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In Seren Mau’s Mute Compulsion, the communist philosopher develops a theory of the economic
power of capital. Before systematically unfolding the conditions, relations, and dynamics of this
form of power across three tightly ordered sections, Mau sets out by offering a definition by way
of negation. He juxtaposes the specifically economic power of capital to the two forms of power
that most thinkers in the Marxist tradition have seen as fundamental to the perpetuation of the
capitalist mode of production: violence and ideology. While the economic power of capital is
complementary to and intertwined with these more transhistorical forms of power, Mau argues
that is both analytically distinct from them and historically specific to societies in which the
capitalist mode of production prevails.

The economic power of capital is “impersonal, abstract, and anonymous” (p.3). It is
impersonal in the sense that it does not act upon individual or collective subjects; rather, it acts
upon our environment, reshaping the conditions for the reproduction of the human life process. It
is abstract because it subsumes into itself different concrete moments of our metabolic relation
with nature, transforming them into moments of the reproduction of capitalist social relations.
Finally, the economic power of capital is anonymous because it is impossible to trace its exercise
to the actions of discrete human “subjects”, or even non-human “agents”. The economic power
of capital power is not exercised through a dyadic relation between actors, but rather as “a
relation between actors on the one hand and an emergent property of social relations on the
other” (p.45). In capitalist society, humans are not only under the sway of despotic bosses and
ideological and repressive state apparatuses; the lives of human beings are regularly upended and
transformed by the autonomised movements of the value and price of commodities on the world
market.

To readers familiar with the work of Moishe Postone, Michael Heinrich, and other
“value-form theorists”, this understanding of capital as an abstract and impersonal force will
sound familiar. Like these authors, Mau is strongly influenced by the Neue Marx-Lektiire, which

emerged in the Federal Republic of Germany in the 1960s and 1970s as one of several “new
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tendencies and perspectives which overcame some of the crucial weaknesses of traditional
Marxism” (p.48). Part of what makes Mute Compulsion an exceptional book is that Mau
overcomes some of the characteristic weaknesses of the Neue Marx-Lektiire and other value-

form interpretations of Marx’s critique of political economy.

The Necessity of a Critical Social Ontology

One of the ways in which Mau distinguishes his approach from the value-form theorists is in his
argument regarding the necessity of a critical social ontology. The proponents of the Neue Marx-
Lektiire, open Marxism, and the systematic dialectical interpretation of Capital have always
insisted that “all the categories of the critique of political economy are only valid in relation to
the capitalist mode of production” (p.72). Differences aside, these schools of thought converge in
their argument that Marx’s principal contribution was to show how and why the classical
political economists of the early modern period had hypostatised the social forms of the
commodity, value, money, and capital, elevating these historically specific categories into
supposedly transhistorical forms of organising social production. While Mau agrees that Marx’s
critique of such hypostatisation was central to his intellectual and political project, he also takes
issue with the “absolute historicism” (p.72) of the value-form theorists. Mau argues that if “the
concepts by means of which we perceive social reality are completely immanent to a specific
historical situation” (ibid.), then we would have no means of comparing our own mode of
production to previous ones, nor would we have any real ground from which to leverage a
revolutionary critique of our present society.

In developing a critical social ontology, Mau turns to the work of Joseph Fracchia (2005),
who has advanced a distinctive historical materialist approach based on Marx’s concept of
“human corporeal organisation” (korperliche Organisation). As Fracchia (2005: 46) argues,
Homo sapiens possesses a set of unique “corporeal capabilities that enable people to make their
own history, and the corporeal constraints that prevent them from doing so as they please”.
These constraints impose determinate “limits on the infinite variability of human cultures and on
human malleability” (Fracchia 2005: 49); however, we continuously transform these limits “into

problems to be solved by human artifice—by, for example, building aeroplanes, developing
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means of artificial lighting, oxygen canisters for breathing at high altitudes or underwater”
(Fracchia 2005: 52).

In Chapter 4, Mau argues that our use of such “extra-somatic tools” (p.95) is the key to
the development of a critical social ontology. Arguing that tools are just as essential to our
survival as are our lungs, Mau follows Marx (1976: 285, 493) in conceptualising tools as
“organs” of the human body. While the use of tools to mediate our metabolism with nature is a
presupposition of all human life, the extraordinarily wide range of our corporeal capabilities
means that there are “an infinity of ways in which a division of labour can be organised” (p.101).
Like Marx and Fracchia, Mau argues that it is the indeterminacy of our metabolic relation with
nature that opens up the possibility for the emergence of social relations among humans.

Readers of Antipode may take issue with the argument that the indeterminacy of human
corporeal organisation distinguishes Homo sapiens from the rest of nature, since non-human
natures are anything but deterministic. Indeed, ecosystems have organised themselves in
incomparably more ways than there have been forms of human society. While Mau doesn’t raise
or respond to this point directly, he approvingly cites Fracchia’s (2005: 49) argument that our
“bodily instruments” and “corporeal dexterities” have enabled us to “break out of a narrow
ecological niche”. We humans have been able “to adapt to the most varied of niches from desert
to polar regions” because we can “create artificial instruments that allow us to develop the
capacities embodied in other species such as moving through the air, on and under the water, for
digging underground passages, building dams, and so forth” (ibid.).

Considering the cumulative ecological impact of human dam, tunnel, and bridge building,
not to mention fossil fuel-enabled air and sea travel, another way of making Mau’s argument
about the determination of human metabolic relations as specifically social relations would be to
say that no other animal species has the capabilities to usher in a new geological epoch. In other
words, it is precisely because we have a profound but limited capacity to consciously control
natural forces that we can posit a distinction between nature and society and therefore develop a
critical social ontology. However, to move from this critical social ontology to a concrete
understanding of the economic power of capital, we first need a clear grasp of the class and value

relations that capitalism both presupposes and reproduces.
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In Chapter 5, Mau explains how a necessary precondition for relations of class
domination in any form is “the fateful capacity of human beings to produce more than what is
necessary for their own survival” (p.114). As Marx (1976: 646) wrote in Capital, “[u]nless
labour has attained a certain level of productivity, the worker will have no such free time at his
disposal, and without superfluous time there can be no surplus labour, hence no capitalists, as

also no slave-owners, no feudal barons, in a word no class of large-scale landed proprietors”.

Economic Power and Class Domination
In Chapter 6, Mau systematically distinguishes his theory of the impersonal economic power of
capital from pre-capitalist forms of class domination. Whereas all hitherto existing ruling classes
had employed various forms of violence and ideology to extract surplus labour, it is only the
capitalist class that takes advantage of the separation between the human being and their organs,
inserting itself “in the gap between life and its conditions” (p.114). In capitalist society,
dispossessed proletarians can only satisfy their basic needs by selling their labour power to
capitalists, meaning that the reproduction of “life itself comes with an obligation to valorise
value” (p.134).

In Chapter 7 Mau seeks to justify his analytical disentanglement of “the logic of capital”,
or “capitalism in its ideal average”, from the historical development of capitalism (p.169, 172).
This leads him to address the questions of unwaged, feminised labour and the role of racism in
capitalist societies. Mau argues that gender is neither a natural, trans-historical category nor a
social form specific to capitalist society. The implication is that the analysis of the relation
between capital and gender needs to be undertaken at a much more concrete level of abstraction
than he advances in this book. He makes a similar point regarding race, arguing that while
theorists of racial capitalism have developed rich concrete accounts of the historical
entanglement of racism and capitalism, they have not convincingly demonstrated that racism is
core to capital as a social form. While these positions may elicit the charge of so-called “class
reductionism”, Mau never questions the political significance of struggles against racial violence,

discrimination, and gender oppression. The concluding point of this chapter is that it is neither



A Radical Journal
L ANTIPODE

“possible [n]or desirable to derive political strategies from theoretical arguments developed on a
very high level of abstraction” (p.172).

In Chapters 8 and 9, Mau grapples with the work of Moishe Postone, Robert Kurz, and
other proponents of the so-called Wertkritik (value-form criticism), for whom “class domination
in capitalism is a secondary form of domination, an effect of an underlying structural compulsion
to which everyone is subjected” (p.195). When these authors developed their critique of “the
traditional Marxist reduction of the power of capital to the power of the capitalist class” (p.207),
they sought to illuminate both the impersonal character of the economic power of capital and the
systematic role of the labour movement and official socialist and communist parties in the
reproduction of capitalism. Mau makes a compelling argument that this forthrightly anti-work
and anti-proletarian reaction to traditional Marxism bent the stick much too far in the other
direction.

Mau distances himself from the Wertkritik principally in his understanding of Marx’s
concept of fetishism, his defence of the concept of abstract human labour as a transhistorical
category, and in his argument that the existence of the value form presupposes a class of
propertyless proletarians. At the same time, Mau rejects the inverse conception of many
autonomist Marxists, who argue that the value form is merely a mode of existence of the capital—
labour relation. Mau sets his theory apart from these two polar currents by insisting clearly that
value and class—the “horizontal” and “vertical” relations of production—are in fact “two

interrelated yet distinct sources of the power of capital” (p.210).

Dynamics of a World Capitalist Society

In Chapter 10, Mau argues that the real subsumption of labour to capital deepens the economic
power of capital by eliminating workers’ monopolisable skills and transforming the individual
worker into “a living appendage of the machine” (Marx 1976: 614). Not only does capital
possess the objective conditions of labour (i.e. tools, machinery); it also reshapes the productive
subjectivity of the worker such that their labour power “becomes powerless when it stands

alone” (Marx 1994: 124).
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While Mau’s discussion of the real subsumption of labour and the restructuring of skills
is sophisticated, it is also exceedingly one-sided. In Chapter 5, Mau argues that “dialectics is
neither interaction, mutual presupposition, reciprocity, nor simply contradiction”, but rather “a
process in which a concrete totality reveals itself to contain its own negation as one of its
moments” (p.106). However, when Mau analyses the real subsumption of labour and the
development of large-scale industry, he fails to grapple with the reasoning that these processes
are themselves moments in capital’s immanent drive towards self-abolition. Indeed, for Marx,
the deindividuation of capitalist labour processes and the expansion of our collective corporeal
capabilities through “the objectification of the powers of social labour” are ineluctable historical
prerequisites for the development of an associated mode of production (Marx 1973: 832).

In Chapter 11, Mau attempts a reconstruction of Boyd, Prudham and Schurman’s (2001)
thesis on the real subsumption of nature, arguing that their focus on “nature-based” industries
and their further distinction between biologically-based and nonbiologically-based industries is
“ultimately too narrow, leading them to lose sight of a number of important effects of capital on
nature” (p.255). Mau argues that we should pay more attention to capital’s reliance on nature in
manufacturing and chemical process industries and that we can and should speak of the
subsumption of all natural forces since “mass production ... subjugates [unterwirft] the forces of
nature on a large scale—wind, water, steam, electricity—to the direct production process” (Marx
1994: 31). However, Marx’s statement that various natural forces have been subjugated
(unterworfen) to the direct production process is very different from Mau’s much stronger
theoretical claim that these natural forces have been really subsumed by capital.

The meaning of real subsumption is that a given process has been reconfigured by capital
such that it can only be set in motion by capital. However, the process of atmospheric circulation
(i.e. “wind”) is not organised by capital and its continuation is in no way dependent upon the
valorisation of capital. Conversely, the phenotypes, life cycles, and population dynamics of
broiler chickens and Douglas fir trees are clearly determined by their existence as forms of
constant capital. Mau claims that a more restrictive theory of the subsumption of nature leaves us
“with no conceptual tools to understand the relationship between capital and nature in other

sectors and branches” (p.256), but we do not need to stretch the concept of the subsumption of
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nature beyond the limits of its coherence to recognise that natural forces can be controlled and
objectified to varying degrees through the application of human labour.

In Chapter 12, Mau surveys the literature on the logistics revolution and the effect that it
has had in deepening the specifically economic power of capital. This is summarised in three
dimensions. First, the decrease in circulation times has garnered capital more flexibility to
relocate production and engage in global labour arbitrage. Second, the increased spatial
flexibility of capital has led to “the intensification of competition among capitals as well as
among workers”, an intensification that is reflected within the workplace (p.287). Third, logistics
technologies have enabled capital to jump scales in the organisation of production, effectively
turning the planet into one giant factory for the production of surplus value.

In view of this deepening interdependency of global production, Mau follows Jasper
Bernes in making two arguments about the political implications of this logistics revolution.
First, we now find ourselves in a situation where “any attempt to seize the means of production
would require an immediately global seizure” (Bernes 2013). At the same time, since the
logistics technology at hand is predicated on extreme wage differentials between world regions,
any revolutionary movement would find much of this technology “wasteful and unnecessary” for
the development of a freely associated mode of production (ibid.).

In Chapter 13, the book’s final chapter, Mau concludes his analysis with two crucial
examples of how “the ordinary run of things” in capitalist society deepens the worker’s
“dependence on capital” (Marx 1976: 899). First, over the long run and across the globe, the
continuous introduction and generalisation of labour-saving technology fails to be counteracted
by a proportional expansion in the scale of production, leading to the progressive enlargement of
a reserve army of labour. This enhances the competition amongst workers on the labour market,
within each workplace, and between distinct workplaces, with these divisions often being
expressed in racist, nationalist, and chauvinist terms. Second, while the continuous outbreak of
crisis is often seen as one of capitalism’s greatest weaknesses, Mau argues that we ought to
understand crisis not “as a crisis of the power of capital”, but rather “as a part of the power of
capital” (p.309). Episodes of crisis force individual capitals to intensify work regimes, cut wages,

and layoff parts of the workforce, thereby intensifying the competition amongst workers and
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making it more difficult for them to resist labour process transformations that enforce the
economic power of capital.

In conclusion, I would like to say something about the resonance of this work and the
historical conditions for its emergence. In the ideological desert of post-Marxism, many lucid
Marxian concepts that had first been immobilised by the doyens of traditional Marxism were
turned into defenceless punching bags by detractors from across the political spectrum. At the
same time, the “innovators” of Marxism haphazardly uprooted such concepts as fetishism and
abstract labour from their place in the systematic dialectic of Capital, burdening them with such
existential weight that they became politically useless and thus theoretically meaningless. More
than three decades after the decline of “actually existing socialism”, the traditions of dead
generations are weighing a bit less heavily on the brains of the living. Seren Mau has stepped
into this historical void with a theoretically ambitious book that is clear in its revolutionary
intentions but open to comradely critique. The author takes firm positions on various theoretical
controversies and challenges the reader to do the same. For these reasons, Mute Compulsion

should be a theoretical touchstone for critical geographers for years to come.
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