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THE FINANCIAL cRrists and recession of
2007-2009, together with the ongoing
malaise of the global economy that en-
sued, has unleashed a torrent of conflict-
ing analyses concerning the root causes
and future course of what Anwar Shaikh
has called the First Great Depression of the
21st Century. Shaikh belongs to a growing
current of radical political economists
who regard the “law of the tendency of the
rate of profit to fall” (LTRPF) as central to
Marx’s theory of capitalist crisis and as in-
dispensable to explaining long-term trends
within an increasingly crisis-ridden and
debt-burdened global economy. Despite
the many differences separating them,
proponents of the LTRPF — among them,
Shaikh, Guglielmo Carchedi, Andrew
Kliman, Fred Moseley, Michael Roberts,
and this writer — have converged around
several major propositions: that the cur-
rent global crisis is rooted in the persistent

profitability problems of productive capi-
tal; that these problems stem in good part
from technological innovations that di-
minish the role of living wage-labour in
the processes of commodity production;
that the growing prominence of “finance”
and credit/debt in the advanced capitalist
and global economies is a manifestation of
an unprecedented proliferation of “ficti-
tious capital” in recent decades; and that
the problem of insufficient production of
surplus value, which underlies all of these
issues, can only be overcome through a
massive devaluation of capital stocks, a
major increase in the rate of exploitation
of wage labourers, and draconian mea-
sures to reduce systemic “overhead” costs.
To the literature supporting these
fundamental propositions Adridn Sotelo
Valencia’s book adds a number of very
distinct theoretical hypotheses as well
as several well-aimed polemics against
recent critiques of Marx’s theory of la-
bour value, the major postulates of which
constitute the foundation of the LTRPE. A
prominent Mexican sociologist, Sotelo
brings to the analysis of what he calls
the “structural crisis” of global capital-
ism a perspective heavily informed by
the “advanced dependency theory” of the
Brazilian Marxist Ruy Mauro Marini.
He seeks to establish, both through
theoretical argument and empirical il-
lustration, that the phenomenon of “su-
per-exploitation” — once mostly confined
to the “dependent” capitalist economies
of the Global South — is now evincing a
tendency to “generalize ... as a category
that can be seen throughout the system.”
According to Sotelo, this development
flows inexorably from capital’s need to
“maximize surplus value extraction in
order to restore the conditions for its
own reproduction and to elevate the rate
of profit throughout the system.” (5)
Sotelo’s book is divided into two parts.
Part [ is devoted to establishing the valid-
ity and contemporary relevance of Marx’s



the overall project of the book, to make
inseparable the connections between
animal and human labour and thus the
well-being of all species involved in la-
bour processes. In this chapter, Coulter
uses a feminist political economy frame-
work to begin thinking about the un-
acknowledged or unvalued labour of
animals. Moreover, she shows interspe-
cies connections by pointing out, for ex-
ample, that animals’ subsistence work is
impacted by human-made changes to the
natural environment which alter, and in
many cases make more difficult, animals’
life-sustaining activities.

She also puts forward a helpful tax-
onomy for mapping the conceptual cat-
egories of animals’ work, which includes
subsistence work, voluntary work, and
work mandated by humans (either for
profit or in non-profit workplaces). It is
in the latter category where animals have
the most labour contact with humans
and can most convincingly be described
as types of workers in such examples as
law enforcement, tourism, or service
work.

In the final chapter, Coulter returns
to work done with or for animals, focus-
ing on “Political Labor and the Work of
Advocacy” As throughout the book,
she uses an expanded definition of work
which encompasses care, protection,
and advocacy work, i.e. activity that is
both waged and non-waged and has to
do with the reproduction of human and
non-human life. She also outlines what
she calls the “praxis” of animal advo-
cacy, discussing approaches to this work
that are motivated by animal welfare and
animal rights. Also interesting in this
chapter is Coulter’s analysis of work-
place issues such as “compassion fatigue”
(114) that often arise from the difficult
emotional labour and undervaluation of
protection and advocacy work. Noting
the moral commitment of many who
choose work in this field, she highlights
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the demanding working conditions that
sometimes result when political action
becomes waged labour. This chapter also
contains a lively historical discussion of
the class dynamics at work in animal ad-
vocacy work, and some of the contradic-
tions that arise when political action on
behalf of animals threatens the livelihood
or power of human workers. For example,
Coulter argues that early animal advo-
cates and organizations often dispropor-
tionately focused on abuses committed
by the poor and working classes. And in
her subsection on “Animals and Unions,”
while noting the fairly strong confluence
of interests on the part of workers and
the animals with which they work, she
points out that animal advocates have at
times pushed for certain animal work to
be abolished and thus threatened the jobs
of some workers (for example, Teamster-
driven horse carriages). This tension be-
tween the at times confluent and at times
contradictory interests of workers and
animals runs throughout the work, but it
never resolved in any systematic way.
Animals, Work, and the Promise of
Interspecies Solidarity ends with an
“Anifesto,” wherein Coulter puts for-
ward her strongest statement on what
she envisions as interspecies solidarity.
She does not advocate seeing animals as
workers in the same sense that we speak
of human workers, but rather to recog-
nize their work as another dimension of
their lives as individuals and members
of communities. Against the position
commonly referred to as “abolitionism,”
which seeks the complete end to humans’
use and abuse of animals, Coulter asks us
to use the prism of work to complicate
our thinking about human-nonhuman
relations, and to consider what it would
mean to promote the care and wellbe-
ing of both. As she writes: “Work does
not automatically mean pain and coer-
cion, nor does it mean pure joy and vol-
untary involvement. This applies equally



theorization of capital and labour as “an-
tipodes” (whose conflict is fundamental to
social change under capitalism) as well as
the Marxian postulate that living labour
is the sole source of value and surplus
value (and therefore of profit). Not only
has a crisis in the production of surplus
value “facilitated the deviation of capital
reproduction towards the unproductive,
speculative spheres of fictitious capital”
(5), but a “crisis of relative surplus value is
the essence of the structural crisis of capi-
tal in advanced capitalism.” (42)

In Marx’s theory, the category of rela-
tive surplus value refers to surplus value
resulting from increases in the productiv-
ity of labour brought about by labour-sav-
ing and labour-displacing technological
innovation. It depends, therefore, on a
diminution in the time devoted during
the working day to the creation of the
new value that constitutes the wage fund
of the productive workforce. Relative sur-
plus value must be distinguished from
“absolute surplus value,” which depends
on a prolongation of the working day
in order to increase the amount of time
devoted to the “unpaid” labour that cre-
ates surplus value. As Sotelo emphasizes,
growing reliance on relative surplus value
leads over time to a falling average rate
of profit, motivating capital to mobilize
what Marx calls the “counteracting”
factors to falling profitability. Among
the latter are such measures as prolong-
ing the workday, intensifying the labour
process (for example, through speed-up
and lean production techniques), and the
reduction of wages below the value of la-
bour power. To say that “advanced capi-
talism” has reached a stage of “crisis of
relative surplus value” is therefore to as-
sert that capital must rely increasingly on
measures that amount to “super-exploi-
tation” of the workforce. This is precisely
the central thesis of Sotelo’s book: “it has
become possible for labour super-exploi-
tation to become generalised throughout
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the system (with specific modalities to be
sure) as the counterpart both of the crisis
of surplus value and of the tendentious
[sic] fall in the average rate of profit.” (42)

Part II of the book explores the ways
in which the tendency for super-exploi-
tation to become generalized has mani-
fested itself (unevenly and differentially)
in recent decades - in the traditional
“peripheries” of the world system, in the
“new peripheries” of the former countries
of “real socialism,” and in the “hegemon-
ic” capitalist countries. In this connec-
tion, and drawing on the work of Marini,
Sotelo reviews earlier debates surround-
ing the existence of “two patterns of capi-
tal accumulation: the dominant mode
based on relative surplus value and the
productivity of labour ang, second, capi-
tal accumulation at work in dependent
economies based on the greater exploita-
tion of the worker.” (5) While these two
distinctive patterns still characterize the
new international division of labour, the
declining rate of profit in the advanced
capitalist world has opened the door to
significant penetration of “elements of
super-exploitation” into even the richest
capitalist countries.

This is a theoretically dense and often
confusing work, made all the more dif-
ficult to read by a prolixity of style and
a disappointingly poor translation of the
original Spanish edition (witness, for ex-
ample, how “the tendential fall in the rate
of profit” is rendered as “the tendentious
fall” in the passage cited above). Although
Sotelo provides interesting arguments
that lend general support to the LTRPE-
informed theses outlined at the begin-
ning of this review and offers valuable
new insights regarding the phenomenon
of labour super-exploitation, his book
will be accessible and useful only to read-
ers with a solid command of Marxist eco-
nomic theory and a good deal of patience
for his sometimes problematic treatment
of a series of controversial issues. I was
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especially disappointed by his theoreti-
cal treatment of the productive-unpro-
ductive labour distinction in Chapter 2,
which presaged his uncritical endorse-
ment in Chapter 5 of an empirical study of
the US economy that treats the Marxian
category of variable capital as equivalent
to the total wage bill. Furthermore, his
reliance on the flawed Martin Nicolaus
English-language translation of Marx’s
Grundrisse (which mistakenly represents
Marx’s concept of Verwertung as the “re-
alization” rather than the “valorization”
of capital) often confuses his discussion
and serves to undermine his core thesis
regarding the crisis of relative surplus
value. All the same, for those well versed
in the literature, Sotelo’s book can be rec-
ommended as a stimulating refutation
of the “end of work” thesis of bourgeois
futurists like Jeremy Rifkin as well as the
“immaterial labour” theses of post-Marx-
ists like Andre Gorz and Antonio Negri,
and as a path-breaking effort to show
that a “phenomenon as complex as super-
exploitation cannot be reduced to the
simple violation of the value of labour-
power” (98) as originally posited by Marx.
Murray E.G. SMITH
Brock University
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