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Abstract
In this article, we examine the tendency toward stagnation in the Argentinean economy, as a 
dependent economy, in the context of a new development model that emerged in this country 
before the neoliberal crisis in 2001. The initial boom of accumulation in the period 2002–2007, 
after the devaluation of the peso, has been challenged for various tensions that emerged, in our 
perspective, for the dependent economic structure of Argentina in the years 2007 and 2008. 
These tensions were increased after the European economic crisis and China’s slowdown in 
2012–2014, leading to the stop of the accumulation process and the start of economic transition 
to the different development model.
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1. Introduction

The concrete form taken on by the process of capital accumulation in peripheral countries is 
noticeably different from that of core countries. This empirical study aims to describe some of the 
specific characteristics of this process, and thus to examine the circuit of social capital in each 
country as a concrete whole. The production of value on the periphery, whose position is subor-
dinate to the global circuit of capital, has distinctive features that set it apart from the same pro-
cess in core economies. Furthermore, the specific forms taken on by the patterns of final demand 
(i.e., the moment of circulation) are conditioned by the particular characteristics of the produc-
tion process. In other words, the dynamics of the circuit of social capital in peripheral countries 
implies a simultaneous examination of different spheres of the domestic economy while acknowl-
edging their subordination to the global valorization of capital.
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In this article, we examine the tendency toward stagnation within Argentina’s dependent econ-
omy in the context of a new development model that emerged in the country after the neoliberal 
crisis of 2001 (López 2015). The initial accumulation boom of 2002–2007 that followed the 
devaluation of the peso was challenged by various tensions that emerged in 2007 and 2008. We 
believe that these were a consequence of Argentina’s dependent economic structure. They 
increased after the economic crisis in Europe and China’s slowdown in 2012–2014, which 
brought the accumulation process to a halt and marked the start of an economic transition to a 
different development model.

To account for the totality of Argentina’s economy, we need to reinterpret orthodox national 
accounts from a Marxian perspective, which allows us to use a methodological approach that is 
consistent with our theoretical standpoint, which draws on both Marx and Latin American depen-
dency theory. We reinterpret the orthodox input-output tables (IOTs) for Argentina for 1997 and 
2004 by breaking these down into productive and unproductive labor, which establishes a start-
ing point for our analysis of each of the major categories at every moment in the Marxian circuit 
of capital. Based on these IOTs, we go on to provide a complex explanation of the evolution of 
the accumulation and valorization processes.

To do so, we have formulated a temporal series for each Marxian category. These temporal 
series allow us to highlight the different characteristics of two specific periods in the post-neoliberal 
phase: 2002–2008 and 2008–2014. In the first of these periods, the accumulation and valoriza-
tion process was successful (i.e., profits and growth rates were high), while in the second, this 
process was eroded by the country’s economic dependency.

In the next section, we discuss the theoretical approach that we used as a framework for our 
empirical analysis, and we describe the methodological premises for our reinterpretation of offi-
cial statistics. In the third and fourth sections, we expand on certain methodological issues that 
arise in the application of our analytical framework. The fifth section contains empirical results 
for Argentina between 2003 and 2014, with particular emphasis on the stagnation of 2012–2014 
that resulted from a build-up of tensions caused by the country’s economic dependency after 
2008. The final section summarizes the main results of this study.

2. A Theoretical and Methodological Framework for  
the Study of the Valorization of Capital

Capital, understood as a dominant social relationship, can be described as a circuit (M–C...   
P... C′–M′) that begins with an outlay of capital in money form (M) to purchase commodities (C) 
used in the production process (C–...–P–...–C′) and that ends with a final circulation phase (C′–
M′) in which the new commodities produced are sold. The objective of this entire circuit is the 
valorization of capital itself (M′ > M).1 In this sense, the immanent logic of capital mediates all 
aspects of society (Mészáros 2000).

The distribution of the social product, the dynamics of labor force employment, and even the 
relationships between humans and nature tend to be dominated by the immanent logic of capital. 
They are therefore inextricably connected to its raison d’être, which is to generate economic 
surplus by means of the private appropriation of a share of social value. This implies the need to 
study capital as a total phenomenon that encompasses the production, distribution, and circula-
tion of the social product (Marx 1993). To do this, we use the categories put forward by Marx in 
Capital to analyze the process through which this circuit is produced and reproduced.

1For an analysis of cycles and crises in the capitalist economy through the circuit of capital, see Sherman 
(1967). For an application of this to Argentina, see Pérez, Chena, and López (2013).
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2.1. Analytical categories for the study of the circuit of capital

Within the dynamic of expanded reproduction, the starting point in the circuit is the outlay of 
capital in its money form to purchase raw materials, the means of production, and labor force. 
Consequently, it is through the production process (C–... –P–... –C’) that these commodities are 
subsumed under capital, generating a total value (TV), which is made up of the variable capital 
(V), the circulating constant capital (CC), and the surplus (S). Living labor thus generates a share 
of value that is large enough to cover the costs of raw materials and the depreciation of machin-
ery, but it also generates new value (value-added) that is distributed between wages for the labor 
force and surplus. Production is thus the sphere in which valorization (the generation of S) takes 
place.

In Marx’s words, “The secret of the self-valorization of capital resolves itself into the fact that 
it has at its disposal a definite quantity of the unpaid labor of other people” (Marx 1992: 672). In 
other words, capital self-valorizes if it can subordinate value-generating activity to its own logic.

The third point in the circuit is characterized by a new stage of circulation that is associated 
with the sale of the value generated during the production process (expressed in the form of mer-
chandise) in exchange for capital in its money form.

At this point, we should point out that there is a certain consistency between the phases of 
initial circulation (M–C), production (C–...–P–...–C’), and final circulation (C’–M’). The total 
value (TV) generated during the production process describes the situation from the revenue 
perspective. However, in line with Shaikh and Tonak (1994), the expression of this value in the 
form of new merchandise is presented as goods and services, which we will call the total product 
(TP). This must be equal to the TV if the phases described above (production, distribution, and 
circulation) are to be consistent with one another. Given this consistency between the products of 
labor and the revenue generated during the production process, we wish to further explore the 
co-determining effects that each stage in the circuit of capital has on the other stages. In the initial 
stage in the circuit, one of the categories that plays a relevant part in empirical measurement is 
the ratio of the living labor force (L) to the dead labor (C) included in production, which could 
be defined as the “organic composition of capital” (OCC):

OCC
CoC

L
=

 (1)

To estimate OCC, we need to understand it as a concept that mediates between the technical 
composition of capital (TCC) and the value composition of capital (VCC). The OCC is simply a 
manifestation of the TCC (the capital-labor ratio, in orthodox economics). It can thus be esti-
mated as the ratio of CC2 to the mass of living labor applied during production (Saad-Filho 
1993). This indicator accounts for the intensification in technical change that is promoted by 
intercapitalist competition and underlies the tendency toward crisis in capital-dominated econo-
mies3 (Marx 1992).

The share of living labor and means of production that are used in the productive process and 
applied to raw materials result in the TV, which includes the new value generated or value-added. 
This process can be evaluated using the rate of surplus value (RSV) indicator, which is the share 

2Total constant capital is defined here as CoC = FC + CC, where FC is the fixed capital (stock of machinery, 
equipment, and the factory itself), while CC is the circulating capital, or that which is consumed during the 
production process (such as raw materials).
3As we know, accumulation entails a process of mechanization or the replacement of living labor by dead 
labor (machinery). In terms of value, this process tends to increase the mass of value that produces no 
surplus value to the detriment of that which does produce surplus value, which puts downward pressure on 
profit rates. When this process is an outcome of the reproduction of the circuit of capital (and thus is inher-
ent to capitalist reproduction), it is a dominant trend. It also produces the means through which it will be 
overcome during the crisis phase (Lebowitz 1977).
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of surplus value in relation to the remuneration that workers receive for selling their ability to 
work (labor force):

RSV
S

V
=

 (2)

The RSV indicates how income is (primarily) distributed between payment to direct producers 
and the surplus that they generate. It is therefore relevant to analyzing how successful the valori-
zation of capital has been (Paitaridis and Tsoulfidis 2012).

The OCC shapes labor force productivity (LFP), which can be defined as the ratio of TP to the 
living labor force employed to produce it:

LFP
TP

L
=

 (3)

This indicator also allows us to relate one aspect of the initial phase of circulation with the pro-
duction phase, namely, the effect that the composition of capital has on the quantity of physical 
goods produced and the way in which surplus value is appropriated. The relative evolution of 
both LFP and variable capital account for the strategy for appropriating surplus value and then 
capital in general (Lebowitz 2005).4

Finally, we need to discuss how the value that is generated during the production process is 
realized and the capacity for accumulation that a specific geographic location may have. To do 
so, we must observe certain relevant variables from the sphere of circulation during the third 
phase of the circuit of capital. To this end, it is worth evaluating the rate of profit (π) for the 
economy as a whole, which Marx (1992) defines as the ratio of surplus value over the total outlay 
of capital (both constant and variable) for production. The rate of profit can be expressed alge-
braically as:

π =
+
S

CoC V  (4)

Furthermore, a given capitalist economy’s capacity for accumulation is associated with the share 
of the final product (FP) that is allocated to fixed investment (I), the consumption of luxury goods 
(CONK), and net exports (X-IMPO). Other indicators that we will include in this third phase of 
the circuit of capital are the consumption shares of workers (CONW) and the state (G) in the FP. 
In summary, the indicators we will use are as follows:

I

FP  (5)

CON

FP
K

 (6)

X IMPO

FP

−

 (7)

4Positive growth in both variables and a greater relative increase in labor force productivity would imply, 
all other things being equal, that the most widespread strategy for appropriating surplus value is one based 
on technical change (relative surplus value). In contrast, a strategy for absolute surplus value predominates 
when increases in labor productivity are not accompanied by increases in variable capital.
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CON

FP
W

 (8)

G

FP  (9)

These categories represent the “uses” of a product that has been generated within a complete 
circuit of capital. The trend toward permanent expansion in capital-dominated economies implies 
a need for fixed capital investment to increase LFP. Economies in which productive consumption 
accounts for a large share of the total production value have greater potential for accumulating 
capital and, therefore, for future valorization. In contrast, high rates of consumption of luxury 
goods and value transfers abroad (via net exports) may result in less virtuous accumulation 
dynamics and stagnation, which is typical of Latin American economies (Braun and Joy 1981; 
Marini 1973; Osorio 2004).

The variables that we have put forward are of great use as we evaluate the particular pattern of 
accumulation and the valorization process in Argentina during the post-neoliberal era. They will 
also enable us to answer the question posed above regarding how the country’s peripheral condi-
tions limited the success of the growth and accumulation process after 2008. Numerous empirical 
studies have been carried out using categories similar to those we propose here, including Shaikh 
and Tonak (1994), Moseley (1997), Wolf (2001), Paitaridis and Tsoulfidis (2012), and Mohun 
(2014) for the U.S. economy; Cockshott, Cotrell, and Michaelson (1995) for Great Britain; 
Maniatis (2005) for Greece; and Venida (2007) for the Philippines.5

However, this line of research has been neglected in Argentina, where most macroeconomic 
studies are based on mainstream Keynesian or neoclassical views. Nonetheless, various studies 
have made significant contributions toward classifying the development model of the last decade 
and describing the structural limitations of this model that derive from Argentina’s dependent 
conditions (Barrera Insua 2017; Cantamutto 2015; Féliz and López 2012; López 2015).

We thus believe that it is important to move toward a characterization of Argentina as a depen-
dent country using the categories that we have put forward, as this allows us to study the unit 
made up of the three spheres described in this section more rigorously, given that production 
relations are what define the characteristics of capital-dominated societies.

3. Methodological Issues: Productive and Unproductive Labor 
and the Need to Redefine Orthodox National Accounts

In line with Shaikh and Tonak (1994) and Savran and Tonak (1999), we believe that the distinc-
tion between productive and unproductive labor is important within Marxian research. The 
debate over these two categories has not been free of theoretical controversies. Marx analyzed 
human labor on at least two levels: general human labor (regardless of dominant social relations) 
and labor under the rule of capital. He characterized labor, first, as an eminently human activity 
that transforms nature and obtains use values through a production process (Marx 1992).

Second, and most important for our methodological approach, Marx wrote that human labor 
in capital-dominated societies mainly (but not exclusively) takes the form of wage labor. The 
products of labor are commodities, and the objective of labor is to produce surplus value.6 It is at 

5There are many papers that interpret the capital accumulation process and the circuit of social capital from 
a Marxian perspective that is different from our own, such as Aglietta (1999), Fichtenbaum (1988), and 
Baran and Sweezy (1986). O’Hara (2006) summarizes the major studies that he describes as “heterodox” 
Marxian contributions to contemporary political economics.
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this point that the notion of productive labor for capital becomes significant—that is, labor that 
allows capital to be recovered by means of the production process. Marx writes that “productive 
labor, in its meaning for capitalist production, is wage labor which, exchanged against the vari-
able part of capital (the part of capital that is spent on wages), reproduces not only this part of the 
capital (or the value of its own labor power), but in addition produces surplus value for the capi-
talist” (Marx 2000: 118). Labor will thus only be productive for capital if it tends to generate a 
successful valorization circuit. The objective of production in capitalist societies is therefore not 
the creation of use values but rather the production of value/surplus.

We ultimately believe that these two levels of labor (labor in general and labor that is specific 
to capitalist societies) are related because, as Paitaridis and Tsoulfidis (2012) have argued, this 
analysis “is not only theoretically consistent with Marx’s analysis but it is also operational, 
thereby making possible the even finer classification of activities and sectors into productive and 
unproductive and revealing the differences of the Keynesian and neoclassical NIPA categories 
from the respective classical and also Marxian categories” (Paitaridis and Tsoulfidis 2012: 214).

We thus believe that the productive/unproductive labor scheme proposed by Savran and Tonak 
(1999) and Shaikh and Tonak (1994) can be used to analyze the stagnation of Argentina’s econ-
omy between 2012 and 2014 as an outcome of a specific peripheral, dependent circuit of capital. 
In line with the scheme put forward by Savran and Tonak (1999), in this article, we consider five 
essential types of labor activity in capitalist societies: (1) production, (2) circulation, (3) distribu-
tion, (4) personal and social consumption, and (5) reproduction of social order.

Only the labor applied to production activities and that which guarantees the circulation of 
value is considered productive in terms of the generation of new use values. Consequently, only 
wage labor that is associated with the creation of new goods and services can be considered pro-
ductive in these two senses (generating value-added and surplus value).

Other labor activities may be socially relevant, but they are subordinate to productive activity 
in terms of the material reproduction of society. The production and reproduction of value mainly 
take place in production-related industries, while other sectors (such as circulation, finance, and 
noncapitalist activities) appropriate the surplus produced by the former (Shaikh and Tonak 1994). 
These definitions allow us to classify all activities or industries that form part of national accounts. 
Figure 1 displays this classification, which we will apply to Argentina’s national accounts.

4. Reprocessing Argentina’s National Accounts  
Using Marxian Categories

Based on the classification of productive and unproductive activities in section 3, in this section, 
we redefine national accounts to measure the production of wealth in Argentina. The starting 
point for this reinterpretation is a conversion of the country’s IOTs, which contain large amounts 
of information pertaining to the production and reproduction of wealth. We need to reconcile our 
abstract categories of analysis with the data from empirical sources—to achieve this, we will 
briefly describe Argentina’s IOTs and then reformulate them using the Marxian categories set out 
above. By doing so, we are able to account for the specific features of dependent economies 
using a consistent empirical approach.

6As Dussel (2004) points out in his study of Grundrisse, this is the process through which the different 
abstract categories (labor, products of labor, money, etc.) are incorporated into the logic of capital.
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4.1. From orthodox to Marxian categories in input-output tables

IOTs organize transactions between different economic activities and within each activity itself 
(inter- and intra-industry). The information they contain reveals the relationships between the 
different sectors and the direct and indirect impacts that a change in final demand may have on 
these. Consequently, IOTs allow us to quantify the income growth generated in each sector of the 
economy (the income side) and the way these revenues are spent (the use side). IOTs are an 
important tool for empirical research, as they provide a consistent framework for estimations 
from different sources: industrial surveys, household expenditure surveys, and foreign trade sta-
tistics, among others. Moreover, the tables use orthodox criteria to divide the value-added that is 
generated in each sector into the income received by capitalists and wage workers, respectively, 
in each period.

The IOTs were reprocessed on the basis of Shaikh and Tonak’s (1994) empirical application 
for the U.S. economy. However, as we argued in section 3, our understanding of which economic 
activities are productive and which are unproductive differs from that of Shaikh and Tonak in one 
key aspect: we consider labor in commercial activities (circulation) to be unproductive. In our 
view, commercial activity employing wage labor is part of the circulation and realization of the 
value generated in the productive sector. Commercial capital appropriates part of the value gener-
ated in the production sphere by means of trading margins. The production and reproduction of 
value in the domestic economy is only carried out by those industries that create new use values 
and thus pursue valorization. Part of the surplus that is not appropriated by these industries will 
be distributed among other activities.

For this reason, our definition of the sphere of production includes all activities that involve 
productive labor for capital (i.e., those that generate surplus value) and all activities that enhance 
or transform goods for social use (i.e., those that generate use value—in other words, the produc-
tion of goods and services). Our definition of the sphere of circulation includes all activities that 
are connected to the realization (be it retail or wholesale) and redistribution (through finance, 
rental, and real estate operations) of the value that originated in the primary sphere. This value is 

Figure 1. Productive and Unproductive Labor Classifications.
Source: Author elaboration based on Savran and Tonak (1999).
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redistributed through transfers that originate in payments of land rent, interest, salaries, and so 
on.7

In summary, the main difference between orthodox and Marxian accounts stems from the fact 
that the former considers circulation activities and the noncapitalist sector to fall under the cate-
gory of productive activities. The latter, in contrast, argues that income from secondary activities 
originates in the primary sector—that is, secondary flows are considered to form part of total 
transactions but not of the TV generated in the economy.

We have summarized these differences in graphic form in Table 1, which expresses the IOTs 
in a simpler format. Orthodox IOTs count all activities as being productive, so the totals for the 
revenue side (rows) represent gross production value (GPV), while the totals for the use side 
represent the TP for each sphere. The total for the whole economy is the sum of each row (col-
umn). From a Marxian perspective, only the shaded rows (columns) in Table 1 would be consid-
ered producers and reproducers of value within the IOTs.

Analyzing the table from the revenue side reveals certain key differences between the ortho-
dox and Marxian accounts during the two initial stages of the circuit of capital (M–C-...–P). The 
TV will always be lower in Marxian terms (TV = TVp) than in orthodox ones (GPV = TVp + TVc 
+ TVnc). Likewise, from a Marxian perspective, value-added (VA) is obtained by deducting the 
circulating constant capital from the TV (VA = TV – CCp-p), so the result is lower than in ortho-
dox accounts, in which total intermediate purchases are subtracted from the GPV (VA GPV-CC). 
Similarly, variable capital (V) is equivalent to the wage mass of the production sphere (Vp).

Finally, surplus (S = VA − V) is the difference between VA and V and is related to the gross 
operating surplus (GOS) calculated in official IOTs, which it will obviously be higher than.

On the use side, there are differences in the third moment of the circuit of capital (C’−M’). In 
orthodox accounts, the TP8 is the sum of intermediate inputs (CC) and the FP in all spheres—cir-
culation, production, and the noncapitalist sector. FP, meanwhile, is simply the sum of the different 
ends of production: FP = CONw + CONk + I + (X − IMPO) + G. In the Marxian version, the TP 
only includes variables from the production sphere (TPp). Intermediate consumption, which cor-
responds exclusively to these activities, must be deducted from these variables to find the FP (FP 
= TPp − CCpp). Again, the TP will be lower in the Marxian accounts than the orthodox ones.

For the reasons we have established here, our reinterpretation of IOTs provides us with a consis-
tent framework for the entire circuit of capital, which allows us to develop empirical applications 
that we consider more methodologically appropriate for implementing Marxian categories.

4.2. A brief description of sources used

To analyze the different features of the circuit of capital in Argentina, a dependent economy, we 
have transformed the country’s IOTs by classifying activities into productive and unproductive 
labor to measure wealth production and estimate temporal series for 2002–2014.

We have used the information published by the National Office of National Accounts (NONA), 
which is part of the National Institute of Statistics and Censuses (INDEC). Since our aim is to 
highlight structural phenomena, we have selected two matrixes that allow us to describe the simi-
larities and differences in the structure of the valorization of capital in 1997 and 2004. These 
IOTs enable us to calculate CC, which has not been incorporated into other national accounts, 
using linear interpolation similar to that applied by Shaikh and Tonak (1994) and Paitaridis and 
Tsoulfidis (2012). The most recent official IOTs for Argentina were published by NONA in 1997. 
To obtain statistics on intermediate consumption for Argentina in 2004, we updated these tables 

7As there are relatively few state-owned companies that produce goods and services in Argentina, state 
intervention in the economy is limited to secondary redistribution of income.
8The TP is equivalent to the TV on the use side.
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using the methodology put forward in MECON (2007), which is based on the RAS method.9 The 
data on employment and the distribution of value-added between salaried and nonsalaried 
employees in 2004 were obtained from the Income Generation Account published by the NONA 
for 1993–2007, which is compatible with the values contained in the IOTs. Using this informa-
tion, we reconstructed a Marxian IOT for Argentina’s economy based on a breakdown of fifteen 
economic activities. Our classification of productive and unproductive activities is presented in 
Table 2.

The values in the IOT were expressed in constant 2000 prices based on various production 
price indexes10 and were converted into constant 2000 US dollars. Our choice of the US dollar to 
express all values deserves a brief explanation. Under capitalism, social relationships are materi-
ally based on the category of value. Consequently, all quantities that can be expressed in mone-
tary terms are based on value and the relationships that uphold it. Given that value in contemporary 
capitalism is tied to the global circuit of capital, we believe it appropriate to use the US dollar as 
the most concrete manifestation of this circuit because it is the unit of account used in most global 
economic transactions. Furthermore, by using a constant US dollar, we have removed the effect 
of domestic inflation in the United States.

We used our IOT as the basis for the temporal series we built for each analytical category. The 
methodology we used to do so was linear interpolation, as suggested by Shaikh and Tonak (1994) 
for the US economy.

Table 2. Marxian Classifications of Activities in Input-Output Tables, Argentina (1997–2004).

Marxian Classification Economic Activities in Input-Output Tables

Sphere of production Agriculture, livestock, hunting, forestry, and fisheries
Mining
Manufacturing industries
Construction
Electricity, gas, and water supply
Transportation and storage

Sphere of circulation Trade
Hotels and restaurants
Postal and telecommunications services
Teaching and health care
Financial mediation
Real estate, business, and rental activities

Noncapitalist sector Public administration and defense
Community, social, and personal activities
Domestic service

Source: Compiled by the authors based on DNCN-INDEC, BEA-USA.

9The basic RAS method was developed at the Department of Applied Economics at the University of 
Cambridge by Nobel laureate Richard Stone in the early 1960s. The method is a translation of the theory 
of matrices with restricted adjustment of the estimated input-output matrix. This indirect method reduces 
the information required and provides estimates whose results are close to those of direct methods (Malizia 
and Bond 1974).
10We used the specific producer price indexes for each productive activity to deflate intermediate purchases, 
taking January 2000 as a baseline. For the final demand block, we used consumer price index (CPI) with 
January 2000 = 100, except for imports and exports. For fixed capital prices, we used a combined index of 
capital goods imports and domestically produced machinery. All data used here are available from INDEC.
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5. From Economic Boom to Stagnation: Dependency as a 
Structural Limit for Accumulation

In this section, we describe the main empirical results of our research. We start by introducing the 
specific features that led us to characterize Argentina as a dependent economy. We compare 
structural data on Argentina and the United States to provide an account of the conditions in 
Argentina before examining the process that took the country from boom to stagnation between 
2004 and 2014.

5.1. Key aspects of a peripheral economy: A brief comparison of Argentina and 
the United States

The fact that Argentina’s economy tends to stagnate is mainly due to the country’s pattern of 
dependence. As Marini (1973) has indicated, these conditions imply that the features of depen-
dent economies are different from those of the central economies in each phase of the circuit of 
capital.

During the initial circulation phase (M–C), two specific aspects define the periphery: first, the 
money used initially to start up the circuit of capital is largely foreign; second, the lion’s share of 
commodities such as raw materials, fixed capital, and machinery are imported.

These conditions lead to two main problems. On the one hand, the large share of capital 
inflows constrains the use of surplus within the domestic economy, while much of this surplus 
produced at the periphery drains back to the central countries. On the other hand, when the 
economy grows, so does the need for foreign currency for purchasing imports (Braun and Joy 
1981; Gigliani and Michelena 2013).

Marini (2007) claims that during the production phase (C–P–C′), the integration of peripheral 
countries into the global markets produces labor productivity differentials between the branches 
with the highest concentrations of transnational capital and those with relatively minor levels of 
concentration that are not associated with rental activities but that are connected with small- and 
medium-sized sources of domestic capital.11 This feature of peripheral economies leads to major 
inequality between different branches of activity, a high surplus rate in comparison to core econ-
omies, and small- and medium-sized sources of capital attempting to compensate for their losses 
in the distribution of surplus value.

Finally, the pattern of final demand (C’–M’) on the periphery implies the consideration of two 
main factors: first, given that the domestic market is small, exporting production is a central 
component of demand; second, the fact that income is concentrated in the hands of capitalists 
leads to more luxury consumption than popular consumption (Marini 1973). A comparison of 
Argentina’s economy with a central economy such as the United States12 reveals the characteris-
tics of dependency described above. Tables 3, 4, and 5 presents descriptive results for Argentina 
and the United States in the main Marxian categories.

The empirical correlation of indicators (1)–(9) shows the most significant differences between 
Argentina and the United States at each point in the circuit of capital in the selected years.13 The 
three panels of Tables 3, 4, and 5 show features that clearly point to Argentina being a dependent 
economy. The TV generated in the United States is significantly higher than in Argentina for both 

11The empirical connections between transnational capital inflows, grounded rent activities, and concentra-
tion are described in López and Belloni (2014).
12The dataset for the US economy was constructed similarly to the one for Argentina.
13These years correspond to different phases in the development of capitalism. In 1997, Argentina was 
attempting to consolidate a neoliberal model, while in 2004, a post-neoliberal development model was 
beginning to stabilize. This is why our focus here is comparing the structural differences in the circuit of 
capital regardless of the specific cyclical dynamics of the two economies.
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periods. The widespread loss of value caused by the devaluation of the Argentine peso did not 
affect all components of TV to the same degree. Variable capital fell much more than working 
capital (68 percent) and surplus (71 percent). Despite the differences in the size of TV in each of 
the two economies, the gap is widest for variable capital (thirty-three times higher in the United 
States than in Argentina in 1997 and 130 times higher in 2004).

Likewise, the changes in variable capital, working capital, and surplus in the two countries 
between 1997 and 2004 gave rise to a very different composition of TV in each. The share of 
surplus in TV increased sharply in Argentina (35 percent) at the expense of variable capital (−25 
percent) and working capital (−33 percent). In the United States, in contrast, the structure of TV 
did not change substantially. We thus begin to see how the accumulation of capital in Argentina’s 
economy takes a particular form: wages account for only a small share of value generated in 
comparison with the United States.14

Table 4. Indicators for the Early Stages in the Circuit of Capital for Argentina and the United States, 
1997–2004.

1997 2004

Argentina
 OCC 36.5 23.3
 RSV 2.74 5.51
 LFP1 67.8 21.0
 LFP2 25.6 7.7
 π 23.3% 23.1%
The United States
 OCC 87.4 110.6
 TP 1.72 1.67
 LFP1 197.6 218.7
 LFP2 94.0 214.5
 π 17.1% 14.1%

Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from INDEC, BEA, and BLS.
Note: OCC = organic composition of capital; TP = Total Product; LFP = labor force productivity; π = profit rate.

Table 3. Total Value, Variable Capital, Constant Capital, and Surplus in Argentina and the United 
States, 1997–2004 (Million Constant Dollars of 2000).

1997 2004

Argentina
 V 36,218,528 10,435,174
 CC 92,237,199 29,691,249
 S 99,234,550 57,454,455
 TV 227,690,278 97,580,878
The United States
 V 1,254,098,398 1,414,670,790
 CC 2,512,641,591 2,463,481,415
 S 2,157,541,505 2,362,388,774
 TV 5,924,281,494 6,240,540,979

Source: Elaboration based on data of DNCN-INDEC, BEA-USA.
Note: V = Variable Capital; CC = Capital constante circulante (C); S = Surplus value; TV = Total Value.

14Regarding this point, Marini (1973) argues that independent economies like Argentina’s, the consumption 
wage is not a necessary component of the valorization of capital within national value. For this reason, the 
drop in the share of income earned by workers in the productive sector may be evidence of a return to suc-
cessful valorization rather than a crisis in this process.
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Following this overview of TV and how it breaks down in each of the two countries in the 
selected years, we can now present the indicators that will allow us to account for the substantial 
differences between central and peripheral economies at each moment in the circuit of capital. In 
the first phase of the circuit (M–C) and its articulation with the production phase (C–...–P), we 
can evaluate the OCC (equation 1), RSV (equation 2), and LFP (equation 3). The OCC correlates 
directly with the theoretical definition that we have put forward. Our estimation is based on the 
ratio of CC (fixed capital15 and circulating capital, taken from Table 3) to the living labor force 
(total employment in the economy16). As can be seen in Table 4, the OCC is much higher in the 
United States during the selected years. The significant discrepancy in the proportion of dead 
labor and labor force applied to GPV has a differential impact on LFP. We have used two variants 
in our empirical approximation of LFP: the first (which is shown in Table 5 as LFP1) is the ratio 
between TP (equal to TV in Table 3) and the number of workers employed in the sphere of pro-
duction (LP); the second (LFP2) is the ratio between TP and the number of hours worked by 
workers in the sphere of production (Hp).17 Both of these approximations allowed us to verify 
that LFP in the United States is higher than in Argentina.

The RSV is the ratio between SV and variable capital (see Tables 3, 4, and 5). Again, this vari-
able behaves differently in the two countries: in the United States, the share of value appropriated 
by capital as compared with that received by workers in the sphere of production remains rela-
tively stable. In contrast, in Argentina, the RSV doubled between the two selected years, thus 

Table 5. Indicators for Final Product Structure in Argentina and the United States (1997 and 2004).

Country Indicator 1997 2004

Argentina CONw/FP 32.0% 16.8%
CONk/FP 22.1% 21.2%

I/FP 37.4% 26.2%
(X-IMPO)/FP 8.6% 35.8%

G/FP 0.0% 0.0%
The United States CONw/FP 47.2% 55.0%

CONk/FP 2.2% 6.7%
I/FP 44.1% 53.6%

(X-IMPO)/FP −10.1% −26.6%
G/FP 16.5% 11.4%

Source: Compiled by the authors based on data from INDEC and BEA.
Note: CONw = workers consumption; CONk = capitalist consumption; I = investment.

15To calculate the fixed capital in each country, we subtracted total capital stock from the amount for resi-
dential construction, which gives an outcome similar to the one used by Shaikh and Tonak (1994) and 
Maniatis (2005). The data on capital stock for Argentina and the United States come from NONA (INDEC) 
and the Bureau of Economic Analysis, respectively.
16We believe it relevant to include employment in all areas (production, circulation, and the noncapitalist 
sector) because we believe that the labor used to maintain the social order (socially necessary labor) implies 
more than the mere production of goods and services.
17We built the indicator for hourly productivity by examining new sources of information that were com-
patible with that from the IOTs. In Argentina, we extracted values from the Income Generation Account 
(INDEC) for the following sectors: agriculture; hunting; forestry and livestock; fisheries; mines and quar-
ries; industry; construction; and transportation, storage, and communications. For the United States, the 
sectors covered were: goods production, mining and logging, construction, manufacturing, durable goods, 
nondurable goods, and private service provision, which were taken from the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ 
Current Employment Statistics.
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increasing the relative difference between levels of value appropriation in the two countries from 
60 percent to approximately 200 percent.

Finally, Table 6 also shows the profit rate (π) to be a concrete expression of the valorization of 
capital in Argentina and the United States. Likewise, π can be seen as a nexus between the second 
moment and the third moment in the circuit of capital. In Argentina, the general profit rates 
(equation 4) remains fairly constant at around 23 percent, far higher than in the United States, 
where it went from 17 percent in 1997 to 14 percent in 2004. This change implies a drop of nearly 
20 percent between the two years, which can be understood as the result of increased OCC.

It remains for us to briefly examine the third moment in the circuit (C’–M’). Tables 3, 4, and 
5 present the indicators put forward in equations (5)–(9), which express the structure of the FP or 
final demand. These indicators allow us to evaluate the two economies’ capacities for accumula-
tion and to assess what the predominant value space is for realizing domestically generated 
wealth.

The first point to note is that the consumption shares of workers in the FP are remarkably low 
in Argentina in comparison to the United States, especially after they plummeted between 1997 
and 2004. In contrast, capitalist consumption in Argentina (expenditure that is unproductive in 
terms of the expanded reproduction of capital) represents over 20 percent of FP, while in the 
United States, this share is no greater than 7 percent.

Second, levels of investment in fixed capital differ considerably between the two countries. 
This variable determines the successful accumulation of capital and thus future valorization. In 
1997, Argentina’s levels of productive investment as a percentage of FP (I/FP) were 18 percent 
lower than in the United States. By 2004, I/FP dropped significantly in Argentina—over 10 per-
centage points. In terms of international trade, domestic capital in Argentina is increasingly 
embedded in the international circuit of capital, such that value that is produced domestically is 
increasingly realized abroad (X-IMPO/FP increased by 317 percent between 1997 and 2004). In 
contrast, the opening up of the U.S. economy since the 1970s has intensified its commercial ties 
but has not led U.S. capital (at least in its commercial form) to realize profits on the global mar-
kets on a large scale (Duménil and Lévy 2004).

In the years analyzed, particularly between 1998 and 2002, Argentina went through a severe 
economic and social crisis.18 Although the changes the country experienced during this time are 
relevant, the specific characteristics of the circuit of the valorization of capital remained 
unchanged. In the productive phase, there was an increase in OCC as a result of the concentration 
and centralization of capital and the continuity of the years in which capital was successfully 
accumulated (1991–1998) (Basualdo 2000).

The economy’s LFP grew in parallel with this increase in OCC. However, average productiv-
ity is not the best indicator for this. Now the characteristic of peripheral countries is that they 
have an unbalanced productive structure (Diamand 1972). In other words, the conditions for 
economic sectors that are tied to the international circuit of the valorization of capital have are 
unbeatable, while other sectors are far from being able to compete. As the country’s crisis came 
to an end, some companies and economic sectors consolidated their position and then benefited 
from the economic conditions of the 2000s. Specifically, this is the case among activities that are 
connected to the exploitation of natural assets, such as agriculture, livestock, hunting, forestry, 
fishing, or mining and quarries, which experienced profit rates at the end of the first decade of the 

18This crisis was largely explained by the rigidity of the exchange rate (a nominal exchange rate that was 
pegged to the value of the U.S. dollar) and the large amount of debt in foreign currency, which made it 
impossible to devaluate the Argentine peso and thus to adjust the prices of goods produced locally to inter-
national values. In other words, although the restructuring of capital favored an increase in LFP, and this 
benefited potential SV, the impossibility of translating these gains into lower prices (that is, greater profits) 
created the conditions for Argentina’s crisis (Féliz 2007).
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twenty-first century that were more than double those of the late 1990s (Barrera Insua and López 
2016).

Consequently, the crisis in Argentina’s accumulation pattern reveals the success of the domi-
nant sectors in moving toward a restructuring of society that implies greater integration into the 
global circuit of capital through extractive activities (Féliz 2011).

It is thus clear that the peripheral nature of Argentina’s economy is a structural one—in other 
words, it is independent of economic cycles. However, the tensions and contradictions of these 
structural features play a significant role in explaining the cyclical dynamics of the country’s 
economy in recent years.

5.2. The concrete manifestation of dependency as a tendency toward stagnation

As we mentioned above, the post-neoliberal development model spanned 2002 to 2014 before 
going into crisis in 2015. However, we wish to identify the main tensions that manifest the struc-
tural features of dependency within Argentina’s economy that led to the slowdown and stagna-
tion of 2008 to 2014.

Table 6 shows the evolution of the main indicators constructed in the previous sections over 
time.

In keeping with the analyses of dependence theory, two main types of tension that we have 
explored in previous studies (Barrera and López 2010; López 2015) are evident here: internal 
tensions and external tensions.

The internal tensions include at least four issues: distributive conflict, stagnation in labor pro-
ductivity, moderate evolution of investment, and differential production capacity for primary and 
industrial activities. There are two main external tensions: commercial constraints and capital flight.

We can establish links between these tensions by differentiating between three points in time: 
the stabilization of a new development model (2002–2007), the emergence of tension within the 
new model (2008–2011), and the intensification of these tensions (2011–2014).

In the period that began with the end of the peso-dollar convertibility plan in 2002, the indica-
tors for the process of accumulation experienced a virtuous dynamic. After the devaluation of the 
peso in January 2002, FP rose substantially over the course of five years (including the last quar-
ter of 2002). At this stage, cumulative economic growth (including intermediate purchases) was 
at 76 percent until 2008. Likewise, the profit rate shot up remarkably (33 percent between 2002 
and 2008). These key variables describing the economic boom in Argentina went hand-in-hand 
with a drop in OCC (because living labor increased more than CC), an increase in LFP, and the 
new structure for FP, essentially through exports, which is what set this model apart from the 
crisis years of the neoliberal model.

However, there was a downturn in the virtuous process of accumulation after 2008. It is impor-
tant to stress that when the global financial crisis broke out, the macroeconomic situation in Latin 
America was solid, including in Argentina. The economy had experienced several years of high 
growth rates, a major reduction in foreign debt (favored by the renegotiation and restructuring 
process of 2005), and high levels of reserves in its Central Bank. As a consequence, the impact of 
falling commodity prices and the reversal of capital flight was limited. This led some analysts to 
argue that Latin America would be able to sidestep the global financial crisis or “uncouple” itself 
from the negative effects of this. Some studies even mention that the region might offer invest-
ment opportunities that would provide relief from the effects of the crisis (Salama 2009).

At this point, the tensions mentioned above began to emerge. First, the redistribution of income 
in favor of the ruling class following the devaluation of the peso in a context of mass unemployment 
and high poverty levels (as evidenced by the rise of RSV between 2001 and 2002) enabled the 
process of accumulation to begin. However, demands from trade unions and their renewed strength 
during this period substantially reduced exploitation among workers, leading to a gradual tension in 
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the distribution of profits (Barrera Insua 2015). Second, the change in the slope of the LFP curve in 
2008 and the drop in this in 2009 reinforced this tendency toward distributive conflict because the 
ruling class’s possibilities for appropriating a larger share of value through the relative surplus value 
strategy are limited if there are only minor increases in productivity.

This distributive tension was reinforced by the downturn in LFP, which generated two possi-
ble alternatives for a successful return to valorization: an increase in fixed capital investment or 
an increase in commodity prices. Argentina’s ruling class, whose interests are particularly con-
centrated and transnational in nature, pursued the second option, giving rise to sustained inflation 
between 2008 and 2011, which fed back into the distributive conflict. Third, investment as a 
share of FP fell 8.9 percent between 2008 and 2011.

The fourth point that we wish to focus on here as a cause for the tendency toward stagnation 
is the main feature of Argentina’s economy, namely, its unbalanced productive structure (Diamand 
1972). This is related to the differential productivity, competitiveness, and profitability of the 
primary industries in relation to the manufacturing sector. This implied that the success of the 
valorization process was very unequal across sectors. The primary sector was thus hugely profit-
able and internationally competitive, while the manufacturing sectors’ performance was only 
average. We posit that the unbalanced productive structure of the Argentine economy during the 
period studied has led to two main outcomes. First, the differences in profitability and the com-
petitive capacity of each sector limited the process of export-based accumulation: export capacity 
for primary goods was linked to variations in international prices, and primary goods were more 
unstable and subject to greater speculation than industrial manufacturing. In this sense, import 
substitution industrialization (ISI) was very limited between 2002 and 2014 due to intersectoral 
tensions (López 2015). Second, the differential dynamics of production and value realization in 
the different sectors led to an unequal development process among the different social classes, 
particularly within the working class (Barrera Insua and López 2016).

The final factor that may have contributed to the stagnation process between 2008 and 2011 is 
the significant reduction in trade surplus. As we showed in Table 6, after 2008, the ratio of 
exports over FP dropped by 10 percent. The same is true of net exports (exports minus imports) 
in relation to FP. We would argue that this tension in the external sector caused a realization 
problem that reinforced the structural and productive tensions described above.

The tensions that we have identified here manifested themselves most clearly between 2008 
and 2011. As a consequence, 2002–2014 can be seen as the final stage in the new development 
model, one that ushered in the current return to conservativism.

6. Concluding Remarks

In this study, we analyzed the main indicators for the process of accumulation and valorization in 
Argentina in the context of a new development model that emerged in the country following the 
crisis in neoliberal government at the start of the twenty-first century. Over the course of the 
article, we have explored how the dependent characteristics of Argentina’s economy caused vari-
ous tensions during the boom years (2002–2008) that then led to economic stagnation in 2012–
2014. The emergence of these tensions demonstrated how deep-rooted dependence was as a 
structural determinant for Argentina.

To analyze the Argentine economy, we reconstructed various indicators that would enable us 
to interpret the process of accumulation and valorization by reprocessing national accounts. 
Specifically, we reinterpreted Argentina’s IOTs for 1997 and 2004 using Marxian categories that 
differentiated productive and unproductive labor. Through this reading of Argentina’s national 
accounts, we have taken a methodological approach that ensures greater consistency between 
Marx’s abstract analytical categories and the empirical counterparts for these. Using this meth-
odology, we were able to construct temporal series for 2002–2014.
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In so doing, we obtained concrete expressions for these categories that helped us to analyze 
each point in the circuit of capital and a number of indicators that were significant from the theo-
retical perspective we adopted. The evidence we presented reveals structural dependence to be a 
concrete limit to the process of valorization in Argentina.
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