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Abstract 

A Marxian critique of capitalist education in an era of globalisation must begin with the 
teacher as a producer of skilled and disciplined labour for the labour market. 

This paper explores: 1) the relation of education to the economic sphere of production 
arguing that rather than being relatively autonomous education and economics more than 
other spheres of society are closely tied so that major changes in economics have 
immediate repercussions in education; 2) the contradictory role of the teacher as an 
employee and as an agent of capital is contradictory as a source of tension particularly in 
times of radical change taking place in education in response to the imperatives of capital; 
and 3) what priorities teachers might set for themselves as a group to assert their autonomy 
in constructing an education that has as its priority the development of students’ 
potentialities. 

  

Introduction 

After a decade or more of education being made over to a corporate image it is appropriate 
to bring to bear a Marxian critique to ask whether teachers are passive conduits of 
government education policies or whether it is in the nature of their work to participate 
actively in the broader task of human development. These questions revisit issues 
concerning the nature of teachers’ work and the relation between education and the 
economy. 

It is the aim of this paper in a small way to advance the debate. Its argument is based on the 
premise that there is a close organic connection between education and the economy and 
that this relation must be critically reviewed if there is to be informed and effective 
intervention on the part of teachers in current education developments. The issue is whether 
a utilitarian, corporatised model of education organised to serve the interests of capital is the 
appropriate means of advancing human development, and if not, what avenues are open to 
teachers to participate in redirecting contemporary education trends towards more inclusive 
goals. 

It should be pointed out that this paper is a first attempt to articulate the essential theory 
underlying a doctoral thesis and therefore it represents a tentative exposition only. 



The relation between education and the economy 

The starting point of the analysis is that education is a practical and therefore productive 
activity and that teachers, as its practitioners whether conscious of it or not, are involved in 
social transformation. They are not, in other words, passive conduits of education policies 
formulated by others, however much this may seem desirable by some. The very nature of 
their relations with students precludes this possibility. 

As an ideology, however, this passive view holds many teachers themselves in its thrall. A 
first step in the analysis therefore must involve its critique but the critique must also extend 
to assessing some elements of Marxist educational theory which have also served to 
consolidate this view. 

Critique of the positivist account of teachers work 

Positivist accounts of education do not generally connect it with the economy except in so 
far as it serves the needs of capital accumulation. This utilitarian perspective recognises the 
twofold importance of education: of providing the basis of a literate, numerate and socialised 
workforce on the one hand, and on the other, as a means of controlling and regulating a 
workforce-in-waiting, as it were, the strategy being to utilise schools in order to warehouse 
what otherwise might be a group prone to rioting. 

This narrow vision of education is predicated on an atomic world view which sees 
relationships between individuals and the various aspects of society, such as education and 
the economy, in accidental and contingent terms rather than in organic and therefore 
developmental terms. This atomic view accepts as true only the observable surface 
appearance of things assuming their essential properties to be fixed and immutable. 

From this standpoint the existence of capitalist society has come to be interpreted as the 
immutable, observable, antagonistic outcome of an inherently immutable, antagonistic 
human condition. Thus, fortuitously for the bourgeoisie of both economic rationalist and neo 
liberal reformist persuasions there can be no fundamental change in the status quo. In the 
wake of market forces humans could only passively accept it and either exploit or endure it. 
For the economic rationalists the capitalist social reality and the market forces which drive it 
can only take its evolutionary course in the survival of the fittest. For the neo liberals policies 
could ameliorate the worst effects of capitalism but not radically change it. 

To this dualist philosophy—and drawing on Hegel’s foundational but idealistic notion of how 
reality changes—Marx opposed a monist philosophy. This philosophy saw society as 
constituting a particular configuration of the totality of human relations as an organic whole 
analogous to a living organism driven by two conflicting imperatives, to maintain and 
reproduce its existence on the one hand and to develop its potential on the other. The 
contradiction which the relationship between these two imperatives generates accounts for 
the reciprocal nature of the relations between and among the organism as a whole and its 
parts. 

From this monist standpoint the positivist interpretation constituted a partial, one-sided and 
therefore ideological and inadequate view of social reality. Because of this inadequacy it 
could not grasp that social phenomena were the result of an inner dynamic process, one that 
derived from human productive activity to fulfil the need to subsist and reproduce and to 
develop. It could not comprehend and explain a world in constant flux and development 
where what that world is at a particular moment in its history is at odds and in contradiction 
with what it is becoming. 



It was only from the vantage point of the whole that the two sides of a phenomenon, its 
surface appearance and the dynamism which brought it to life, could be comprehended and 
the active role played by human creativity and ingenuity in the development of the whole 
revealed. 

Within this historical framework Marx sought to penetrate analytically and critically the 
sterile, ahistorical ideology of positivism in order to present capitalism as a historical 
phenomenon with a limited life span, a moment as it were in the historical development and 
realisation of what it is to be human. As a passing moment capitalism would be superseded, 
but for the first time in human history it was possible for its demise and replacement to be 
accomplished by human beings conscious of what they were doing if they were able to 
recognise its laws of motion. It is in this context that Marx’s analysis of capital must be 
understood and interpreted. 

Marx’s materialist conception of history is, of course, rejected by a positivist science which 
for Marx is an ideological expression of the capitalist mode of production. For his part Marx 
does not reject positivist science taking it as an instance of the evolution of human thought, 
but builds on and expands its discoveries within a fuller account of social reality. 

This leads into the question how adequate against this fuller account is Marxist theories 
regarding our subject matter, teachers’ work. 

Critique of the Marxist account of teachers’ work 

The debate among some Marxists concerning the class location of certain types of workers 
and whether or not their work can be classified as productive or unproductive centres on 
Marx’s comments (1954, p. 477) that the labourer is productive if he or she produces surplus 
value for the capitalist and therefore works for the accumulation of capital. For Marx the 
determining factor in the classification of productive labour is the historically specific 
capitalist social relations of production and it does not matter whether the enterprise is a 
teaching or a sausage factory! To quote: 

Hence the notion of a productive labourer implies not merely a 
relation…between labourer and product of labour, but also a specific, social 
relation of production, a relation that has sprung up historically and stamps 
the labourer as the direct means of creating surplus-value (Marx 1954, p. 
477). 

As Lebowitz (1992, p. 100) points out Marx’s position on the matter is both simple and 
consistent so the question arises why the debate which in Lebowitz’ view seems to have 
been endless and singularly unproductive. There are several possible answers: 1) the 
inability of some Marxists to understand and interpret Marx; and 2) the attempt to alter or 
reinterpret Marx’s concept of productive labour because it did not appear to be adequate to 
the task of incorporating contemporary issues such as women’s work and the expanded role 
of the state, for example the state’s intervention in and administration of the delivery of mass 
education. 

There are several observations to be made here which form the basis of criticism of the 
productive-unproductive classification. In the debate Marxists have tended to forget that in 
terms of his method of abstraction Marx, quite logically within the framework of Capital, had 
abstracted the concept of capital from the capital-wage labour relation in order to clarify its 
essential nature and logic. Hence, from thestandpoint of capital as the subject of Marx’s 
analysis, labour is productive if it creates surplus value because this is the raison d’être of 



capitalist production relations. To take this determination of productive labour as a universal 
and as definitive of Marx’s own position is to misread Marx’s methodological intentions. 

On this account Lebowitz’ proposal (1992, pp. 101-102) that Marx’s critique of productive 
labour for capital is not faulty but one-sided has an element of truth. There is the other side, 
that of productive labour for the worker, which is missing from Marx’s critique in Capital. It is 
missing because he planned to include its critique in a book on wage-labour which he 
planned but never wrote (Oakley 1983, p. 107). 

From the standpoint of wage labour activities such as education, health and household 
services, while unproductive for capital, are nevertheless productive for wage labour 
because they assist in the fulfilment of workers’ needs not only to subsist but also to 
develop. It can be seen then that the analysis of capital on its own is insufficient to reveal the 
development aspect of human needs. This aspect remains latent. It becomes visible only 
through a critical analysis of wage labour similar to that of capital. 

Though in stating the premises of his conception of history in The German Ideology Marx 
does not specifically refer to education, it is evident that in general terms as a productive 
activity education plays a key role in both reproducing and developing the social relations 
and conditions necessary for human subsistence as well as for development. It therefore 
must play a key role in the reproduction and development of the capitalist social formation. 

This assessment opens the way for a critique designed to establish teachers’ work as 
productive for capital as well as for wage labour basing this determination on the capitalist 
social relations in the sphere of production and not in the sphere of exchange. 

This is an important point because Marxist education theorists have tended to argue that 
because the majority of teachers are employed by the state and therefore draw their salaries 
not directly from capital but from revenue, this classifies their work as unproductive (Harris 
1982, p. 56). The consequence of classifying teachers’ work as unproductive is to 
perpetuate the division between teachers and wage workers, in effect supporting the status 
quo and limiting their collaboration for change. 

The criticism of positivist and Marxist accounts of teachers’ work is a necessary first step in 
assessing the nature of teachers’ work within the capitalist relations of production to which 
we can now turn. 

The nature of teachers’ work 

It is presupposed in this discussion that teachers’ work is a form of productive activity. In 
order to grasp the nature of teachers’ work therefore it is necessary to outline the nature of 
productive activity in general terms. 

The nature of productive activity in general 

Human productivity in all its forms holds a commanding role in Marx’s conception of history 
as the motor of historical development, and as a force engaged in creating and organising 
the social conditions which will sustain human existence on the one hand and encourage 
and express human development on the other. 

Because it is a movement and not a static phenomenon productivity can only be grasped in 
two aspects, in its structural relations and in its developmental processes. 



Its structural aspect consists of the following factors: 1) a subject-object relation: Subject in 
this context is a cipher for a creative force, capacity, power or potential which cannot exist 
apart from its opposite, a concrete object or form, for example labour power as such a force 
can exist only in the embodied form of the human individual. The relationship between 
subject as creative capacity and object as its concrete expression is a dialectical one. Each 
is conditional upon the existence of the other and each shapes and is shaped by the other 
through the medium of: 2) the actual process of production. Also part of its structural aspect: 
3) the means of production, that is, the materials and instruments; and 4) the outcome or 
product. 

Its developmental aspect consists in the following: 1) a purpose, end or goal to realise a 
potential. Here it needs to be recognised that Marx rejects the notion of an ultimate end 
since this would pre-empt and therefore contradict the idea of the necessarily free, open 
ended nature of human development through humanity’s own creativity. It follows that 
purposes are historical changing as new experiences and insights bring to light new 
possibilities. Next, 2) the process of transition from one stage of development to another 
according to the dialectical principle of overcoming and transcending an existing formation 
which has begun to fetter further development. Marx’s classic statement (1968, pp. 181-182) 
regarding the relationship between the forces and the social relations of production draw on 
this conception of developmental change. 

The last constituent is: 3) the developmental procedure itself which has three elements: a) 
the starting point, which is always problematic—and was even for Marx (1973, p. 100)—in a 
continuous oscillating movement between subject and object having no beginning nor end 
because it involves a dialectical rather than a linear progression ; b) a direction informed by 
the purpose of the activity. It is its purpose which makes the activity rational and productive; 
and c) the course of development which forms a spiral in which the end of each cycle returns 
to the beginning as a richer and more adequate expression of its purpose than its 
predecessor. 

With this general outline it is now possible to discuss teachers’ work as a form of productive 
activity. 

Teachers’ work as a form of productive activity 

Because education in general terms is a productive activity it involves the structural relation 
of teacher-student and a developmental process of teaching-learning in which teachers and 
students shape and are shaped by each other’s activity. The curriculum, both covert and 
overt, provides the means, and the outcome is meant to be an educated person in the fullest 
sense. 

The purpose of education is twofold: in the first place, to assist in the ongoing goal of human 
development; in the second and as a means to that end, to help sustain human existence by 
assisting in the acquisition of knowledge, skills and socialisation. The former is a universal 
human drive which features across all forms of society. The latter takes a particular and 
therefore historical form according to the level development of each society. Education 
within the historically specific capitalist mode of production for instance takes on a form 
which best serves the interests of that society’s reproduction. 

Without going further into the process of education it can be argued that structurally and 
developmentally teachers’ work is a productive activity integrally related to the reproduction 
and development of society as a whole. It also means that it is subject to the contradictions 
that are inherent in society as a living organism. 



In social, political and economic terms under capitalism these contradictions express 
themselves in the struggle between capital and wage labour. In education it expresses itself 
today in the attempt to mould, control and regulate education to coincide with and support 
the interests of capital on the one hand and on the other in the resistance on the part of 
teachers and students to this utilitarian type of education because it runs counter to the 
interests of human development. 

This makes teachers’ work integral to the class struggle where in effect we are faced with 
the passing phenomenon of a dehumanising education strategy imposing its will on the 
universal humanising impulse of humankind. 

From a historical standpoint the dehumanising nature of capitalism and the contradictions 
this engenders because of its narrow focus on the economic ‘bottom line’ to the almost total 
exclusion of developmental concerns will ensure its own eventual demise. There is no 
guarantee that a positive developmental outcome will follow, however, unless there 
is informed human intervention based on the drive for a society expressive of the humanity 
of all individuals. 

Because capitalism exists only through maintaining divisions and antagonisms among 
individuals, the first offensive in the realm of education must begin by showing that there is a 
dialectical relation between education and the capitalist economy, and thus to break down 
the notion, cultivated for instance by the ideology of professionalism, that teachers’ work is 
somehow different in kind from that of wage workers. This must involve an analysis of 
teachers’ work as productive for capital and for wage labour, an analysis taken up in the 
following discussion. 

Teachers’ work for capital 

To establish teachers’ work as productive for capital it is necessary to refer to Marx’s labour 
theories of value and surplus value. Because capital is realised by means of commodity 
exchange, the capitalist mode of production is devoted almost exclusively to that purpose. 
The question of the source of the value of each commodity was proposed by classical 
political to be derived from the amount of labour necessary for its production. This meant 
that there was a quantifiable element common to different kinds of commodities with which 
they could be exchanged. 

Marx took this as the basis of his theories and expanded it to show that because this labour 
is embodied as value in commodities regardless of what kind they were, it can be quantified 
and converted into capital through the exchange of commodities. This meant that its surplus 
value had to be the source of capital accumulation, the goal of capitalist commodity 
production. This was possible because of the particular historical kind of social relations 
characteristic of the capitalist mode of production. 

These relations permitted capitalists to monopolise as their private property the means of 
production and to extract surplus value from the labour of workers in the production process. 
This surplus value could then be converted into new capital through the exchange of 
commodities in the market place. The key factor in this enterprise was the availability of a 
‘free’ but propertyless body of workers who were thus forced to sell their labour power as a 
commodity in competition with other workers for a price or wage. 

The extraction of surplus value begins in the sphere of exchange where capitalists contract 
to buy from workers, the potential value of their labour power at a price for a determined 
period of time, say eight hours. During this time all commodities produced by workers accrue 
to capitalists. 



In the sphere of production the capitalists are able by various means to recoup their labour 
costs in less than the contracted period, say in six hours. These means include employing 
cheaper labour, varying the hours of work, introducing efficiencies, as well as rationalising 
and exerting almost total control over the production process. The remainder of the 
contracted time, two hours, represents for capitalists the production of unpaid surplus value 
which they can convert into capital in its form as money in the sphere of exchange. 

As capitalism becomes established on its own basis the capital-wage labour relation 
becomes a universal and institutions such as the state and modern education systems 
develop to regulate and sustain the relation. In other words a capitalist type superstructure 
develops on the basis of the relations associated with the capitalist commodity production, a 
superstructure of elements which is subject to the cost saving efficiencies for the same 
reasons as those implemented in the sphere of production and in which the majority of 
people are employed basically under the same labour exchange conditions. 

Thus capitalists would be vitally interested in efficiency and rationalisation especially in 
public service and education sectors. It follows that labour power generally in the historical 
conditions of capitalism is a commodity and its value embedded in the value of commodities 
produced whether these commodities are in the form of services or in the form of material 
commodities. 

In the case of teachers’ work from the standpoint of capital, when capitalists buy the means 
of production, its value enters the sphere of material production in two ways. In one 
instance, it constitutes the value transferred to the value of wage labourers’ labour power in 
the acquisition of knowledge, skills and socialisation. As part of the wage labourers’ value 
the value of teachers’ work therefore is embedded as a component of the capital earned 
from surplus value as well as the wage paid to workers. 

In the second instance, the value of teachers’ labour power also constitutes the value 
embedded in the labour engaged in producing materials and instruments as means of 
production. Here it becomes part of constant capital because, unlike variable capital 
associated with surplus-value-creating labour power, constant capital expended on the 
means of production is recouped by capitalists when the final product is sold (Marx 1954, p. 
193ff). 

Thus it can be shown that teachers’ work in part produces the use value of labour power for 
capital because labour creates surplus value. Teachers’ work on this interpretation therefore 
is productive for capital. 

Teachers’ work for wage labour 

At the same time teachers’ work is also productive for workers because it adds to the use 
value of workers’ labour power and therefore their employability and ability to attract a wage 
which will enable them to fulfil their subsistence and developmental needs. Industrial conflict 
in large part and from the workers’ standpoint is concerned with maximising their wages to 
cover both needs. Of course this is in opposition to capital. 

This exposition shows that the value of teachers’ work in the acquisition of knowledge and 
skills by students is embedded in the value of wages to workers and in the surplus value 
accruing to capitalists. On both counts therefore teachers’ work is far from unproductive and 
is certainly implicated in the class struggle between capital and wage labour as each side 
fights to maximise their margins of surplus value. Which leaves the question how is the 
impasse to be resolved. 



The contradictions inherent in teachers’ work under capitalism 

The above analysis shows that teachers’ work is fraught with contradiction as teachers 
endeavour to serve two opposing interests because it is involved on both sides of the class 
divide of capital and wage labour and is an integral part of the productive activity which 
mediates the relationship. The sources of contradiction in teachers’ work are therefore 
derived from the economic social relations of production. 

Out of this economic arrangement has arisen the system of mass education modelled along 
the lines of capitalist production processes—the latest version being education’s 
corporatisation—accredited and legitimated by the state on behalf of capital. In this context 
teachers’ status is ambivalent. 

On the one hand as paid workers teachers are agents of capital, through the offices of the 
state, serving the interests of capital. On the other hand their own developmental needs and 
those of their students constitute a subterranean dynamic which is present in but also 
extends beyond the hours of formal schooling. This dynamism tends from time to time to 
subvert the carefully controlled practice of capitalist education. 

To follow the organic analogy the impulse to develop, no matter how repressed by capitalist 
social relations, is bound to erupt like lava through the crust of controls designed to contain 
and regulate it for capitalist purposes whether in workplaces associated with education or 
with goods and services. 

These demands place an enormous strain on teachers as they try to fulfil conflicting needs, 
a strain which is exacerbated by the gradual erosion of their working conditions and status. 
In the process it becomes clear to teachers that their true status is as wage workers located 
on the side of wage labour, and the contradictions of capital begin to be revealed, namely, 
that the more it seeks to maximise its accumulation through increased controls, regulation 
and exploitation, the clearer it becomes to all wage workers that they have a common cause. 

The contemporary scene in education presents the possibility of helping teachers to assess 
critically the real nature of their work, and to recognise not only the forms of ideology such 
as professionalism which function as a reward for their compliance, but also those ideologies 
which serve to divide them from discovering their close links with other wage labours. 

The difficulties of overcoming capitalism lie in the economic nature of the capital-wage 
labour relation, in contrast to the feudal relation between lord and serf which was essentially 
political, and because it is economic with the means of production monopolised by capital, it 
has the ability to divide and rule. This is the only way that capital is able to continue to exist. 

It follows therefore that divisions in all spheres of social life, ideological as well as structural 
must be understood as historical not fixed and will be resolved with a unity of purpose and a 
determined collaborative action on the part of wage workers for the dynamic of change can 
come only through their struggle to fulfil their subsistence and developmental needs. 

This, of course, is not a new idea and merely echoes Marx’s call in the Manifesto of the 
communist partyfor workers to unite, but it bears repeating. Could a situation be possible 
where, because of united action on the part of workers, the cost to capital to maintain its 
control over the collective workforce would outweight the benefit it accrues from surplus 
value? This is the kind of trigger for change. 



There are, however, some strategies which need to be developed in the theoretical sense 
before teacher-workers can begin the long haul towards collaboration among themselves 
and with workers in other spheres of productive activity. 

Priorities for teachers 

As a priority the current state of development of Marxist theory especially in education needs 
critical appraisal so that its dynamic can be revived to become an effective and productive 
force. 

The impotent state of Marxist education theory has been documented by Rikowski (1997; 
1996) but Lebowitz also points to some inadequacies in Marxist theory generally. These 
inadequacies derive, as has been pointed out, from a failure on the part of some Marxists to 
grasp Marx’s method and to broaden their view of society beyond that set out in Capital. 

The remedy lies in shifting focus from capitalism as a totality with its own logic to the broader 
logic of human development. In terms of critique this means cutting loose from a dogmatic 
interpretation of Marx and branching out and building on a Marxian method dictated by the 
subject material. This kind of refocussing together with a real appreciation of the dynamic 
role of a Marxian method as a developing strategy of critique will almost certainly get beyond 
the current impasse within Marxist theory. 

Such a revival will enhance the prospect of teachers’ grasping the nature of their work under 
capitalism and of analysing the present trends in order to identify those positive elements on 
which an education more attuned to the totality of human needs can be developed. 

Conclusion 

This paper proposes that a new understanding of teachers’ work as a productive activity and 
of the close connection between education and the economy is a prerequisite for teachers to 
intervene in an informed way in the current economic trends affecting education for human 
development. 

This project can be carried out only if undertaken from the broader standpoint of human 
development which sees capitalism and its form of education as a historical phenomenon 
becoming increasingly inadequate as a means of serving the subsistence and 
developmental interests of human beings. In classical Marxian terms this is a sign of 
capitalism’s impending demise and an opportunity to replace it with something better. This 
analysis is meant to contribute to informed involvement by teachers in these trends. 
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