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The concept of'orthodoxy' is a peculiar one; it implies fidelity to a founding
document, yet more often than not the 'orthodox tradition' may be shown
through unprejudiced inquiry to be at odds with the original ideas it prides
itself on preserving. This is certainly the case with the orthodox Marxist tra-
dition. I intend to explore a specific instance of this, namely some received
ideas about Marx's theory ofvalue. However, my intention is not so much to
recover 'what Marx really said' for the purpose ofestablishing another ortho-
doxy, but to use this as a starting point for developing some new thoughts on
the issues brought to light.
The representative of the orthodox tradition I have chosen to illustrate it is
the late Emest Mandel. He had such prestige as an eminent Marxist econo-
mist that he was trusted by the editors to compose the article on ,Karl Marx,
in The New Palgrave: A Dictionary of Economics (Macmillan 1987). This
multi-volume work contains the distilled wisdom of the economics professi-
on, and it included enough articles on Marxian economics to enable a sepa-
rate volume on it to be extracted and published, The Nqw palgroye: Marxian
Economics,1990, in which Mandel's overview has pride ofplace.
Mandel believed himself to be faithful to Marx yet such was the weight of
tradition on his thought that he made at least two completely false statements
about Marx's theory. These are as follows:
a) He refers to 'what Marx calls "simple commodity producti on', -,,einfache

Warenpro duhion ".' Ql 4)
b) He says 'For Marx labour is yalue.' (Going so far as to emphasize the

point.) (p.11)

In the first case quasi--official expression is given to what is the most endu-
ring myth of Marxology. The simple truth is that Marx never called anything
'einfache Warenproduhion'; the term cannot be found in his wütings. It was
invented by Engels in the course ofhis work on Volume lll of Capital. The
term occurs in Engels' Preface and Supplement to his edition, and it was in-
troduced by him into the text itself (as keen--eyed readers can deduce from
Engels' editorial brackets surrounding the passage containing it). The origi-
nal manuscript of Capital Volume III, written in 1863-55, was published
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(1993) in the new MEGA (Abteilung ll, Band 4.2) ar.d it contzins no mention

of 'simple commodity production'.l However, according to Engels' reading

of Capital ilwas the first few chapters of Volume I that supposedly addressed

the question of 'simple commodity production'; but, not only does the term

not occur in Volume I, its first sentence makes it clear that the simple circu-

lation of commodities and money discussed in the early chapters is that ofthe
capitalist economy.

In the second case Mandel is directly refuted by Marx's own text. For Marx
himself .labour is not itself value,.2 Although ,labour creates value' it
'becomes value' only in'objective form' when the labour embodied in one

commodity is equated with the labour embodied in another commodity.3 In

briet like the orthodox tradition generally, Mandel overlooked the importan-

ce of the value form in the labour theory of value. The distinction between

the 'subjective' activity of labouring, and the 'objective' representation of
'dead labour' in value, is put even more strikingly in Marx's Grundrisse whe-

re labour is defined as 'not-value', that which stands opposed to value but on

which valorisation depends.a

I want to develop now some new ideas about the theory, in particular about

'abshact labour' and 'socially necessary labour time'.

If 'simple commodity production' is not what chapter I of Capital is about

what then is going on there? Marx is dealing with 'simple' determinations to

be sure; but the abstract moment of the whole system that he analyses is that

of simple circulation in which the origin of the products circulating is brak-

keted, commodities being taken as given. Only after developing the catego-

ries of circulation is it appropriate to tum to the relations of production that

underpin exchange relations apparent in simple circulation. Once this is done

circulation is grasped as the sphere in which production relations are re'
flected. But to begin with circulation is not comprehended as thus mediated,

the exposition must tlerefore begin with it as the most immediate aspect of
capitalism, but one which is at the same time abstmct and indeterminate. The

I See my paper "Engels as Interpleter of Marx's Economics" in E gels Today: A Centen-

ary Appreciation, ed. C. J. Arthur, Macmillan 1996, pp. 173-209.' and a paper by R.

Hecker 'On the Third Yol]ul]l,e of Das Kapitql and Engels' Interpretation ofthe "Simple
Produclion of Commodities",' ['Zur Herausgeberschaft des /(apr'lal durch Engels', Uto-
pie laeativ @erlin), 61, November 1995, pp. l,+-241).

2 Capital y olwnel, trar\s. B. Fowkes, 1976,p.I42,
3 lbid.
4 Ma*'s Grundrisse, tanslation M. Nicolaus, 1973, pp. 295-96.



Marx, Orthodoxy, Labour, Value

dialectical development of the argument further determines it until it is gras-

ped in co rection with the concrete totality.
Capitalism constitutes itself as z totaliöl that forms its elements in such a way
that taken apart from it they are denatured. The exposition of the system, in
starting with some simple yet determinate relation (such as the commodity
form), is thereby forced to abstract it violently from the other relations that in
reality penetrate it and help to constitute its effectivity; thus it is necessary at

the end to reconceptualise the significance of the beginning. Because this
starting-point is ripped out of the whole, as abstracted thus, it is necessarily
inadequately characterised. 'The concept of value [...] is the most abstract
expression of capital itself, said Marx, 'and of the production based upon
it'.5 But no simple definition ofvalue can be given; for it is understood only
in its forms of development. A key point is that no proof of the existence of
value is established at the first stage of simple commodis relations (reference
to barter or simple commodity production - whether as historical or as a mo-
de1 - is quite inappropriate to such a task), but only when the later develop-
ments are reflected back on it, as it were. The law of value is not something
lying al an origin, whether logical or historical, it is something that corzas /o
öe in the form-determinations of the capitalist totality.6 Because this is so,

the concepts of Marx's first chapter can only have an abstract character, and

the argument as it advances develops the meanings ofthese concepts, through
grounding them adequately in the comprehended whole. For example, at the
start Marx assumes there is no problem about labour appearing as (reified in)
value. But later we discover that this is consequent only on t}le success
(partial and always contested) ofthe struggle to subsume labour under capital.
Thus I believe that if the concepts of the first chapter are necessarily highly
abstract it follows that something gets lost, the more concrete determinations
are elided. Specifically, I claim that such central categories ofvalue theory as

'abstract labour' (the solution to the so-called qualitative value problem) and

'socially necessary labour time' (the solution to the so--called quantitative
value problem) are necessarily inadequately conceptualised when articulated
in the context of simple circulation. They are too indeterminate. Since the
circulation of commodities discussed in the early chapters is in truth the
circulation of capitalistically produced commodittes, their value, and that of
the relevant determinations oflabour, must be constituted in the capital relation.

5 Morx's Grundrisse, p.776.
6 For an extended discussion of Marx's method see my paper 'Against the Ingical-

Historical Method: Dialectical Derivation versus Linear Logic' in ly'ew Inye§tigations of
Maft's Method, F . Moseley & M. Campbell eds, Humanities Press 1997.
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Claudio Napoleoni aryued this and he was the fißt to draw aftention to the important
passage ftom Marx's Grundrisse quoted below. C. Napoleoni, Smith, Ricardo, Marx
(Blackwell 1975) pp. l0?H. I have commented extensively on the concept of.abstract
labour', and on Napoleoni's view, in my pap€r'Napoleoni on labour and Exploitation'
givel at the Napoleoni conlerence held at the University of Bergamo, I 998. The confe-
rence papers are appearing in a special issue of,,Revista di Politica Economica,..
Marx'§ Grundrisse, W.296-7 .

For example this implies a conception of labour as abstract within the capital
relation.T However, here we face a philological prcblem. \n Capitol discussi
on of abstract labour is confined to the first chapter. There it is famously de-

veloped as the substance of value; but the context of labour's determination
as absfrct is clearly that of the principle of exchange. Even if this is to be

considered as exchange of capitalistically produced commodities this does

not alter the fact that it is the character of exchange as a 'real abstraction'
from the existence of commodities as differentiated products issuing from
concrete labours that is the relevant determinant. When Marx tums to discuss

the capital relation, and such matters as tlle development of the productive
process, the term does not appeax.It is hardly surprising then that debate on
abstract labour arose on the basis of chapter one. However textual support for
my view can be found outside Capital in the following passage from Marx's
Grundrisse:

'As ,fte use value which confronts capital, labour is not this or that la-
botx, bul labour pure and simple, abstract labour; absolutely indifferent
to its particular specificity but capable of all specificities. Of course the
particular labour must correspond to the particular substance of which a
given capital consists; but since capital as such is indifferent to every
particularity of its substance, and exists not only as a totality ofthe same

but also as the abstraction from all its particularities, the labour which
confronts it likewise subjectively has the same totality and abstraction in
itself. For example, in guild and craft labour, where capital itself still has

a limited form, and is still entirely immersed in a particular substance,
hence is not yet capital as such,labour, too, appears as still immersed in
its particular specificity: not in the totality and abstraction of labour as

such, in which it confronts capital. That is to say that [...] capital [...]
confronts the totality of labours potentially, ard the particular one it
confronts at a given time is an accidental matter. On the other side, the
worker himself is absolutely indifferent to the specificis ofhis labour; it
has no interest for hirn as such, but only in as much as it is in fact labour
and, as such, a use value for capital.'8
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Therefore, beside the abstraction constituted in the exchange of products the-
re is also abstraction in the constitution of labour in the capital relation. In
truth this is hardly surprising if one recalls that, if value is considered as the
abstract form ofthe commodity, value in motion constitutes the abstract form
of capitalist commodity production; the abstraction in both cases reflects it-
self in the labour constitutive of value and of valorisation. Abstract labour as

the living labour of the wage worker and abstract labour as the dead labour
objectified in a product are the same thing, in the one case looked at as acti
vity, in the other as its result.
My own view is that the constitution of labour as abstract in the capital rela-
tion is in truth more fundamental than its constitution as abstract in exchange.
Since generalised commodity circulation exists only on the basis of capitalist
production, value becomes determinate only with capitalistically produced
commodities. Likewise so does its 'substance' abstract labour, for industrial
capital treats all labour as identical because it has an equal interest in exploi-
ting it regardless of its concrete specificity. So the qualitative identity of la-
bours posited in the equation of their products is underpinned by a process
that forms them as abstract in production itself. In the capital relation each
side faces the other as an abshact totality even ifthe relationship is instantia-
ted empirically in a set ofconcretely specific processes ofproduction.
There is a tempting conceptual mistake to avoid here, and that is to identify
the abstract labour that is the substance of value with the supposedly
'abstlact' character of the modem labour process in its physical form. Marx
himself apparently drew such a conclusion in the Grundrisse immediately
after the passage earlier quoted.

'This economic relation - the character which capitalist and worker have
as the extremes of a single relation of production - therefore develops
more purely and adequately in proportion as labour loses all the cha-
racteristics of art: as its particular skill becomes something more and
more abstract and irrelevant, and as it becomes more and mote a purely
abstract actiyit)), a purely mechanical activity, hence indilferent to its
particular form; a merely formal activity, or, what is the same, a merely
physical activity, activity pure and simple, regardless of its form. Here it
can be seen once again that the particular specihcity of the relation of
production [...] becomes real only with the development of a particular
material mode ofproduction and of a particular stage in the development
of the industrial productive forces.'e

9 Maü's Grundrisse p. 297 - ftanslation arnended.
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This is in fact a very dubious tactic because it relies on an empirical claim

which is contestable and simply cannot be sustained as a universal truth.

Even ifthe labour process could be said to have an abstract character in some

material sense this would make no difference because the conceptual mistake

I alluded to remains. This mistake consists in conflating the concept of ab-

stract labour, which is a determination of social form, with a peculiar kind of
concrete labour, ä material simplification of the labour required of the worker

which may well be a consequence of its social form but is to be understood as

at best an approximation to the 'content' of the concept of 'abstract labour'.

The value content thereby shadows the value form through the agency of ca-

pital organising the labour process in such a way that labours do not merely

count formally as abstract but become more abshact in the material sense of
homogeneous and fluid. But it is still true that the labour employed by capital

is formed as 'abstracl' no matter what degree of 'correspondence' exists,

The opposition between concrete and abstract remains just as long as that

between use value and exchange value. What is important is that capital or-

ganises the production process so as to maximise valorisation: to put it cru-

dely, the real object aimed at is money retums. Money is the existent form of
'abstract wealth' (Marx) and this means that the activity producing it is itself
posited as abstract, that the living labour employed in the capitalist labour

process counts only as an abstraction of itself, as a passage of working time.

The worker becomes 'time's carcase' in Marx's stupendous phnse.l0

The simplification of labour refers to an impoverishment of its quality. But

even the simplest motion still has sorze quality, it can never be abstraction as

such. It is abstract labour only when it is so posited by the social relations

within which production goes on. But of cowse this means that it is conveni-

ent for capital if the concrete forms of labour are simple enough to make an

ideal 'precommensuration' of the labour time determining the value it hopes

to realise on the market. In this respect Harry Braverman was quite right to

say with respect to time and motion studies that'this abstraction from the

concrete forms of labour [...] which Marx employed as a means of clarifting
the value of commodities [...] exists as well in the mind ofthe capitalist, the

manager, the industrial engineer.'ll So the more labour becomes simple mo-

tions in time the more it aPproximates to how it is anyway 'cognized' ideally

in valorisation.

t0 Poverty of Philosopl,/: K.Marx and F.Engels Complete Works Vol\me 6 (1976) p.217
1r Labor and Monopo, Capiral (MR Press I 974) p. 1 8 1 .
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But the problem is thal capital needs the agency of labour. It is not a question

of reducing the worker to the status ofa mere instrument ofproduction like a
machine or like arr animal whose will has to be broken.lt is a matter of the

bending of lhe will to alien purposes. Capital employs a science of dominati-
on (Marcuse) in which the 'subjects' ofproduction are treated as manipulable

objects. But it is still a question of manipulating their activity, not of depri-

ving them of all subjectivity. They act for capital, indeed as capital, but still
in some, however primitive, sense dcl Even in the limiting case in which
they could theoretically be replaced by robots they still have to be induced to
set tlremselves to act as robots.

The residual 'subjectivity' of the worker poses unique problems for capital

because it gives rise to a certain recalcitrance to being 'exploited' which the

other factors do not possess. Capital is limited by the extent to which it can

enforce the 'pumping out' of labour services. The consequence ofthis special
feature of labour is that the relation of capital and labour is intrinsically anta-

gonistic and that in this sense there is reason to speak ofwaged labour not so

much as 'productive labour' bul as 'counterproductive labour' in that the
workers are actually or potentially recalcitrant to capital's effort to compel
their labour. Capital can only produce value in negating its negation, i.e.

through winning the class struggle at the point ofproduction. My new way of
conceptualising the labour theory is to say then that the magnitude ofvalue is

determined by the 'socially necessary alienation time'.New value is the suc-

cessful reification of living labour, the measure of labour's alienation.

My position is quite different from that of the orthodox tradition, which sees

labour creating something positive, namely value, then expropriated. Rather I
see that behind the positivity ofvalue lies a process of negativity, by which I
refer to capital valorising itselfonly by negating that which resists the valori-
sation process, labour as 'not-value', capital producing value out of
'counterproductive labour'. Value is not the social recognition of labour's
success at producing a good but of capital's success in producing a cornmo-

dity though alienating labour to itself.
In sum, the commodity form of the product embodies in dead labour an ab-

straction Ilom the concrete heterogeneity of labours. Capitalist production
embodies in its processes an abstract activity, namely alienated labouring.
These must be grasped as informing each other.
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