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Robert Kurz and Wertkritik
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By Postliterate

Source: https://medium.com/@postliterate/robert-kurz-and-wertkritik-on-the-
critique-of-labor-7a8ab1aeeb94

Wertkri tik (usu ally trans lated as “Value crit i cism” or “Cri tique of value”)
was a mar gin al ized school of Marx ian crit i cal the ory which emerged in the
1980s partly out of the “anti- German” move ment and partly out of dis il lu ‐
sion ment with “K- Gruppen” (Ger man com mu nist par ties). Oper at ing under
the jour nals Marx is tis che Kri tik (later renamed Kri sis) and later under
Exit!:

“Wertkri tik […] des ig nates in prac tice the accu mu lated work of prob a ‐
bly no more than thirty or forty indi vid u als mak ing up two presently
non- cooperating theory- oriented col lec tives, the cen tral core of whose
mem bers have for years lived and worked in and around the north ern
Bavar ian city of Nurem berg and whose main activ ity has been to pro ‐
duce two roughly annual jour nals — Kri sis and Exit! — with
Streifzüge, a Vienna- based loosely Krisis- allied, more pam phle tary
pub li ca tion, mak ing up a third venue.” Source → https://mediationsjourn

al.org/articles/editors-note-vol-27-no-1

Wertkri tik remains largely periph eral in the field of Marx ian the ory, hav ing
hardly bro ken out of its ter ri to r ial bounds in Nurem berg and its mar ginal
suc cess in São Paolo. Robert Kurz remained Wertkri tik’s most promi nent
the o rist until his untimely death in 2012. Exit! still pub lishes peri od i cally
on their web site → https://exit-online.org/, and only one major and high-
quality series of trans la tions have been pub lished in Eng lish, in the form of
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M-C-M’ Pub lish ing’s Marx ism and the Cri tique of Value → https://www.mc

mprime.com/books/marxism-and-the-critique-of-value, also repro duced by the
lit er ary group Med i ta tions → https://mediationsjournal.org/toc/27_1.

A gen eral out line of Wertkri tik’s unique con tri bu tions to Marx ian crit i ‐
cal the ory can be com prised of two aspects: (1) the asser tion that labor is a
specif i cally cap i tal ist, mod ern cat e gory of social life; (2) the asser tion of an
imma nent and inevitable cri sis of cap i tal ism caused by the reach ing of an
absolute “intrin sic limit to val oriza tion.” This arti cle will focus only on the
first asser tion, how ever a sep a rate arti cle on Wertkri tik’s cri sis the ory may
be antic i pated later.

1 — Marx’s Apo ria of Labor
In order to approach Wertkri tik’s cri tique of labor from the stand point of
Marx ian analy sis, this arti cle will begin by ana lyz ing the con tra dic tory sta ‐
tus of “labor” in Marx’s the ory, before attempt ing to resolve this con tra dic ‐
tion. This res o lu tion will con sist in dis cussing prac ti cal and genealog i cal
jus ti fi ca tions for the asser tion that the cat e gory of labor is in itself an
“abstrac tion,” and a neg a tive one formed uniquely in moder nity.

To begin, it is not dif fi cult to find con tra dic tory pas sages in Marx
regard ing the sta tus of “labor” in his the ory. Marx wrote in a Draft of an
Arti cle on Friedrich List’s book → http://hiaw.org/defcon6/works/1845/03/list.

html:

“‘Labour’ is the liv ing basis of pri vate prop erty, it is pri vate prop erty
as the cre ative source of itself. Pri vate prop erty is noth ing but objec ti ‐
fied labour. If it is desired to strike a mor tal blow at pri vate prop erty,
one must attack it not only as a mate r ial state of affairs, but also as
activ ity, as labour. It is one of the great est mis ap pre hen sions to speak
of free, human, social labour, of labour with out pri vate prop erty.
‘Labour’ by its very nature is unfree, unhu man, unso cial activ ity,

https://www.mcmprime.com/books/marxism-and-the-critique-of-value
https://mediationsjournal.org/toc/27_1
http://hiaw.org/defcon6/works/1845/03/list.html


3

deter mined by pri vate prop erty and cre at ing pri vate prop erty. Hence
the abo li tion of pri vate prop erty will become a real ity only when it is
con ceived as the abo li tion of ‘labour’…”

This is in large con trast to Marx’s later state ments in his Cri tique of the
Gotha Pro gramme → https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1875/goth

a/ch01.htm:

“In a higher phase of com mu nist soci ety, after the enslav ing sub or di na ‐
tion of the indi vid ual to the divi sion of labor, and there with also the
antithe sis between men tal and phys i cal labor, has van ished; after labor
has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want…”
(empha sis mine)

Fur ther quotes of this con tra dic tory nature may be found (such as draw ing
from dif fer ent pas sages in the Estranged Labor → https://www.marxists.org/a

rchive/marx/works/1844/manuscripts/labour.htm man u script). But so far the
issue of con tra dic tory state ments regard ing labor may appear as only a
seman tic issue. It could be argued that Marx was sim ply oper at ing on dif ‐
fer ent uses of the word “labor” in dif fer ent writ ings whilst refer ring to the
same con cept. It is there fore only in a pas sage from his Intro duc tion to a
Con tri bu tion to the Cri tique of Polit i cal Econ omy → https://www.marxists.or

g/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/appx1.htm from 1857 (abbre ‐
vi ated Intro duc tion here after), where we find a clearer con cep tion of
Marx’s truly aporetic under stand ing of labor:

“The abstract cat e gory ‘labour,’ ‘labour as such,’ labour sans phrase,
the point of depar ture of mod ern eco nom ics, thus becomes a prac ti cal
fact only [in the United States]. The sim plest abstrac tion, which plays a
deci sive role in mod ern polit i cal econ omy, an abstrac tion which
expresses an ancient rela tion exist ing in all social for ma tions, nev er the ‐
less appears to be actu ally true in this abstract form only as a cat e gory
of the most mod ern soci ety. […]

https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1875/gotha/ch01.htm
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The exam ple of labour strik ingly demon strates how even the most
abstract cat e gories, despite their valid ity in all epochs — pre cisely
because they are abstrac tions — are equally a prod uct of his tor i cal con ‐
di tions even in the spe cific form of abstrac tions, and they retain their
full valid ity only for and within the frame work of these con di tions.”

— (Sec. 3: “The Method of Polit i cal Econ omy”)

This for mu la tion of labor is noth ing short of inco her ent. It can not pos si bly
be true that labor is simul ta ne ously valid across his tory and only “actu ally
true” in mod ern soci ety, and like wise it can not be true that labor has
“valid ity in all epochs” and is, at the same time, a “prod uct of his tor i cal
con di tions.” As Alas tair Hem mens humor ously put it → https://www.academ

ia.edu/34180967/Labour_A_Rational_Abstraction_Robert_Kurz_s_The_Substance_

of_Capital_and_Resolving_the_Labour_Aporia_in_Marx_Marx_and_Philosophy_Soci

ety_Conference_2017,

“[W]e effec tively see Marx try ing to have his cake and eat it.” (pg. 6)

Marx iden ti fied labor as harm ful and abstracted in cap i tal ism, and yet was
unable to asso ciate this prob lem with the cat e gory of labor as such. Marx’s
the ory effec tively trips over its own foot attempt ing to assert the tran shis ‐
toric ity of a cat e gory rightly iden ti fied as his tor i cally con tin gent and prac ti ‐
cally applic a ble only to the cur rent bour geois epoch. Even if dis be lief is
sus pended by try ing to assert that “labor” has only become dom i nant in
bour geois soci ety, there is no doubt as to the unsta ble the o ret i cal ground
Marx’s state ments rest on.

To be clear, Marx’s point is not about the rep re sen ta tion of labor in
value (which Diane Elson refers to as the “objec ti fi ca tion of abstract
labor”), but about the char ac ter of labor itself as an actu ally exist ing
abstrac tion of the dif fer ent pos si ble qual i ties of labor. This is demon strated
by the fact that Marx states in the same para graph:

https://www.academia.edu/34180967/Labour_A_Rational_Abstraction_Robert_Kurz_s_The_Substance_of_Capital_and_Resolving_the_Labour_Aporia_in_Marx_Marx_and_Philosophy_Society_Conference_2017
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“…[I]n the first place, there is an enor mous dif fer ence between bar bar ‐
ians hav ing a pre dis po si tion which makes it pos si ble to employ them in
var i ous tasks, and civilised peo ple who apply them selves to var i ous
tasks. As regards the Rus sians, more over, their indif fer ence to the par ‐
tic u lar kind of labour per formed is in prac tice matched by their tra di ‐
tional habit of cling ing fast to a very def i nite kind of labour from
which they are extri cated only by exter nal influ ences.”

Marx is thus refer ring specif i cally to the qual ity of labor in cap i tal ist
moder nity as being truly homo ge neous and really abstract, yet some how
also a tran shis tor i cally applic a ble cat e gory, a cat e gory of all his tor i cal
epochs despite not being real in any past epochs.

2 — Resolv ing the Apo ria
Kurz (and Wertkri tik as a whole), in order to resolve the “apo ria of labor”
in Marx, con clude that “labor” is a his tor i cally spe cific cat e gory applic a ble
only to the mod ern bour geois epoch. They dis card the idea that human
activ ity in past his tor i cal epochs can even be called labor; there fore, that
which Marx calls “labor as such” is the only form of labor.

A way to approach this argu ment can be through a dis cus sion about
the nature of abstrac tion itself as a social con di tion. Hem mens puts it
thusly:

“There is noth ing about the activ i ties [of labor] them selves, no move ‐
ment of the hands, no train ing, no con crete pur pose inher ent to the
task, no mate ri als, no tools, no phys i cal qual i ties or even, strictly
speak ing, soci o log i cal class group ing that allows me to bring together,
say, the work of a banker, a cleaner, a school teacher, a miner, a prime
min is ter and a plan ta tion slave under the rubric of a sin gle abstrac tion.
The fact that we do so with such ease, with out even think ing, is rather
a prod uct of a soci ety in which the abstrac tion ‘labour’ as such has
already been estab lished, long before we were born, as an organ is ing
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mate r ial prin ci ple of life, that is, as an assump tion, a quasi- Kantian a
pri ori, that pro ceeds all indi vid ual and col lec tive thought and action.
The abstrac tion in ques tion, in other words, is not pri mar ily lin guis tic
or men tal but an his tor i cally spe cific form of social medi a tion that
reduces all human activ ity down to an ‘undif fer en ti ated expen di ture of
human energy’ mea sured in socially nec es sary labour time.” (pg. 4)

In other words, it is only by bring ing cer tain human activ i ties together and
mak ing them homo ge neous that the abstrac tion “labor” becomes con ceiv ‐
able; until this hap pens, human activ i ties find no com mon sub stance to
relate to them selves through, and thus flour ish in het ero gene ity.

While this idea alone can be inter est ing, its argu ments might still
remain weak until his tor i cal and anthro po log i cal con sid er a tions are made
as to the real sta tus of “labor” in pre- capitalist soci eties. Kurz pur sues this
posi tion. Kurz argues that the cat e gory of labor is an abstrac tion which can
only be anachro nis ti cally used to describe the activ i ties of pre- modern
soci eties, and that there existed no “ontol ogy of labor” then and no sep a rate
sphere of life for labor. As such, these soci eties could only be seen by mod ‐
ern sub jects as “labor ing” through a wrong ful appli ca tion of mod ern cat e ‐
gories of life to the past for which these cat e gories were incon ceiv able. In
The Sub stance of Cap i tal, Kurz states that,

“…there have been many soci eties in his tory, among which are
included the so- called high cul tures, such as ancient Egypt, in which
there is absolutely no abstract uni ver sal cat e gory of activ ity. Even in
soci eties in which such a nom i nal gen eral con cept (pre cisely not a real
abstrac tion) seems to be found it is a mat ter of very lim ited areas of
activ ity and never of a social uni ver sal ity of ‘activ ity in gen eral’. If the
mod ern read ing of ‘labour’ is inserted here, then it leads astray and is
an anachro nism; actu ally, it is a trans la tion error (by the way, this is
also true for other specif i cally mod ern cat e gories belong ing to the
fetish rela tion of the self- expansion of value, such as for exam ple, pol i ‐
tics and the state, etc.) Inso far as the abstrac tion ‘labour’ as a con cept
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of mod ern soci ety was adopted from the Indoger manic lan guage, it had
to be com pletely rede fined, because in these lan guages the term
‘labour’ con sis tently refers to the spe cific activ ity of slaves, depen ‐
dants, minors, etc. That is to say it is not a men tally con structed gen eral
term for var i ous areas of activ ity, but is a social abstrac tion (and inso ‐
far also a real abstrac tion in this spe cific pre- modern sense), but is
exactly for this rea son not a social uni ver sal ity, not a cat e gory of social
syn the sis as it is in Moder nity.” (pg. 27)

Hem mens jus ti fies Kurz’s posi tion thusly:

“…[Kurz’s] argu ment is born out by a vari ety of his tor i cal and anthro ‐
po log i cal research. The French medieval ist Jacques Le Goff, for exam ‐
ple, has shown that the word ‘tra vail’, or ‘labour’, referred almost
exclu sively to activ i ties that were, phys i cally tax ing, painful and/or
reserved for the low est mem bers of soci ety, in par tic u lar field work. We
retain some of this orig i nal mean ing in Mod ern Eng lish when we speak
of the ‘tra vails of Christ on the cross’, the ‘labour’ of women dur ing
child birth or the ‘Seven Labours of Her cules’. As Le Goff puts it, ‘if a
word doesn’t exist, I think that the thing it is sup posed to describe, to
rep re sent, doesn’t exist either.’”

The ety mol ogy of the word “labor” and its French and Ger man forms (“tra ‐
vail” and “arbeit,” respec tively) is an argu ment which reoc curs in Wertkri ‐
tik writ ings, at least in the Man i festo Against Labor → https://libcom.org/libra

ry/manifesto-against-labour-krisis-group and “Robot ics and Labor,” → https://li

bcom.org/article/robotics-and-labor-nightmares-reified-consciousness-robert-kurz

among oth ers. The words derive over whelm ingly from neg a tively asso ci ‐
ated roots, deriv ing either from descrip tions of slave work or tor ture. The
inter nal iza tion of labor as a pos i tive and com mon abstrac tion, then, must be
a more recent devel op ment, and one that has now become like sec ond
nature.

https://libcom.org/library/manifesto-against-labour-krisis-group
https://libcom.org/article/robotics-and-labor-nightmares-reified-consciousness-robert-kurz
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3 — Elu ci da tion On the Neg a tiv ity of
Labor
In reject ing the tran shis toric ity of labor, Kurz does not reject “mate ri al ism”
as such, stat ing,

“The only self- evident point is that every soci ety implies both a rela ‐
tion to nature and human rela tion ships, that humans effect their repro ‐
duc tion through inter ac tion in order to eat, drink, clothe and house
them selves, keep each other com pany, play, con struct a world view,
etc.” (pg. 54)

How ever, Kurz’s major depar ture from Marx arrives in the form of his
rejec tion of labor as a nec es sar ily reg u lat ing fac tor in any soci ety out side of
cap i tal ist moder nity. Even more so, Kurz argues that a stern reg u la tion of
labor is a nec es sary fac tor for any soci ety out side of cap i tal ist moder nity.
Con tin ued from the pre vi ous quo ta tion, Kurz writes,

“It in no way fol lows from [mate ri al ism], how ever, that there is an
abstract ing process of the ‘expen di ture of human energy’ in the sense
of a process of over all reg u la tion. That peo ple know, for instance, that
they must sow so that they can reap does not imply any social uni ver sal
‘account ing sys tem’ of energy expen di ture or a cor re spond ing abstract
uni ver sal ity. So far as such book keeper ish reg u la tion occurs in agrar ian
soci eties, it only ever relates just to the social abstrac tion of a par tic u lar
activ ity, namely that of the socially depen dent per sons and pre cisely
not to any ‘social uni ver sal ity’; and in cer tain soci eties either not at all
or not in the first instance to repro duc tive activ i ties, but to tran scen dent
aims (for instance pyra mid build ing in ancient Egypt).” (empha sis
mine, pg. 55)

This clearly parts staunchly with Marx him self, who states in Cap i tal:
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“In all states of soci ety, the labour time that it costs to pro duce the
means of sub sis tence, must nec es sar ily be an object of inter est to
mankind, though not of equal inter est in dif fer ent stages of devel op ‐
ment.” (Ch. 1, Sec. 4)

And reit er ates in a foot note:

“Among the ancient Ger mans the unit for mea sur ing land was what
could be har vested in a day, and was called Tag w erk, Tag wanne (jur ‐
nale, or terra jur nalis, or dior nalis)…”

These ideas are rein forced in other pas sages from the same sec tion, as well
as infa mous pas sages from the Cri tique of the Gotha Pro gramme. Despite
their vague nature, and even more vague rela tion to the pos si bil i ties offered
by Marx’s the ory, the o ries of social ism which revolved around the reg u la ‐
tion of labor- time quickly became, and still remain, the over whelm ingly
dom i nant way Marx ists have under stood social ism. Indeed, from Engels’
sim i larly infa mous words in Anti- Dühring onward, the cre ation of elab o ‐
rate mech a nisms of labor medi a tion through an abstract ing process has
always served as the very basis for Marx ian under stand ings of social ism.
At its worst, these posi tions make Marx out to be, in effect, merely an
advo cate for eco nomic plan ning.

4 — Labor and Social ist Orga ni za tion
One of such advo cates who Kurz par tic u larly crit i cizes (likely because of
his asso ci a tion with value- form the ory, which Kurz repu di ates later) is
Isaak I. Rubin. For Rubin, as with many Marx ists, only abstract labor is
his tor i cally spe cific to cap i tal ism, and not labor “as such.” Rubin’s social is ‐
tic schemes, how ever, involve a high degree of abstrac tion of labor:
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“Let us imag ine some social ist com mu nity where labor is divided
among the mem bers of the com mu nity. A deter mined social organ
equal izes the labors of var i ous indi vid u als with each other, since with ‐
out this equal iza tion a more or less exten sive social plan can not be
real ized.”

— Essays On Marx’s The ory of Value, pg. 96

Yet accord ing to Rubin also,

“But in such a com mu nity, the process of equal iza tion of labor is sec ‐
ondary and sup ple ments the process of social iza tion and allo ca tion o f
labor. Labor is first of all social ized and allo cated labor. We can also
include here the qual ity of socially equal ized labor as a derived and
addi tional char ac ter is tic. The basic char ac ter is tic of labor is its char ac ‐
ter is tic of being social and allo cated labor, and a sup ple men tary char ac ‐
ter is tic is its prop erty of being socially equal ized labor.” (ibid.)

Diane Elson → http://digamo.free.fr/elson79.pdf (pg. 144–150) shares a sim i ‐
lar posi tion, argu ing that cap i tal ist soci ety is not unique for exhibit ing the
cat e gory of abstract labor at all (accord ing to her, such a cat e gory is merely
a fea ture of labor and a poten tial as a reg u la tor, but never non- existent).
Rather, cap i tal ist soci ety is unique for hav ing con flated con crete and
abstract labor with pri vate and social labor, respec tively. That labor can
become social only by becom ing abstract, and there fore that this abstract
aspect has become dom i nant and a huger reg u la tor of human action, is
what is unique to cap i tal ist soci ety. In other words, the objec ti fi ca tion of
abstract labor is what is unique, but in any soci ety this abstract aspect
exists, and in any soci ety labor (or con crete labor) is objec ti fied in its prod ‐
uct.

Kurz does not tol er ate such an opin ion. Rubin, of course, does not
present the most coher ent pos si ble form of this the ory, but Kurz takes a dif ‐
fer ent posi tion entirely. For Kurz, there is no neces sity to abstract and
equal ize human labor at large in any soci ety except a cap i tal ist one:

http://digamo.free.fr/elson79.pdf
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“A soci ety that has organ ised itself con sciously as a total being of
freely asso ci ated indi vid u als means pre cisely that it is no longer sub ju ‐
gated to a fetishis tic prin ci ple of ‘equal i sa tion’ and also need never suf ‐
fer because of a ‘lack of time’, which rep re sents a spe cific fea ture of
self- expanding value as an end in itself. Just because there is not an
infi nite amount of time avail able by no means implies that it would be
‘lack ing’ in itself and neces si tate an equal i sa tion process of ‘homoge ‐
nous’ units of expended human energy with the aim of facil i tat ing
‘opti mal effi ciency’. In gen eral, this com pletely crazy notion could
only arise under the dic tate of abstract labour in the process of social i ‐
sa tion by value.” (pg. 36)

As far as Kurz is con cerned, a sys tem of pro duc tion still based on the
equal iza tion of labor is a sys tem still not yet free from value. As Marx put
it, it would still have “pro longed birth pangs from cap i tal ist soci ety.” But,
that com mu nist soci ety is or should be a soci ety beyond medi a tion by
labor- time entirely, does not seem to occur to most Marx ists and barely
even to Marx him self.

5 — Break ing With Marx
Kurz’s con scious break with Marx here almost calls back to the idea of
“ambiva lences” in Marx, a point elu ci dated by Michael Hein rich in Wis ‐
senschaft vom Wert (“The Sci ence of Value”). The notion of “ambiva ‐
lences” in retain ing a pos i tive and tran shis tor i cal con cep tion of labor are
explained by Wertkri tik by Marx’s his tor i cal posi tion, par tic u larly within in
the realm of an emerg ing worker’s move ment. Affir ma tion of the work ing
class, and thus the work they did, was taken as a given.

This likens to the notion of an “exo teric” and an “eso teric” Marx
which appears in dif fer ent places in his writ ing. These terms, first applied
by the Young Hegelians to describe Hegel, and then by Marx to describe
Adam Smith, are a favorite among mar gin al ized Marx ists such as the
Wertkri tik school. In this the ory, there exists — in addi tion to the well- 
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known Marx who revealed exploita tion in cap i tal ist soci ety, saw labor as
the source of value, and saw the work ing class as need ing to over throw and
take con trol of soci ety — a dif fer ent Marx who is not com pat i ble with the
first. This “eso teric” Marx saw cap i tal ism as an essen tially sub ject less sys ‐
tem, with cap i tal as the only “auto matic sub ject” and with value con sti tuted
in the total ity of cap i tal ist rela tions, its influ ence frag mented across soci ety.
Wertkri tik sought to take this lat ter Marx to his log i cal con clu sion, imply ‐
ing that all “exo teric” aspects to Marx were a fet ter to his the ory and pre ‐
vented him from com plet ing a total iz ing cri tique of the com mod ity soci ety.
In this way, Wertkri tik would go on to reject not only labor, but class strug ‐
gle and rev o lu tion ary vol un tarism.

Of course, Marx’s cri tique was far from com plete at the point of his
death, and cer tainly Marx’s his tor i cal posi tion can be called into ques tion
today. What mat ters in the end is the cri tique of com mod ity soci ety —
Marx is sim ply the best place to start, but there exists not total iz ing “Marx ‐
ism” as such.


