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While some larger projects are still in the works, I wanted to share a rather
humor ous pas sage from a bour geois econ o mist I came across and dis cuss it
in the gen eral con text of the impov er ished Sub jec tive The ory of Value. The
pas sage is from Thomas Sow ell’s Basic Eco nom ics:

The most fun da men tal rea son why there is no such thing as an objec ‐
tive or “real” value is that there would be no ratio nal basis for eco ‐
nomic trans ac tions if there were. When you pay a dol lar for a news pa ‐
per, obvi ously the only rea son you do so is that the news pa per is more
valu able to you than the dol lar is. At the same time, the only rea son
peo ple are will ing to sell the news pa per is that a dol lar is more valu ‐
able to them than the news pa per is. If there were any such thing as a
“real” or objec tive value of a news pa per — or any thing else — nei ther
the buyer nor the seller would ben e fit from mak ing a trans ac tion at a
price equal to that objec tive value, since what would be acquired
would be of no greater value than what was given up. In that case, why
bother to make the trans ac tion in the first place?

On the other hand, if either the buyer or the seller was get ting
more than the objec tive value from the trans ac tion, then the other per ‐
son must be get ting less — in which case, why would the other party
con tinue mak ing such trans ac tions while being con tin u ally cheated?
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Con tin u ing trans ac tions between buyer and seller make sense only if
value is sub jec tive, each get ting what is worth more sub jec tively. Eco ‐
nomic trans ac tions are not a zero- sum process, where one per son loses
what ever the other per son gains. (pp. 30–31)

This pas sage is so con fused that I audi bly laughed the first time I read it. In
the short est man ner of speak ing, Sow ell hasn’t got a clue what he’s talk ing
about. Unfor tu nately his con fu sion does not stand alone.

The essen tial Achilles heel of the entire argu ment is Sow ell’s use of
the word “value”; it is not clear at all what he means by “value,” and he is
not pre cise with this term. Let us take a step back and be clearer with our
terms.

Value as social rela tion between part ners
in exchange
First imag ine, as most bour geois econ o mists do, two iso lated indi vid u als
who pos sess cer tain prod ucts. Both indi vid u als see in each other’s prod ucts
some thing desir able which is not already in their pos ses sion, and so they
agree on some exchange between each other. Imme di ately we know two
things about the nature of these desir able prod ucts:

1. The prod ucts are desir able by each actor because they are qual i ta tively
dif fer ent from the prod ucts the actors already have;

2. The desir able aspect of the prod ucts is their phys i cal char ac ter is tics.

This fact of being qual i ta tively dif fer ent in desir able char ac ter is tics makes
a prod uct a use- value, or an item of util ity.

But there is noth ing in the use- value of a thing which explains why it
must exchange for a cer tain quan tity of another thing, e.g. why a news pa ‐
per should exchange for a dol lar. The util ity of a thing is a pri vate affair
which con cerns the indi vid ual who desires it, and util ity is real ized in pri ‐
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vate con sump tion. But the exchange- rate (or exchange- value) of a thing to
another thing is a social affair, and is real ized at the inter sec tion between
two or more indi vid u als.

Now, there is no such thing as a social util ity because util ity is con tin ‐
gent on indi vid ual sub jec tiv ity. Yet in an exchange it is not sim ply indi vid ‐
ual sub jec tiv ity which is con sid ered. An exchange is pre cisely the act of
rec on cil ing one’s per sonal util ity with other actors, and thus an exchange is
reg u lated both by indi vid ual and social fac tors at once. In an exchange, the
indi vid ual does not merely meet another indi vid ual, but rather she is stan ‐
dard ized in rela tion to the other indi vid ual. The sub jec tiv i ties of both actors
do not sim ply meet, but are rec on ciled. They are com pared, bar gained for,
and ulti mately must pro duce some sort of stan dard between the two of
them in order to agree on the exchange.

This stan dard between both actors’ prod ucts in exchange (i.e. the
exchange- value of their prod ucts) there fore can not be util ity alone. It is the
fact of rec on cil i a tion of per sonal util ity with social neces sity that reg u lates
exchange; to con sider only util ity is delib er ately mis lead ing.

Herein lies the dual ity between prod ucts of exchange, i.e. com modi ‐
ties: they are not merely use- values — in exchange they also count for
socially deter mined val ues. This value has, by itself, noth ing to do with
use- value; but at the same time, value is insep a ra ble from use- value, and
only together with use- value does it con sti tutes a com mod ity.

Money as autonomous value
A fact which now must be made clear is that money has no use- value. It
has no desir able phys i cal char ac ter is tics. Money is, in and of itself, effec ‐
tively noth ing. But what it rep re sents are the set of social rela tions for
which it was made a prac ti cal neces sity. More over, its prac ti cal appli ca tion
is as a means for which actual use- values can be appro pri ated.
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That all com modi ties in devel oped cap i tal ism express them selves in
their rela tion to money is proof of the mat ter that value does not express a
per sonal rela tion in util ity, but in fact expresses a social rela tion. Money is
the uni ver sal medi a tor of exchange. Util ity can not ful fill this role — in
other words, money can not be rep re sen ta tive of util ity — because util ity is
above all an instance of qual i ta tive dif fer ence between prod ucts expressed
through the unique con scious ness of indi vid u als. Money, on the other hand,
expresses solely a quan ti ta tive dif fer ence that is gen er al ized across soci ety.
Use- value effec tively expresses a rela tion that is pre cisely the oppo site of
money.

Herein lies the poverty of Sow ell’s argu ment. When some one
exchanges a dol lar for a news pa per, she is not at all exchang ing a use- value
for another use- value. She is exchang ing a socially deter mined value (the
dol lar) for a use- value (the news pa per). This value is an expres sion of the
social rela tions which she relies on in order to be able to appro pri ate a def i ‐
nite amount of use- values under devel oped cap i tal ism.

Of course, the one ques tion we have not asked is what value actu ally
is and what “social rela tions” value is actu ally express ing. It is, how ever,
not nec es sary to answer such a ques tion for our pur poses. The fact of the
mat ter is that once we even pose such a ques tion, Sow ell’s entire frame ‐
work for inter pret ing “the econ omy” becomes invalid. Even the act of
acknowl edg ing that there exists “social rela tions” which exist beyond sim ‐
ple indi vid ual util ity, and which indi vid u als can only uti lize a pos te ri ori for
their own ends but never actu ally deter mine, imme di ately reveals the vac u ‐
ous nature of Sow ell’s analy sis.

Sow ell’s analy sis explains very well the for mal ratio nal ity of
exchange, but it entirely ignores the actual sub stan tive rela tions which
under lie this ratio nal ity (See Clarke, pp. 162–83). That I value a news pa per
over a dol lar is all well and good; that I should have to sell my labor- power
to the cap i tal ist to earn that dol lar is another thing, that I should have to
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buy from this news pa per stand because it is the only one in town is another
thing, and that I should have to exchange a dol lar to get a news pa per at all
is yet another thing.

In some sense, Sow ell is right that exchange is sub jec tive. But he is
not cor rect in imply ing that this is all there is to exchange, i.e. that an
objec tive value does not exist. Indeed it does, and its ram i fi ca tions can be
felt, touched, seen, heard, mea sured, weighed, cal cu lated, stud ied, and ver i ‐
fied. It is not within the scope of this piece to explain how this is the case,
or how this relates to sell ing labor- power. But once we know an objec tive
value does nec es sar ily exist, we can suc cess fully break from a Sub jec tive
The ory of Value and begin gen uinely pro duc tive analy sis.
Sow ell, Thomas. Basic Eco nom ics: A Com mon Sense Guide to the Econ ‐
omy. Basic Books, 2015.
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