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[A]s long as the determination of value by labour time is itself left ‘undetermined’, as it is with Ricardo, it does not make people shaky. But as soon as it is brought exactly into connection with the working day and its variations, a very unpleasant new light dawns upon them. — Karl Marx (1987:514)
1.1 INTRODUCTION

Marx inherited his usage of concrete (complex unity of diverse elements) and abstract (separated from this complex unity) from prior philosophers, Hegel especially. During the past generation, however, discussions of Marx’s concepts of concrete and abstract labour have often discarded these meanings. All too often, ‘concrete labour’ now seems to be construed as ‘work that workers actually do’, so that ‘abstract labour’ becomes ineffable, something other than what workers do, but still somehow a kind of labour. This and other changes of usage have greatly exacerbated the confusion surrounding Marx’s concepts.

The changes in usage themselves, however, do not merely stem from confusions. Clever terminology has been used to evade, rather than rigorously disprove, allegations that the quantitative dimension of Marx’s value theory is internally inconsistent. The determination of value by labour-time becomes immune from critique — but also devoid of significance — once the abstract labour that determines value is itself determined in the market, not on the factory floor where ‘concrete’ labour is pumped out of workers. Terminological innovation has also been motivated by attempts to bring Marx’s concepts into conformity with bourgeois, Stalinist, and social-democratic thinking, according to which capitalism’s differentia specifica is the market, not its historically specific production relations. As the source of value is shifted, from the work that workers actually perform to the market where labour is supposedly made abstract, relations between things displace human activity from the central role it has in Marx’s work.

This paper argues to the contrary that Marx held that workers’ labour in the capitalistic production process is made abstract by, and is abstract within, this process. Their actual activity is therefore simultaneously abstract, value-creating, labour as well as concrete labour. Although market processes also enforce the abstraction of labour, it is not exchange of its products that makes labour abstract. Workers’ labour is abstract before the products they produce are sold; consequently, commodities’ values are determined in production, before their sale.

Bruce Roberts’ paper (this volume) likewise holds that value is created in production, but tries to reconcile this with the notion that labour becomes abstract in the market. We argue in section 2 that this attempted synthesis is untenable. In order to explain how all the work of workers is abstract within capitalist production, even though complex and simple labour create different amounts of value, section 3 argues that complex and simple labour are both abstract labour. The reduction of complex labour to a multiple of simple labour depends on the separate and prior reduction of concrete labour to abstract labour. Section 4 discusses how Marx quantifies the magnitude of abstract labour independently of the exchange of its products. Finally, in section 5, we discuss why, although abstract labour is what Marx (1976a:992) calls ‘real work’, it is nonetheless a specifically capitalistic phenomenon: capitalism’s historically specific mode of production is what makes labour abstract.

1.2  ROBERTS’ CONTRIBUTION

We would have little disagreement with Roberts’ paper had it simply argued that, due to varying complexities of labour and other factors, the actual duration of a worker’s abstract labour can differ from the socially-necessary duration that counts as value-creating, and had it clearly stated that the latter depends on production norms rather than relative wages. Our objection therefore pertains less to what seems to be its substantive argument than to its perpetuation of the confusion that surrounds the meaning of such key concepts of Marx’s as abstract and concrete labour, simple and complex labour, and socially-necessary labour-time.

Like much other recent work, Roberts attributes to Marx what he calls ‘the equivalence thesis: concrete labours become abstract labour only as the result of the exchange process’. The exchange of the products of labour is what makes the otherwise concrete labours that produced them homogeneous and abstract.

Yet Roberts’ interpretation is distinctive; in attempting to reconcile the equivalence thesis with Marx’s theory, he refrains from the doubletalk often used to blur the concept of value creation. Acutely aware that his interpretation cannot be considered authentic if it implies that value arises in the market instead of in production, Roberts states forthrightly that, in Marx’s theory, ‘[n]ew value is … created only in production, by living labour performed’.

Now, if abstract labour is what creates value, this statement and the equivalence thesis are contradictory. If value is created in production, then labour must already be abstract there, before its product is exchanged. If, however, the exchange of its product is what makes an act of labour abstract, then value is ‘created’ with that exchange.

Aside from linguistic subterfuge, the only way to escape this dilemma is to deny that abstract labour creates value. It is therefore no accident that Roberts claims that ‘value [is] created by newly performed concrete labours’ (emphasis added). He advances this claim precisely because no other escape from the dilemma exists. So crucial is it to his attempted reconciliation of the equivalence thesis with Marx’s value theory that Roberts invokes it no fewer than 11 different times. Indeed, once the claim is accepted, the dilemma is immediately resolved: value is first created in production, by concrete labour, and the labour subsequently becomes abstract through the exchange of its product.

Yet the claim contradicts Marx’s theory. Marx held that, just as qualitatively different labours produce qualitatively different use-values, homogeneous, abstract human labour produces the homogeneous, abstract, social substance, value. Many passages that could be cited to demonstrate this; we have space only for a few:

… all labour is an expenditure of human labour-power, in the physiological sense, and it is in this quality of being equal, or abstract, human labour that it forms the value of commodities. … it is in [its] quality of being concrete useful labour that it produces use-values (Marx 1976a:137).

… the tailoring which makes the coat is concrete labour of a different sort from the weaving which makes the linen. But … weaving too, in so far as it weaves value, has nothing to distinguish it from tailoring, and, consequently, is abstract human labour (Marx 1976a:142).

… the addition of new value takes place not by virtue of [the worker’s] labour being spinning in particular, or joinery in particular, but because it is labour in general, abstract social labour …. (Marx, 1976a:308)

Roberts suggests that we are ‘beg[ging] the questions’ by not accepting the equivalence thesis as Marx’s own. Yet isn’t the authenticity of this interpretation precisely the question at hand? Although there surely do exist passages that Roberts construes as confirming his interpretation, the real test of authenticity is whether evidence and/or reasoning can disconfirm it. Since we have shown that the equivalence thesis is incompatible with the proposition that abstract labour creates value, and that Marx affirmed the latter, we submit that the claim that equivalence thesis is Marx’s has been disconfirmed.

1.3 CONCRETE AND ABSTRACT LABOUR VS. COMPLEX AND SIMPLE LABOUR

Separability and Priority

In this section, we will show that complex and simple labour are both abstract labour, and that the reduction of complex to simple labour thus presupposes the independent and prior reduction of concrete to abstract labour.

Imagine two kinds of weaving-labour, simple and complex, and assume one can somehow determine that each hour of the complex counts as equal to 2 hours of the simple. Suppose that 10 hours of simple weaving-labour are extracted, and 3 hours of the complex. Then, by reduction, the amount of simple weaving-labour = 1 × 10 + 2 × 3 = 16.

Similarly, assume that one can somehow determine that each hour of complex tailoring-labour counts as equal to 4 hours of simple tailoring-labour, and that 12 hours of the simple and 5 hours of the complex are extracted. Then, by reduction, the amount of simple tailoring-labour = 1 × 12 + 4 × 5 = 32.

Now, how much total labour is done? We can’t add 16 simple weaving-hours to 32 simple tailoring-hours — they are concretely different.
 We can’t say that twice as much simple tailoring-labour is done as simple weaving-labour — again, we’d be comparing apples and oranges. Nor can we say that the complex tailoring-labour is twice as complex as the complex weaving-labour, or even that an hour of the simple weavers is equal to an hour of the simple tailors.

The only way to make any quantitative comparison across industries is if we are already talking about abstract labour. If it is the case, for instance, that 1 hour of simple-weaving labour and 1 hour of simple tailoring-labour each equal 1 hour of simple abstract labour, then the weavers do 16 hours of abstract labour, half as much as the 32 hours extracted from the tailors, the total labour extracted is 48 hours, and so on.

This example shows clearly that the concrete/abstract question is separate from the complex/simple question. Even after one knows the amounts of simple weaving-labour and simple tailoring-labour extracted, one doesn’t have a clue as to the amounts of simple general labour, ‘labour-as-such’, extracted — unless the weaving and tailoring have both been already reduced from concrete to abstract.

The example also shows that concrete/abstract is ‘prior to’ complex/simple in the sense that one needs the former reduction to say anything about the latter across different kinds of concrete labour, but the converse is not true. When we refer to simple and complex labour, we do not refer to simple weaving-labour or complex tailoring-labour, and so on, but to simple and complex labour-as-such. The commensuration of labours that produce different use-values is already presupposed. When we computed the amounts of abstract labour extracted, however, although we needed to presume a knowledge of skill differences within each industry, we did not first have to reduce complex labour-as-such to simple labour-as-such.

Complex labour can be compared to, and thus reduced to a multiple of, simple labour, only because they lack any qualitative difference, i.e., only because both are abstract labour. As Marx (1976a:140-41) noted, ‘the magnitudes of different things only become comparable in quantitative terms when they have been reduced to the same unit’.

Yet although the labours of, say, a doctor and a janitor clearly differ, can’t we nonetheless compare them — for instance, by noting that the former is more skilled? Let us see. Certainly their labours are different insofar as the concrete purposes and nature of their activities differ. Certainly the doctor differs from the janitor, in part because the doctor’s labour-power is more skilled, if skill were to be measured in terms of necessary training-time. When, however, we consider doctoring-labour and janitoring-labour as labours of different kinds, it is meaningless to ask whether one is more skilled or complex than the other. Like can only be compared with like.

To compare the relative complexity of these two labours, their qualitative differences must thus be set aside. Social relations must also be such that it is meaningful to reduce the two labours to something which is neither the one nor the other, but a ‘third thing’ that is common to both of them, labour in the abstract. (This argument, of course, is virtually identical in structure to Marx’s (1976a:126-28) derivation of value as the ‘third thing’ or ‘common element’ to all commodities. Immediately following it, he indicates that abstract labour is derived in the same way, as the element common to all particular types of labour.)

Did Marx Need to Reduce Complex to Simple Labour?

The above discussion has made no pretence of having provided a quantitative rule for the reduction of complex to simple labour. It has, however, provided a conceptual basis for specifying such a rule, by clarifying that both complex and simple labour are abstract labour and that the reduction of complex to simple labour presupposes the separate and prior reduction of concrete to abstract labour.

By disentangling it from the concrete/abstract issue, the above discussion has also helped put the complex/simple issue in proper perspective. Marx did not provide a rule to solve the latter reduction. Much of the literature suggests that many of the conclusions of Capital are called into question until and unless such a rule is found. Because real-world labouring activities are carried out by workers of different degrees of skill, while the value categories of Capital are particularisations of the category of abstract labour, Marx’s value analysis of capitalism is said to lack a real-world foundation in the absence of a determinate complex-to-simple labour reduction. Were that the case, we agree that it would indeed be possible to accept Marx’s abstract labour reasoning only after such a reduction rule were found.

Once the two reductions are understood as being distinct, however, it is no longer necessary to specify a rule for the reduction of complex to simple labour before one can accept the real-world existence of abstract labour. The complex/simple issue loses the character of a theoretical problem and becomes a measurement problem, specifically an index number problem. For an analogy, note that government statisticians attempt to quantify how many cars of some base year are equivalent to one 2001 car of presumably higher quality. Guesswork and arbitrary assumptions are involved, but the measurement difficulties cause no one to believe that this calls into question the idea that ‘cars’ exist, as do ‘autoworkers’ who produce them,
 or the idea that the number of cars increases if more are produced than are consumed. Similarly, the measurement difficulties involved in attempting to quantify the relationship between complex and simple labour should cause no one to believe that this calls into question the idea that ‘value’ exists, as does ‘abstract labour’ which produces it, or the idea that value self-expands if more is extracted from workers than they receive.

Thus, none of Capital’s theoretical results depend on the specification of a rule for the reduction of complex to simple labour. Just as it would be trivial and unnecessary for an analysis of the essential relations and historical development of auto production to solve the car-quality index number problem, for Marx to have carried out the quantitative reduction of complex to simple labour in his analysis of capitalist production would indeed have been a ‘superfluous operation’ (Marx 1976a:306). 

1.4 QUANTIFYING ABSTRACT LABOUR

The Dual Character of an Hour of ‘Real Work’

It was theoretically imperative, on the other hand, that Marx specified the amounts of abstract labour extracted during each clock-hour from workers who produce different use-values. He did so right at the beginning of Capital, via the concept of socially necessary labour-time (SNLT). Each hour of work of a simple labour-power, working at average intensity and under average technological conditions in the industry, is one hour of abstract, socially necessary labour (Marx 1976a:129). Assuming, for instance, that weaving and tailoring are both performed by simple labour-powers, then, at the industry level, the amount of abstract labour extracted during each clock-hour equals 1 hour in both cases. Only if the abstract labour of those engaged in weaving is, on average, more or less complex than the abstract labour of those engaged in tailoring can the amounts of abstract labour extracted differ across industries.

Thus, given that an hour of concrete labour is exactly the average, socially-necessary amount, this hour is likewise an hour of abstract, value-producing labour. The labour of workers in capitalist production is immediately abstract as well as concrete. This is because the worker’s activity has a ‘dual character’ (Marx 1976a:131); s/he does abstract and concrete labour in the same act. As Marx (1976a:991-92) wrote in the Resultate:

the labour process is single and indivisible. The work is not done twice over, once to produce a suitable product, a use-value, to transform the means of production into products, and a second time to generate value and surplus-value, to valorize value. ... All that is contributed is the labour of spinning, and so on, and through this contribution more yarn is continually produced. This real work creates value only if it is performed at a normally defined rate of intensity (or in other words it only pays as long as it achieves this) and if this real work of given intensity and of given quantity as measured in terms of time actually materializes as a product. ... Therefore, the labour process becomes a valorization process by virtue of the fact that the concrete labour invested in it is a quantity of socially necessary labour (thanks to its intensity), = a certain quantity of average social labour, and by virtue of the further fact that this quantity represents an excess over the amount contained in wages. It is the quantitative calculation of the particular concrete amount of labour as average, necessary social labour. What corresponds to this calculation, however, is the real element, firstly, of the normal intensity of work (i.e. that to produce a product in a certain quantity only the socially necessary labour-time is consumed) and [secondly] of the extension of the labour process beyond the time necessary to replenish the value of the variable capital invested.

This exceedingly clear passage indicates that Marx conceived abstract, value-creating labour as ‘real work’, the exact same real work as the concrete labour that produces use-values, and that each hour of the one is likewise an hour of the other, given only that the work is socially necessary. Moreover, socially necessary labour is clearly defined here, just as it was in the beginning of Capital, in terms of physical production norms, and measured in terms of clock time.

The dual character of the worker’s real work should also be clear from Marx’s analysis of the labour and valorisation processes in Ch. 7 of Capital I. Marx (1976a:302, emphasis added) writes that if we ‘compare the process of creating value with the labour process, we find that the latter consists in the useful labour which produces use-values. ... But if it is viewed as a value-creating process the same labour process appears only quantitatively’.

‘Real Work’ Extracted in Production Determines Value

We have shown that Marx considers the ‘real work’ extracted in production to be both concrete and abstract. We will now show that he considers this real work, and the dead labour transferred from constant capital, to be the exclusive determinants of commodities’ values. Thus, no reference to exchange of the products is needed in order to determine either the abstract labour extracted from workers or the products’ values (= prices in the aggregate).

On the same page in which he writes that value is created by the same labour that creates use-values, Marx (1976a:302, emphasis added) states in no uncertain terms that

the transformation of money into capital ... takes place through the mediation of circulation because it is conditioned by the purchase and sale of labour-power in the market; it does not take place in circulation because what happens there is only an introduction to the valorization process, which is entirely confined to the sphere of production.

Consonant with this view, the above passage from the Resultate also stated that abstract labour is extracted, value and surplus-value are produced, given only that the real work ‘actually materializes as a product’. That is, value and surplus-value are produced before the product is sold, and independently of the price for which it is subsequently sold. In Capital III, Marx (1981:352, emphases added) likewise wrote that

As soon as the amount of surplus labour it has proved possible to extort has been objectified in commodi​ties, the surplus-value has been produced. ... Now comes the second act in the process. The total mass of commodities, the total product, must be sold.

To be a value, it is true, the product must also be a use-value. If it loses its use-value after it is produced, then it also loses the value it had. This simply does not imply that it lacked use-value, and therefore value, when it was produced. That other products of the same sort were sold when this product was produced indicates that it, too, was a use-value then. Hence, the production of this product was a production of value, and the magnitude of its value was determined by the amount of abstract labour materialised in it.

It must also be stressed that Marx did not think that an act of exchange between juridically distinct owners was necessary for a product to be a value (and the labour which produced it to be abstract). As he made clear in the Resultate (and elsewhere), when the products of, say, a capitalist farmer are re-employed by him/her as means of production, even though ‘they are not changed into actual money, they are converted into accounting money ... and the element of value they add to the product in one way or another is precisely calculated’. The firm ‘treats each item as a commodity (regardless of whether it buys it from another or from itself, i.e. from production)’. When the farmer ‘returns them to production in nature [in natura, i.e., without passing through the market] he therefore includes them in his calculations as things sold him qua producer’ (Marx 1976a:952-53).


Thus, although many commentators conflate the product’s conversion into money and its sale, for Marx they are distinct. He held not only that a product has a determinate value and thus contains a determinate amount of abstract labour before it enters the market, but also that ‘[t]he value of a commodity is expressed in its price before it enters into circulation, and it is therefore a precondition of circulation, not its result’ (Marx 1976a:260). Indeed, Marx (1976a:220) argued that the quantity theory of money had its roots in what he called an ‘absurd hypothesis’, namely that ‘commodities enter into the process of circulation without a price, and money enters without a value’.

1.5 HOW LABOUR BECOMES ABSTRACT

Physiological Labour as Alienated Labour

To say that labour is abstract in the production process itself, that abstract labour is ‘real work’, does not imply in the least that the existence of abstract labour is transhistorical and asocial. Although the passage in which he refers to ‘real work’ as value-creating is not well known, much controversy has surrounded the similar one in which Marx (1976a:137) called abstract labour ‘an expenditure of human labour-power in the physiological sense’. Whether endorsing or rejecting this view, commentators have generally presumed that the ‘physiological’ character of abstract labour implies its existence independently of society and history (see, e.g., Postone 1993:144ff).


What goes unrecognised in this view is that the specific social character of the capitalist process of production separates the workers’ physiological activity from their thinking, desires, and intentions: ‘human labour-power [is] expended without regard to the form of its expenditure’ (Marx 1976a:128). What goes unrecognised, in other words, is that abstract labour is labour that has the character of being merely physiological, mere exertion, labour alienated from the workers’ personality and human being as a whole. The workers’ real work, in other words, has a dual, self-divided, character. It remains useful and concrete, but this aspect becomes the form in which its character as exertion, physiological expenditure as such, appears. As Marx (1973b:297) put it:

[T]he character which capitalist and worker have as the extremes of a single relation of production ... develops more purely and adequately in proportion as labour loses all the characteristics of art; as its particular skill becomes something more and more abstract and irrelevant, and as it becomes more and more a purely abstract activity, a purely mechanical activity, hence indifferent to its particular form; a merely formal activity, or, what is the same, a merely material activity, activity pure and simple, regardless of the form.

The contrary view, that the workers’ actual physiological activity is solely concrete, fails to recognise its dual, self-divided character and thus makes the abstraction of labour external to the workers’ actual experience in the process of production. Hence, this view theoretically negates the revolutionary potential of working people that arises from within capital, from within their self-divided experience. As Hegel (1989:439, emphasis added) noted, ‘contradiction is the root of all movement and vitality; it is only in so far as something has a contradiction within it that it moves, has an urge and activity’.

Three Dimensions of the Process of Abstraction

To understand that abstract labour is both historically specific and physiological, one must understand that the defining characteristic of capitalism, for Marx, is not a particular property form, competition, money, and so on, but rather its peculiar mode of production. Three dimensions of this mode of production that make labour abstract are (1) its purpose, (2) SNLT as an active norm that regulates production, and (3) the overthrow of the subjectivity of labour as the governing principle of production. We will take up each of these in turn.

The Purpose of Production

First, the purpose of production is such that both the capitalist and the worker are indifferent to the concrete nature of the work that workers do. The purpose of production thus serves to make the work abstract. As personifications of capital, capitalists do not aim, as in prior modes to production, to extort concrete surplus products from the workers. Rather their aim is to expand the value of their capital by generating new value. It is true that value must be ‘borne’ by some use-value, but the particular use-value is irrelevant to the capitalist, as capital mobility proves. Hence, the particular use-value-producing character of the labour is also a matter of indifference to the capitalist.

But the workers are also indifferent to the concrete nature of their work. This is partly because they have no claim to the product of their labour, but also because they are incorporated into an already existing, functioning, production process as an alien element. The process does not serve their needs because it is not designed to do so. They participate in it only because the alternative is to starve. They do not want to do the specific work; they want ‘a job’, in the abstract, so they can get paid.
 An autoworker we know is so alienated from the concrete character of his work that he will not make the effort to walk 150 yards down the assembly line to see the kind of car he has helped make.

We need not belabour the point. De Angelis (this volume) has already carefully developed this dimension of labour abstraction in his paper; we concur with his perspective on this issue.

Socially Necessary Labour Time as Active Norm

Second, labour becomes abstract by being subjected to the exigencies of SNLT. In his discussion of the fetishism of the commodity in Ch. 1 of Capital, Marx (1976a:166, emphasis added) identifies the precise historical moment when labour becomes abstract:

This division of the product of labour into a useful thing and a thing possessing value appears in practice only when exchange has already acquired a sufficient extension and importance to allow useful things to be produced for the purpose of being exchanged, so that their character as values has already to be taken into consideration during production. From this moment on, the labour of the individual producer acquires a twofold social character.
Marx thus contends that labour becomes abstract when products no longer first acquire the commodity form at time of sale, but are ‘produced for the purpose of being exchanged’, produced as values as well as use-values. Each product only has value to the extent that the labour-time expended on it does not exceed the social average. Competition ensures that those capitals which do not meet this standard perish; those that remain must indeed meet (or surpass) it. SNLT is now seen to be an active norm that regulates their production.

Under threat of extinction, capitals must therefore reorganise the labour process in accordance with SNLT. Work now becomes only incidentally a method of producing useful things; its extraction is first and foremost the method of producing value. Time is money. ‘Moments are the elements of profit’.
 Although all the work of unskilful or slow workers, or those working under inferior technological conditions, is certainly labour in a concrete sense, some of it does not ‘count’ as labour as measured by the impersonal, abstract, norm of SNLT. It is a waste of time. On eastern Long Island, New York not long ago, five seconds were cut from the SNLT required to produce a McDonald’s hamburger by eliminating the application of mustard. The purpose of doing so was not, of course, to lighten the labour of the work team, but to shift the mustard-pumpers to other functions. ‘[I]t has indeed become immaterial what the skill of man is so long as each produces a given quantity of products in a given time’ (Dunayevskaya 1988:105). What every firm requires, must require, from its workers is the maximum exertion per unit of time.

Furthermore, the technological innovations that could conceivably lessen the burden of work in fact make work norms more onerous. Innovations raise labour productivity which, however, is mathematically the inverse of SNLT. As productivity rises, SNLT falls, and the workers must subordinate themselves to an even tighter standard.

If what took an hour to produce yesterday takes only one-half hour to produce today, that is what the factory clock is now set at. Specific skills do not count. All must subordinate themselves to the newly-set socially necessary time to be expended on commodities (Dunayevskaya 1988:105).

In sum, although SNLT is, like every average, an abstraction, it possesses real power over capitalists as well as workers. The production process, and the activity of workers, are continually structured and restructured according to this abstraction, and thus made abstract themselves.

Inversion of Subject and Object

Third, as the foregoing already suggests, the abstraction of labour has a historical dimension. It develops with the capitalist mode of production. After noting that labour ‘becomes more and more a purely abstract activity, a purely mechanical activity, ... a merely material activity, activity pure and simple, regardless of the form’, Marx (1973b:297) concluded that ‘the particular specificity of the relation [capital and labour] becomes real only with the development of a particular material mode of production and of a particular stage in the development of the industrial productive forces’.

Capital at first met tremendous obstacles to its drive to reorganise production fully according to the principle of SNLT. It faced continuous resistance from the workers, with whom it had to compromise, because production depended upon the skills of the craftspeople. This remained true until the Industrial Revolution. Although the skills of each individual worker had already become meagre and one-sided, production depended heavily on the combined skill of the work team as a whole.

Since handicraft skill is the foundation of manufacture, and since the mechanism of manufacture as a whole possesses no objective framework which would be independent of the workers themselves, capital is constantly compelled to wrestle with the insubordination of the workers. ... Hence the complaint that the workers lack discipline runs throughout the whole period of manufacture (Marx 1976a:489-90).

To comprehend Marx’s analysis of capitalist production, it is imperative to focus upon the discontinuity in the relation between capitalist and wage-worker that the Industrial Revolution brought about. The key to understanding this discontinuity is his concept of the ‘inversion of subject and object which ... occurs in the course of the process of production itself’ (Marx 1981:136; cf. Marx 1976a:990). With this perhaps mystical-sounding phrase, Marx captures the inhuman way in which capitalism has transformed production so that ‘the process of production has mastery over man instead of the opposite’ (Marx 1976a:175). Under the detail division of labour characteristic of manufacture, the production ‘process had to be … adapted to the worker. This subjective principle of the division of labour no longer exists in production by machinery. Here the total process is examined objectively, viewed in and for itself, and analysed into its constitutive phases’ (Marx 1976a:501, emphases added).

By wresting from them the various tools with which they controlled production and incorporating the tools within machines, the Industrial Revolution overcame the resistance of the manufacturing workforce. This gave capital what it had previously lacked, ‘an entirely objective organization of production, which confronts the worker as a pre-existing material condition of production’ (Marx 1976a:508, emphasis added). As the tools become parts of the machine, the know-how which the workers had heretofore possessed likewise become incorporated into the design of the machine, and ‘the capabilities of the tool are emancipated from the restraints inseparable from human labour-power. ... [Hence] there appears, in the automatic factory, a tendency to equalize and reduce to an identical level every kind of work’ (Marx 1976a:545, emphasis added).

Marx (1976a:548, emphasis added) thus summarises the human impact of the Industrial Revolution by noting that, although is has always been the case under capitalism that ‘it is not the worker who employs the conditions of his work, but rather the reverse ... it is only with the coming of machinery that this inversion first acquires a technical and palpable reality’. Elsewhere he characterises this as the replacement of the formal subsumption of labour under capital by the real subsumption of labour under capital (Marx 1976a:645).

It is thus only with the coming of machinery, in Marx’s view, that capital acquires a material mode of production the sole purpose and organising principle of which is to produce value and surplus-value. With machinery, it is no longer just competition in the market, the threat of unemployment, and the watchful eye of the foreman that force workers to produce according to SNLT; rather, the production process is designed such that the workers’ activity must keep pace with the unyielding pace of the machine. This mode of production all but eliminates capital’s dependence upon the concrete skills and capabilities the workers had heretofore exercised, and degrades the role of labour in production to that of an abstract ‘input’. This process, and it alone, is what Marx (1976a:645) meant by the ‘specifically capitalist mode of production’.

1.6 CONCLUSION

Marx declined to take credit for concepts that he felt had been implicit in others’ work. It is no trifling matter, then, when he writes that ‘I was the first to point out and critically examine this twofold nature of the labour contained in commodities’ (Marx 1976a:132). As we have tried to indicate, the unprecedented split he makes between abstract and concrete labour is of crucial significance for his work. It extends far beyond the need to have a homogeneous measure of work in order to conduct economic analysis. Implicated in the concept of abstract labour is the entire purpose and specific character of capitalist society. By examining the duality of labour in his work, we have seen that Marx’s Capital was no mere critique of private property, unfair distribution, the anarchy of the market, and so on. It was a critique of the capitalist mode of production, i.e., of capital’s degradation and dehumanisation of human beings in their work relations, and thus a critique of the entirety of the corresponding relations in capitalist society as a whole.

Yet Marx did not limit himself to an ‘immanent’ critique. By showing that production according to SNLT is not a technical necessity for ‘rational’ production, but a specific consequence of the value-producing character of labour under capitalism, Marx also disclosed the absolute opposite to abstract labour. Drawing conclusions from Capital in his critique of the Gotha Program, Marx (1972:17) articulated this as a society in which

the enslaving subordination of the individual to the division of labour, and with it also the antithesis between mental and physical labour has vanished; [in which] labour has become not only a means of life but life’s prime want; [in which] the productive forces have also increased with the all-round development of the individual.

He did not write these words as empty oratory. They constitute a concrete statement upon the basis of which he opposed the Gotha Program. Three paragraphs later, Marx (1972:18) concluded his critique of this section of the Program by writing that

Vulgar socialism (and from it in turn a section of the democracy) has taken over from the bourgeois economists the consideration and treatment of distribution as independent of the mode of production and hence the presentation of socialism as turning principally on distribution. After the real relation has long been made clear, why retrogress again?

1.7 NOTES

� The importance of this temporal sequence cannot be stressed enough. Without it, the determination of value by labour-time becomes a meaningless phrase. It is thus mostly by means of its rigorous conceptualisation of purchase-production-sale as a temporal succession that the temporal single-system interpretation of Marx’s value theory has refuted all the allegations of internal inconsistency in its quantitative dimension. See, e.g., Freeman and Carchedi (eds.) 1996; Kliman and McGlone 1999.





� This disconfirmation is provisional. Were it to be demonstrated that the passages Roberts cites permit no contrary interpretation, we would then — but only then — have to conclude that Marx’s theory is self-contradictory.





� Roberts argues that concrete labours can be added together because they are all measured in clock-hours. One can certainly add clock-hours together, as the U.S. Department of Labor does every month in providing employment and hour figures. Yet the measurement of different labours in terms of the same clock-hours presupposes that they share a common element. Clock-hours thus measure abstract labour. (As Marx (1976a:129) noted, ‘the quantity of the ‘value-forming substance’ [abstract labour] is measured by its duration’.) Thus, rather than being a mere analytical construct, abstract labour is so integral to capitalist society that the state itself continually needs to measure the amount of it extracted. Note also that it uses only production statistics (the number of hours worked) to do so, without regard to the sphere of exchange.





� ‘[T]he basis of value is the fact that human beings relate to each other’s labour as equal .... This is an abstraction, like all human thought, and social relations only exist among human beings to the extent that they think, and possess this power of abstraction from sensuous individuality and contingency. The kind of political economist who attacks the determination of value by labour-time on the ground that the work performed by 2 individuals during the same time is not absolutely equal (although in the same trade), doesn’t even yet know what distinguishes human social relations from relations between animals. He is a beast. As beasts, the same fellows then also have no difficulty in overlooking the fact that no 2 use values are absolutely identical (no 2 leaves, Leibniz) and even less difficulty in judging use values, which have no common measure whatever, as exchange values according to the degree of utility’ (Marx 1988:232; emphases altered). We thank Alan Freeman for calling this passage to our attention.


This passage flatly contradicts the widespread view that Marx accorded ontological primacy to material relations and considered ideas as derived from, rather than creative of, social reality. Marx (1964:206) called his philosophy a ‘consistent naturalism or humanism [that] is distinguished from both idealism and materialism, and at the same time constitutes their unifying truth’. Dunayevskaya (1989) rediscovers and further develops this philosophy under the rubric ‘Marxist-Humanism’.


� This statement does not compare weaving-labour and tailoring-labour in terms of complexity. As noted above, it would be invalid and meaningless to do so.


� ‘[T]he worker himself is absolutely indifferent to the specificity of his labour; it has no interest for him as such, but only in as much as it is in fact labour and, as such, a use value for capital’ (Marx 1973b:296-97).


� Although Roberts claims that our interpretation of Marx’s theory denies ‘any constitutive role of the exchange process’, we certainly recognise that competition in some form is needed to enforce the abstraction of labour. Yet the specific form this competition takes — whether between private owners for greater profit, between managements of rival corporations for greater control of the market, or between state-capitalist superpowers for military-technological domination — is irrelevant, as long as it enforces SNLT as a norm to which production is subjected. 


� Marx (1976a:352) quotes this from a factory inspectors’ report of 30 April, 1860.





