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The first thing that should be said about Marx’s the ory of value is that it is
not a “labor the ory of value.” Marx never once used the term self- 
descriptively, refer ring only sparsely to a “the ory of value.” → https://www.

marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1881/01/wagner.htm

The “labor the ory of value,” instead, fea tures much more promi nently
in the writ ings of Adam Smith or David Ricardo, the major clas si cal polit i ‐
cal econ o mists. Smith believed that the quan tity of labor uti lized in the pro ‐
duc tion of a good directly deter mined the value of that good, writ ing in The
Wealth of Nations:

“It is nat ural that what is usu ally the pro duce of two days’ or two
hours’ labour, should be worth dou ble of what is usu ally the pro duce of
one day’s or one hour’s labour…” (pg. 150, Pen guin Edi tion)

When Smith writes that “it is nat ural,” he means that goods in a mar ket
are sub jec tively val ued more by indi vid ual eco nomic actors when more
aver age labor- time was used to pro duce the good. This is the basis of a sub ‐
stan tial ist the ory of value, whereby the prod ucts of labor acquire an objec ‐
tive qual ity con sti tuted by total con tributed labor for that prod uct. This
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objec tive qual ity in goods is taken up by eco nomic actors who will nat u ‐
rally value the good so, and who will then exchange it for other goods
based on this prin ci ple.

Arguably, Marx’s cri tique of the nature of prod ucts of labor on a mar ‐
ket (com modi ties), cen ters around a cri tique of this par tic u lar idea. This
cri tique also begins Marx’s mas ter work, Cap i tal. To under stand the per ‐
spec tive of Marx’s the ory of value, we must under stand Marx’s cri tique of
this par tic u lar form of value both as an idea and as a mate r ial real ity.

Basis of the Cri tique
Marx begins his cri tique with the assump tion that a cap i tal ist mar ket
requires human labor, writ ing in a let ter to Lud wig Kugel mann → https://wi

kirouge.net/texts/en/Letter_to_Ludwig_Kugelmann,_July_11,_1868:

“Every child knows that any nation that stopped work ing, not for a
year, but let us say, just for a few weeks, would per ish.”

Marx also assumes that labor plays a directly cru cial role in the pro duc tion
of com modi ties in a cap i tal ist mar ket:

“And every child knows, too, that the amounts of prod ucts cor re spond ‐
ing to the dif fer ing amounts of needs demand dif fer ing and quan ti ta ‐
tively deter mined amounts of soci ety’s aggre gate labour.”

Of course, there are a few com modi ties which require no labor to be pro ‐
duced (“vir gin soil, nat ural mead ows, &c.”), but these are excep tions to a
gen eral rule and thus have excep tional expla na tions. Over all, Marx’s
assump tions are uncon tro ver sial. As long as Marx is speak ing about com ‐
modi ties which are the prod ucts of labor (which are the over whelm ing
major ity), there is no need to “prove the con cept of value” — it is self-
evident.
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For this rea son, Marx is not con cerned with how labor “cre ates value”
in a cap i tal ist soci ety. Marx takes it as a given that any soci ety requires
labor for pro duc tion of nec es sary goods and ser vices — “Nat ural laws
can not be abol ished at all.” Rather, Marx is con cerned with the par tic u lar
form of labor assumed in a cap i tal ist soci ety (“The only thing that can
change, under his tor i cally dif fer ing con di tions, is the form in which those
laws assert them selves.”) The cap i tal ist form of labor, as Marx ana lyzes, is
a “twofold” form. In Cap i tal, the dis cov ery of this “twofold” form of labor
is the first instance in the text where Marx states that he is describ ing
some thing no econ o mist had before:

“I was the first to point out and to exam ine crit i cally this two- fold
nature of the labour con tained in com modi ties. As this point is the
pivot on which a clear com pre hen sion of polit i cal econ omy turns, we
must go more into detail.” (Sec. 2, Ch. 1, Pt. 1)

Marx makes it clear in the sec ond sen tence how sig nif i cant his dis cov ery
is, as up until that point in Cap i tal, Marx was oper at ing on already famil iar
cat e gories in bour geois polit i cal econ omy. It should be fur ther noted on this
point that Marx begins Cap i tal by stat ing that cap i tal ist wealth “presents
itself” as “an immense accu mu la tion of com modi ties,” imply ing that the
ini tial cat e gory of the com mod ity, as it con sti tutes wealth, func tions on the
sur face level of cap i tal ism and not some inner qual ity which must be
uncov ered. It is thus the analy sis of the twofold nature of labor that first
con sti tutes a new rev e la tion on the part of Marx — not the fact that a com ‐
mod ity exists or may require labor to be pro duced.

Con crete Labor & The “Real Abstrac tion”
Labor in cap i tal ist soci ety acquires a twofold char ac ter: first as con crete
labor and sec ond as abstract labor. Con crete labor rep re sents all of the
many acts of labor that occur in soci ety, skilled to unskilled. All of the
labor we can see, touch, etc. is con crete labor.



4

How ever, when we must exchange prod ucts of labor for each other,
these prod ucts must find a com mon ele ment in each which allow them to
be exchanged in pro por tions to each other. If this were not pos si ble,
exchange could not occur as exchanges of equal val ues at all.

The com mon ele ment which is nec es sar ily found here is value. In
order for value to exist as a com mon sub stance between prod ucts of labor,
it must abstract from all of the many forms of labor which were required
for the pro duc tion of those com modi ties — giv ing rise to the cat e gory of
“abstract labor.” This abstrac tion of con crete labor is not com pa ra ble to the
kinds of abstrac tions we make cog ni tively when we use abstract terms to
gen er al ize many dif fer ent con crete things (such as terms in lan guage like
“tree” or “ani mal”), but is instead a real abstrac tion, man i fest ing mate ri ally
in the process of exchange whether we acknowl edge it cog ni tively or not.

This real abstrac tion can not be tran shis tor i cal; feu dal soci eties and
archaic empires, for all of their vast wealth, did not employ labor en masse
for the pur pose of pro duc ing for exchange. Such pro duc tion was the excep ‐
tion and not the rule, with most daily labor ing exist ing for direct uses in
ones com mu nity or sur pluses for the rul ing class to enjoy. In cap i tal ism,
even this sur plus does not exist pri mar ily for enjoy ment by cap i tal ists, but
for rein vest ment and expan sion of com mod ity pro duc tion. As such, the
logic of exchange has unprece dented bounds in cap i tal ist soci ety.

Fetishism & “Spec tral Objec tiv ity”
Com modi ties only have value inso far as they are exchanged for each other,
and labor is objec ti fied only in the process of each being made com men su ‐
rate to one another. “Spec tral objec tiv ity” refers to the way in which value
only con sti tutes itself in the process of exchange, that is, in rela tions
between com modi ties. This value, unable to exist innately in any com mod ‐
ity alone, thus appears as a “specter.” More over, when these com modi ties
even tu ally do come to pos sess value, they take a “tran scen dent” form to
ordi nary use ful things, being embod i ments of objec ti fied labor.
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This “tran scen dent” form is the way in which labor relates to itself in
cap i tal ist soci ety. This is the the ory of “com mod ity fetishism,” whereby
indi vid ual labor relates to social labor through value in com modi ties.

“A com mod ity is there fore a mys te ri ous thing, sim ply because in it the
social char ac ter of men’s labour appears to them as an objec tive char ‐
ac ter stamped upon the prod uct of that labour; because the rela tion of
the pro duc ers to the sum total of their own labour is pre sented to them
as a social rela tion, exist ing not between them selves, but between the
prod ucts of their labour.” (Sec. 4, Ch. 1, Pt. 1)

Fetishism here is not a false con scious ness which obscures the true nature
of things; it is the true nature of things from the per spec tive of any eco ‐
nomic actor within it.

Marx’s point, how ever, lies in demon strat ing the treach ery of such a
social sit u a tion. Michael Hein rich writes in his Intro duc tion to the Three
Vol umes of Karl Marx’s Cap i tal:

“…[O]n the one hand it is clear that ‘value’ is not a nat ural prop erty of
things like weight or color, but on the other, for the peo ple in a
commodity- producing soci ety, it seems as if things in a social con text
auto mat i cally pos sess ‘value’ and there fore auto mat i cally fol low their
own objec tive laws to which humans must sub mit. Under the con di ‐
tions of com mod ity pro duc tion, things take on a life of their own, for
which Marx only finds a suit able com par i son in the ‘misty realm of
reli gion’: in reli gion, it is the prod ucts of the human mind that take on
a life of their own, whereas in the world of com modi ties it is the ‘prod ‐
ucts of men’s hands’ that do so…” (pg. 73, MR ver sion)

In short, the value which emerges in exchange becomes a form of social
dom i na tion. David Har vey → http://davidharvey.org/2018/03/marxs-refusal-of-t

he-labour-theory-of-value-by-david-harvey/#1 and Diane Elson → http://digamo.f

ree.fr/elson79.pdf have, for these rea sons, referred to Marx’s the ory of value
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as a “value the ory of labor,” rather than a labor the ory of value. Marx’s the ‐
ory is bet ter expressed not through the per spec tive of labor as it con sti tutes
value, but through value as it con sti tutes labor. Labor, of course, con cerns
human beings, and their dom i na tion by the very prod ucts of their labor rep ‐
re sents an almost comedic absur dity of cap i tal ist rela tions, a cruel joke.

Value as Sub stance, Util ity, or Social Rela -
tion
See ing as value in Marx’s view is con ceived of only in the devel op ment of
gen er al ized exchange, Marx can not be called a sub stan tial ist. The sub ‐
stance of value for Marx does not exist out side of the par tic u lar social rela ‐
tions of exchange, and gen er al ized exchanged itself (cap i tal ism) is for
Marx only a his tor i cal epoch.

How ever, Marx is also not a mar gin al ist. The mar gin al ists, in view ing
value as sim ply the result of per sonal and purely sub jec tive val u a tions, fail
to under stand the a pri ori social struc tures which gov ern such val u a tions.
In doing so, they imply that the way value is con sti tuted now, in cap i tal ist
soci ety, must be the nat ural way humans have always val ued prod ucts of
labor. Polit i cal econ omy here must then present itself as tran shis tor i cal and
must ignore the par tic u lar mate r ial con di tions from whence it emerged.
This would not fly well with a man who famously stated → https://www.mar

xists.org/archive/marx/works/1845/theses/theses.htm: “The philoso phers have
only inter preted the world, in var i ous ways; the point is to change it”!

Thus, Marx’s the ory of value exists in a sort of halfway between a the ‐
ory of value as util ity and as a social rela tion. Marx’s the ory assumes a
state in which humans exchange fer vently, per son ally valu ing x com mod ity
over y com mod ity, with a com mod ity “express ing its value rela tion to
another com mod ity of a dif fer ent kind.” What Marx is chal leng ing is the
social basis on which these exchanges can occur, ana lyz ing a social rela tion
pro duced by com mod ity exchange which serves as an almost uncon scious
basis for our value judge ments (“We are not aware of this, nev er the less we
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do it.”) Sup ply and demand curves, for exam ple, can explain how much or
how lit tle peo ple are will ing to pay for a given com mod ity, but it never
asks how or why.

In these ways (among many oth ers), Marx’s project of “a cri tique of
polit i cal econ omy” cri tiqued the pre sup po si tions which jus ti fied the foun ‐
da tions of cap i tal ist soci ety and its polit i cal econ omy. It espe cially cri ‐
tiqued the pre sup po si tions which allowed cap i tal ism and polit i cal econ omy
to appear as tran shis tor i cal and “nat ural,” rather than his tor i cally con tin ‐
gent and socially deter mined. In par tic u lar, Marx chal lenged the polit i cal
econ o mists’ assump tion that peo ple nat u rally “truck, barter, and
exchange,” per Adam Smith. As Marx demon strates, it is not nearly so sim ‐
ple nor nat ural.


