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THE FETISHISM OF COMMODITIES AND
THE SECRET THEREQF!
KarL Marx

A commodity appears, at first sight, a very trivial thing, and easily
understood. Its analysis shows that it is, in reality, a very queer thing,
abounding in metaphysical subtleties and theological niceties. So far as it is
a value in. use, there is nothing mysterious about it, whether we consider it
from the point of view that by its properties it is capable of satisfying human
wants, or from the point that those properties are the product of human
labour. It is as clear as noon-day, that man, by his industry, changes the forms
of the materials furnished by Nature, in such a way a8 to make them useful
to him. The form of wood, for instance, is altered, by making a table out of
it. Yet, for all that, the table continues to be that common, every-day thing,
wood, But, so soon as it steps forth as a commodity, it is changed into
something transcendent, It not only stands with its feet on the ground, but,
in relation to all other commodities, it stands on its head, and evolves out of
its wooden brain grotesque ideas, far more wonderful than ‘table-turning’
ever was.

The mystical character of commeodities does not originate, therefore, in
their use-value. Just as little does it proceed from the nature of the
determining factors of value. For, in the first place, however varied the
useful kinds of labour, or productive activities, may be, it is a physiological
fact, that they are [unctions of the human organism, and that each such
function, whatever may be its nature or form, is essentially the expenditure
of human brain, nerves, muscles, &c. Secondly, with regard to that which
forms the ground-work for the quantitative determination of value, namely,
the duration of that expenditure, or the quantity of labour, it is quite clear
that there is a palpable difference between its quantity and quality. In all
states of society, the labour-time that it costs to produce the means of
subsistence, must necessarily be an object of interest to mankind, though
not of equal interest in different stages of development. And lastly, from the
moment that men in any way work for one another, their labour assumes a
social form.

Whence, then, arises the enigmatical character of the product of labour,
s0 soon as it assumes the form of commodities? Clearly from this form
itself. The equality of all sorts of human labour is expressed objectively by
their products all being equally values; the measure of the expenditure of
labour-power by the duration of that expenditure, takes the form of the
quantity of value of the products of labour; and finally, the mutual relations
of the producers, within which the social character of their labour affirms
itself, take the form of a social relation between the products.
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A commodity is therefore a mysterious thing, simply because in it the
social character of men's labour appears to them as an objective character
stamped upon the product of that labour; because the relation of the
producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a
social relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products
of their labour. This is the reason why the products of labour become
commodities, social things whose qualities are at the same time perceptible
and imperceptible by the senses. In the same way the light from an object
is perceived by us not as the subjective excitation of our optic nerve, but
as the objective form of something outside the eye itself. But, in the act of
seeing, there is at all events, an actual passage of light from one thing to
another, from the external object to the eye. There is a physical relation
between physical things. But it is different with commodities. There, the
existence of the things qud commodities, and the value-relation between
the products of labour which stamps them as commuodities, have absolutely
no connection with their physical properties and with the material
relations arising therefrom. There it is a definite social relation between
men, that assumes, in their eyes, the fantastic form of a relation between
things. In order, therefore, to find an analogy, we must have recourse to
the mist-enveloped regions of the religious world. In that world the
productions of the human brain appear as independent beings endowed
with life, and entering into relation both with one another and the human
race. So it is in the world of commodities with the products of men'’s
hands. This I call the Fetishism which attaches itself to the products of
labour, so soon as they are produced as commodities, and which is
therefore inseparable from the production of commodities.

This Fetishism of commeodities has its origin, as the foregoing analysis has
already shown, in the peculiar social character of the labour that produces

them.

As a general rule, articles of utility become commodities, only because they
are products of the labour of private individuals or groups of individuals
who carry on their work independently of each other. The sum total of the
labour of all these private individuals forms the aggregate labour of society.
Since the producers do not come into social contact with each other until
they exchange their products, the specific social character of each producer’s
labour does not show itself except in the act of exchange. In other words,
the labour of the individual asserts itself as a part of the labour of society,
only by means of the relations which the act of exchange establishes directly
between the products, and indirectly, through them, between the producers.
To the latter, therefore, the relations connecting the labour of one individual
with that of the rest appear, not as direct social relations between individuals
at work, but as what they really are, material relations between persons and
social relations between things. [...]

Hence, when we bring the products of our labour into relation with each
other as values, it is not because we see in these articles the material
receptacles of homogeneous human labour. Quite the contrary; whenever,
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by an exchange, we equate as values our different products, by that ve
act, we also equate, as human labour, the different kinds of labour
expended upon them, We are not aware of this, nevertheless we do it.
Value, therefore, does not stalk about with a label describing what it is, It
is value, rather, that converts every product into a social hieroglyphic.
Later on, we try to decipher the hieroglyphic, to get behind the secret of
our own social products; for to stamp an object of utility as a value, is just
as much a social product as language. The recent scientific discovery,
that the products of labour, so far as they are values, are but material
expressions of the human labour spent in their production, marks, indeed,
an. epoch in the history of the development of the human race, but, by no
means, dissipates the. mist through which the social character of labour
appears to us to be an objective character of the products themselves. The
fact, that in the particular form of production with which we are dealing,
viz,, the production of commodities, the specific social character of private
labour carried on independently, consists in the equality of every kind of
that labour, by virtue of its being human labour, which character,
therefore, assumes in the product the form of value — this fact appears to
the producers, notwithstanding the discovery above referred to, to be just
as real and final, as the fact, that, after the discovery by science of the
component gases of air, the atmosphere itself remained unaltered.

NOTE
1. All foomotes have been removed from this passage.

CAMERA OBSCURA
KarL Marx AND FRIEDRICH ENGELS

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly
interwoven with the material activity and the material intercourse of men,
the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of
men, appeer at this stage as the direct efflux of their material- behaviour.
The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of
politics, laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc. of a people. Men are the
producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc. — real, active men, as they are
conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the
intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthest forms. Consciousness
can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of
men is their actual life-process, If in all ideclogy men and their
circumstances appear upside-down as in & camera obscura, this phenomenon
arises just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of
objects on the retina does from their physical life-process.

In direct contrast to German philosophy which descends from heaven to
earth, here we ascend from earth to heaven. That is to say, we do not set
out from what men say, imagine, conceive, nor from men as narrated,
thought of, imagined, conceived, in order to arrive at men in the flesh. We
set out from real, active men, and on the basis of their real hfe-process
we demonstrate the development of the ideological reflexes and echoes
of this life-process. The phantoms formed in the human brain are also,
necessarily, sublimates of their material life-process, which is empirically
verifiable and bound to material premises, Morality, religion, metaphysics,

w all the rest of ideology and their corresponding forms of: consciousness,
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‘thus no longer retain the semblance of independence. They have no
history, no- development; but men, developing their material production
and their material intercourse, alter, along with this their real existence,
their thinking and the products of their thinking. Life is not determined
by consciousness, but consciousness by life. In the first method of
approach the starting-point is consciousness taken as the living individual;
in the second method, which conforms to real life, it is the real living
individuals themselves, and consciousness is considered solely as their
consciousness.

Kar]l Marx and Friedrick Engels, from 'Feuerbach’, in The German /dealogy. nd edn, ed. C.]. Arthur.
London: Lawrence & Wishart, 1974, p. 47. Transhtion © 1970 Lawrence & Wishart,
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