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The thesis of my talk is that if you want to engage in a ‘revolutionary Aristotelian’ 
critique of capitalism, you need Marx, and not just Aristotle.  Moreover, Marx isn’t 
– or at least isn’t just – an add-on.  Marx described himself as having stood Hegel 
on his head; with respect to Aristotle, we can see him (and subsequent Marxist 
theorists) as giving full expression to key prescient elements of Aristotle’s 
thought.      
 
I should say that I’m someone who sees a lot of Aristotle in Marx generally.  I’ve 
argued that the normative core of Marx’s thinking is recognizably Aristotelian, and 
I think that the underlying metaphysics is too.  And also to a certain extent Marx’s 
method.  Even if this were all there were to it, I’d want Aristotelians to pay close 
attention to a trenchant critic of contemporary society who is as plainly indebted 
to Aristotle as is Marx.     
 
But as I’ve just said, there is more to it.  Marx isn’t only influenced by Aristotle; 
Marx brings certain important aspects of Aristotle’s thought to fruition.  Of 
course, one thing that a person who says this might mean is that the class politics 
of that recommended aristocracy won’t fly, and that if you like the idea of a 
virtuous political association, you have to plump for socialism.  That may or may not 
be true, but it’s not the version of the “Revolutionary Aristotelians can’t make do 
with Aristotle alone” thesis that I want to advance here.   
 
My version has to do with conceptual resources.  What I want to say is that 
Aristotle provides critics of capitalism with several invaluable insights that remain, 
in his own work, insufficiently developed, suitable elaborations of which are to be 
found in Marx.     
 
My argument for this claim will be simple.  I’ll address three important ideas from 
Aristotle, and suggest that if you agree with me that they are important, you can’t 
stop with Aristotle.  The first is the distinction between proper economic activity 
and so-called retail acquisition (chrematistikē).  The second is that the state has a 
class character.  The third, pertaining to the phenomenon of ideology, is that a 



society’s dominant ideas about justice are intimately related to who holds political 
and economic power.    
 
At least some of what I’m about to say has already been said by others.  But 
hopefully the way in which I intend to parse the issues will be helpful. 
 
 
1. Retail Acquisition  
 
You guys will all be familiar with the distinction that Aristotle makes between 
proper economic activity, the aim of which is the meeting of human needs, and a 
distorted, immoderate type of economic activity, the purpose of which is the 
accumulation of wealth for its own sake.  The latter is often translated as ‘retail 
acquisition,’ which is how I’ll refer to it.   
 
Retail acquisition is at odds with the virtue of justice, and is an instance of 
pleonexia.  To the extent that the pleonectic actor harbors the false belief that 
the accumulation of riches is the proper purpose of a human life, he (pronouns as 
per Aristotle) is lacking in intellectual virtue.  But even if he knows better he won’t 
count as morally virtuous – having, as he does, an unhealthy hexis. 
 
Aristotle locates the practice of retail acquisition within the household, outside of 
the political sphere.  But it relates to his account of the polis in that one of the 
bad constitutions of concern to him is oligarchy (rule by the unwise rich for the 
purpose of preserving and enhancing wealth) and another, of interest if not of 
concern, is the so-called mixed regime, which combines elements of oligarchy with 
elements of rule by the demos, and has as its own aim the stabilization of the class 
conflict that can be expected to accompany an institutionalization of the unlimited 
pursuit of wealth. 
 
It’s also no news that this distinction from Aristotle between natural and 
perverted economic activity is at the heart of Marx’s social theory.  We see it in 
the foundational contrast in Capital between the finite circuit of exchange that is 
characteristic of non-capitalist modes of production [C-M-C] and the General 
Formula for Capital, or self-valorizing value [M-C-M’].   
 
But the salient point at the moment isn’t that Marx draws from Aristotle (which he 
does).  Rather, it’s that Aristotle’s account of retail acquisition doesn’t tell us all 



that we need to know about capitalism.  Aristotle can tell us that, as Henry Ford 
put it, the purpose of doing business in capitalism is to make money, not cars – and 
this is a crucial insight.  But there is more to capitalism than this.  To put it in 
technical terms, Aristotelians need Marx in order to understand the value-form.   
 
Marx devoted three volumes of Capital to the topic, so that is a lot of ground to 
cover, but we can pick out a couple basic points, at least.   
 
First, Aristotle teaches us to identify the purposes of complex social processes, 
and not just the intentions of individuals.  Still, there is a connection, for Aristotle, 
between retail acquisition as a sociological phenomenon and a pleonectic desire for 
wealth on the part of individual actors.  Marx, by contrast, counterintuitively 
refers to “the capitalist” as a miser.  It’s not to say that capitalists don’t love the 
trappings of wealth, but what we learn from Marx is that the imperative of 
valorization - the drive to return profit – is ultimately impersonal.  One cannot 
overlook it and remain in business.  Indeed, if “one” is a corporation in the US, one 
is legally forbidden to opt instead for moderation.  This impersonality of the logic 
of accumulation vis-à-vis any given capitalist is an important structural feature of 
capitalism, one that doesn’t follow automatically from knowing that its telos is the 
pursuit of profit for its own sake. 
    
Second, Aristotle doesn’t tell us about the nature of the capitalist wage-relation – 
and couldn’t have.  There is an entire analysis built into the concept, but at a 
minimum we can say that the source of surplus in capitalism is labor-power that has 
not been paid for, not even when the amount of value expressed in the money-form 
of the wage is equal to the amount of value contained in the commodities that are 
required to produce labor power for a given period of time.   
 
The wage is the core mechanism of inter-class wealth transfer in capitalist 
formations, a point that is related to the impersonality of the logic of accumulation 
in that one cannot pay one’s workers the value of what they produce in a given 
period of time or one will not have succeeded in valorizing one’s initial outlay of 
value in the form of capital.   
 
The wage-form is also integral to the opacity of capitalism, which I’ll get to in a 
moment, in that it appears, and at one level actually is, a free exchange of values of 
equal magnitude - commodified labor-power of a given duration for a quantity of 



money qua universal equivalent – while at the same time delivering unpaid labor-
power to the agent who purchases it.     
 
Third, of special interest to contemporary Aristotelians, capitalism isn’t just 
generalized, institionalized pleonexia; it’s generalized, institutionalized abstraction.  
Artifacts and laboring alike, in the context of an economy based on valorization, 
exist essentially as quantities of value, not as concrete objects or activities.  
Aristotle doesn’t have a language for this, and couldn’t be expected to have had 
one.  And this point is related to something that Marx, but not Aristotle, can tell 
us about capitalism normatively: capitalism transforms our creative capacities to 
engage with nature as art-making creatures into generic, estranged labor. 
  
In short, we need Marx in order to identify not just the telos of capitalism, but its 
essence – knowledge of which enables us to see how that purpose is achieved 
(including how it is that the phenomena in question present themselves as being 
other than as and what they are) and what the stakes are of pursuing it.   
 
 
2. The class character of the state 
 
Aristotle tells us that rule by the few is rule by the rich, just as surely as rule by 
the many is rule by the poor.  As I just said a moment ago, oligarchy is rule by the 
unwise, immoderate rich.  The so-called ‘mixed regime,’ meanwhile, combines 
structural features of oligarchy with structural features of unwise rule by the 
demos.   
 
Inasmuch as the purpose of the mixed regime is to stabilize class conflict whilst 
(a) preserving access to state power for the pleonectic rich; and (b) perhaps 
limiting but not doing away with retail acquisition --- inasmuch as this is what the 
mixed regime is meant to do, it is, to my mind, the (pre-capitalist) regime type of 
those that Aristotle lays out in the Politics that most closely approximates the 
capitalist state in its form and function.   
 
We are used to thinking of the Lockean state – at least as conceptualized by Locke 
himself - as the executive committee of the bourgeoisie par excellence, but 
precisely because it is just that, it may not capture so well as does the concept of 
the mixed regime the task of inter-class, and not just intra-class mediation. 
 



In any case, as before, what I want to say is that while Aristotle’s notion of the 
mixed regime tells us something important about the capitalist state, it doesn’t tell 
us all that we need to know.  Nor is there reason to expect that it could.  This 
because, as I’ve just said, while Aristotle knows what retail acquisition is, he 
doesn’t know what capitalism is.  Consequently, he’s not in a position to articulate 
what – apart from containing class conflict - a state would have to do in order to 
successfully reproduce institutionalized pleonexia in the latter’s specifically 
capitalist form, or how it might go about doing it.   
 
For this we need 20th century Marxist theorists of the state, whose authors begin 
with the recognizably Aristotelian analysis of capitalism that we find in Capital.    
 
If nothing else, unlike the pre-capitalist polis, a properly functioning capitalist 
state is not the primary expropriator of surplus.  The capitalist state can and 
routinely does take steps to maximize the rate of profit.  But paradigmatically, the 
transfer of surplus from the producing class to the owning class is achieved, in 
capitalism, via the wage, not via the state.  This phenomenon of the ‘relative 
autonomy’ of the capitalist state, as it’s called, is something that contemporary 
thinkers have to be able to theorize -- and the resources for doing so are to be 
found in the Marxist tradition.  The same can be said for theorizing the role of the 
capitalist state in managing the various economic crises generated by the 
imperatives of valorization.   
 
3. Ideology 
 
Aristotle tells us that people’s conceptions of justice differ depending upon their 
class position.  The poor are likely to prefer an account according to which the 
correct principle for the distribution of goods is what we would call formal 
equality; the rich are apt to hold to a geometric account, according to which those 
with more deserve more.  Thus it is that in addition to having different class-based 
criteria for citizenship, different class-articulated normative standards will prevail 
in different poleis, according to Aristotle.   
 
To my mind, this is an early version of Marx’s claim in the German Ideology that 
“the ideas of the ruling class are in every epoch the ruling ideas.”  Of course, Marx 
picks up where Hegel and Feuerbach leave off, not where Aristotle left off.  Still, 
Aristotle deserves credit for an incipient account of ideology.   
 



But here, too, Marx and subsequent Marxists really do develop the idea further.  
This is so in at least three respects.   
 
First, while Aristotle on his own can tell us that, as Marx puts it, “the class which 
is the ruling material force of society, is at the same time its ruling intellectual 
force,” Aristotle is mainly thinking about who has access to political fora, and 
which ideas one will find there as a consequence of who has access.  Marx adds to 
this recognition of what we might call ideological hegemony the point that “the 
class which has the means of material production at its disposal, has control at the 
same time over the means of mental production.”  It’s not just a matter of who 
gets to speak on the floor of Congress, and what the content of their views will be; 
it’s a matter of who owns the media. 
 
Second, at the meta-level, in terms of an approach to analyzing the dominant ideas, 
Marx goes at least most of a step further, claiming that “The ruling ideas are … 
the ideal expression of the dominant material relationships.”  I say “most of a step” 
because this aspect of his work is developed more explicitly by later thinkers.  
Adorno, for example, who probably got it from Kracauer, refers to the “hidden 
sociological truth-content” of ideology.  But already for Marx the idea is that the 
dominant false beliefs aren’t just self-serving for the ruling class (which they are), 
and they don’t just supplant and obscure true beliefs (which they do); they are also 
encoded renderings, at the level of thought, of the nature of existing social 
relations.   
 
I don’t mean to sell Aristotle short (as it were).  When Marx says “For instance, in 
an age and in a country where royal power, aristocracy, and bourgeoisie are 
contending for mastery and where, therefore, mastery is shared, the doctrine of 
the separation of powers proves to be the dominant idea and is expressed as an 
‘eternal law’” – this is the kind of thing that Aristotle comes very close to saying, 
and maybe even does say.  “In an age in which patriarchal oligarchs rule, the 
dominant idea of a citizen will be of a rich man.”  Etcetera.   
 
But what Aristotle doesn’t give us, and Marxist thinkers do, is a full blown model of 
ideology-critique, one that allows us to not just connect false dominant beliefs with 
the perceived self-interest of powerful groups, but to systematically treat false 
dominant beliefs – and forms of thought more generally – as containing true, if 
encrypted, information about the structure of a society.  It’s not that Aristotle 
couldn’t have done this; it’s just that he didn’t quite.   



And this brings me to the third point, regarding the type of systematic false 
consciousness that is specific to capitalism.  As Norman Geras put it so beautifully 
almost 50 yrs ago now, what Marx teaches us is that the false but real 
appearances that are characteristic of capitalist social formations are uniquely 
misleading.  A simple example is the wage-relation.  As I’ve already noted, in 
capitalism the inter-class transfer of surplus not only appears on the surface to be 
a fair exchange, it actually is on the surface a fair exchange.  And yet, 
substantively, the worker provides the owner of capital more value in the 
commodity form at the end of the pay period than they receive in the money form 
of the wage. 
 
Above all in this regard – or, most essentially – is the issue of what Marx calls the 
fetishism of commodities.  The idea in its narrowest formulation is that 
commodities appear to circulate through capitalist markets as use-values, when 
really they are exchange-values, repositories of as-yet-actualized surplus value.  
But the deeper claim is that value is our own alienated collective efficacy, and that 
we don’t realize it.  Not only has our economic activity become a matter of fully 
generalized pleonexia, we think that what determines what we can make and do and 
be is not us but a governing force beyond our control called the Law of the Market.   
 
Plus, within the pleonectic mode of activity in which we are in this precise sense 
blindly engaged, there actually is a Law of the Market -- though in reality it’s just 
a regulatory norm that we ourselves have unwittingly authorized, substituting the 
operation of our own proper rational powers for a logic of accumulation.  As with 
the formal equality of the wage relation, the appearance here is both real and 
false.    
 
Being an Aristotelian doesn’t preclude one from adopting these insights (as would, 
for example, either a commitment to an empiricist epistemology or a commitment 
to the package of metaphysical views associated with contemporary Humeanism), 
but the analysis really does go further than Aristotle’s did.  In terms of the 
phenomenon of false consciousness, Aristotle – unlike thinkers in the Marxist 
tradition - not only assumes that the demos appreciates that its interests are not 
those of oligarchs; he assumes political-economic regime-types that, unlike 
capitalism, are transparent.  These features of Aristotle’s thought are 
understandable, given that he wasn’t doing the sociology of knowledge in a 
capitalist context, but the Marxist accounts go further.   
 



This brings us back to the first step of my argument, concerning the difference 
between recognizing retail acquisition for the pleonexia that it is and having a fully 
developed analysis of the dynamics of self-valorizing value. To make good on 
Aristotle’s important insights about class-based political consciousness, one has to 
understand the mystifications that are unique to the value-form – and this can’t be 
done absent the kind of account that Marx provides in Capital.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Some years ago I wrote a paper arguing that Aristotelians, including MacIntyre, 
should pay more attention to Marx.  Not even MacIntyre, I said, has made proper 
Aristotelian use of Marx in his critique of the liberal capitalist order, political-
economic and ideational alike.  What I’ve said today is meant in the same spirit.  
Aristotle gets us off to a good start.  But to see it through, Aristotelians would do 
well to avail themselves of the Marxist philosophical tradition.                        
   
        
 
 
  
  
   
 
        
 
 
 
     


