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[ Alter nate title: “Böhm- Bawerk Does Not Under stand Marx” ]
This arti cle will address the deep mis un der stand ings expressed by

Böhm- Bawerk in his attempt to cri tique Marx’s method in Cap i tal, as well
as a gen eral cri tique of anti- substantialist the o ries of value, par tic u larly in
bour geois eco nomic the ory. The views being cri tiqued are, of course, not
restricted to this or that par tic u lar the o rist, and as such they make it nec es ‐
sary to cri tique these views even as sim ple com mon mis un der stand ings of
Marx’s value the ory. The final analy sis will argue that labor must be under ‐
stood as the nec es sary sub stance of value in cap i tal ist soci ety.

This arti cle is divided into 3 sec tions — (1) will deal with Böhm- 
Bawerk’s mis guided nat u ral is tic the ory of value; (2) will deal with Böhm-
Bawerk’s mis un der stand ing of Marx’s argu men ta tive method; (3) will
address why and how labor is the sub stance of value specif i cally.

The Impor tance of a Cri tique of Böhm- 
Bawerk
Inso far as neo clas si cal the ory remains rel e vant, so too does cri tiquing
Böhm- Bawerk. The lat ter to this day rep re sents one of the most sig nif i cant
and early attempts at sys tem at i cally chal leng ing Marx’s crit i cal method in
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Cap i tal from the per spec tive of bour geois eco nom ics — a cri tique cap tured
in his work Karl Marx and the Close of His Sys tem. Even Marx ists such as
Paul Sweezy rec og nized his sig nif i cance, writ ing in a 1949 intro duc tion to
his book that,

“…all the seri ous crit i cisms of Marx ian eco nom ics […] recog nise the
author ity if not the pri macy of Böhm- Bawerk in this field.”

Fur ther more, as Geof frey Kay stresses in Why Labour is the Start ing Point
of Cap i tal:

“…no other the ory of value, and par tic u larly the var i ous forms of neo- 
classical value the ory, can claim legit i macy until Marx ism has been
thor oughly dis cred ited. Thus when Böhm- Bawerk locks horns with the
open ing pages of Cap i tal it is not merely Marx ism that is thrown into
the melting- pot but the whole of bour geois econ omy.”

— (appears in Diane Elson’s Value: The Rep re sen ta tion of Labour
in Cap i tal ism → http://digamo.free.fr/elson79.pdf, pg. 46)

Inso far as the pri macy of the Marx ian the ory of value is sus tained, the basis
for the “mar gin al ist rev o lu tion” and sub se quent neo clas si cal devel op ments
in the ory is sev ered. This point will be the start ing point and focus of this
essay, and as such will be expounded upon as the struc ture pro gresses.

1.1 — The Nat u ral is tic Char ac ter of Com -
modi ties
Böhm- Bawerk under stood quite well that Marx’s the ory of value in many
ways rests upon a deduc tion about com mon prop er ties in all com modi ties.
A com mod ity is under stood to be a good pro duced to be sold in a mar ket,
and Marx’s method explic itly sets out to find a com mon prop erty in all of
these com modi ties which makes them actu ally able to be exchanged for
one another. If com modi ties did not share any com mon social prop erty,
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there would be no way they could be made com men su rate with one another
and exchanged in purely quan ti ta tive pro por tions. While an exchange is
ini ti ated on the basis of qual i ta tively dif fer ent needs for which the
exchange is intended to mutu ally sat isfy, the exchange process itself must
reduce both prod ucts of exchange to purely quan ti ta tive rela tions (i.e. x of
com mod ity A for y of com mod ity B). In the case of a cap i tal ist mar ket,
these exchange rela tions need to be applic a ble to all com modi ties at once
(i.e. x of com mod ity A for dif fer ing quan ti ties of any other com mod ity on
sale), so that the pos si bil ity for exchange to sat isfy needs is max i mized.

This much should be self- evident, and Böhm- Bawerk accepts this
premise. Where he goes wrong, how ever, is in lack ing under stand ing as to
why Marx’s con clu sion is that the com mon prop erty of com modi ties is
labor. Böhm- Bawerk goes wrong on two accounts, and this sec tion will
deal with the first error.

The first error is in focus ing on nat u ral is tic char ac ters of the com mod ‐
ity at the con se quence of a con sid er a tion of its social char ac ter, which is
what really makes a com mod ity such a “strange thing” in Marx’s the ory.
In a cer tain quo ta tion, Böhm- Bawerk expresses a dual frus tra tion with
Marx’s con clu sion about labor as the sub stance of value, of which the first
aspect will be dis cussed now and the other in the fol low ing sec tion:

“I ask today as I asked twelve years ago: is there only one other prop ‐
erty [of com modi ties]? Is not the prop erty of being scarce in pro por tion
to demand also com mon to all exchange able goods? Or that they are
the sub jects of demand and sup ply? Or that they are appro pri ated? Or
that they are nat ural prod ucts? For that they are prod ucts of nature, just
as they are prod ucts of labor, no one asserts more plainly than Marx
him self, when he declares in one place that “com modi ties are com bi na ‐
tions of two ele ments, nat ural mate r ial and labor.” Or is not the prop ‐
erty that they cause expense to their pro duc ers — a prop erty to which
Marx draws atten tion in the third vol ume — com mon to exchange able
goods?” (pg. 75)
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Böhm- Bawerk appears to make no appre ci a tion for the fact that a com mod ‐
ity in Marx’s the ory is ana lyzed with the ini tial intent (at least in Chap ter 1)
of delin eat ing it from mere use- values which may or may not be prod ucts
of labor:

“The mys ti cal char ac ter of com modi ties does not orig i nate, there fore,
in their use value. Just as lit tle does it pro ceed from the nature of the
deter min ing fac tors of value. For, in the first place, how ever var ied the
use ful kinds of labour, or pro duc tive activ i ties, may be, it is a phys i o ‐
log i cal fact, that they are func tions of the human organ ism […]

Whence, then, arises the enig mat i cal char ac ter of the prod uct of
labour, so soon as it assumes the form of com modi ties?”

It there fore can not be any nat ural prop er ties which are a com mon sub stance
in a com mod ity, for they could just as eas ily be a com mon sub stance in
use- values. Fur ther more, the num ber of nat u ral is tic prop er ties already com ‐
mon in com modi ties is effec tively infi nite, as all com mon fea tures between
them (no mat ter how ridicu lous or self- evident) have no rea son to be
excluded from this purely log i cal deduc tion.

More impor tantly, use ful prod ucts by them selves express no exchange
rela tion (“So far no chemist has ever dis cov ered exchange value either in a
pearl or a dia mond.”) Exchange is clearly a social con struc tion aris ing
from the actions of peo ple who imbue the prop er ties of com men su ra bil ity
in their prod ucts, mak ing them com modi ties — there fore the essence of a
com mod ity has noth ing to do with its nat u ral is tic aspects per se.

“…[A]s exchange val ues they [com modi ties] are merely dif fer ent
quan ti ties, and con se quently do not con tain an atom of use value.”
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1.2 — Costs and Scarcity
Böhm- Bawerk’s sec ond mis un der stand ing arises from his seem ing inabil ity
to grasp labor as an essence or a “first cause” for exchange. Just as energy
in the uni verse can not be cre ated or destroyed, but trans ferred into new
forms, so too is labor this under ly ing sub stance for which it is its own
“prime mover.” This point will be elu ci dated fur ther in sec tion 3.

This mis un der stand ing appears in Böhm- Bawerk’s men tions of “sup ‐
ply and demand” and “expense to […] pro duc ers” as unique com mon
char ac ter is tics to com modi ties which Marx sup pos edly failed to con sider
when declar ing labor as the sub stance of value. In real ity, the orig i nal form
of scarcity and the orig i nal “expense” is cer tainly labor again, as it is with
all exchange rela tions. As will be fur ther explained later, labor does not
have to be the accu rate dic ta tor of all fluc tu a tions in sup ply or behav iors in
exchange in order for it to be rel e vant as a foun da tion or a “first cause” of
exchange.

1.3 — “Excep tions” and the Rela tion of
Value to Price
With Böhm- Bawerk, as with many who fol lowed him, a very com mon
objec tion to the notion of labor as the com mon prop erty of com modi ties is
the pres ence of land, nat ural resources, or non- reproducible items which
are not nec es sar ily prod ucts of labor and yet exchange on a mar ket as if
they were com modi ties like any other.

There are two approaches to this view which have been taken before
me. The first is Geof frey Kay’s view, which holds that land — despite
being an excep tion in the mar ket — is exchange able only in the con text of
an already exist ing mar ket. In light of his tor i cal analy sis and Ricardo’s the ‐
ory of rent, Kay writes:
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“This part of Bohm- Bawerk’s crit i cism, so plau si ble at first sight, col ‐
lapses com pletely when con fronted with the the ory of rent and the
logic of Marx’s posi tion that we can only analyse the exchange of non- 
commodities once we have analysed com modi ties stands its ground
with ease.” (pg. 50)

Yet Kay dis cusses only the his tory of rent, despite gen er al iz ing his analy sis
to all “non- commodities.”

The sec ond view, then, is Isaak Rubin’s, who directly takes into
account the issue of non- reproducible prod ucts (in his exam ple, a paint ing
by Raphael). Accord ing to Rubin, labor is the sub ject of Marx’s cri tique of
polit i cal econ omy from the out set, and thus, labor as the sub stance of value
was in some sense merely a way Marx could bet ter ana lyze how labor is
specif i cally affected by rela tions of value. This view is sim i lar to Diane
Elson’s → http://digamo.free.fr/elson79-.pdf. From this per spec tive of “his tor ‐
i cal mate ri al ism,” Rubin can then assert that value is a sep a ra ble cat e gory
of unique rela tions because it uniquely affects labor in cap i tal ist soci ety,
and thus that prod ucts exchanged with out a value are called as such
because they do not affect labor in the same way:

“From the stand point of the mate r ial forms of eco nomic phe nom ena,
the sale of cot ton and the sale of a paint ing by Raphael or a plot of land
do not in any way dif fer from each other. But from the stand point of
their social nature, their con nec tion with pro duc tion rela tions, and their
impact on the work ing activ ity of soci ety, the two phe nom ena are of a
dif fer ent order and have to be ana lyzed sep a rately.”

— Essays on Marx’s The ory of Value → https://www.marxists.org/ar

chive/rubin/value/index.htm, Ch. 5

This lat ter view can be par tic u larly use ful, but there may be yet another
view point which will be embell ished on as the essay pro gresses. This view
ques tions the legit i macy of even ask ing how prod ucts could be exchanged

http://digamo.free.fr/elson79-.pdf
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with out value. For exam ple, it is clear in Marx’s short sec tion which deals
with our excep tions laid out that value and price are not iden ti cal:

“A thing can be a use value, with out hav ing value. This is the case
when ever its util ity to man is not due to labour. Such are air, vir gin
soil, nat ural mead ows, &c. […] To become a com mod ity a prod uct
must be trans ferred to another, whom it will serve as a use value, by
means of an exchange.”

This point is par tic u larly multi- faceted, and will be picked up again in a
later sec tion.

2.1 —Util ity as the Com mon Prop erty?
Accord ing to Böhm- Bawerk, if Marx’s inten tion in his value the ory is to
find the com mon prop erty which makes com modi ties exchange able, the
cat e gory of use- value could just as eas ily ful fill this role as the famous cat ‐
e gory of abstract labor. Ignor ing all pre vi ous objec tions about labor as a
“first cause,” from a stand point of pure exchange, it appears that abstract
labor and “abstract” or gen eral util ity are log i cally inter change able. This
will be explained fur ther.

In Marx’s the ory, it is made clear that labor is not the real sub stance of
value, but rather that abstract labor is:

“[A]ll labour is, speak ing phys i o log i cally, an expen di ture of human
labour power, and in its char ac ter of iden ti cal abstract human labour, it
cre ates and forms the value of com modi ties.”

In other words, if labor is to be the com mon sub stance of com modi ties, it
must first be itself reduced to a most com mon ele ment: the raw phys i o log i ‐
cal expen di ture of human labor- power over time. This abstract char ac ter
can then form the com mon prop erty of all com modi ties, now that it can be
found equally in all of them, regard less of the form of labor, its skill, etc.
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Böhm- Bawerk takes issue with this on that grounds that an abstract
com mon prop erty can be found in the use- value of com modi ties using the
same log i cal deduc tion that Marx applies to find value itself. Böhm- 
Bawerk does this by first point ing out that the con crete labor embod ied in a
com mod ity is, in fact, qual i ta tively dif fer ent from other com modi ties just
as the com mod ity as a use- value is qual i ta tively dif fer ent from the rest.
There fore, the reduc tion of these com modi ties to an exchange able fea ture
in com mon can be seen from the stand point of abstracted use- values just as
eas ily as from the stand point of abstract labor. He writes:

“If Marx had chanced to reverse the order of the exam i na tion, the same
rea son ing which led to the exclu sion of the value in use would have
excluded labor; and then the rea son ing which resulted in the crown ing
of labor might have led him to declare the value in use to be the only
prop erty left, and there fore to be the sought- for com mon prop erty, and
value to be ‘the cel lu lar tis sue of value in use.’” (pg. 77)

Böhm- Bawerk is so gravely mis taken in this deduc tion that one asks
whether he really grasped the par tic u lar struc ture of Marx’s method at all.
Marx’s cat e gory of “abstract labor” is pre cisely not a mere men tal abstrac ‐
tion formed in Marx’s head for the pur pose of explain ing exchange, as
Böhm- Bawerk seems to believe. Marx’s cat e gory exists because it is ver i ta ‐
bly real and actu ally appears as an influ ence in cap i tal ist soci ety.

The fact of this becomes imme di ately obvi ous once one con sid ers that
the cat e gory of use- value in Marx’s work exists only in the form of real
nat u ral is tic qual i ties of com modi ties. There is no abstract use- value
because use- value is a real ity in cap i tal ist soci ety only in the form of actual
mate r ial qual i ties in com modi ties which sat isfy a need of some kind. Marx
writes:

“The util ity of a thing makes it a use value. But this util ity is not a
thing of air. Being lim ited by the phys i cal prop er ties of the com mod ity,
it has no exis tence apart from that com mod ity. A com mod ity, such



9

as iron, corn, or a dia mond, is there fore, so far as it is a mate r ial thing,
a use value, some thing use ful. […] Use val ues become a real ity only
by use or con sump tion…” (empha sis mine)

It is for this rea son that a gen eral form of util ity sim ply can not exist. All
use- values are sim ply the nat u ral is tic char ac ters of com modi ties them ‐
selves, deter mined by the prop er ties of that com mod ity. An abstract form of
util ity would be a purely men tal abstrac tion, a cat e gory exist ing only in a
sys tem of logic, removed from the mate r ial world. The pre cise nature of
this kind of struc ture to Marx’s argu ment will be explained.

2.2 — Log i cal ver sus Dialec ti cal Method
Many of the reoc cur ring issues in Böhm- Bawerk can be traced to a mis un ‐
der stand ing in the very method of cri tique. Geof frey Kay’s essay is most
use ful for high light ing this fact. Böhm- Bawerk’s method is the for mal ist,
ana lytic, empir i cal, log i cal pos i tivism of the bud ding neo clas si cal school;
this method begins from log i cal struc tures which are then applied to the
world and tested for their legit i macy — this is also the method Böhm- 
Bawerk attempts in cri tiquing Marx’s under stand ing of labor as the sub ‐
stance of value. Ignor ing Claus Peter Ortlieb’s rea son able objec tions to
such a frame work from the out set, it is in any case wrong to attempt to
apply such a method to Marx or cri tique Marx through such a method,
because Marx did not build his sys tem up in such a man ner.

Tak ing a more dialec ti cal, Hegelian method, Marx’s cat e gories
progress on the basis of actual real i ties in soci ety, which are then explained
through essences which con sti tute them selves in these appear ances. With ‐
out get ting too deep into this style of con struc tion, it should be clear that it
departs heav ily from Böhm- Bawerk’s method.

“In neo- classical thought, the ory is a purely for mal ist activ ity with no
real con tent, and its link with the his tor i cal process it attempts to con ‐
front must be through a leap into obser va tions which are not and can ‐
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not be organ i cally related to the the ory. The dialec ti cal method makes
no such sep a ra tion. Its the ory is never purely for mal, but always has a
real con tent. It is, there fore, never sep a rated from the con crete by an
unbridge able gulf.” (pg. 52)

Marx’s cat e gories, then, are not exactly “mod els” of cap i tal ist soci ety, con ‐
structed in pri vate and then empir i cally ver i fied, but con struc tions of the
real ontol ogy and onto log i cal cat e gories of cap i tal ist soci ety itself. That
which can not be imme di ately observed, that which is con structed men tally
and not in real ity, is dis carded. Böhm- Bawerk appears not to rec og nize this
at all, para dox i cally stat ing that Marx’s method is both “the method of a
purely log i cal proof” and a “dialec tic deduc tion” at once. These two
approaches are utterly oppo si tional, and Marx sim ply does not take the first
one.

2.3 — Abstract Labor as the Real Abstrac -
tion
Marx’s cat e gory of “abstract labor,” as we have seen, is con di tioned by the
actual mate r ial appear ances which char ac ter ize cap i tal ist soci ety. It can not,
there fore, be a purely men tal or log i cal abstrac tion, but a real one man i fest ‐
ing mate ri ally in cap i tal ist soci ety.

Where, then, does the cat e gory of abstract labor really appear? It
appears in the form of money. Böhm- Bawerk seems to make no objec tion
to the notion that money is nec es sary for gen er al ized exchange rela tions.
This fol lows log i cally from the fact that he makes no objec tion to Marx’s
desire to seek a com mon ele ment in com modi ties, merely dis agree ing with
Marx’s con clu sion. Money is never dis cussed by Böhm- Bawerk and is
merely taken as a given (as it is in nearly all bour geois eco nomic the ory) —
we can thus assume he accepts the premise of money as he accepted the
premise of a com mon ele ment in com modi ties neces si tated by exchange.
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Böhm- Bawerk does not real ize, how ever, that money has no use- 
value. This fact might be obscured by Böhm- Bawerk’s log i cal deduc tion
which claims an abstract form of util ity can exist sim ply as that which is
log i cally present in all exchange, and thus forms its com mon sub stance.
From this per spec tive, money does not appear as prob lem atic because use- 
value has been res cued from its mate r ial deter mi na tions and whisked away
to an ivory tower of pure, abstract logic where it can exist in an entirely
meta phys i cal and imma te r ial form.

Marx’s deduc tion, how ever, will have none of this. Inso far as use- 
value describes the real, mate r ial qual i ties of com modi ties which might sat ‐
isfy a need, money has none. It sat is fies no need in itself and can only be
used in an exchange for com modi ties with mate r ial prop er ties that can sat ‐
isfy these needs. This fact alone proves Marx’s the ory: there is no abstract
use- value. There must be some thing else which money embod ies if it
clearly can not embody util ity directly, and Marx con cludes that this “some ‐
thing else” is abstract labor. This con clu sion will be explain even fur ther.

2.4 — Con sumer Choice The ory against
Value The ory
Before the jus ti fi ca tion for labor as the sub stance of value is con sid ered in
its final, deep est aspects, a brief note should be made about the o ries of con ‐
sumer choice as opposed to the o ries of value. Marx’s the ory of value is not
a the ory about con sumer choice or what leads peo ple to pur chase cer tain
com modi ties over oth ers. Adam Smith and other clas si cal polit i cal econ o ‐
mists may have seen it as “nat ural” that goods which require more labor to
pro duce are viewed as more valu able by con sumers, but Marx makes no
such sub jec tive assump tions. Indeed, for Marx, exchange is about sat is fy ‐
ing needs through prod ucts of labor and then need ing to exchange for it —
the actual util ity of a com mod ity is what ini ti ates the exchange, not how
much labor was put into the com mod ity. Marx explains:
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“Hence, when we bring the prod ucts of our labour into rela tion with
each other as val ues, it is not because we see in these arti cles the mate ‐
r ial recep ta cles of homo ge neous human labour. Quite the con trary:
when ever, by an exchange, we equate as val ues our dif fer ent prod ucts,
by that very act, we also equate, as human labour, the dif fer ent kinds of
labour expended upon them. We are not aware of this, nev er the less we
do it.”

Exchange is thus a sort of blind process which devel ops almost uncon ‐
sciously. Sub jec tive value- judgements are, in fact, appre ci ated in their sub ‐
jec tiv ity in Marx’s the ory, but in the form of a dual ity between use- value
and value as the respec tive “sub jec tive” and “objec tive” bases for
exchange. This view could be seen as more con sis tent with the impend ing
“mar gin al ist rev o lu tion” that would fol low Marx, but the dif fer ence is that
sub jec tive behav iors are not the pri mary sub ject of study for Marx.

Rather, Marx is con cerned with some thing deeper than con sumer
choices. For Marx, both con sumers and pro duc ers in a mar ket expe ri ence
mar ket behav iors not as forces which they directly con trol, but as an exter ‐
nal, “objec tive” force which com pels them to behave in cer tain ways. This
appears not just lit er ally in the form of money, but also socially in the form
of a sort of mute com pul sion which value forces upon actors in a mar ket,
medi at ing their rela tions autonomously and ulti mately pro vid ing the basis
for fetishis tic social rela tions which appear as the nat u ral ized qual i ties of
things them selves.

“Value, there fore, does not stalk about with a label describ ing what it
is. It is value, rather, that con verts every prod uct into a social hiero ‐
glyphic. Later on, we try to deci pher the hiero glyphic, to get behind the
secret of our own social prod ucts; for to stamp an object of util ity as a
value, is just as much a social prod uct as lan guage. […]

It requires a fully devel oped pro duc tion of com modi ties before,
from accu mu lated expe ri ence alone, the sci en tific con vic tion springs
up, that all the dif fer ent kinds of pri vate labour, which are car ried on
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inde pen dently of each other, and yet as spon ta neously devel oped
branches of the social divi sion of labour, are con tin u ally being reduced
to the quan ti ta tive pro por tions in which soci ety requires them. And
why? Because, in the midst of all the acci den tal and ever fluc tu at ing
exchange rela tions between the prod ucts, the labour time socially nec ‐
es sary for their pro duc tion forcibly asserts itself like an over- riding law
of Nature. The law of grav ity thus asserts itself when a house falls
about our ears. The deter mi na tion of the mag ni tude of value by
labour time is there fore a secret, hid den under the appar ent fluc tu ‐
a tions in the rel a tive val ues of com modi ties. Its dis cov ery, while
remov ing all appear ance of mere acci den tal ity from the deter mi na tion
of the mag ni tude of the val ues of prod ucts, yet in no way alters the
mode in which that deter mi na tion takes place.” (empha sis mine)

Or in other words:

“They [com mod ity own ers] there fore acted and trans acted before they
thought. Instinc tively they con form to the laws imposed by the nature
of com modi ties.” (Ch. 2)

This under stand ing of value is also con sis tent across Marx’s under stand ing
of value as “self- valorizing” in process. This point is impor tant because a
the ory of pure con sumer choice does not need a value the ory. The most
extreme exam ple of such a the ory of pure con sumer choice is described by
Diane Elson as,

“…pos tu lat ing a lex i co graphic pref er ence order ing of com modi ties
(i.e. an order ing made on the same basis as the order ing of words in a
dic tio nary). This gives an order of pri or ity in which wants are to be sat ‐
is fied, and entails com pa ra bil ity, but not com men su ra bil ity, of com ‐
modi ties as use- val ues. […] I am assured that these the o rems could be
proved, even for lex i co graphic pref er ence order ings, and hence do not
depend on the reducibil ity of wants.” (pg. 176)
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Through a the ory such as this, the neces sity for a the ory of value is com ‐
pletely bypassed. Com modi ties can become expressed in sim ple buyer
pref er ences, and no abstract com mon ele ment in com modi ties is required.

Yet of course com modi ties are not actu ally expressed in this way in
cap i tal ist soci ety — com modi ties can be expressed in car di nal rela tions and
not merely ordi nal ones. More over, they are expressed in money, and as we
have shown, this neces si tates a the ory of value which can not be reduced to
a con sid er a tion of util ity. View ing cap i tal ist soci ety in this man ner of nec ‐
es sary appear ances and not merely log i cal deduc tions will help to under ‐
stand Marx’s approach as a whole. Let us finally ana lyze the mat ter more
closely.

3.1 — Labor as the Sub stance of Value
There is noth ing within a use ful prod uct, whether or not it is a prod uct of
labor, which ascribes it its value. The process by which prod ucts are
ascribed value can only be described as a social con struc tion, as a rela tion
repro duced between peo ple that takes use ful prod ucts and gen er ates social
rela tions around them and medi ated by them. By this fact alone, no degree
of fix a tion on util ity can ame lio rate the imma nent neces sity of human
social repro duc tion as the “prime mover” of value. Elson writes:

“In my view, Marx poses com modi ties as sub stan tially equiv a lent in
the same way that in nat ural sci ence, light, heat and mechan i cal motion
are posed as sub stan tially equiv a lent, as forms which are inter change ‐
able as embod i ments of a com mon sub stance, which is self- activating,
in the sense of not requir ing some out side inter ven tion, some ‘prime
mover’ to sus tain it and trans form it, i.e. as forms of energy. Sim i larly
dif fer ent chem i cals are posed as sub stan tially equiv a lent as forms of
self- activating mat ter. Only with such a con cept is a mate ri al ist account
of the process of trans for ma tion and con ser va tion of energy and mat ter
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pos si ble, an account of this process as one of nat ural his tory, pro ceed ‐
ing with a dynamic inter nal to it, and requir ing no extra- natural
‘cause’, no deus ex machina to sus tain it.” (pg. 158)

Only human labor can gen er ate and repro duce these rela tions, as only
human effort can take prod ucts of nature and trans form them into exchange
rela tions. Because of this, then, an inter rup tion in human social repro duc ‐
tion would lead directly to the pos si bil ity of a cri sis of value.

“The fact that the inter re la tion of var i ous indi vid ual acts is estab lished
through money in the cir cu la tion of com modi ties (as opposed to mere
exchange of prod ucts), also means rec i p ro cally that the inter ven tion of
money also con tains the pos si bil ity of the inter rup tion of this cohe sion.
[…] The pos si bil ity of inter rup tion and there fore of cri sis is inher ent to
the medi a tion of the social cir cu la tion of mat ter through money.”

— Michael Hein rich, An Intro duc tion to the Three Vol umes of
Marx’s Cap i tal → https://files.libcom.org/files/Michael_Heinrich,_Alex_Locas

cio-An_Introduction_to_the_Three_Volumes_of_Karl_Marx_s_Capital-Monthly_

Review_Press,U.S.(2012).pdf, pg. 67

But that is slightly beyond the scope of this arti cle. What is impor tant is
that labor con sti tutes the foun da tion for exchange, regard less of the forms
it may take.

3.2 — Labor Time as the Mea sure of Value
and Its Nec es sary Appear ance in
Exchange- Value
Because abstract labor is homo ge neous, it can be quan ti ta tively mea sured
only by its other deter min ing fac tor: time. The raw expen di ture of human
effort occurs over time, and time is this first reg u lat ing fac tor.

https://files.libcom.org/files/Michael_Heinrich,_Alex_Locascio-An_Introduction_to_the_Three_Volumes_of_Karl_Marx_s_Capital-Monthly_Review_Press,U.S.(2012).pdf
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Labor time is the mea sure of value. It is impor tant to note, how ever,
that this does not mean that labor time is the medium of value mea sure ment
itself. Ulti mately, abstract labor is,

“…homo ge neous human labour, expen di ture of one uni form labour
power. The total labour power of soci ety, which is embod ied in the sum
total of the val ues of all com modi ties pro duced by that soci ety, counts
here as one homo ge neous mass of human labour power, com posed
though it be of innu mer able indi vid ual units.” (Marx)

As such, it can not directly be mea sured as if it were a slab of iron or a
bushel of wheat. That which is directly able to be mea sured is con crete
labor, which in cap i tal ist soci ety is also pri vate. When labor becomes rep re ‐
sented in its social form in the process of exchange, how ever, it is nec es sar ‐
ily also rep re sented in its abstract form. This lat ter deter mi na tion is social,
and thus not directly mea sur able in the way that pri vate deter mi na tions are.

How ever, this is again not to be con fused with the real price of a com ‐
mod ity, expressed in its exchange- value. The trans for ma tion of abstract
labor to its rep re sen ta tion as sub stance of value and then to its nec es sary
appear ance in exchange- value is not described by Marx as a math e mat i cal
or log i cal trans for ma tion, but as a metaphor i cal chem i cal “crys tal liza tion”:

“Let us now con sider the residue of each of these prod ucts; it con sists
of the same unsub stan tial real ity in each, a mere con ge la tion of homo ‐
ge neous human labour, of labour power expended with out regard to the
mode of its expen di ture. […] When looked at as crys tals of this social
sub stance, com mon to them all, they are — Val ues.”

How, then, is labor- time the mea sure of value but not its direct deter miner
or its medium of mea sure ment? Elson explains this best with recourse to
Marx’s The o ries of Sur plus Value, some times con sid ered to be his unof fi ‐
cial 4th vol ume of Cap i tal. In this recourse, Elson elu ci dates a dif fer ence
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between “imma nent” and “exter nal” mea sure ments of value. This is
explained most clearly through an anal ogy to weight mea sure ment which
also appears in Ch. 1 of Cap i tal:

“Only things with cer tain real prop er ties can be car di nally mea sured.
This is the point that Marx is mak ing with his con cept of ‘imma nent’
mea sure, and that he makes in the exam ple, in Cap i tal, I, of the mea ‐
sure of weight (p. 148–9). The exter nal mea sure of weight is quan ti ties
of iron (and there is of course a con ven tional choice to be made about
whether to cal i brate them in ounces or grammes, or whether, indeed, to
use iron, rather than, say, steel). But unless both the iron and what ever
it is being used to weigh (in Marx’s exam ple, a sugar loaf) both have
weight, iron can not express the weight of the sugar loaf. Weight is the
‘imma nent’ mea sure. But it can only be actu ally mea sured in terms of a
com par i son between two objects, both of which have weight and one
of which is the ‘exter nal’ mea sure, whose weight is pre- supposed. Thus
when Marx says that labour- time is the mea sure of value, he means
that the value of a com mod ity is mea sur able as pure quan tity because it
is an objec ti fi ca tion of abstract labour, i.e. of ‘indif fer ent’ labour- time,
hours of which can be added to or sub tracted from one another. As
such, as an objec ti fi ca tion of pure dura tion of labour, it has car di nal
mea sur a bil ity.” (pg. 137–38)

Because of this, such mea sure ments can only occur through exchange- 
value as its nec es sary appear ance. Exchange- value in a cap i tal ist econ omy,
how ever, can not be con fused with reflec tions in barter exchange, but must
be con sid ered in the total ity of exchange rela tions between all com modi ties
at once. Return ing to the mon e tary aspects of Marx’s the ory, money must
be the nec es sary inde pen dent man i fes ta tion of value which can reflect the
exchange- value of all com modi ties at once, in pure quan ti ta tive mag ni ‐
tudes.
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Final State ments
We have ana lyzed labor as the foun da tion for exchange rela tions, and as its
first (or “prime”) reg u la tor. We have exposed the mar gin al ist the o ries as
inad e quate at explain ing the behav iors of money and as hav ing stripped
sub jec tive val u a tions from any ver i ta ble, but obvi ously nec es sary, social
con text. We have also chal lenged the view that Marx’s value the ory can
pre dict prices, that is was intended to, or that it should.

Fur ther dis cus sion on the mat ter is of imma nent impor tance. Specif i ‐
cally, the rela tion of value to the nec es sary pro duc tion of sur plus value and
its real iza tion in exchange is an area of study miss ing from this arti cle. A
deeper dis cus sion about the pos si ble neces sity of value as a deter miner of
an “aver age rate of profit” for Marx’s the ory (Sraf fian ter ri tory) might also
be a topic for a future arti cle.

Another poten tial future arti cle could involve a crit i cal study of the
value the ory pre sented by many “value- form” Marx ists, such as Michael
Hein rich, Fred er ick Harry Pitts, and arguably also Isaak Rubin. This analy ‐
sis could then be delin eated from, and con trasted to, the the o ries pre sented
by Diane Elson and par tic u larly Robert Kurz and the Wertkri tik school, and
con sid ered against each other in their valid ity for ana lyz ing cap i tal ist social
rela tions.


