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Robert Rowthorn

Professor Makoto Itoh died from a heart attack on February 7, 2023, at the age of 86.
With his death, Japan has lost a leading Marxian economist. During his lifetime,
Professor Itoh published 24 books, of which 6 are available in English, and 5 have been

translated into Chinese. After his retirement from the University of Tokyo, he taught at

Kokugakuin University, Tokyo

Professor Itoh started his academic career with his doctoral research on the business
cycle and crisis. He worked out the formation of Marx’s crisis theory mainly by
comparing Grundrisse, Theories of Surplus Value and Capital. He demonstrated that
Marx’s over-accumulation theory of crisis appears for the first time in Capital This
theory asserts that a crisis occurs when capital accumulation outstrips the available
supply of labour power. The credit system also plays an important role in the gestation
and progression of crises. Professor Itoh’s doctoral dissertation was published in 1973 as
Credit and Crisis and was highly acclaimed in Japan.

A turning point in Professor Itoh’s career came when he had an opportunity to
undertake research in 1974-75 in the UK and the USA. A renaissance in the study of
Marxian economics had been underway in these countries and in Europe since the late
1960s; however, this renaissance was little known to Japanese economists. At the same
time, the numerous Japanese contributions to Marxian economics were little-known to
Western colleagues. Professor Itoh made a great effort to remedy this situation and to
build connections between Western and Japanese political economy. In his attempts to
bridge the Western and Japanese traditions, he helped to expand the scope and depth of

scholarly exchange among Marxian scholars.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/University_of_Tokyo

Among his own scholarly achievements, his contributions in the following areas should
be mentioned.

In his earlier works, Professor Itoh contributed to the theory of value and the theory of
credit and crisis (Value and Crisis, Monthly Review, and Pluto, 1980, and 7he Basic
Theory of Capitalism, Macmillan, 1988). On value theory, following Kozo Uno, Professor
Itoh argued that prices of production are a specific form of value that is conceptually
distinct from the labour-time embodied in commodities as the substance of value. His
three-tables approach to the transformation problem starts from the first table on the
substance of produced value. From this table, a second table containing prices of
production is derived. Finally, in the third table, it is shown how the substance of value
is redistributed through the prices of production. Professor Itoh then argued that Marx’s
propositions of equality between total value and total prices, as well as between total
surplus value and total profit, should be understood as concerning the relations between
the first and the third table, not between the first and the second. This is an important
insight. Professor Itoh also presented new interpretations of negative value and
negative surplus value, and of complex labour.

Writing on the theory of credit and crisis, Professor Itoh clarified the relationship
between Marxian political economy of money and finance and the theory of crisis,
emphasising the increasing role of speculative trading and the credit mechanism in
bringing about the end of prosperity. Amongst his later writings on this topic is a
well-informed and insightful article on the subprime crisis.

Writing on contemporary events in his book, The World Economic Crisis and Japanese
Capitalism (Itoh 2000), Professor Itoh argued that an underlying cause of the end of
high post-World War II economic growth, and of the 1973-75 economic crisis which
followed it, was the over-accumulation of capital in relation to an inelastic supply of
both labour power and primary products. As this occurred during the breakdown of the
Bretton Woods international monetary system, the main feature was an inflationary
crisis as opposed to the classic cyclical crisis.

Looking to the future, Professor Itoh suggested that the advances in information
technology that accompanied the process of restructuring were inducing three reversals
in the historical pattern of capitalist development that had prevailed during the 20th
century: (1) capital investment was becoming lighter and flexibly mobile, thus
intensifying competition and globalisation; (2) trade unions were being weakened as
workers were more flexibly (and irregularly) employed; (3) the role of the state was

being reduced, as the era of neoliberalism emerged.



Finally, Professor Itoh applied his theory of value and crisis to the basic issues of
socialism (Political Economy for Socialism, Macmillan, 1995). Adopting his theory of the
transformation problem, he argued that if Lange’s trial and error method can be used to
achieve equilibrium prices in a socialist economy, then the relationship between
embodied labour time and socialist prices can be fully specified. He also argued that his
theory of money and finance could be applied to a socialist economy. Building a stages
theory of socialist development, Professor Itoh argued that a single model of socialism
should not be defined as the uniquely correct scientific path to be followed; various
possibilities for socialism might be chosen by people according to their social and
historical conditions. He reiterated this view many years later in his Youtube
contribution to the debate following the launch of "Through Pluripolarity to Socialism -
A Manifesto" (2021), where he argued that democracy and decentralisation are
fundamental to modern socialism. He took a rather sceptical view of the Chinese model.
Professor Itoh was a fine scholar with a global reputation. He was also a person of great
integrity and remained loyal to his democratic socialist beliefs throughout his adult life.
He was widely admired, not just for the quality of his scholarship, but also for his

non-sectarian and modest demeanour. He will be greatly missed.
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