economy, indented as a constitutive sphere of human praxis.  It is abstract labor, not concrete labor, 

that forms the basis for exchange value. However, the fundamental insight is the following: even if abstract 

labor appears distinct and opposed to concrete reality, concrete reality constitutes its its ontological 

foundation. Abstract labor “as ideality representing the common essence of labor” has as its foundation 

“primordial labor”, that is the activity of the subject at the basis of any particular labor. This idea does not 

contradict the point of incommensurability of particular labors. While particular labor is intrinsically 

heterogeneous there is a phenomenological essence that is common to all labor: “productive activity, if we 

leave out of sight its special form: viz, the useful character of the labor, is nothing but the expenditure of 

human labor power. Tailoring and weaving, though qualitatively of different productive activities, are each 

a productive expenditure of human brains, nerves, and muscles, and in this sense are human labor. They 

are but two different modes of expanding labor power. Of course, this labor power, which remains the same 

under all modifications…” (Capital 1 p. 43 Henry p. 207) 120. It is thanks to this primordial manifestation 

of subjectivity that it becomes possible to represent the concept of abstract labor.  
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To conclude this section, we must stress the profundity of the meaning of the transcendental genesis of the 

economy: “Reality, which is itself non economic, is the reality of economic reality” (230). Through a 

transcendental analysis one discovers the derivative status of the sphere of the economic. In Henry’s words: 

“As ‘abstract,’ economic reality has no self-sufficient being, no ontological autonomy and is unable to 

subsist by itself ” (p. 230)  

Thus emerges the disagreement between Henry and orthodox Marxism. In the former’s interpretation there 

is no ontologically independent economic structure that is at the basis of ideological representations. For 

the Marx of Henry, in its concreteness, reality is by no means economic. Reality is the subjective movement 

of life that transforms nature to satisfy its positive need: it is praxis. Reality is living labor; what in Capital 

Marx calls the labor process: the material, the living subjectivity. 

It is such a philosophy of reality that constitutes the grounds to fully address the radical methodological 

criticism of the economic discipline. This topic will be explored in the next section.  

 

IV. The Critique of Economic Theory and the Ontological Subversion 

 

The Marxian critique of economics spoke to the tradition of political economy that Marx was directly 

confronting. It speaks even more strongly to the current economic paradigm. The power of Marx’s criticism 

lies in it being a philosophical critique of the discipline, that is, a critique of deep methodological 

significance. In a nut shell: the entire discipline lacks transcendental self-awareness. This means that, in the 

first place it does not recognize that the sphere of the economic- hence all economic categories- emerges 

out of an abstraction from concrete non-economic praxis. Put differently, the economic discipline is 

fundamentally blind with respect to its ontological foundations: it does not perceive that its basis lies outside 

the sphere of representation. It follows that political economy does not even grasp its derivative character 

as a discipline. The punch line is that since economic categories are ontologically insufficient, economics 

cannot in itself constitute an autonomous system nor claim to be describing concrete reality.  

Lack of self-awareness brings about two major flaws. The first is fetishism or better “economism” while 

the second entails the impossibility of perceiving the truth in the economic world. We will consider them 

in turn. 

IV.I The problem of Economism  

The economic discipline is doubly blind. It does not understand the process of abstraction inherent to the 

economic sphere and it does not perceive itself as the product of that fundamental abstraction. The 

coincidence between reality and abstraction is the most immediate consequence. Committing fetishism 
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means confusing the economic form with reality. In the words of Marx “ furthermore this brings to 

completion the fetishism peculiar to bourgeois political economy, the fetishism which metamorphoses the 

social, economic character impressed on things with in the process of social production into a natural 

character stemming from the material nature of things” (p. 230) Commodities are understood to uphold 

economic properties because one does not realize that these properties are the outcome of social relations 

of production: relations between the subjective lives who concretely produced them. The economic 

discipline is fundamentally fetishist as it confuses and identifies real (non-economic) properties with ideal 

economic properties (a reality of second order).  

 The dangerous consequence of such confusion is that representation takes over reality: a commanding 

ontological subversion takes place. We know that for Marx economic categories really emerge out of an 

operation of abstraction from concrete subjective praxis; yet, by losing sight of this primordial connection, 

not only do categories acquire theoretical independence, they also gain theoretical and ontological priority 

over concrete praxis, with the ultimate effect of becoming more real than reality itself. The economic sphere 

thus acquires an undue role of absolute preeminence. This process is clear in the priority of exchange value 

over use value, and, even more powerfully in the conception of labor as sacrifice.  

Introduced by Adam Smith, the identification of labor as sacrifice is still dominant in the neoclassical 

understanding of labor as disutility. Conceiving labor as sacrifice or as disutility means homologizing 

heterogeneous practices. It is a hypostatization of labor as expressing the same universal experience. The 

conception of labor as sacrifice is tied to a specific economic thesis, namely that labor never varies in value, 

that an hour’s labor is always an hour’s labor and that for this hour of labor one will always obtain the same 

value. Labor is considered as the price one pays for whatever one obtains, it is the counterpart to the value 

of the product. Yet, Henry writes “to consider labor in its relation to the value which it itself defines or 

which stands as its equivalent-the thing it enables one to buy-is precisely no longer to consider labor in 

itself, in its subjective reality, and to be thoroughly mistaken about it” (p. 227) 

This perspective charges subjective praxis with objective economic categories; yet subjective praxis has its 

own goals in the satisfaction of vital needs. Authentic subjective labor is the opposite of sacrifice:  it is a 

vital phenomenon, a moment of life. It is the realization of subjective praxis possessing its own objectives 

and problems. Above all, its internal positivity lies in the liberating activity exercised when overcoming 

vital obstacles. In Marx’s words: “But Smith has no inkling whatever that this overcoming of obstacles is 

in itself a liberating activity- and that, further, the external aims become stripped of the semblance of merely 

external natural urgencies, and become posited as aims which the individual himself posits- hence as self-

realization, objectification of the subject, hence real freedom, whose action is, precisely, labor (Grundrisse 

p. 205 in Henry p. 227). Thus expenditure of labor power has nothing economic to it. Labor is a positive 
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need and an integral part of the unfolding of organic subjectivity. Smith’s negative assessment of labor is 

really the abstract representation of the alienated form of labor that is structural to the capitalist system. 

Henry writes: “Capital will twice reaffirm the positivity and the original living specificity of labor as 

activity, beyond all of its economic determinations: “He [Smith] has a presentiment that labor…counts only 

as expenditure of labor power, but he treats this expenditure as the mere sacrifice of rest, freedom and 

happiness, not at the same time the normal activity of living beings. But then he has the modern wage-labor 

in the eye” (p. 228).  

In sum, we have described the fundamental ontological subversion operated by political economy: the 

abstract takes over the concrete. Ideal economic reality is superimposed upon concrete praxis, a reality that 

has no economic nature whatsoever. Economists have fallen prey to a grave illusion: retroactively 

projecting economic determinations on living praxis, “and believing that one or the other of the modalities 

of this praxis can, by itself, be an economic modality” (p. 227).  The deep ontological implications of such 

a process are visible in our daily lives; particularly in the principles guiding technocratic policymaking. It 

is enough to think about the priority of the “the markets” in deciding upon the fate of a country’s welfare 

system; or the fact that in order to achieve the abstract concepts of “economic growth” or “economic 

competitiveness” it is a normalized practice to expect citizens to give up basic socio-economic rights.  

The impact of such a subversion is also felt within the economic discipline itself: it falls into unsolvable 

antinomies. We will explore this issue in the next section.  

 

IV. II Mystification and Truth 

In its ontological unawareness Political Economy mystifies reality and the real operation of the economic 

process. Indeed, it undertakes an analysis of economic categories as if they could be explained on their 

own, without investigating the real subjective processes that ground the economic sphere. The emblematic 

example is to try to explain the source of value by investigating the sphere of exchange (circulation) rather 

than the sphere of production. Marx recognized this as typical of bourgeois political economy. It is certainly 

a trait of the neoclassical paradigm today. The result of this hypostatization is a theoretical break down: the 

impossibility of detecting the source of value, the engine of capital accumulation. In Henry’s words: 

“Henceforth, the economic element, just as it cannot be the place where reality is to be found, is also 

incapable of being the place of truth, the place of ultimate explanation” (p.231).  

 

For Marx economic analysis must move beyond the exchange process: is only by analyzing the real material 

conditions of the production process that the important distinction between fixed and variable capital can 
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be understood. That is, the distinction between the objective conditions of production and the subjective 

praxis that is the real source of value. Clearly fixed and variable capital are still economic categories, 

pertaining to the sphere of exchange. Their ontological heterogeneity can be grasped only if one explores 

the concreteness of the extra economic praxis that is put to work in the production process. Variable capital 

is capital invested in wages, it is capital exchanged on the labor market between the capitalist and the 

laborer. Yet once this exchange process occurs, the value of variable capital is substituted with a living 

subjective force, living labor. Living labor is the true source of value, a value that is greater than the one 

incorporated in the initial variable capital invested. Hence, variable capital is an important category only in 

so far as it is understood as the abstract representation of its substance: living labor as subjective praxis. It 

follows that the fundamental ontological contrast between variable and constant capital is detectable only 

once one explores the concrete production process. In the words of Henry: 

“The opposition of constant capital and variable capital does no more than express on the economic level 

the ultimate ontological distinction present at the heart of the production process. The material reality of 

the production process appears to be split in two elements that were not only different but ontologically 

heterogeneous: on the one hand, a subjective element which makes the entire process possible because, as 

living praxis it is what produces profit as such, on the other hand, the objective element, namely this material 

or this instrument which have a being only through praxis” (p. 268) 

The mystification of the nature of variable capital is preceded by a more fundamental mystification: the 

aporia of the value of labor. The intuition here is that the source of value cannot in itself have a value; 

otherwise one falls into an infinite regress. If it is labor that determines value, how can the value of labor 

itself be determined? For the Marx of Henry, political economy believes this question to be legitimate only 

because it treats labor as a commodity rather than understanding the subjective and creative essence of 

living labor. Economics applies to labor the general law of value: as any other commodity the value of labor 

is determined by the hours of labor necessary to produce it. What is the quantity of labor necessary for the 

production of this commodity called labor? It is that which is necessary for the production of the goods 

which the worker needs to survive. The value of labor is thus identified with wages. For Marx, the very 

theoretical possibility for political economy to assign value to labor- an “aberrant project”- emerges as a 

consequence of a shift in real historical conditions: the advent of labor as a commodity in the modern market 

economy. It is this shift, which occurred beginning from the 18th century, that produced the definition of 

reality as economic reality and the effort to “confer upon each modality of existence an equivalent or a 

substitute of the economic level” (p. 280)  

The substitution of the value of labor with wages is the substitution of subjective praxis with an objectivity 

(the value of goods necessary for the realization of labor power) and is the grounds for the aporia of the 
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value of labor: “the paradox according to which the principle which serves as a ground for value would 

itself be receiving value” represents “the paradox of the market economy in general and of its claim to 

integrate subjectivity into its own field by treating it as an element of this field, to be determined within it 

and starting from it” (282) 

Marx breaks this aporia in a very firm way: “labor is the substance and the immanent measure of value, but 

has itself no value”. (p. 277) Living labor is the creator of value but cannot ontologically accept value: the 

concept of the value of labor is irrational.6    

To understand the essential meaning of such claim, let us give a comparative example with any other 

commodity, say sugar. Both concepts, that of the value of labor and the value of sugar are irrational in one 

sense: they attempt to bypass the ontological heterogeneity between ideal economic representation and 

reality. This represents the irrationality of economism we have explored above: economic categories appear 

to be consubstantial with the reality they define. 

Still, sugar can legitimately have a value as long as one is aware of its transcendental conditions. The 

determination of value is nothing but the quantification of abstract labor: the representation of the amount 

of labor necessary to produce it. To the contrary, living labor cannot receive any value. Henry explains: 

“To say that labor has no value means: it cannot have value. Just as labor does not derive from any labor, 

so production is not the product of any production. If, then, value is the representation of this derivation 

and of this production, it cannot affect labor which is not produced. In this way is affirmed, in itself and in 

numerous implications, the original character of praxis which, since the “Theses on Feuerbach,” constitutes 

the underlying presupposition of Marx’s entire thought” (p. 278) 

The sweeping intuition is that the creative power of value and of economic determinations in general is a 

reality of another order that refutes abstraction: living subjectivity. It follows that “the solution of each 

aporia of classical political economy will consist in returning to an origin, to a region of being different 

from that of the economic, although it serves to found the economic” (p. 231)  

It emerges that the secret of capitalism lies in exploitation, a concrete reality affecting the daily existence 

of the worker. In the words of Marx: “The only extra economic fact in this is that the human being does not 

need his entire time for the production of his necessaries, that he has free time at his disposal above and 

beyond the the labor time necessary for subsistence, and hence can also employ it for surplus labor.” (p.252)  

                                                 
6 In Capital Vol. II Marx writes that the irrationality “consists in the fact that labor itself as a value creating element 
cannot have any value, nor can therefore any definite amount of labor have any value expressed in its price, in its 
equivalence to a definite amount of money” p. 282) 
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What is the significance of the double theoretical flaw of political economy that the Marx of Henry 

denounces? What are the consequences of attempting to apply value to labor? What are the consequences 

of not recognizing the source of value and profit in living labor?   

The result comes in a double form, entailing a conservative theoretical and political outcome. When 

political economy confuses the value of labor with the value of wages the result is to think of wages as 

corresponding to the payment of the whole day of labor for the worker. Thus, there occurs a crucial 

mystification of the origin of surplus value, residing in the unpaid living labor for the part of the working 

day not corresponding to necessary labor (the production of the necessary means for subsistence). 

Exploitation is thus stumped under the idea that the capitalist actually pays the worker the full value of his 

labor, that is, the totality of his working day, and that his wage corresponds to its price. This illusion is still 

tenacious and persists in the minds of capitalists and workers as much as in those of economists.   

This idea ignites a second illusion: the conviction that the source of profit is the investment of the capitalist 

in constant capital rather than the subjective living activity of the worker. This idea will be dealt with in the 

next section. 

 

The Contradiction between Life and Economics 

In Capital Marx proposes a phenomenology of capitalism. For Henry Marx proposes an ontological critique 

of the socio-economic system that profoundly conditions the life of each subjective praxis. From the 

sections above we know that it is not only a matter of capitalism affecting subjective reality, rather it is 

subjectivity itself that provides the foundations for the capitalist system. Indeed, economic laws are the 

abstract expression of real production processes, that is, the multiple realizations of subjective practices. 

With this relationship in mind, the Marx of Henry analyzes the fundamental nature of capitalism. Capitalism 

is thought of as the the last phase of the alienation of praxis that manifests itself as an inversion of life 

teleology. This inversion is realized both at an individual and at a macro-economic level. The former 

clarifies the historical-ontological conditions for the emergence of capitalism: the distinction between free 

labor and wage labor. The latter explains the reason for the structural crisis of capitalism. We will proceed 

in order. 

V.I Inversion of life’s teleology: the individual level 

Contemporary wage labor is alienated labor. It is not alienation intended in the Hegelian sense of 

objectivation, that is, the laborer not owning the product of his/her own labor. The Marxian phenomenology 

of alienation is something more. When the laborer sells his labor he is selling his subjective praxis. From 

his body and his activity, the laborer cannot separate himself. Thus alienation is produced within the sphere 
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of subjectivity, as a modality of subjective praxis. This is the meaning of concrete alienation. The worker 

will have to undertake a work that does not belong to him, thus feeling estranged in the very act of his labor. 

Labor becomes a meaningless activity; it takes the form of sacrifice and constriction. 

Subjective alienation is central for the phenomenology of capitalism since it is the primary manifestation 

of the inversion of the teleology of life. Indeed, alienation is the manifestation of the loss of authentic labor. 

We know that Marx conceives labor as a fundamental positive manifestation of subjective praxis. However, 

with the emergence of division of labor and wage (alienated) labor, the inversion of life teleology occurs: 

the fulfillment of subjective praxis is not anymore the aim of productive activity. Labor is not undertaken 

in order to satisfy particular life needs. The immediate unity between need and satisfaction, production and 

consumption is lost. The worker does not live the purpose of his labor as his purpose.   

Why is the worker forced to sell his labor? Capital (Vol I, Chapter XXVI) explains how alienated labor is 

the result of the historical emergence of “free labor”. Free labor embodies the rupture of the “organic cycle”: 

the separation of the individual from his/her natural conditions of existence.  

What exactly is the organic cycle? Henry defines it in the following terms: “we will define organic cycle, 

vital practical cycle, the practical instrumental take on nature, the original unity of organic subjectivity and 

its inorganic nature”. The organic cycle represents a state of harmony with nature that allow subjective 

praxis to develop. Nature is not perceived as an external instrument but rather as a part of subjective praxis, 

as it provides it with the means of subsistence.  

The expropriation of the majority from their natural conditions of existence defines the historical genesis 

of Capitalism: the worker has become “free”, free from his natural appropriation.  Historically this is 

brought about by primitive accumulation: a series of arbitrary and violent expropriations that have ripped 

the worker from what was ontologically his.  

This split represents a form of alienation: becoming estranged of what first belonged to the individual as an 

extension of his being. With capitalism the means of labor are separated from the worker and stand in front 

of him as opposed and autonomous, as indifferent and extraneous forces. The relation of the worker with 

the conditions of labor has now become contingent; thus existence itself is precarious and contingent. Under 

capitalism the worker is in a stance of total indigence and of productive dependence. The only way for the 

“free worker” to survive is to sell the only thing that remains his: his living labor, his subjective praxis. It 

is on this occasion that labor is felt as constriction and sacrifice rather than the manifestation of a positive 

need.  

In sum, the rupture of the teleology of life exhibits a double form. In the first place, labor is now a sacrifice 

to survive rather than an instrument for subjective fulfillment. This is due to a prior inversion of life’s 



17 

teleology: the means of production are no longer instrumental to the satisfaction of the needs of subjective 

praxis. Worse, it is now subjective praxis that becomes the instrument: it is not the worker who uses the 

means of production but rather the means of production who use the worker and rule upon his daily activity. 

In Henry’s words: “the activity ceases to be that of the individual, a modality of living praxis and its 

realization, in order to become, on the contrary and paradoxically, the activity of the machine, an objective 

process” (290) This occurs for two main reasons. In the first place the worker has to adapt to the complex 

functioning of the machine. In Marx’s words “It is the machine that possesses skill and strength in place of 

the worker, is itself the virtuoso, with a soul of its own in the mechanical laws acting through it” (Henry 

290, Grudrisse 692-93) Secondly, and most fundamentally, the objective conditions of labor, considered in 

their economic form of fixed and variable capital, constitute exchange value, ruled by the laws of value and 

not by the priorities of subjective praxis. It is not the worker who utilizes “use value” as an instrument for 

his need, rather the worker becomes the primary instrument for the acculumation of exchange value. To 

fully grasp the depth of the discrepancy between use value and of exchange value we must analyze the 

significance of the inversion of life’s teleology at the macro-economic level: the subversion of the 

ontological priorities of subjective praxis is embodied in the laws that govern the market economy.  

 

 

V.II. Inversion of the teleology of life: the macro-economic level 

The genesis of Capitalism was a revolutionary process; an upheaval of the basis of society, since it 

embodied the inversion of the teleology of exchange. Starting from a certain moment the economic process 

did not have as its objective use value but rather exchange value.  

The inversion of the teleology of exchange is represented by the opposition of the two processes of 

circulation. C-M-C vs M-C-M’ illustrates the fundamental intuition. In the first the economy is a mediation 

for life; in the second, life is nothing but a mediation for the economy.  

C-M-C abides by life’s teleology: the end is use value of the commodity, the satisfaction of a need. Money 

(exchange value) is just a means to obtain such an end. “Due to this explicit teleological subordination to 

use value, exchange value, despite its ideal character, had no existence independent of the former” (219). 

The amount of exchange value is not increased: trade is advantageous because of the different use values 

of the products exchanged; the advantage rests on a qualitative difference. On the contrary, in the second 

cycle, the goal of the process is a constant increase in exchange value: the cycle is meaningful when an 

increase in exchange value takes place. The particularity of use value for the satisfaction of subjective needs 

has no relevance for the exchange process; the driving force is an increase in the quantity of capital.  
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Production thus becomes unlimited, that is, not limited by the needs of subjectivity: “this indefinite 

production of value for value is capitalism”. Since C-M-C was tied to consumption, production and 

exchange were limited by the needs of subjective praxis. Needs are phenomenologically limited, as they 

refer to the vital possibilities of subjective praxis. Under capitalism, exchange value is indifferent to use 

value, and the capitalist will invest ever greater exchange value to obtain ever greater surplus value.   

Accordingly, to fully understand the phenomenology of capitalism and, in particular, the ultimate conflict 

between life and economics, one must focus upon the basic aim of capitalism: exchange value and more 

specifically on money as the concrete incarnation of exchange value. In fact, money embodies the 

phenomenological truth of capitalism, what we decided to call “the paradox of independent dependence”, 

it is this fundamental truth that will lead us to explore the reasons for the intrinsic crisis of the capitalist 

system.  

In the capitalist system, money (or capital) represents the independent existence of exchange value: it is the 

economic element that has detached itself from any material substance of the commodity, from any use 

value. Marx writes: “In money, the medium of exchange becomes a thing, or, the exchange value of the 

thing achieves an independent existence apart from the thing” (Grundrisse 199-200). Such an independent 

economic element exercises a powerful ontological impact on subjectivity. Money subverts the 

determinations of life itself. These passages from the third Economic Philosophical Manuscript exemplify 

Marx’s intuition: “It [money] transforms loyalty into treason, love into hate, hate into love, virtue into vice, 

vice into virtue, servant into master, master into servant, nonsense into reason and reason into nonsense”. 

And again: “The stronger the power of money, the stronger am I. The properties of Money are my, the 

possessor’s, properties and essential powers. Therefore, what I am and what I can do is by no means 

determined by my individuality. I am ugly but I can buy the most beautiful woman. Which means to say 

that I am not ugly…” (Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts 377, in Henry p. 222)  

Yet, through a closer study, one realizes that, even if capital manifests itself in its independence, the pure 

economic element cannot truly support itself: capital has only an illusory autonomy. Indeed, for capital to 

fulfill its law of indefinite accumulation, it must continuously transform itself into use value, that is, it must 

be embodied in the real elements of the process. For example, fixed capital must be converted into real 

machines that produce real commodities. “the principle of its action [of capital] lies outside itself, in the 

particular nature of its use-values to which it is referred” (235) 

The idea is that capital necessarily refers back to the reality that determines it. This intuition acquires all of 

its radical significance if one discovers the connection with living labor. For “use value” does not only refer 

to the material product but to the concrete living subjectivity who produces it, to subjective praxis. The use 

of variable capital is its actualization in effective labor. Indeed, the capitalist “consumes” his variable capital 
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by putting it to work as living labor. In Capital Marx writes: “In order to be able to extract value from a 

consumption of a commodity, our friends Moneybags, must be so lucky as to find, within the sphere of 

circulation, in the market, a commodity, whose use-value, whose actual consumption, therefore, is itself an 

embodiment of labor, and consequently a creation of value. The possessor of money does find on the market 

such a special commodity in capacity for labor or labor-power” (p. 239). It is the consumption of labor 

power in the sphere of production which, through exploitation, produces surplus value, thus capital. It is 

the actualization of the labor power, it is living labor and it alone, which creates surplus value.   

In the Marx-Henrian paradigm, living labor is the necessary basis for capital existence and accumulation. 

This is the ultimate phenomenological truth of capital: its ontological dependence on subjective practice. 

Hence the meaning of “the paradox of dependent independence” emerges:  for how much the pure economic 

element emancipates itself and is able to dominate the phenomenology of individual life, it cannot, in the 

last instance, do without the subjective praxis that is its ontological foundation, or better, its transcendental 

condition of existence. Such truth of the capitalist system encompasses the reason for its crisis. 

Capitalists, the leading economic agents of the economic system, embody the illusion of the whole capitalist 

society which is lacking awareness of the transcendental condition of capitalism. This illusion is mirrored 

in the science of political economy. The capitalist/economist does not understand the source of value which, 

as we know from the paragraph above, rests in the concrete reality of variable capital, that is living labor. 

The capitalist thus deeply believes in the illusion of the independence of capital, and understands profit as 

deriving directly from capital that he invests in production. In his competitive struggle, the capitalist decides 

to increase his productivity through an ever greater investment in fixed capital with respect to variable 

capital.7  

This alternation at the level of economic values reflects a major alternation in the elements at play in the 

real production process: an increasing imbalance between, on the one hand, the objective conditions of 

production that present themselves as an ensemble that is ever greater and autonomous, and on the other 

living labor of the workers who are proportionally hired less and less as they are substituted with productive 

technologies.  

Yet the economic cannot, in the long run, go against its ontological status. These words by Henry express 

this ultimate contradiction: “Capitalism is the system of value, its development and its maintenance (money 

                                                 
7 We know that Variable capital is nothing else but the ideal economic representation of the subjective element while 

constant capital the economic representation of the objective element of the production process. 
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being the eternal value); value is produced exclusively by living labor, the fate of capital is thus the fate of 

this labor, of the subjective praxis of the individual” (287) 

Thus the autonomy of capital is contradicted by historical events that manifest the truth of its dependence 

on life. The rate of profit is the relation between the surplus value and the amount of total capital invested. 

The rate of profit is compromised by the very process of capitalist development. Indeed, the organic 

composition of capital gradually changes: constant capital takes on a larger share with respect to variable 

capital. This is due to a twofold reason: the first is the pressure to keep the costs of labor down by investing 

into labor saving technology, also, competition amongst capitalists urges them to invest in new machinery 

to increase their productivity. Accordingly with an increase of the organic composition of capital, the rate 

of profit falls. What makes Henry’s perspective original is that he interprets the law of the falling rate of 

profit as the demonstration of Marx’s transcendental-philosophical approach. The idea is that, 

notwithstanding the fact that the law is tackled by Marx in technical terms and thus involves the domain of 

the economic, its ultimate significance is much wider. It is really an ontological thesis, thus an extra-

economic one.  

In sum, the law of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall is a direct corollary of the thesis of the subjective 

foundation of value, and it manifests the inevitable crisis of the capitalist system.  If value is created by 

subjective praxis and the development of capitalism presupposes a gradual expulsion of subjective praxis 

from the production process, the consequence is the extinguishing of the principle of value. The increase 

of constant capital and the decrease of variable capital signifies “the invasion of social life by the inessential 

and the decline of the essential” (p. 272.)  

Thus the phenomenology of capitalism exposes the dialectical conflict between “living labor” and “dead 

labor”. 8  It is a real conflict which ultimately highlights the fundamental contrast between life and 

economics, a contrast that is intrinsic to the capitalist system. Marx pins down the double ontological 

contrast: the first between immanent life and the sphere of the economic, the second at the level of reality, 

between living labor and dead labor, that is between subjective praxis and the objectivity of fixed capital.   

Conclusion 

                                                 
8 “the opposition between variable capital and constant capital is the decisive economic opposition because it is not 

economic, because it distinguishes in a radical manner, in reality itself, between the living element and the dead 

element, between that which produces change and that which cannot even maintain itself…between subjectivity and 

objectivity” p. 271 
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Henry’s interpretation of Marx’s thought is important to grasp the deep contradictions of contemporary 

economic reality, economic policy and economic theory. The Marx of Henry is thus a powerful philosophy 

for criticism to both the dominant economic paradigm and current political-economic practice. It can help 

come to grips with a focal conundrum that haunts our daily lives: why is it that economic policy, especially 

when in the hands of technocrats, is driven by objectives that very little have to do with the concrete needs 

of flesh-and blood citizens, and actually undermines such needs in favor of other more urgent “economic” 

priorities?  

The answer of the Marx of Henry is that economics, as a discipline, lacks transcendental self-awareness. It 

sees itself as a “pure” autonomous system since it does not recognize that all economic categories emerge 

out of abstraction from concrete subjective praxis. The economic discipline is blind with respect to its 

ontological foundations: it does not perceive that “reality which is itself non economic is the reality of 

economic reality”.  For the Marx of Henry reality is concrete individual life; life is fundamentally 

heterogenous and irreducible to abstractions.  

The consequence of the meta-economic unawareness is dangerous: not only do categories acquire 

theoretical independence, they also gain theoretical and ontological priority over concrete praxis. The 

economic sphere acquires a repressive role of absolute preeminence.  

We have described the fundamental ontological subversion operated by political economy: the abstract 

takes over the concrete. Thus, economic reality is superimposed upon concrete praxis. The concept of 

abstract labor is emblematic in this respect. Abstract labor is hypostatized, negating the reality of labor as 

a concrete expression of man’s life; hence it is the individual himself who is reduced to a simple instrument 

of abstract labor.  

The deep ontological implications of such philosophical flaws are visible in our daily lives; particularly in 

the principles guiding technocratic policymaking. “The markets” have priority in deciding upon the faith 

of a country’s welfare system; while in order to achieve the abstract concepts of “economic 

competitiveness” citizens are expected to give up basic socio-economic rights. Economics guides policy 

towards violent actions against concrete social relations.  

We have discussed the second effect of the ontological unawareness of economics: it is incapable of 

grasping the real dynamics and contradictions of capitalism. Contradictions may be detected when, as in 

Capital, phenomenological studies of workers’ lives are an integral part of economic analysis. Indeed, for 

Marx economic laws are understood as the abstract expression of the real production process, that is, the 

realization of multiple subjective practices. Only a perspective that recognizes how the economic cannot 

conceptually separate itself from life is capable of recognizing that the central feature of the capitalist system 



22 

rests in the conflict between life and economics. Marx points out that the genesis of capitalism means an 

inversion of life teleology: the “free” worker experiences labor not as a means of subjective fulfillment but 

as a sacrifice in order to survive, since his/her life has become destitute and precarious. Under Capitalism 

it is not the worker who utilizes “use value” as an instrument to fulfill his needs, but it is rather the capitalist 

who “uses” the worker to increase his exchange value. Once exchange value becomes the objective of the 

economic process it is not the economy that is the mediation for life (C-M-C) but rather life is reduced to a 

mediation for the economy (M-C-M’). The conflict between life and economics is at the heart of the crisis 

of the capitalist system: with the gradual expulsion of subjective praxis from the production process, 

capitalism gets rid of the very foundation of exchange value, that is, of the subjective immanence that is its 

ultimate ontological foundation. Here lies the truth of capitalism: the economic sphere does violence to life 

and imposes its own priorities, yet it ultimately cannot do without life itself.  
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