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1. I got interested in the topic of my talk by way of a friendly potential 
objection that I got once, the set-up for which involved a kind of thinking 
that one hears all the time if one hangs out with Anglo-analytic, Humean-
trained metaphysicians. “Imagine an object,” my friend said. “Okay, good. Now 
-- replace all of its properties with different ones. Assuming this, what would 
you say about consideration x ... ?”  
 
1b. As a person with more or less Aristotelian sensibilities about what objects 
are like, my normal reaction to this kind of counterfactual is: “You lost me at 
the ‘all.’” “What’s up with this,” I thought for the nth time. “What kind of 
entity could lose all of its properties, and still be the same entity?” (Not just 
have its essential ones change, like with transubstantiation, wherein the 
bread and wine still have all the superficial properties of bread and wine but 
are thought to really be flesh and blood.) 
 
1c. And then it struck me: a commodity could. A commodity, as per Marx’s 
analysis in Capital, is precisely the sort of entity that, qua exchange-value, 
can have all of its natural properties be swapped out for other ones and still 
be exactly what it was. 
 
2. So what I want to do is to trace some of the connections between what I 
take to be key features of Humeanism - arguably still the default 
metaphysics of Anglo-analytic philosophy (think empiricism in an ontological 
register) – and the nature of the commodity-form as it is theorized by Marx 
in Capital. 
 
2b. In doing so, I’m invoking a model of ideology-critique in which one’s aim is 
to decode what Adorno called the “truth content” of beliefs (or ideas) that 
one takes to be mistaken but ideologically significant, i.e., the sociological 
information that such beliefs or ideas convey allegorically. 
 
3. The claim, then, is that Humeanism contains ideologically encoded 
information about capitalism. Marx delivers a critique of this sort of Hegel, of 
course, and Horkheimer did the same for Kant. I think that it is worth 
attending to Humeanism, too, just as Marx himself attended to the empiricist 
political economy that presupposes it. 
 



4. Let me just add one background thought, though, before moving on.  As I 
see it, there are 3 levels of ontology in Marx’s analysis in Capital.  (1) There’s 
the Humeanism that maps onto the reified, alienated, surface appearance of 
capitalism; (2) there’s the Hegelianism that is implicit in the depiction of M-
C-M’ as the self-valorization of value; (3) & there’s the neo-Aristotelianism 
that sustains the definition and the treatment of, for example, use-value and 
natural laboring, and which underwrites the account of the fetishism of 
commodities in Vol. 1, Bk 1, Ch. 1.  These levels are nested, in the sense that 
the categories of the second track the underlying reified conditions that 
produce the appearances tracked by the categories of the first, and the 
categories of the third track the reality that has been reified.  
 
My discussion, drawing on Capital as it does, presupposes all three levels. 
 
5. Ok, so Humean metaphysics contains ideologically encoded information 
about the commodity-form.  How so?  First let me say what I’m counting as 
Humeanism, then I’ll point to what I take to be its “truth content.” 
 
6. Here are five metaphysical points that are recognizably Humean. 
 

(a) Anti-essentialism – i.e., ambivalence about form 
(b) Ambivalence about substance – i.e., about the materiality and internal  

unity of purportedly material objects 
(c) The reduction of wholes to parts – i.e., no emergence & no irreducibly  

relational or complex entities 
(d) Passivism – i.e., no real causal powers, by which I mean no genuinely  

active or oomphy do-ing 
(e) No agent causation, as an instance of powers-based substance 

causation 
  

7.  I don’t want to say that capitalism causes anyone to embrace these ideas 
– or even to think them in the first place.  That’s too strong.  If nothing 
else, at least some of these points have what I’ll call an abstract or internal 
ideational logic, in addition to a socio-historical one, in that they are implied 
by, or simply just make sense alongside, other ideas, regardless of their 
ideological import.   
 
7b. What I do want to say, though, is this: these core precepts of 
Humeanism, insofar as they are representations of a commodified reality, 
function, if and when they are generalized into universal metaphysical 
principles, to naturalize (or, we might say, eternalize) the commodity-form.  
They are ideological in this precise sense.   



 
7c. In order to properly make the case, of course, I’d have to show not just 
that they are such representations, but also that, as universal metaphysical 
commitments, they’re false.  I’m not going to do the latter here, though I’ll 
note that if one has taken on the analysis of Capital, then one has already 
implicitly rejected Humeanism as a general metaphysics.   
 
8. So, what are the real features of the commodity-form that are 
ideologically encoded in these five theses?  
 
I will make these points as succinctly as I possibly can, in the interests of 
time.  Please feel free to ask me to elaborate in the Q&A or later in 
conversation.  I’m going to use the term “commodity” to refer only to 
commodities qua exchange-values, commodified commodities, we might say. 
 

(a) Anti-essentialism.  A commodity has no natural form.  It is an 
objectified quantity of value.  Marx illustrates this point beautifully in 
the opening passages of Capital, wherein things keep jumping into the 
bodies of other things, unscathed.  At this level of abstraction, anti-
essentialism is true of commodities, even if it is not true of natural or 
non-commodified artifacts. 
 

(b) Ambivalence about substance.  A concrete commodity is a material 
thing, none of the natural properties of which are essential to its 
being.  Humean conceptions of substance are of (at best) a property-
less substrate, a generic “object-as-such” onto which properties 
attach.  [Historically this is Locke, rather than Hume (Hume does away 
with substances altogether, in favor of bundles of impressions “unified” 
by the imagination), though Kant’s transcendental object also fits the 
bill.]   A commodity is just such a thing.  

 
(c) The reduction of wholes to pluralities of parts.  The idea that 

wholes do not exist (by which I mean the idea that what people take 
to be emergent, non-simple phenomena are actually pluralities of 
parts) captures in thought the real atomization and alienation of 
capitalist relations of production.  

 
(d) Passivism. I think that what I want to say is that artifacts qua use-

values do, contra Hume, have powers, whereas commodities in their 
value-form don’t; rather, commodities just are the creative power that 
Aristotle called techne, alienated.  The system as a whole has powers, 
but – again – the commodity in its value-form just is reified capacity. 



To put it differently, passivism doesn’t just capture in thought the 
reality of powerlessness as a feature of alienation (though it does do 
that); it also captures the powers-related aspect of the metaphysical 
contrast between natural artifacts and objectified or concretized 
value. 

 
(e) No agent causation.  The denial of agent causation follows directly 

from a commitment even just to passivism, let alone to passivism 
combined with (a) the rejection of emergent wholes that are greater 
than the sum of their parts; and (b) an ambivalence about substance.  
It is hard to get a genuinely efficacious agent out of a plurality of 
inert parts.   

 
But in addition to this we can certainly say that, as with passivism as a 
global principle, the denial of agents with causal powers reflects, in 
thought, the reality of alienation.   

 
9. In relation to each of these points I think that what we should say is not 
just that the Humean position is wrong, as a matter of metaphysics (if we 
think that it is), but that, whatever else it is, it is a bad generalization from 
the commodity-form. 
 
10. Analytic metaphysicians who understand themselves to be progressive have 
recently become interested in what is becoming known as “social ontology.”  
If what I’ve said is right, then the categories of a Humean-inflected social 
ontology will be pegged to the commodity-form at the deepest level.  It 
follows – she said provocatively - that such a framework will not be able to 
underwrite genuinely radical social theory.  It’s not so provocative, though, 
since this is precisely the claim that was made as early as the mid-1930s by 
members of the Frankfurt School, as well as implicitly by Marx, who saw, 
even by 1843, that empiricist political economists could describe private 
property but could not explain it, and therefore could not really criticize it.  
   
  


