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Politicising or opting out? 
 
Harry Cleaver, Reading Capital politically, Leeds 2000, pp183, £8 
 
Without question, the greatest tool Marx gave to the working class movement was Capital. It is almost 
facile saying this, but - at a time when the academic study of this work has for all intents and purposes 
disappeared, and when the left is mired in its inability to transcend transparently outdated doctrines and 
categories - we have to re-examine what Capital gave us. The publication of this work was a revolution in 
human thought. For the first time we had the uncovering of the nature of the historical process of 
accumulation and the social relations so entwined with it.  
 

The Weekly Worker is a publication of the Communist Party of Great Britain. It is amusing that this abusive, condemnatory 
Leninist review begins by saying essentially the same thing that I said in the introduction to the book Hudson so dislikes: “I 
intend to return to what I believe was Marx's original purpose: he wrote Capital to put a weapon in the hands of workers.” 

 
From the understanding of the single commodity, Marx developed our understanding of value, labour and 
exchange. Historicising money, time and production, he outlined the ways in which machinery, the factory, 
the wage - the whole system of capital itself - bound the worker to the relentless process of accumulation. 
Capital was the science of capital - observing it, understanding it, transcending it - a capital giving birth to 
its proletarian gravediggers. Making that class which would remake itself against it and beyond it. 

 
When we compare the sentences that follow, in both cases, we see the difference between us. Compare the above with: “In 
[Capital] he presented a detailed analysis of the fundamental dynamics of the struggles between the capitalist and the 
working classes. By reading Capital as a political document, workers could study in depth the various ways in which the 
capitalist class sought to dominate them as well as the methods they themselves used to struggle against that domination.” 
Whereas the emphasis for Hudson is on the development of capital, which somewhere along the way produced its 
gravediggers, my emphasis is on class struggle throughout. As Marx said, capital is a social relation; class struggle is not 
one subject among many, it is THE subject.  
 

Altogether alien to that science and to emancipation is Harry Cleaver’s work on the ‘political’ reading of 
Capital. We should be thankful for this republication, if only for the opportunity it gives us to reassess the 
kinds of readings of Marx which have been so disastrous over the last 30 or so years. Such a reassessment 
is important, not because its incorrect understanding of Marx is any worse than any other mistaken 
understandings, but because of the dreadful organisational consequences which follow from these kinds of 
ideas.  
 
The sort of nonsense expressed in this book sustains all of those backward ideas manifested in the worst 
(yes, not the best) parts of the Socialist Alliance. How many times have we heard the rants against 
‘Leninist’ forms of organisation from those who have never experienced the genuine article? How often do 
we find the experiences of the SA ‘independents’ validated because of terror at the very idea of 
organisation? Reading Capital politically is an exercise in how to perpetuate capital politically - it is the 
kind of book which should have been left to the “gnawing criticism of the mice”, as Marx once said of The 
German ideology.  

 
Just a note: although Hudson likens my “backward ideas” to those in the worst parts of the “Socialist Alliance,” I am not 
now, nor ever have been, a participant or fellow-traveler in that “alliance.” If RCP should have been left to the gnawing 
criticism of the mice, why is Hudson bothering to call his readers’ attention to it? Well, I imagine that Hudson is glad to 
have Marx’s German Ideology, even if Marx did make that comment about the fact that he and Engels wrote it, but never 
published it. 
 

Originally published in 1979, Reading Capital politically has been reworked by AK press, well known for 
publishing what passes as theory in anarchist circles. It also publishes work by autonomist or left 
communist Marxists - Cleaver has long been a fellow traveller of new lefties, ecologists and anarchists, 
particularly in his guise as a teacher of Marxist economics at the University of Texas.  
 

Oooh, “guise”! Guess I’m not really teaching Marx after all. Typical sectarian comment; if you don’t have the right “line” 
then you’re not a Marxist at all.  
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Cleaver’s original work, at Stanford University, critiqued the role of US imperialism globally, whilst most 
recently he has tried to understand the peculiar emergence of the Zapatistas in the aftermath of the North 
Atlantic Free Trade Agreement. An ongoing project has been to popularise, in English-speaking circles, the 
ideas of Italian autonomist Marxism - particularly Sergio Bologna, Mario Tronti and Toni Negri. He has 
done electronically through the internet (with his Texas Archives of Autonomist Marxism) what people like 
John Merrington tried to do in the 70s and 80s with his Red Notes series on Italian autonomism.  
 
There is no space here to develop any kind of sustained critique of this tradition, but it is worth making a 
few points. Firstly, although the philosophical insights of someone like Toni Negri on Spinoza and Marx’s 
Grundrisse should be essential reading for all of us, these ideas cannot be accepted uncritically.  
 
One wonders what ideas Hudson things should be accepted “uncritically”; one would have supposed that no ideas should be so 
accepted and therefore the comment is superfluous. Given all the criticisms here, moreover, one also wonders why Negri’s so-called 
“philosophical insights” would be of any interest to Hudson and friends? 
 
Much of the Italian work on the planner-state is abstract and simply incorrect even on the Italian situation, 
whilst their ideas on class recomposition and the social worker and social factory are oversimplified.  

 
What writtings on the planner-state are “abstract and simply incorrect”? and in what whys? No clue, just dismissal. What is 
“oversimplified” in Italian work on “class recomposition”? No clue, just assertion. Such pronunciamentos do not an 
argument make. 
 

Secondly, the political history out of which these ideas were born was of course that of post-war Italian 
‘official communism’. Groups such as Autonomia Operaia, with which Negri was associated, were not 
physically responsible for the atrocities of terrorist groups like Prima Linea and the Red Brigades, but the 
ideological logic of autonomist Marxism led directly to the emergence of this form of terrorism and the 
ensuing tragedy for the Italian left from which it is only now recovering. 

 
This slander is nothing more than a repetition of the line used by the Italian state at the end of the 1970s to throw thousands 
of people in jail on trumped up charges! Well, I guess it’s not terribly surprising to see that slander repeated by English 
Leninists. After all, the Communist Party of Italy played an essential role in that travesty of distortion and repression in 
1979 and thereafter. And I might add, a review of the way the situation in Italy was presented in England and the United 
States at the time, by both Leninists and Social Democrats also echoed the claims of the Italian state. In the wake of 9/11 
those of us in the US have had the pleasure of experiencing just how the actions of a terrorist few can be used by a 
repressive state against any and all of its critics – precisely what the Italian state did. To find Hudson perpetuating the 
vicious political myth that Italian autonomists were the “intellectual fathers” of Italian terrorism is pathetic.  
 

Thirdly, the anti-organisational logic, particularly of Italian autonomism, leads to the clearly reactionary 
formulations of Negri’s most recent work, where he abandons even the vaguest pretence to be a historical 
materialist at all. It is also worth noting that Negri had grave doubts himself about the value of Marx’s 
Capital and considered Grundrisse, with all its mysterious and enigmatic formulations, to be the basis of 
the ‘self-valorisation’ rather than the self-emancipation of the working classes of Europe. 

 
How amusing to see the accusation of Italian autonomist responsibility for the terrorism of the Brigada Rosa immediatly 
followed by a condemnation of the “anti-organizational” logic of those same autonomists! Considering that the Brigada 
Rosa and similiar groups were self-organized in as tight-knit a Leninist cell structure as they could manage, it is hard to see 
how they could have been spawned by some supposedly “anti-organizational logic”! It seems that Hudson simply does not 
to know the history. Italian autonomia was a diverse movement that included both highly organized groups and loosely 
connected networks. To see Hudson’s ignorance on this subject read Steve Wright’s book Storming Heaven: Class 
Composition and struggle in Italian Autonomist Marxism, Pluto Press, 2002.  
 

It is in this tradition that Cleaver’s Reading Capital politically stands. Having worked with the journals 
Zerowork and Midnight Notes, he resolutely accepts what to many of us would be the abandonment of 
Marxism - the work is literally a manifesto for anti-Leninists and liquidationists.  

 
This comment reveals as plainly as you could wish that for Hudson Marxism = Leninism. To be anti-Leninist is to have 
abandoned Marxism. 
 

So how does an autonomist read Marx? This edition has a new preface which explores the genesis of 
Cleaver’s ideas in the early 70s new left, particularly with regard to the ‘complementarity’ of various 
struggles of women, ethnic groups and labourers across the US and beyond. Having been part and parcel of 
these struggles, Cleaver realised that most readings of Capital only recognised the one-sided focus on the 
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objective aspects of capitalist exploitation. This was in contradiction to what he perceives as Marx’s vision 
of a political weapon in the hands of a political class - hence reading Capital politically. Of course this is 
the great problem with the book - Cleaver’s attempt to perceive Capital as a political tool (which of course 
it is amongst others things) leads him to focus on the most extreme form of economism as the recipe for 
resistance.  

 
The accusation of “economism” is another dust-covered epitaph from the verbal arsenal of Leninists – who think in terms 
of a strict dichotomy between the economic and the political. For them “economic” struggles, such as those for wages, 
shorter working hours, better working conditions, etc., can neither rupture nor lead beyond capitalism; only a “political” 
struggle, led, of course, by the Leninist Party, can achieve truly revolutionary change. Needless to say, such an argument 
not only privileges the leaders of the party, but is wielded by them as a ideological weapon to obtain and hold on to power 
vis a vis workers. 
 

This extremist economism is for Cleaver simply part of the dialectic between capital and labour. If Capital 
recounts the process of capital accumulation, then the way we resist capital is to resist that accumulation - 
this means abandoning the political aspects of working class liberation and focusing purely on those diverse 
autonomous economic struggles which explicitly stand in opposition to those initially abstract categories 
Marx puts forward in Capital.  

 
Not suprisingly, no evidence is given for this charicaturization of my position on political struggle. Moreoer, Hudson 
clearly didn’t understand the critique of the “dialectic between capital and labor” in the book – a critique that implies that 
only struggle that ruptures that dialectic is revolutionary. 
 

The effect of this is to dispense with any idea of a revolutionary programme and replace it with an ethics of 
eternal resistance in which complementary struggles limit capital accumulation without overthrowing it.  

 
While it is absolutely true that I reject the traditional Leninist “program”, it can only be ideological blindness (inability to 
read) that leads Hudson to assert that support for “eternal resistance” implies “limitation” of capital rather than its 
“overthrow.” As will be apparent to anyone who reads the book without Hudson’s ideological blinders, I argue that not 
only do workers struggles rupture capital’s accumulation but that revolution is in part irremediable rupture. The other side 
of my position, of course, is that workers’ struggles are not merely those of “resistance”, e.g., against capitalist rule and the 
subordination of their lives, but also often creative, inventive of new ways of being and that those inventions, that 
innovation is the source of the alternatives that emerge to capitalism. 
 

Any attempt at overthrowing capital in a ‘Leninist’ manner is derided by Cleaver as the victory of a 
“planner-state” against the workers (p59). Socialist accumulation itself becomes a byword for 
counterrevolution. The supposedly elitist concepts of orthodox Marxism are just new ideological forms of 
capitalist exploitation and simply seek new ways of regulating the worker in the new social formation.  
 

More or less accurate. 
 
For Cleaver the dialectic of capital and labour in commodity form is based on the capitalist’s surplus and 
the proletarian’s use-value - in other words a radical oversimplification of Marx.  

 
What is a “radical oversimplification” is Hudson’s exposition of what I wrote. The whole book is an analysis of the many 
dimensions of the “dialectic” between capitalists and workers discussed in chapter one of volume I of Capital.  
 

The workers resist and threaten capital, capital extends into new areas of exploitation, and at the heart of all 
of this is a catastrophic sense of crisis which can never be resolved but only resisted.  

 
A most peculiar formulation. At the heart of the class struggle is the endless threat of final rupture of capitalist 
reproduction by workers and the creation of alternatives, i.e., revolution and the creation of new worlds. The crisis that 
“can never be resolved but only resisted” is that brought on by working class struggle. 
 

His ‘political’ reading is counterposed against other readings of Capital - those who read it as political 
economy, such as Paul Baran and Paul Sweezy, and those who read it philosophically, like Althusser and 
the Frankfurt school of critical theory. He argues that political-economic readings have largely failed 
because of their focus on the science of capital and a false hope to provide an understanding of the 
mechanisms of accumulation. Cleaver argues that working class resistance is absent from these kinds of 
readings, as they are from those who treat it philosophically with no interest in the political effect of Marx’s 
work.  
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Cleaver states that it is necessary to stand in another tradition - that of autonomist Marxism. He lists three 
main tendencies in the political reading of Capital - the Johnson-Forrest tendency in the American Socialist 
Workers Party (CLR James and Raya Dunayevskaya); Socialisme ou Barbarie, led by Castoriadis and 
Lefort; and the Italian new left, such as Negri and his co-thinkers.  
 
Now, you only have to look at these tendencies to see the problem. Whatever the great work of James on 
colonialism, Dunayevskaya on liberty and Castoriadis on the USSR, only with the most serious 
reservations could any of them be described as fully Marxist.  

 
Ah yes, here we are again, the old sectarian refrain: “If you’re not our kind of Marxist, you’re not a Marxist at all.” Where 
there was value in the works of those authors it lay in their Marxism, not in their lack of it. 
 

James, for the last 50 years of his life rejected any form of organised revolutionary grouping, 
Dunayevskaya just went politically mad, and Castoriadis had very clearly rejected Marxism in the early 
1960s (by his own admission) for the worst kind of psychotherapeutic mysticism. For all of their focus on 
history from below and working class emancipation these bankrupt tendencies effectively abandoned that 
struggle because they could not understand that political understanding and organisation are the only tools 
the working class have in their struggle against capital. 

 
How absurd to reduce the complexities of the work of those authors to particular positions they took at various points in 
their lives. James and Dunayevskaya were in the Trotskyist Socialist Workers Party, they left it. They split; James had a 
group called Facing Reality; Dunaveyskaya gathered a group around herself called News & Letters. Castoriadis did, quite 
explicitly, abandon Marxism. So? Do their positions at one point invalidate what they wrote at others? I think not. We take 
from others what we find useful and leave aside that which we don’t. In RCP I am quite explicit about what I take from 
these folks; there is much that I do not find useful and ignore. Hudson’s argument about a blindness to organization was 
certainly not true with James and Dunayevskaya – although neither Hudson nor I might embrace their notions. In general 
the autonomist Marxists that I have been interested in, and upon whose work I have drawn, have ALL had the keenest 
interest in organization. It’s just that in general they have been more interested in “organization” than in “building THE 
organization” a la Leninists.  
 

What Cleaver does in his ‘political’ reading is basically to substitute working class organisation with anti-
wage and leisure time struggles, dropout refusal of work campaigns and a vicarious identification with a 
variety of third-worldist and national liberationist struggles. In other words, the usual raggle-taggle band 
beloved of Guevarist mischief-makers sat in the bedrooms of Surbiton.  

 
That is NOT what I do and saying that it is doesn’t make it so. In the first place wage struggles, battles for less work time, 
the refusal of work are not “unorganized” they simply have a variety of organizational forms that only rarely include those 
of the Leninist variety. Nowhere can Hudson find any evidence that I embrace “third-worldist and national liberation 
struggles” as such. This list of things that Hudson accuses me of embracing is actually a list of things Hudson distains and 
that list reveals the sectarianism and Leninist character of his own politics. 
 

In exploring Negri’s concept of self-valorisation, Cleaver calls for “the autonomous elaboration of new 
ways of being, of new social relationships alternative to capitalism … not only work which escapes 
capitalist control, but all forms of working class self-activity that imagines and creates new ways of being” 
(p18). This is a self-valorisation which resists capital without transcending it, escapes it by creating 
temporary autonomous zones in the jungles of Chiapas, creates new ways of being within capitalism.  

 
And just what, one wonders, does “transcending” mean if not the creation of new alternatives? As for the crack about 
temporary autonomous zones, well, first, the term comes from someone else, not me, and second, obviously all new ways 
of being are temporary until either capitalism is finally overthrown and replaced or it finds ways of co-opting and 
integrating them into itself, in which case they cease to be truly different.  
 

It seeks the solution to global capital in spectres and phantasms rather than in the real processes of ruling 
class exploitation and working class organisation which Marx discerned so well in his science of capital.  

 
Incantation. I can smell the incense. 
 

Martyn Hudson 
 


