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			Introduction

			Das Kapital by Karl Marx: How do people react to this book title? There may be various responses, but most of them fall into one of three categories:

			

			Reaction 1: “I’m not interested in Socialism or Communism.”

			

			Reaction 2: “Who would read such an outdated book?”

			

			Reaction 3: “I guess it’s interesting, but it’s long and hard to read; I’d never get through it.”

			

			I’ll discuss each as we go along, but to begin with, let’s clear up a few misunderstandings inherent in these responses.

			

			First, the title of the book Karl Marx wrote is Das Kapital, that is, Capital. 

			

			What Marx was examining was neither Socialism nor Communism, but how Capitalism functions. His book is long, indeed, but from beginning to end, it focuses on how Capitalism works. And no matter how hard you look, you won’t find anything in the book that has to do with Socialism or Communism.

			Reaction 2 is based on a different misunderstanding. When it came out 150 years ago, the book was an uncontested first. Karl Marx (1818–1883) was remarkably prescient. The trends he identified have been documented on a grand scale and they are even destructive across the globe in our times. It doesn’t take much imagination to transpose the problems he discussed to the economic and social environment that continues to evolve before our eyes. 

			Reaction 3 is not a misunderstanding at all.

			Honestly, anybody confronting Capital for the first time is bound to feel overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of information in this 3-volume work, its strange vocabulary, and the complex sentences. And most of those who have the courage to start reading Capital end up putting it down, running into a brick wall with Part I, “Commodities and Money”. It’s just what any high school student might do: you dare to tackle a difficult study guide, but only the early part of it alone gets any attention. 

			This book is written to address that last concern. Here, we reorganize the kernel of Capital into an easy-to-understand dialogue. The book presents formulas once in a while, but nothing to worry about. Four operations are all the calculation needed, and I’ve solved them all for you. Anyone who reads Capital in the short bits of time carved out of their daily rat race could grasp this kernel in just a week. With passion and will, you can finish it in one day.

			Of course, the book doesn’t go into all the details included in the three volumes of Das Kapital. If reading this book gets you more interested, I recommend that you go ahead and read all Das Kapital. Perhaps, after this introduction, you’ll be able to breeze through it and enjoy it more. 

			This book doesn’t talk about Das Kapital only. To help readers understand the context, I add my views which don’t stray far from the original. I hope readers will understand this as it is to ensure a more effective delivery of Das Kapital.

			As luck has it, I taught a college-level course on Capitalism for six years, focusing on Marxist analysis. At first, I wondered if any students would take an elective on Marxism, but the course grew from a small seminar to a 200-student lecture format. I’ve had goosebumps when reading class assignments submitted by students. I have felt the shock that students experience at their first exposure to Karl Marx’s analysis of capitalism.

			While explaining the Marxist perspective to students, I became sure of one thing. The question is not whether Marxist philosophy is out of date but What does it have to do with us? The change in students’ perceptions that I’ve witnessed is stark. Today, when the dysfunctionalities, disparities and wealth inequality in Western society are intensifying, why shouldn’t we go back and re-acquaint ourselves with a classic analysis of the causes and consequences of the inner workings of the capitalist economic system? Marxist theory is highly relevant.

			In 2005, BBC conducted a survey in the UK. When it asked experts to choose the world’s most well-known and influential thinkers, Karl Marx came in first. By contrast, in Korea people continue to suffer from the national partition based on an ideological face-off. There is no opportunity to learn about Marxist philosophy as part of the regular curriculum without a massive distortion or demonization. South Koreans may not be the only ones. I hope that the discussion in these pages will provide a better understanding of the Marxist analysis of the capitalist system for readers who are interested.

			This book was first published in South Korea in 2008 and has established itself as a guide to Das Kapital through its several revised editions. I thank my readers for their constructive and positive feedback. I also thank Heejong Kwon, who did a tremendous job translating the work into English. I want to express my heart-felt thanks to Algora Publishing for providing unstinting support in publishing this South Korean author’s book in English. I am grateful to everyone who is related to this book. But my special thanks go to my wife and two daughters. I can’t thank them enough for living happily with me despite my shortcomings.

			This is a critical period in which capitalism is facing a crisis due to serious depression and a glaring, growing gap between rich and poor as well as increasing unemployment. So, my greatest hope is that this book will help readers understand the nature of capitalism and work on alternatives.

			

								Seungsoo Lim

								Like a farmer who sows seeds

			Lecture 1 — Why Should We Study Das Kapital?

			Lecturer: Hello, everyone. Nice to meet you. As our class has more than 200 students, we’ll skip the roll call. It’s surprising and even odd to see this large a number of students enrolled in a lecture on Das Kapital (Capital). I particularly find it impressive that we have a lot of students who major in Economics or Business. And I want to hear why you’ve chosen this course. Anyone?

			Student A: I’m an Economics major. We only learn mainstream economics at our department. So, I wanted to try a different perspective on capitalism. A senior who took this course told me that the lecture was shocking; it entirely changed his view of capitalism. 

			Student B: I’m a Sociology major. In our other coursework, we sometimes come across the name of Marx, but I realized that I don’t know much about Marx. Then, I saw this course and I hopped in.

			Lecturer: I see. When I first offered this course, I thought that it would appeal mostly to student activists. But, as a matter of fact, I don’t have many of them in my class. Of course, we don’t have many activists these days on campus…

			Student C: Well, Professor, I’m taking the class because in my opinion, capitalist society has a lot of problems, countless issues including an enormous gap between rich and poor, environmental destruction, and the belief that money means everything. I heard that in Das Kapital, Marx presented quite a logical and scientific analysis of capitalist society. That’s why I added this course.

			Criticizing Das Kapital without knowing its content

			Lecturer: Well, it’s clear that you’ve all chosen this course for various reasons and you’re driven by different goals. In fact, most people shy away from someone who brings up Marx’s Das Kapital. You know what’s so funny? If you ask those people what Das Kapital is about, they say they don’t know. Yet, even though they don’t know anything about the book, people are quick to criticize the book for being irrelevant.

			Student D: I think most people have the impression that the book discusses Socialism and Communism. And, people think that capitalism dominates while Socialism and Communism are unrealistic models and have failed.

			Lecturer: Right. And yet, Das Kapital isn’t a book that talks about Socialism or Communism. It talks about Capitalism! It presents a systematic and scientific analysis of capitalism, the social/economic system we belong to. And the book has earned its fame thanks to the sharp analysis it presents. Nevertheless, a lot of people associate Das Kapital with Socialism and Communism and dismiss it as obsolete. 

			Student E: Exactly. When I say I’m taking this course, my friends say, “What, are you some kind of commie activist?” And most students are focused on getting jobs or starting a business and they don’t give a damn about social issues or broader ideas. By the way, I understand that you were an Engineering major, Professor.

			Lecturer: Right. I was an Engineering major. And that’s perhaps why I’m glad to meet STEM students in my class. Students who are here today have enrolled in the course for various reasons, but one thing seems clear. If this capitalist world were going forward flawlessly, there wouldn’t be so much interest in this course.

			So, what’s the reality? The gap between rich and poor is widening. And while problems experienced by temporary workers are a big issue, companies don’t want to hire more full-time workers. A lot of young people who have graduated from colleges can’t get a job. People are so enthralled by money that some even commit murder. If you take a close look at environmental degeneration and industrial disasters, they often occur because companies want to increase their profits and so they fail to install waste water filtering equipment or use safety devices. And even then, when such problems occur, people have come to think of them as natural in any society.

			Student F: Schools don’t treat such grave issues seriously. If you take a course in Economics, you hear that it’s because the market is temporarily off balance between demand and supply. And they explain that they can solve the problem by letting the invisible hand take care of it. And they just keep solving all those calculus equations. But I’ve never seen an economic formula that cogently explains problems like the income gap, the lack of adequate employment opportunities, environmental degradation, industrial accidents, wars, and famine. I don’t see how they can result from “a slight deviation from the balance between demand and supply.” 

			Why do we need to understand Das Kapital now?

			Lecturer: It’s a tough life in the real world. When people ask me why they should know Marx’s Das Kapital at this point, I tell them to look at this world. I ask, does this capitalist world look beautiful to you? If you think this is the best we can do, you don’t have to study Das Kapital. You can live your life as you have done so far. However, if you want to know what makes you feel terrible and helpless about all the many problems inherent in a capitalist society, you’re ready for it.

			Student H: If I can understand Das Kapital, will I really know what’s causing these problems? It’s such a famous classic, I’m interested to know what it says, but I don’t expect too much of it. When there is a problem that so many people haven’t succeeded in solving, it’s hard to believe that the cause of the problem was already laid out in a proper analysis in a book that came out 150 years ago.

			Lecturer: You’ll have to hear the lecture to see whether you can find the cause of the problem or not. Or, you can attend the lecture, thinking that you’re just reading a good classic.

			My introduction has been a bit too long. Let’s go to the main part of the lecture.

			What is capitalism?

			Lecturer: We’re living in a so-called capitalist society. So, let’s think. What kind of society is a capitalist society? I’ll give you about 20 seconds, and you can write down your definition in your notebook.

			(A while later) Now, take the sheet out of your notebook and hand it in. Let’s see what you’ve all come up with.

			

			A society run as a market economy

			A liberal democracy

			A money-centered society

			A jungle-like society

			A work-exploiting society

			A society where rich people are happy

			A society where poor people are sad

			A society where the rich–poor gap keeps widening

			An industrial society with advanced technology

			A society where values are calculated as money

			A society that converts everything to commodities

			A society made up of capitalists and workers

			

			Lecturer: Well, what kind of definition is that? Pretty vague, isn’t it?

			To get a better idea what are the important features of a capitalist society, we need to compare it with the other social-economic structures that have existed in history. In much of the world, people have gone through most of these stages of development:

			
					Ū	Primitive communist society

					Ū	Slavery

					Ū	Feudalism

					Ū	Capitalism

					Ū	Socialism

					Ū	Communist Society

			

			

			What would be the criteria for distinguishing various social–economic formations?

			Relations of production are what differentiates social–economic formations

			Student A: Well, I’ve never thought about that. Hmmm, does a person’s social position change? A slave becomes a feudal tenant, and then a citizen… I’m not sure.

			Lecturer: Don’t feel discouraged. While ‘social position’ is not entirely accurate, that was a pretty good answer. But let me tell you the answer: The best criterion for distinguishing different types of social-economic organization is the ‘relations of production’. Let’s talk about it.

			People have to eat to survive. Moreover, people have to wear clothes and need a house to live in. In modern society we need not only basic necessities but also a number of goods such as television, cell phone, washing machine, medical instruments, and a car. But goods that we need in our life don’t appear out of nowhere. Some people work to make them.

			In this sense, work is essential to human survival and existence in a society. Many people work, participating in the production activities as members of the community. And relations of production, which are created among people, differ greatly with social formations.

			Slave-owner–slave: The relations of production in a slave society

			Lecturer: For example, in a slave society, people who participate in production activities relate with one another either as slaves or slave-owners. “Relations of production” in a slave society are between slaves and slave-owners. Slaves are priced and sold, like things, to slave-owners. And they’re run and worked like animals or machines, as instructed by slave-owners. In a slave society, slave-owners who accumulate wealth by running slaves make up the ruling class that dominates the society.

			Lord–serf: The relations of production in a feudal society

			Then, how about a feudal society? In mediaeval Europe, feudal lords owned large tracts of land called manors; and serfs (also called tenant farmers, or villeins), were land-bound. They belonged to the manors, and made their living by farming a small part of the land to feed themselves and their families. They did not have the right to leave the piece of land they were assigned to. The serfs didn’t own the land; they couldn’t sell it or rent it out. But if the lord sold the land they were assigned to, they were part of the sale. And if they worked three days a week for their own benefit on the enfeoffed land, they worked another three days on the lord’s estate, for his benefit, or they were obliged to hand over a large portion of their harvest to him. 

			So, the lord–serf relations of production are formed. This enabled the lords to accumulate wealth.

			Capitalist–worker: The relations of production in a capitalist society

			In a capitalist society, most people sell their labor power to people like capitalists, making a living by doing what they want them to do. We call them workers. Unlike workers, capitalists have capital, seed money for business. With the money, they buy land, build factories, acquire machines, and hire workers. They sell in the market products made at factories to make profits and thereby expand the size of the companies. Workers receive wages from capitalists.

			In small companies, the capitalists are usually individuals, or perhaps families, investing their own savings and borrowing from the bank in their own name. They may take on partners to get more money to invest. As the company grows, more investors are needed to fuel the expansion. They’re called shareholders. Large shareholders may include banks and other institutions, investment funds, and other wealthy families. Corporations often invest in each other’s stock, too. Corporate CEOs represent them, working in their interests, for their benefit. 

			We mean all of these when we talk about the role of the capitalist, but another term is ‘the One Percent.’ In the last phase of capitalism as identified by Marx, the smaller players have been eliminated and the wealth has been concentrated in the hands of very few. In other words, the concentration of wealth is extreme. Today, we see that the vast majority of economic power is in the hands of 1% (actually, far less) of the society. 

			Thus, in a capitalist society, productive activity is carried out through ‘capitalist–worker relations’. This is called ‘the capitalist relations of production’. Most people sell their labor power to make a living. Those who can’t get a job are in a bind. For this reason, workers are always at a disadvantage in their relationships with capitalists.

			In America, for instance, people enter a worker–capitalist relationship for their productive activity, and we call it a capitalist society.

			Now you’ve got some idea. Of course, a capitalist society has various complex aspects and cannot be adequately summarized as just the relations of production between workers and capitalists; but in a capitalist society the worker–capitalist relationship is the main axis of its productive activity.

			Social formations and the situation of working people

			Lecturer: Of course, a society can have several relations of production at the same time. For example, before the Civil War, the United States had a growing capitalist structure in the North with some slavery still being practiced, while slave-holding was the dominant form in the South. After the Civil War, the South moved toward a landlord–tenant relationship, that is, a kind of feudal relations of production, up until World War II. Tenants could rent land from a landowner and work to raise crops, paying their rent out of the harvest. Nonetheless, one could hardly call America a feudal society on that basis.

			In defining a socio-economic formation, it is crucial to figure out its dominant relations of production. America is a capitalist society, because the capitalist relations of production dominate it. When talking about relations of production, there’s one thing that we must mention. There are people who work hard in every society. They’re working people who have held several names such as slaves, serfs, or workers. And we should pay attention to what kind of treatment they received in the past and in what situation they’re in at the present.

			In a slave society, working people were slaves and subjected to subhuman treatment. Slave-owners traded slaves like objects. They put slaves to forced labor while beating them with something like a whip, and provided them with minimum necessities needed to maintain their ability to work. Meanwhile, all the results of slaves’ labor became the possessions of slave-owners. A good-natured slave-owner perhaps took a good care of the slaves, but the essence of the relationship remained the same.

			Now let me ask you. Who was richer in a slave society, slaves or slave-owners? 

			Student B: Slave-owners, of course. Isn’t it just logical? Slave-owners took everything that came from slaves’ hard work.

			Lecturer: That’s right. Was my question too stupid? Let’s suppose that 200 students in this course are all my slaves. Then, I should be able to make easy money. If I make you work for convenience stores and transfer $50 to my account each day, how much do I make a day? 200 times $50 per day makes a whopping $10,000 a day. Making $10,000 each day, I’m rich. Meanwhile, because you lose the compensation for your hard work, you get poorer.

			Lecturer: Then, is the gap between rich and poor in a slave society caused by different abilities of individuals? Or is it because of social structure?

			Student C: It’s social structure, of course. Division of a society between slaves and slave-owners gives rise to a gap between rich and poor.

			Lecturer: How about the life of serfs, the working people in the feudal society? Perhaps, their situation was a bit better than that of slaves. Serfs were not sold and bought like slaves, and manors had enfeoffed land where they could have their farming and were allowed to dispose of produce. Still, they weren’t free from structural exploitation.

			Let’s say serfs worked six days a week, three days on their enfeoffed land and three days on a manor. Serfs must have been aware that working on one’s own kitchen garden was quite different from working on their lord’s land. While the produce from their kitchen garden was his, whatever he produced on the lord’s land was going to be the lord’s. 

			Here, let me try the convenience store analogy I used with regard to slave society. It’s like paying $25 out of your daily pay of $50 and keeping the remaining $25 to yourself. By steadily collecting $25 from each of 200 students, I should get rich without fail, right? Meanwhile, your life would remain pretty hard. This is how exploitation works in a feudal society. And it’s why feudalism too left a severe gap between rich and poor.

			Then, what do we see in our capitalist society? In the current capitalist society, working people enjoy freedoms in their life that are incomparable to what was allowed to slaves or serfs. Capitalists and workers are equal human beings before the law. They appear equal as they receive the income due them from their respective economic activities. Nevertheless, the gap between rich and poor is enormous. The huge disparity between the One Percent and today’s precarious employees dwarfs the gap between slaves and slave-owners, or between serfs and landlords. 

			So, does exploitation occur in a capitalist society like it did in previously existing social–economic formations? This society is comprised, on the one hand, of a majority who barely make ends meet, even while working hard, and on the other hand of a small number of people who are unfathomably wealthy — though they can’t be working that much harder. People in the top 1% rake in about $5–$7 million a year, on average, while the average  worker’s income is about $50,000 (the median is $31,000, so you can see that many make far less). 

			That’s just income; what about wealth? When it comes to assets, One-Percenters hold over $8 million; about 70 times more than the average person. And the top one percent of the One Percent, the 0.01%, take home over $25 million in income per year, well over 500 times the average.

			But if the question is whether a capitalist society has such exploitation as exists in slave society or feudalism, it’s hard to answer. We clearly find a structure of exploitation in a slave society or a feudal society. That’s because most of the wealth owned by slave-owners or feudal lords is taken from the product of slaves or serfs’ work. But if you take a close look at the relationship between workers and capitalists in a capitalist society, you can’t be quite sure if exploitation exists or not. Apparently, workers work at their work places and collect their weekly or monthly salaries as the price of their labor. If their salary is too small, they may complain, wondering, “Is this my value?”

			Is a capitalist society really exploitative?

			Lecturer: OK, now keep that question in mind until our next class. Next week is going to be important — I’m going to demonstrate in numbers whether capitalist societies are as exploitative as a slave society or feudal society.

			Student A: Oh, can that be proven in numbers? It would be pretty great if someone could perform such a calculation!

			Lecturer: Yes, I can prove it in numbers. That’s why it’s all the more shocking. Of course, people may have different opinions on whether Marx’s calculation makes sense or not.

			Student B: Now that I’ve been following your lectures, it’s gotten a bit clearer what I should get from this course. As a matter of fact, I’m really curious. Does exploitation exist in a capitalist society? If yes, it means that the enormous wealth owned by capitalists is actually what they’ve taken from the outcome of workers’ hard work. That’s not something to brush off.

			Student C: I once heard in the news about workers at a clothing company who created a labor union and were fighting for their rights. One worker said that while she made several pieces of luxury clothing a month, she couldn’t buy one for herself even with several months’ pay checks. When you stop to think about that, it does seem like something’s wrong. The worker was making several pieces of those clothes…. Since then, I’ve understood that capitalist societies clearly exploit workers as well.

			Student D: In Economics classes, we learn that the wages for workers too are decided on the principle of the balance between demand and supply in the labor market. So, your course is rather confusing to me. I wonder what’s next!

			

			Points to Ponder 

			
					Ū	What are the criteria by which we distinguish different types of societies?

					Ū	What is exploitation and how does it show up in different societies?

					Ū	Is a capitalist society exploitative?

			

			

			Lecture 2 — Capitalism Turns Everything into a Commodity

			Lecturer: In our first lecture, we discussed why we should study Das Kapital. As the book is pretty tough, if you don’t have a clear goal, you’re likely to get tired pretty quickly. I’ve seen it with people I know. Any of you feeling like that?

			Student A: I’m a Civil Engineering major. I know people call Engineering majors uncool nerds, so my friends and I organized a reading club with the idea of learning more about culture and the social sciences. Our first reading of Das Kapital was last semester, and we had fifteen eager members. But our following sessions had far fewer participants, until the club fizzled out.

			Student B: I read the book on my own, and from the outset, it was really overwhelming.
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