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I.  Introduction
This paper is part of a longer survey of the so-called “transformation problem” (hereafter, TP) debate, which itself is part of a book I am writing on the myth of Marx’s internal inconsistency.  Here I wish to argue that two different reactions to the alleged “problem” have served to suppress Marx’s critique of political economy.  

The first is positivistic and scientistic.  Its proponents claim to prove internal inconsistency on Marx’s part, and use the alleged proof to legitimate the exclusion or “correction” of his work.  The second reaction has arisen as a result of more recent work that has disproved the allegation of internal inconsistency.  Those who react in the second manner choose to discuss the merits the various “approaches” to the TP, which might superficially make it seem that they are conducting themselves according to a pluralistic ethos.  Yet they decline to debate the issue of internal inconsistency.  I therefore argue that this reaction is pseudo-pluralistic:  by suppressing the question of internal inconsistency, it serves once more to prohibit the revival of Marx’s own work.  

Finally, I will offer some comments on the difficulties involved in achieving a pluralistic debate on this matter, how to overcome such difficulties, and lessons learned from this case for the attempt to win the battle of pluralism more broadly throughout economics.

II.  Allegations of Internal Inconsistency
The early chronology of the controversy over Marx’s (1981 Ch. 9) account of the transformation of commodity values into production prices is well known (see Desai, 1988; Howard and King, 1992).  What I wish to point out here is that, from the beginning, internal inconsistency has never been alleged in order to remedy a defect and thereby strengthen Marx’s conclusions — namely that all profit comes from exploitation and that the production of value constrains and determines the magnitude of the total price of output.  Rather, internal inconsistency has invariably been alleged for the purpose of arguing that Marx’s account and its theoretical conclusions are logically untenable and must be rejected.  I note that this is the case even among Marx’s sympathetic critics, who claim to “correct” his “error” (a euphemistic term sometimes favored over “internal inconsistency”).   This is because in no case do the “corrections” affirm the theoretic conclusions of Marx’s account by (supposedly) more acceptable means.  As is well known, all of them imply that Marx’s own conclusions were incorrect to a greater or lesser degree.

Consider, for instance, the critique issued by Eugen Böhm-Bawerk (1984 [1896]) which initiated the debate.  He welcomed the appearance of Capital, Volume III because it made possible “a firm, narrow and clearly defined battleground within which both parties can take their stand in order and fight the matter out” (1984: 6), that battleground being the internal inconsistency or consistency of Marx’s account of the transformation.  The metaphor is telling.

Far more influential to the subsequent debate have been Bortkiewicz’s “proof” of Marx’s internal inconsistency and “correction” of his account of the transformation (1952 [1906], 1984 [1907]).  As Bortkiewicz himself was quite aware, the character of his “correction” –– i.e., his revised model of price formation — invariably accorded with the theoretic conclusions of Ricardo rather than those of Marx, wherever the two differ.  Bortkiewicz’s conscious intent was also to replace Marx’s “successivist” or temporal conception of determination with a notion of “mutual” or simultaneous determination he acquired from Walras.  “Modern economics is beginning to free itself gradually from the successivist prejudice, the chief merit begin due to the mathematical school led by Léon Walras.  The mathematical, in particular the algebraic, method of exposition … does justice to the special character of economic relations” (Bortkiewicz 1952: 24). 

During the next 60 years, particularly after Sweezy (1970 [1942]) brought Bortkiewicz’s work to the attention of the English-speaking world, several authors generalized his model in a variety of ways.  Yet the topic did not engage the interest, much less the passions, of more than a handful of TP buffs.  Matters were different in the early 1970s.  Many Ph.D. students and junior professors of economics had become radicalized, and the call for a “radical economics” was in the air.  The global economic crisis that erupted shortly thereafter further weakened confidence in the existing order of things.  As Desai (1988:316) and Howard and King (1992:268) have noted, it was in the midst of, and owing to, this atmosphere that a paper on the TP by Samuelson touched off a new and heated debate.  

Samuelson (1971), the then-doyen of the economics profession, was given a National Science Foundation grant and 33 pages in the most widely read journal of economics in order to state his view.  Given that he was a neoclassicist theoretically and a liberal (in the American sense) politically, it is not surprising that he vigorously championed Bortkiewicz’s critique of Marx as well as his “correction.”  What was, or at least should have been, surprising was the manner in which Samuelson made his case.  Although he noted that he did not think that profit arises from exploitation, he purposely did not argue against this notion.  He did not argue that neo-classical economics provides a better theory of profit than Marx’s.  He did not discuss the merits of the competing theories at all.  His purpose was to suppress Marx’s theory in its original form.  As Samuelson himself put it, he wished “to demonstrate that anyone who believes in the relevance [of the exploitation theory of profit …] will do better to jettison as unnecessary and obfuscating to his own theory the letter of Volume I’s analysis of inter-industry values” (Samuelson 1971:414-15).  To formulate their own theory rigorously, they need to adopt “the tools of bourgeois economics (i.e., of simple general equilibrium pricing)” (Samuelson 1971:405).  Samuelson did not explain why he cared whether a theory he rejected was formulated rigorously.  One possibility is that he suspected –– rightly –– that “tools” are not neutral, that adoption of general equilibrium methods would create genuine internal inconsistencies within “Marxian economics” (see Kliman 2002a), inconsistencies that would lead to its eventual self-destruction.  


The authors I have surveyed here may seem unrepresentative within the context of this debate, because others have admittedly been more sympathetic to Marx.  However, the models and “corrections” adopted by Marx’s more sympathetic critics differ in no essential respect from those of his less sympathetic ones.  They may tell different stories, but the mathematics, being the same, carries the same implications –– namely, that Marx’s theoretic conclusions in their original form are untenable and must be denied further consideration.  Moreover, even some sympathetic critics have been (at least dimly) conscious of the fact that their allegations of internal inconsistency imply that much of Marx’s work must be abandoned.  While Steedman, for instance, wrote that “The Sraffa-based critique … does not entail a sweeping rejection of the entire edifice” of Marx’s work, he also alleged that 

it has been proved that Marx’s value reasoning is often internally inconsistent, completely failing to provide the explanations which Marx sought for certain central features of the capitalist economy.  By contrast, these same features can be given a coherent explanation in terms which make no reference whatsoever to any value magnitude.  Marx’s value reasoning — hardly a peripheral aspect of his work — must therefore be abandoned in the interest of developing a coherent materialist theory of capitalism. [Steedman 1977: 206-07]


It must be said that the rhetoric of internal inconsistency has been rhetorical in the bad sense, little more than an appeal to the scientism and positivism of economists of the past century, Marxists as well as non-Marxists.  For in fact none of these authors nor anyone else provided anything even close to what a mathematician or logician would consider a proof of internal inconsistency.  Nor did they even try to do so.  The basic strategy has been to take some statements of Marx’s, interpret them in one particular way, usually with the aid of mathematical symbolism, and then show that these transformed statements are incompatible.  This is the real transformation problem.  

I should also note that these critics have rarely, if ever, searched for alternative interpretations of what Marx said that might resolve what at first appeared to be inconsistencies.  This is something that every student of interpretation agrees is unacceptable.  Is it at all plausible to believe that this shoddy practice would persist decade after decade if the interpreters’ goal were to understand rather than to suppress, abandon, revise, etc.?


To this day, the only attempt to show something like internal inconsistency — that is, to consider Marx’s transformation account in its own terms and show some flaw in it — is Bortkiewicz’s.  He claimed to “prove [ ] … internal contradiction” (1952: 9).  But what he actually tried to prove was that if inputs have one set of prices while outputs have another (which is the case in Marx’s account of the transformation, according to most interpretations), then the economy will not be able to reproduce itself physically.  Yet this breakdown of reproduction is a mere artifact of Marx’s procedure, not something inherent in the relation of values to prices. Thus the breakdown, Bortkiewicz tried to prove, is a spurious one.  


It is a peculiar fact about the TP controversy that the true character of Bortkiewicz’s attempted proof was forgotten or at least ignored in the revived debate of the 1970s and thereafter.  At that point, we began to get alleged demonstrations of logical inconsistency that lacked all relationship to the textual evidence and to simple common sense.  Steedman (1977: 29-31) for one, alleged that Marx’s “solution” to the TP was “logically inconsistent” because he mixed up labor time and monetary variables.  Steedman provided no evidence to support this; none exists.  Also, Steedman alleged that Marx erred in failing to “transform input prices,” yet for a reason different than Bortkiewicz’s.  According to Steedman, input prices must be transformed because inputs and outputs must have the same prices, and that in turn is because a commodity must be sold at the same price it is purchased.  The latter is surely the case, but a moment’s reflection is sufficient to demonstrate that a commodity can be bought and sold at one price at time of input, and bought and sold at different price at time of output.

III.   Evasions of the Disproof of Internal Inconsistency  


As a result of these critiques, especially the return to Bortkiewicz initiated by Samuelson and spread by Steedman and others, Marx’s own theory was in disrepute and almost without adherents by the early 1980s.  Note the date; the phenomenon precedes both the triumph of neo-liberalism and the tearing down of the Berlin Wall.  One should thus be wary of the assumption that the “death of Marxism” was due to external, especially political, factors alone.  At least in the case of  “Marxian economics,” internal factors were at work; “Marxist economists” themselves did much to try to undermine Marx’s work in its original form.  Moreover, the failure of any alternative “approach” to become dominant seems to have contributed to the unraveling and disintegration of  “Marxian economics.”  

The internal undermining in this case bears some resemblance to the internal struggles that took place in the 1970s within women’s studies, Black studies, and other disciplines.  The outcome seems always to have been the same:  the defeat and eventual suppression of the more radical wing, and the professionalization and absorption into mainstream academic thinking, of the discipline.


In any case, by the early 1980s there existed a smorgasbord of competing Marxian “approaches.”  The debate more and more shifted to a comparison and contrast of these approaches, an evaluation of their respective merits and demerits.  Marx’s own work, and attempts to continue to develop a critique of political economy on its basis, were all but absent.  Why is this the case?   


The simple — but wrong — answer is that it was impossible to develop Marx’s critique of political economy in its original form, owing to the internal inconsistencies that plague it.  This answer is wrong because Bortkiewicz’s “proof” of Marx’s internal inconsistency has itself been disproved, first by Kliman and McGlone (1988) and then in several subsequent publications by the same authors.  It is simply not the case, as these works show in almost trivial fashion, that reproduction of the economic system requires that input and output prices be equal.  In addition, many works by various authors have pointed out how incorrect have been the second-wave allegations of internal inconsistency advanced by Steedman and others.


Perhaps none of this was apparent in the early 1980s, and perhaps it was not even apparent as late as five years ago.  Yet the situation within “Marxian economics,” or what is left of it, has not changed markedly since that time either.  What we continue to have are a proliferation of “approaches,” and near-exclusive focus upon them, rather than upon Marx’s work in its original form.  Again, why is this the case? 


It is hard to know for sure, because those who act in this manner have said little about why they do so, and have written even less.  I suspect that one reason is that many “Marxist economists” are just not all that interested in Marx’s work and its development.  What they care about is their own “approaches” and, more broadly, their own problematics.  To some extent, this is a reflection of sociological-institutional constraints and careerism.  Professional success depends upon having something supposedly new and striking to say, and marketing one’s wares aggressively in conferences, journals, etc.  It does not pay to focus on the work of other thinkers, particularly dead ones who cannot help one’s professional advancement.  And it does not pay to concern oneself with matters, such as the correction of the historical record, that divert resources away from the hawking of one’s wares.  


However, mainstream “Marxian economists” have not only been uninterested in a return to the internal inconsistency question; they have actively and strongly resisted such a return.  To this day, for instance, Laibman (2000) is the only critic of Marx’s to take up the disproof of Bortkiewicz’s allegation of a spurious breakdown in reproduction.  Laibman (2000: 319, 321) points out that Kliman and McGlone were concerned to refute Bortkiewicz.  He also acknowledges that “Reproduction equilibrium exists between periods” (Laibman 2000: 323) in their counter-demonstration.  

Of course, what this admission necessarily entails is that (1) Bortkiewicz was wrong to allege that Marx’s account leads to a spurious breakdown in reproduction, and therefore (2) that he was wrong in alleging internal inconsistency on Marx’s part, and therefore (3) that his “correction” of Marx is no correction at all — but a contrary model — because (4) nothing in Marx’s original account requires correction.  This is what Laibman’s admission necessarily entails, yet he points out none of it.  He instead presents the issue in the now-conventional fashion, as a matter of the relative merits and demerits of his and the temporal single-system “approaches.”  

To my knowledge, Foley (1997: 494) is the only other author who has addressed the internal inconsistency issue after having been confronted with new evidence and arguments that call the allegation into question.
  He writes that “Marx’s writings are voluminous, and exist in various states of revision.  So it is hard to rule out the possibility of inconsistencies in his treatment of these issues ….”  Clearly this comment addresses the issue only in the sense of evading it.  Note also Foley’s innovative hermeneutics, according to which an author is guilty of inconsistency until proven innocent.  As discussed in Kliman (2002b), scholars of interpretation generally, including noted historians of economic thought such as Stigler, Barkai, and Hollander, take the opposite view and even hold that the adequacy of an interpretation depends upon its ability to eliminate apparent inconsistencies in the text.  In light of this, Foley’s innovation can perhaps be understood as an attempt to block any reopening of the internal inconsistency debate.

The other evidence that shows the great resistance to reconsideration of the internal inconsistency question is the absence of such evidence.  There is, to my knowledge, no other discussion by Marx’s critics of the new evidence and arguments that challenge the allegation of inconsistency.  One needs only to listen to the silence.  

This phenomenon cannot be attributed solely to lack of interest in the topic.  Scholars who seem unaware of the renewed controversy, or who for one reason or another choose not to engage with it, continue to allege inconsistency and error forthrightly, in the old manner (see Desai [2002: 64, and passim], Hahnel [2003, abstract]).  

So again, if the failure of Marx’s critics to address the issue is not a matter just of indifference but of resistance as well, what accounts for this?  The nature of the situation make a definitive answer impossible, as I have noted, but I suspect there are two major factors.  The first is that Marx’s Marxist critics wish to “have their cake and eat it too.”  They disagree with key elements of Marx’s value theory (and related matters, such as his law of the tendential fall in the rate of profit), but they are unwilling to characterize their disagreements as disagreements.  They see themselves as his continuators.  The only way one can be a continuator of a theorist while at the same time disagreeing with him is to argue that the development of his work must proceed through correction, due to inconsistencies or errors in the theory as originally formulated. Marx’s Marxist critics thus have a reason not to let go of the inconsistency allegation.

The second reason is closely related.  Several whole research programs, commanding the attention of dozens of thinkers, flow out of Marx’s alleged inconsistencies.  These research programs began as attempts to resolve the inconsistencies, or make due despite them, and further work within these programs likewise rests on that basis.  Thus, these programs are deprived of their raison d’etre if Marx has not been proven inconsistent; their proponents have yet another reason not to let go of the inconsistency allegation. 

Almost the whole of “Marxian economics” faces this dilemma.  A partial list of the affected research programs includes the attempts to find a new solution to the TP (yes, the searches still continue); to show that value somehow governs the economy even though it is “redundant;” to demonstrate that price-value deviations are empirically negligible; and to make the problems disappear by substituting market (“value-form”) relations for labor-time as the determinant of value, or substituting some aggregate of use-value for abstract labor as the substance of value.   

IV.  When Right Meets Right …

We are faced with two sets of rights.  One is the right of “Marxian economists” to pursue their research programs.  The other is the right of the internal opposition within “Marxian economics” to reclaim and develop Marx’s critique of political economy in its original form, and thus the right to demand a halt to its suppression.  Yet if the explanations offered above are correct, these two sets of rights are incompatible.  The continuance of mainstream “Marxian economics” requires the suppression of Marx’s work.  We have a case of right meeting right, and in such cases, as Hegel noted, force decides.  


Hence, pluralism in this case cannot take the form of peaceful co-existence.   No peaceful co-existence between Marx’s critics and defenders is possible.  This has nothing to do with personalities, intentions, or other subjective factors.  The simple fact is that the nature of some research programs and complexes of ideas is to exclude others.  


Pluralism must therefore take a different form in this case.  I suggest that critical, reasoned debate is what is needed.  Marx’s critics and defenders have no choice but to fight it out.  Pluralism in this case is a matter of conducting the fight without suppression, without differential power and resources, on a level playing field, so that rational considerations may then be permitted to emerge as determinants of the outcome of this battle.  Here, therefore pluralism is a matter of demanding that mainstream “Marxian economists” relinquish their over-privileged status.  If they fail to do so, then pluralism is a matter of seeking to level the playing field by other means, including by making the broader public aware of the real reasons why Marx’s critique of political economy is in disrepute, rarely studied, and in many cases unavailable.   


This lesson may be generalizable.  In cases where differences among schools of economic thought do not allow for peaceful co-existence, heterodox economists will do better to insist upon inclusive, reasoned debate — and insist upon the material conditions that would make such a debate possible — than to plead for acceptance on relativistic grounds.  What I mean by the latter is the suggestion that there is more than one valid way ​–– of looking at things, thinking, doing research, etc.  In some cases there are objective reasons why the opposition is unable to acknowledge the validity of its opponents’ theories, views, and methods.  


Traditionally, one response to this problem of irreconcilable opposition has been to seek to win over individuals, to have them switch allegiance from one side to the other.  This approach, which continues to have adherents, rests on persuasion, and can succeed only to the extent that one’s opponent is willing to be persuaded.  The course of the debate over Marx’s value theory has convinced me that such openness to persuasion does not exist within mainstream “Marxian economics,” and I believe it is rare within the rest of the profession as well.  In light of this intransigence, the game of persuasion is rigged in favor of those who refuse to be persuaded.  Adherents of a theory or method get to judge alternatives to it using norms and criteria according to which all such alternatives are illegitimate, unscientific or whatever.  For instance, journal referees get to reject papers that are not “good,” where “good” means “in accordance with the right way of looking at things, thinking, doing research, etc.,” namely the referees’ way.    Proponents of rhetoric thus fail to face up to the problem of self-reference that they themselves often highlight.


The flaw in strategies of persuasion is becoming more apparent.  The change in the name of our sponsoring organization, from ICARE to ICAPE — from an association calling for the reform of economics to one calling for pluralism within economics — reflects this growing awareness.  

The change is a welcome one.  There is a need to “let a hundred flowers bloom,” but it takes land to grow flowers, and we will not get it simply by pleading with the landowners to give us some.  We will not get it simply by trying to persuade the landowners that private property is theft.  If we get it at all, we will get it through struggles to expropriate the land.  There is no guarantee that this approach will succeed, either, but even if one loses, it is better to have lost with dignity, having fought for what’s right, than to have knuckled under to the landowners. 
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� The temporal single-system interpretation eliminates this and, indeed, all of the apparent inconsistencies in the quantitative dimension of Marx’s value theory.  It is not Marx’s theory per se that is inconsistent; rather, particular (atemporal and dual-system) interpretations create the inconsistencies.  Works that explicate or otherwise employ the temporal single-system interpretation include, among others, Ernst (1982), Giussani (1991-92), Maldonado-Filho (1997), Kliman and McGlone (1999), Osuna (2003), and Ramos (2003).  See also the contributions of Carchedi, de Haan, Freeman, Kliman, and McGlone in Freeman and Carchedi (1996), a work that referred to this interpretation as “sequential” and “nondualist.” 


� It is noteworthy that in a later survey of the debate, Foley (2000) avoids the internal 


inconsistency issue.
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