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INTRODUCTION


Das Kapital, it has been said, is the bible of Communism, while the Communist Manifesto is its creed. Few can boast that they have read all three volumes of Das Kapital; fewer still, that they have understood its tortuous prose. Yet millions have passionately defended or attacked it, and revolutions have been made in its name. Sua fata habent libelli. Das Kapital acquired the significance of a symbol. Even today, while many of the theories developed in Das Kapital tend to be obsolete, and most the arguments used in support of these theories are no longer relevant, one-fifth of the globe is governed by a system which traces its political ethos to the writings of Karl Marx. Das Kapital remains, in retrospect, an important milestone in the history of nineteenth-century European social thought.

It is necessary to say in retrospect, because Volume I of Das Kapital , the only one to have appeared during Marx’s lifetime, found no immediate acceptance. The book was so ignored that Friedrich Engels was forced to write numerous reviews of it under assumed names, some laudatory and some critical, to bring it to public attention. Under this impetus and with the growing notoriety of Marx’s movement, Das Kapital was read and studied by an increasingly important circle of intellectuals who, rather than the workers  to whom its central message was directed, were responsible for establishing the book’s reputation.

Volume I of Das Kapital was published in 1867 (almost two decades after the Manifesto) by combining two chapters of an earlier study (Critique of Political Economy) with the mass of material which Marx had accumulated during his long sessions in the British Museum in London. When Marx died in 1883, Volumes II and III were no more than a confused mass of notes, references, and outlines. It was Engels’ lot to put them into final form and prepare them for publication. They appeared in 1885 and 1894, respectively. However, they remained considerably inferior, both intellectually and from the point of view of vigor and impact, to Volume I, which became a classic. It is this volume that is condensed in the present edition.

Having in the Communist Manifesto assured the workers that capitalism was doomed and that the future belonged to them, Marx owed the world a more solid proof of his assertions. Das Kapital claims to do just that. The task which Marx set himself was an ambitious one. His goal was nothing less than the discovery of the economic laws of motion of modern society, and to show that these laws assured the eventual triumph of the proletariat. He sought to do this through a historical correlation of the rise of the modern proletariat with the general development of the technical means of production—to demonstrate that the processes of production, exchange, and distribution as they actually occur proved his thesis.

The result was a curious amalgamation of economic and political theory, history, sociology, and utopia. Marx, in effect, attempted to unite all the philosophical, scientific, and moral strands of the Victorian age into one vast system of a universal scope. His dialectical philosophy was borrowed from German classical philosophy (Hegel in particular), and transformed into historical materialism. With it went a concept of state and revolution that was borrowed from French revolutionary tradition. His system of political economy was built on notions of labor theory of value and the theory of surplus value which he derived from classical (particularly British) economic doctrine.

Marx’s method was not that of observation and scientific deduction. It was rather that of an a priori conceptual scheme, supplemented by a wealth of documentary material selected to fit the main tenets of the scheme.

He takes as the point of departure the assertion that production is the primordial fact to which all other facts without exception must be subordinated if they are to be understood correctly. By production, Marx meant specifically man’s production of his means of subsistence. He defines production as the appropriation of nature by the individual within and through a certain form of society. Thus production, for Marx, is always a social activity, not an individual one.

Marx pictures a social class (the “workers” or proletariat) which is capable of, and does, produce more wealth (“value”) than it actually enjoys, and another class (the “bourgeoisie” or the “capitalists”) which appropriates the residue (“surplus value”) by virtue of its possession of the means of production (i.e., machinery, natural resources, transports, financial credit, etc.). It is Marx’s contention that this system is doomed, for the vested interests on which it rests depend for survival on an absolute freedom of competition which the mechanism of capitalist society tends to eliminate. Why? Here Marx introduces, without apparent necessity, the notion of value to explain the process as he sees it.

Marx argues that the capitalist who owns the means of production also appropriates the product, while the worker who produces it is given a fixed wage. Thus human labor itself is turned into a commodity. According to Marx, the wage does not correspond to the value created by the worker, but is lower. For while the wage (i.e., the market value of labor) is equivalent to the minimum sum necessary to keep the worker in a state enabling him to continue to produce (subsistence wage), the worker is capable of producing  more than what he needs for his subsistence. This “surplus value” is the capitalist’s profit derived from unpaid labor time. Thus, if $x represents the wage, and $y the price at which the capitalist sells the value produced by the worker, $y-x is the surplus value pocketed by the capitalist.

Now, Marx maintains that only those members of society who contribute to the actual production of commodities create value; those who merely carry on the process of circulation needed to keep the capitalist system functioning (including supervision of labor) do not. Nor do the means of production detained by the capitalists (so-called “constant capital,” such as machinery, mineral deposits, raw materials, etc.) have any other than stored-up value (i.e., value already produced) or potential value (i.e., before labor is applied to them). Under these conditions, Marx says, labor alone (which he calls “variable capital”) is entitled to the full value produced. Indeed, when the capitalist society is overthrown, the worker will retain the full value produced by him, and at the same time have access to the “constant capital” which all workers will own in common.

In the meanwhile, the capitalists’ profits grow, Marx complains. The rate of profit depends on the proportion of variable capital to constant capital employed in a given enterprise—that is, the more labor and the less machinery is employed, the greater will be the rate of profit. But competition forces the capitalist to install more and more machinery and labor-saving devices, because labor is more productive if applied on a larger scale of organization and if expensive machinery is applied. The ensuing losses in the capitalist’s profits are offset by him by intensifying the exploitation of labor (i.e., by forcing the workers to produce more unpaid-for surplus value). The capitalist’s task is facilitated by the growing unemployment brought about by the process automation. As competition between capitalists becomes ever keener, the misery of the proletariat (i.e., of the workers) grows correspondingly (a theory Marx apparently borrowed from Genovesi, Ortes, and the Utopian Socialists). This process, according to Marx, is an inevitable aspect of the mechanism of capitalist society, just as the exploitation urge is an inescapable phenomenon in the presence of competition. He maintains that this urge is not necessarily inherent in human nature but is dictated by the class structure of a society which compels individuals and groups to act according to their narrow self-interest.

Competition, in Marx’s analysis, gradually leads to the concentration of accumulated capital in fewer and fewer hands, since the largest, and therefore the most efficient, of the competing groups are bound to absorb and eliminate the smaller ones. The owners of most smaller businesses are reduced to the status of proletarians.

However, while the number of exploited workers swells and eventually embraces almost the entire population, and while the degree of their poverty increases, so does the intensity of their wrath against their oppressors. The proletarian class is organized and disciplined by the very mechanism of capitalist production. The violent intervention by this class, together with the growing contradictions inherent in the capitalist system, will spell the doom of capitalism. Private property will be abolished by the expropriation of the few remaining super-usurpers by the mass of the working people. The dictatorship of the proletariat will replace capitalist society, together with its super-structure of state, culture, and ethics.

Now, it may be argued that Marx’s thesis, that the employment of labor by private capitalists necessarily leads to exploitation (with the implication that all means of production should be socialized), derives from considerations that have nothing to do with economic theory. And, indeed, this is basically an ethical, not economic doctrine. Exploitation is not a scientific phenomenon but one of the moral order. The old-fashioned law of supply and demand (assuming that labor is in greater supply than demand for it) suffices to explain Marx’s theory of the “increasing misery” of the workers without bringing into it the theory of value at all. Even Marx’s  distinction between “bourgeois” and “proletarian” has a distinctly axiological connotation.

However, it was this ethical and messianic character of Marx’s theory which gave Das Kapital a power capable of driving to the barricades. It was a doctrine of deliverance of the proletariat, a myth of a class with which Marx himself had no direct bonds or contacts, a bible of technological messianism. Marx endowed his theories with the double attribute of universality and inevitability. He made his observations in mid-nineteenth-century capitalist Europe. His analyses were often correct, although they did not reveal anything that was not general knowledge, and to an extent constitute valid contributions to the history of social relations. His great error was to ascribe to his observations a static, permanent, as well as general, character. He did not believe capitalism capable of evolution, and what he saw in the society of his time, he regarded as the basis for all society, everywhere and at all times. Moreover, in keeping with the laws of dialectics which Marx formulated in the preface to his Critique of Political Economy inasmuch as they applied to the growth of society, Marx insisted that the laws governing capitalist society, as well as those leading to that society’s final destruction, were “natural laws” working independently of human volition toward “inevitable” results. Once society has entered upon a given economic system, it must go through with it to the end. It may only hasten the transition from one stage of this evolution to another. Incidentally, neither is this idea original with Marx. Indeed, all of the concepts which he claimed as the “scientific” basis of his theories were formulated long before him by Condorcet, Saint-Simon, Auguste Comte, and others.

A century has passed since Marx first developed his theses on the mechanism of capitalist society. A great deal has happened during those years, but precious little to confirm the validity of his allegations. Most of his theses have failed to withstand the test of time. He was right when he predicted that capitalism as he knew it would  not survive; but he did not foresee the significant evolution of capitalist society which took place after Das Kapital was published. The “inevitable” collapse of capitalism did not occur. Instead, capitalism in its new form flourishes as never before.

(1) The rapid growth and extension of joint-stock companies have all but eliminated the individual capitalist-owner who was the prime target of Marx’s attacks. The tycoon has been replaced by the professional manager who does not own the capital, but is himself a salaried employee of the company which owns the capital. Accumulated capital is redistributed as profit among the shareholders, a turn which is nowhere anticipated in Marx’s writings.

(2) The workers themselves, the “proletarians” as Marx liked to call them, stand no longer helplessly facing the all-powerful capitalist. They established unions of their own, just as Marx said they would, but these unions are powerful enough to impose the workers’ demands on the “capitalists” without having to resort to violent revolution. Nor are the labor unions anxious to seize ownership of the means of production or, more often than not, even to take part in the management. The unions have also been quite successful in obtaining a steady rise in real wages and working conditions, thus belying Marx’s thesis about the growing pauperization of the masses. In addition, scientific progress itself has increased production and ended the type of poverty for which socialism to many thinking people of the late nineteenth century seemed to be the only remedy.

(3) Marx could not conceive of a state in terms other than as the power of one class organized for the exploitation of other classes. He would have found the modern “capitalist” state, which sets itself social goals and intervenes to protect the interests of the “proletariat,” utterly unbelievable. The degree of such intervention varies today greatly from country to country. It ranges anywhere from the setting of minimum wages, grants of housing and schooling subsidies, social security programs, government-supported  cultural facilities, and progressive-tax systems, to the institution of profit-sharing by workers, the acquisition of certain means of production by public bodies, and the establishment of the welfare state. The aim of this intervention, whatever the degree, is always to establish a balance between private control, on the one hand, and public control, on the other, over the functioning of the economic system so as to prevent the exploitation of labor which Marx believed to be an iron law of capitalism.

(4) Nor did Marx foresee that the middle class, far from being reduced to the status of the proletariat by the operation of the law of capitalist competition, would actually enjoy a remarkable consolidation of its position and broadening of its bases. Today, because of the increased prosperity of the workers, there is a steady influx of laboring people into the middle class. This new middle class is acquiring shares in the capital and thus has a vested interest in the perpetuation of the modern capitalist system, not in its downfall.

(5) As prosperity grows, “class-consciousness” tends to disappear. Modern capitalist society is in the process of establishing a common denominator for all men irrespective of their social origin, by the standardization of living conditions and of ways of life and by the creation of equal opportunities for all. Marx’s theory of the “struggle of classes” is fast becoming obsolete with the equally rapid disappearance of the “proletariat.”

(6) As prosperity grows, government intervention becomes increasingly unnecessary and even odious to an increasing majority of people. Thus in Great Britain in 1959, a country which Marx regarded as a model of the capitalist society he was describing in Das Kapital, the electorate has clearly rejected further nationalization of the means of production and any increased control of the economy. In general, there is a remarkable coincidence between, on the one hand, unprecedented economic prosperity, and, on the other hand, a decline of social democracy, in mid-twentieth-century Western “capitalist” society. It is equally significant that the oldest and most  powerful large-scale Marxist organization, the German Social Democratic party, felt itself compelled to revise its program in 1959 by departing from all the economic principles of Marxian socialism. It called for “free competition in a free economy” and denounced “totalitarian controlled economy.” It declared that “private ownership of the means of production may justly claim the protection of society,” and asked for modification of the laissez faire approach only from fear that cartels might render sound competition impossible. Characteristically, the modification suggested is not nationalization, but “effective public controls to prevent misuse of the economy by the powerful.”

(7) Marx proved equally wrong in his assumption that (a) the proletariat is eagerly awaiting opportune moment to establish its dictatorship over the defeated property-owning classes; and that (b) the establishment of socialism must by necessity be effected by violent means.

In fact, all governments which today claim to embody the teachings of Marx and to have carried out successfully the transition to the dictatorship of the proletariat owe their position to the action of minority groups which was neither supported nor ratified by the vast majority of the “proletarians.” On the other hand, even Soviet rulers are loath today to claim that violence is absolutely necessary for the establishment of socialism. It has already been pointed out that many modern “capitalist” states have adopted certain of the Marxist remedies without the compulsion of the struggle of classes and violent overthrow of the existing order.

The planned economy made its appearance in “Socialist” and “capitalist” countries alike under the pressure of national emergencies either during or after war. It owed nothing to Marx’s ideas. At best it was justified by vague references to Utopian-Socialist concepts of “equitable distribution.” Marx himself did not have a clear idea about the mechanics of a planned economy after the passing of capitalist society.

What then, is the meaning of Das Kapital for the modern reader? Erich Ollenhauer, the chairman of the German Social Democratic party declared on November 13, 1959, “The demand that the political programs of Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels be made the basis of a Social Democratic program in the year 1959 is so un-Marxist as to be unthinkable.” Modern Marxists, except in Communist-ruled countries, today tend to relegate Marx’s writings to the rank of outstanding historic documents, no longer in step with modern times. And even the term “capitalism,” which Marx used as the basis of all his analyses, has no longer any generic meaning applicable to modern society.

However, Das Kapital should continue to be read and studied by the modern reader, not because it contains a set of interesting but erroneous economic doctrines, but because these economic doctrines are presented in the context of a philosophy which subordinates the problems of human freedom and human dignity to the issues of who should own the means of production and how wealth should be distributed.

The economic theories of Das Kapital are no longer an active challenge to us. But its philosophy, which elevates the triumph of matter over spirit to the category of a historical necessity, continues to haunt the world like a spectre, just as in 1848 Marx said it would. It is to understand the nature of the challenge that we must return to this ominous classic.

—SERGE L. LEVITSKY





PART I

Commodities and Money





CHAPTER I

COMMODITIES




SECTION 1—THE TWO FACTORS OF A COMMODITY: USE-VALUE AND VALUE (THE SUBSTANCE OF VALUE AND THE MAGNITUDE OF VALUE) 

The wealth of those societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails, presents itself as “an immense accumulation of commodities,” its unit being a single commodity.

A commodity is, in the first place, an object outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another. The nature of such wants, whether, for instance, they spring from the stomach or from fancy, makes no difference. Neither are we here concerned to know how the object satisfies these wants, whether directly as means of subsistence, or indirectly as means of production.
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The utility of a thing makes it a use-value. But this utility is not a thing of air. Being limited by the physical properties of the commodity, it has no existence apart from that commodity. A commodity, such as iron, corn, or a diamond, is therefore, so far as it is a material thing, a use-value, something useful. This property of a commodity is independent of the amount of labor required to  appropriate its useful qualities. When treating of use-value, we always assume to be dealing with definite quantities, such as dozens of watches, yards of linen, or tons of iron. The use-values of commodities furnish the material for a special study, that of the commercial knowledge commodities. Use-values become a reality only by use or consumption: they also constitute the substance of all wealth, whatever may be the social form of that wealth. In the form of society we are about to consider, they are, in addition, the material depositories of exchange value.

Exchange value, at first sight, presents itself as a quantitative relation, as the proportion in which values in use of one sort are exchanged for those of another sort, a relation constantly changing with time and place. Hence exchange value appears to be something accidental and purely relative, and consequently an intrinsic value, i.e., an exchange value that is inseparably connected with, inherent in commodities, seems a contradiction in terms.
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Let us take two commodities, e.g., corn and iron. The proportions in which they are exchangeable, whatever those proportions may be, can always be represented by an equation in which a given quantity of corn is equated to some quantity of iron: e.g., 1 quarter corn=x cwt. iron. What does this equation tell us? It tells us that in two different things—in 1 quarter of corn and x cwt. of iron, there exists in equal quantities something common to both. The two things must therefore be equal to a third, which in itself is neither the one nor the other. Each of them, so far as it is exchange value, must therefore be reducible to this third.
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This common “something” cannot be either a geometrical, a chemical, or any other natural property of commodities. Such properties claim our attention only insofar as they affect the utility of those commodities, make them use-values. But the exchange of  commodities is evidently an act characterized by a total abstraction from use-value.
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If then we leave out of consideration the use-value of commodities, they have only one common property left, that of being products of labor. But even the product of labor itself has undergone a change in our hands. If we make abstraction from its use-value, we make abstraction at the same time from the material elements and shapes that make the product a use-value; we see in it no longer a table, a house, yarn, or any other useful thing. Its existence as a material thing is put out of sight. Neither can it any longer be regarded as the product of the labor of the joiner, the mason, the spinner, or of any other definite kind of productive labor. Along with the useful qualities of the products themselves, we put out of sight both the useful character of the various kinds of labor embodied in them, and the concrete forms of that labor; there is nothing left but what is common to them all; all are reduced to one and the same sort of labor, human labor in the abstract.

Let us now consider the residue of each of these products; it consists of the same unsubstantial reality in each, a mere congelation of homogeneous human labor, of labor-power expended without regard to the mode of its expenditure. All that these things now tell us is, that human labor-power has been expended in their production, that human labor is embodied in them. When looked at as crystals of this social substance, common to them all, they are—Values.

We have seen that when commodities are exchanged, their exchange value manifests itself as something totally independent of their use-value. But if we abstract from their use-value, there remains their Value as defined above. Therefore, the common substance that manifests itself in the exchange value of commodities, whenever they are exchanged, is their value.
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A use-value, or useful article, therefore, has value only because human labor in the abstract has been embodied or materialized in it. How, then, is the magnitude of this value to be measured? Plainly, by the quantity of the value-creating substance, the labor, contained in the article. The quantity of labor, however, is measured by its duration, and labor-time in its turn finds its standard in weeks, days, and hours.

Some people might think that if the value of a commodity is determined by the quantity of labor spent on it, the more idle and unskilful the laborer, the more valuable would his commodity be, because more time would be required in its production. The labor, however, that forms the substance of value, is homogeneous human labor, expenditure of one uniform labor-power. The total labor-power of society, which is embodied in the sum total of the values of all commodities produced by that society, counts here as one homogeneous mass of human labor-power, composed though it be of innumerable individual units. Each of these units is the same as any other, so far as it has the character of the average labor-power of society, and takes effect as such; that is, so far as it requires for producing a commodity, no more time than is needed on an average, no more than is socially necessary. The labor-time socially necessary is that required to produce an article under the normal conditions of production, and with the average degree of skill and intensity prevalent at the time.
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We see then that that which determines the magnitude of the value of any article is the amount of labor socially necessary, or the labor-time socially necessary for its production. Each individual commodity, in this connection, is to be considered as an average sample of its class. Commodities, therefore, in which equal quantities of labor are embodied, or which can be produced in the same  time, have the same value. The value of one commodity is to the value of any other, as the labor-time necessary for the production of the one is to that necessary for the production of the other.
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The value of a commodity would therefore remain constant, if the labor-time required for its production also remained constant. But the latter changes with every variation in the productiveness of labor. This productiveness is determined by various circumstances, among others, by the average amount of skill of the workmen, the state of science and the degree of its practical application, the social organization of production, the extent and capabilities of the means of production, and by physical conditions. For example, the same amount of labor in favorable seasons is embodied in eight bushels of corn, and in unfavourable, only in four. The same labor extracts from rich mines more metal than from poor mines. Diamonds are of very rare occurrence on the earth’s surface, and hence their discovery costs, on average, a great deal of labor-time. Consequently much labor is represented in a small compass. In general, the greater the productiveness of labor, the less is the labor-time required for the production of an article, the less is the amount of labor crystallised in that article, and the less is its value; and vice versa, the less the productiveness of labor, the greater is the labor-time required for the production of an article, and the greater is its value. The value of a commodity, therefore, varies directly as the quantity, and inversely as the productiveness, of the labor incorporated in it.

A thing can be a use-value, without having value. This is the case whenever its utility to man is not due to labor. Such are air, virgin soil, natural meadows, etc. A thing can be useful, and the product of human labor, without being a commodity. Whoever directly satisfies his wants with the produce of his own labor, creates, indeed, use-values, but not commodities. In order to produce the latter, he must not only produce use-values, but use-values for others, social  use-values. Lastly, nothing can have value without being an object of utility. If the thing is useless, so is the labor contained in it; the labor does not count as labor, and therefore creates no value.




SECTION 2—THE TWOFOLD CHARACTER OF THE LABOR EMBODIED IN COMMODITIES 

At first sight a commodity presented itself to us as a complex of two things—use-value and exchange-value. Later on, we saw also that labor, too, possesses the same two-fold nature; for, so far as it finds expression in value, it does not possess the same characteristics that belong to it as a creator of use-values. I was the first to point out and to examine critically this two-fold nature of the labor contained in commodities. As this point is the pivot on which a clear comprehension of political economy turns, we must go more into detail.

Let us take two commodities such as a coat and 10 yards of linen, and let the former be double the value of the latter, so that, if 10 yards of linen=W, the coat=2W.

The coat is a use-value that satisfies a particular want. Its existence is the result of a special sort of productive activity, the nature of which is determined by its aim, mode of operation, subject, means, and result. The labor, whose utility is thus represented by the value in use of its product, or which manifests itself by making its product a use-value, we call useful labor. In this connection we consider only its useful effect.

As the coat and the linen are two qualitatively different use-values, so also are the two forms of labor that produce them, tailoring and weaving. Were these two objects not qualitatively different, not produced respectively by labor of different quality, they could not stand to each other in the relation of commodities. Coats are not exchanged for coats, one use-value is not exchange for another of the same kind.

To all the different varieties of values in use there correspond as many different kinds of useful labor, classified according to the order, genus, species, and variety to which they belong in the social division of labor. This division of labor is a necessary condition for the production of commodities, but it does not follow conversely that the production of commodities is a necessary condition for the division of labor.
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To resume, then: In the use-value of each commodity there is contained useful labor, i.e., productive activity of a definite kind and exercised with a definite aim. Use-values cannot confront each other as commodities unless the useful labor embodied in them is qualitatively different in each of them. In a community, the produce of which in general takes the form of commodities, i.e., in a community of commodity producers, this qualitative difference between the useful forms of labor that are carried on independently by individual producers, each on their own account, develops into a complex system, a social division of labor.

Anyhow, whether the coat be worn by the tailor or by his customer, in either case it operates as a use-value. Nor is the relation between the coat and the labor that produced it altered by the circumstance that tailoring may have become a trade, an independent branch of the social division of labor. Wherever the want of clothing forced them to it, the human race made clothes for thousands of years, without a single man becoming a tailor. But coats and linen, like every other element of material wealth that is not the spontaneous product of nature, must invariably owe their existence to a special productive activity, exercised with a definite aim, an activity that appropriates particular nature-given materials to particular human wants. So far therefore as labor is a creator of use-value, it is useful labor, and it is a necessary condition, independent of all forms of society, for the existence of the human race; it is an eternal nature-imposed necessity, without which there can be no material exchanges between man and nature, and therefore no life.

The use-values, coat, linen, etc., i.e., the bodies of commodities, are combinations of two elements—matter and labor. If we take away the useful labor expended upon them, a material substratum is always left, which is furnished by nature without the help of man. The latter can work only as nature does, that is, by changing the form of matter. Nay more, in this work of changing the form he is constantly helped by natural forces. We see, then, that labor is not the only source of material wealth, of use-values produced by labor.

Let us now pass from the commodity considered as a use-value to the value of commodities.

By our assumption, the coat is worth twice as much as the linen. But this is a mere quantitative difference, which for the present does not concern us. We bear in mind, however, that if the value of the coat is double that of 10 yds. of linen, 20 yds. of linen must have the same value as one coat. So far as they are values, the coat and the linen are things of a like substance, objective expressions of essentially identical labor. But tailoring and weaving are, qualitatively, different kinds of labor. There are, however, states of society in which one and the same man does tailoring and weaving alternately, in which case these two forms of labor are mere modifications of the labor of the same individual, and not special and fixed functions of different persons; just as the coat which our tailor makes one day, and the trousers which he makes another day, imply only a variation in the labor of one and the same individual. Moreover, we see at a glance that, in our capitalist society, a given portion of human labor is, in accordance with the varying demand, at one time supplied in the form of tailoring, at another in the form of weaving. This change may possibly cause friction, but take place it must.

Productive activity, if we leave out of sight its special form, viz., the useful character of the labor, is nothing but the expenditure of human labor-power. Tailoring and weaving, though qualitatively different productive activities, are each a productive expenditure of  human brains, nerves, and muscles, and in this sense are human labor. They are but two different modes of expending human labor-power. Of course, this labor-power, which remains the same under all its modifications, must have attained a certain pitch of development before it can be expended in a multiplicity of modes. But the value of a commodity represents human labor in the abstract, the expenditure of human labor in general. And just as in society, a general or a banker plays a great part, but mere man, on the other hand, a very shabby part, so here with mere human labor. It is the expenditure of simple labor-power, i.e., of the labor-power which, on average, apart from any special development, exists in the organism of every ordinary individual. Simple average labor, it is true, varies in character in different countries and at different times, but in a particular society it is given. Skilled labor counts only as simple labor intensified, or rather, as multiplied simple labor, a given quantity of skilled labor being considered equal to a greater quantity of simple labor. Experience shows that this reduction is constantly being made. A commodity may be the product of the most skilled labor, but its value, by equating it to the product of simple unskilled labor, represents a definite quality of the latter labor alone.1 The different proportions in which different sorts of labor are reduced to unskilled labor as their standard, are established by a social process that goes on behind the backs of the producers, and, consequently, appear to be fixed by custom. For simplicity’s sake we shall henceforth account every kind of labor to be unskilled, simple labor; by this we do no more than save ourselves the trouble of making the reduction.

Just as, therefore, in viewing the coat and linen as values, we abstract from their different use-values, so it is with the labor represented by those values: we disregard the difference between its useful forms, weaving and tailoring. As the use-values, coat and linen, are combinations of special productive activities with cloth and yarn, while the values, coat and linen, are, on the other hand, mere homogeneous congelations of indifferentiated labor, so the labor embodied in these latter values does not count by virtue of its productive relation to cloth and yarn, but only as being an expenditure of human labor-power. Tailoring and weaving are neccessary factors in the creation of the use-values, coat and linen, precisely because these two kinds of labor are of different qualities; but only insofar as abstraction is made from their special qualities, only insofar as both possess the same quality of being human labor, do tailoring and weaving form the substance of the values of the same articles.

Coats and linen, however, are not merely values, but values of definite magnitude, and according to our assumption, the coat is worth twice as much as the ten yards of linen. Whence this difference in their values? It is owing to the fact that the linen contains only half as much labor as the coat, and consequently, that in the production of the latter, labor-power must have been expended during twice the time necessary for the production of the former.

While, therefore, with reference to use-value, the labor contained in a commodity counts only qualitatively, with reference to value it counts only quantitively, and must first be reduced to human labor pure and simple. In the former case, it is a question of how and what, in the latter of how much? How long a time? Since the magnitude of the value of a commodity represents only the quantity of labor embodied in it, it follows that all commodities, when taken in certain proportions, must be equal in value.

If the productive power of all the different sorts of useful labor required for the production of a coat remains unchanged, the sum  of the values of the coat produced increases with their number. If one coat represents x days’ labor, two coats represent 2x days’ labor, and so on. But assume that the duration of the labor necessary for the production of a coat becomes doubled or halved. In the first case, one coat is worth as much as two coats were before; in the second case, two coats are only worth as much as one was before, although in both cases one coat renders the same service as before, and the useful labor embodied in it remains of the same quality. But the quantity of labor spent on its production has altered.

An increase in the quantity of use-values is an increase of material wealth. With two coats two men can be clothed, with one coat only one man. Nevertheless, an increased quantity of material wealth may correspond to a simultaneous fall in the magnitude of its value. This antagonistic movement has its origin in the two-fold character of labor. Productive power has reference, of course, only to labor of some useful concrete form, the efficacy of any special productive activity during a given time being dependent on its productiveness. Useful labor becomes, therefore, a more or less abundant source of products, in proportion to the rise or fall of its productiveness. On the other hand, no change in this productiveness affects the labor represented by value. Since productive power is an attribute of the concrete useful forms of labor, of course it can no longer have any bearing on that labor as soon as we make abstraction from those concrete useful forms. However then productive power may vary, the same labor, exercised during equal periods of time, always yields equal amounts of value. But it will yield, during equal periods of time, different quantities of values in use; more, if the productive power rises, fewer if it falls. The same change in productive power, which increases the fruitfulness of labor, and, in consequence, the quantity of use-values produced by that labor, will diminish the total value of this increased quantity of use-values, provided such shorten the total labor-time necessary for their production, and vice versa.

On the one hand all labor is, speaking physiologically, an expenditure of human labor-power, and in its character of identical abstract human labor, it creates and forms the value of commodities. On the other hand, all labor is the expenditure of human labor-power in a special form and with a definite aim, and in this, its character of concrete useful labor, it produces use-values.




SECTION 3—THE FORM OF VALUE OR EXCHANGE VALUE 

Commodities come into the world in the shape of use-values, articles, or goods, such as iron, linen, corn, etc. This is their plain, homely, bodily form. They are, however, commodities, because they are something twofold, both objects of utility, and, at the same time, depositories of value. They manifest themselves therefore as commodities, or have the form of commodities, only insofar as they have two forms, a physical or natural form, and a value form.

[image: 010]

Everyone knows, if he knows nothing else, that commodities have a value form common to them all, presenting a marked contrast with the varied bodily forms of their use-values. I mean their money form. Here, however, a task is set for us, the performance of which has not yet even been attempted by bourgeois economy—the task of tracing the genesis of this money form, of developing the expression of value implied in the value relation of commodities, from its simplest, almost imperceptible outline, to the dazzling money form. By doing this we shall, at the same time, solve the riddle presented by money.

The simplest value relation is evidently that of one commodity to some other commodity of a different kind. Hence the relation between the values of two commodities supplies us with the expression of the value of a single commodity.


A. ELEMENTARY OR ACCIDENTAL FORM OF VALUE. 


x commodity A=y commodity B, or 
x commodity A is worth y commodity B. 
20 yards of linen=1 coat, or 
20 yards of linen are worth 1 coat.




1. The two poles of the expression of value: relative form and equivalent form. 

The whole mystery of the form of value lies hidden in this elementary form.

Here two different kinds of commodities (in our example the linen and the coat) evidently play two different parts. The linen expresses its value in the coat; the coat serves as the material in which that value is expressed. The former plays an active, the latter a passive, part. The value of the linen is represented as relative value, or appears in relative form. The coat officiates as equivalent, or appears in equivalent form.

The relative form and the equivalent form are two intimately connected, mutually dependent and inseparable elements of the expression of value; but, at the same time, are mutually exclusive, antagonistic extremes—i.e., poles of the same expression. They are allotted to the two different commodities brought into relation by that expression. It is not possible to express the value of linen in linen. Twenty yards of linen=20 yards of linen is no expression of value. On the contrary, such an equation merely says that 20 yards of linen are nothing else than 20 yards of linen, a definite quantity of the use-value linen. The value of the linen can therefore be expressed only relatively—i.e., in some other commodity. The relative form of the value of the linen presupposes, therefore, the presence of some other commodity—here the coat—under the form of an equivalent. On the other hand, the commodity that  figures as the equivalent cannot at the same time assume the relative form. That second commodity is not the one whose value is expressed. Its function is merely to serve as the material in which the value of the first commodity is expressed.

No doubt, the expression 20 yards of linen=1 coat, or 20 yards of linen are worth 1 coat, implies the opposite relation: 1 coat=20 yards of linen, or 1 coat is worth 20 yards of linen. But, in that case, I must reverse the equation in order to express the value of the coat relatively; and as soon as I do that the linen becomes the equivalent instead of the coat. A single commodity cannot, therefore, simultaneously assume, in the same expression of value, both forms. The very polarity of these forms makes them mutually exclusive.

Whether, then, a commodity assumes the relative form, or the opposite equivalent form, depends entirely upon its accidental position in the expression of value—that is, upon whether it is the commodity whose value is being expressed or the commodity in which value is being expressed.


2. The Relative form of value: 


(a.) The nature and importance of this form 

In order to discover how the elementary expression of the value of a commodity lies hidden in the value relation of two commodities, we must, in the first place, consider the latter entirely apart from its quantitative aspect. The usual mode of procedure is generally the reverse, and in the value relation nothing is seen but the proportion between definite quantities of two different sorts of commodities that are considered equal to each other. It is apt to be forgotten that the magnitudes of different things can be compared quantitatively only when those magnitudes are expressed in terms of the same unit. It is only as expressions of such a unit that they are of the same denomination, and therefore commensurable.

Whether 20 yards of linen=l coat, or equals 20 coats, or equals x coats—that is, whether a given quantity of linen is worth few or many coats, every such statement implies that the linen and coats, as magnitudes of value, are expressions of the same unit, things of the same kind. Linen=coat is the basis of the equation.

But the two commodities, whose identity of quality is thus assumed, do not play the same part. It is only the value of the linen that is expressed. And how? By its reference to the coat as its equivalent, as something that can be exchanged for it. In this relation the coat is the mode of existence of value, is value embodied, for only as such is it the same as the linen. On the other hand, the linen’s own value comes to the front, receives independent expression, for it is only as being value that it is comparable with the coat as a thing of equal value, or exchangeable with the coat. To borrow an illustration from chemistry, butyric acid is a different substance from propyl formate. Yet both are made up of the same chemical substances, carbon (C), hydrogen (H), and oxygen (O), and that, too, in like proportions—namely, C4H8O2. If now we equate butyric acid to propyl formate, then, in the first place, propyl formate would be, in this relation, merely a form of existence of C4H8O2; and in the second place, we should be stating that butyric acid also consists of C4H8O2. Therefore, by thus equating the two substances, expression would be given to their chemical composition, while their different physical forms would be neglected.

If we say that, as values, commodities are mere congelations of human labor, we reduce them by our analysis, it is true, to the abstraction, value; but we ascribe to this value no form apart from their bodily form. It is otherwise in the value relation of one commodity to another. Here, the one stands forth in its character of value by reason of its relation to the other.

By making the coat the equivalent of the linen, we equate the labor embodied in the former to that in the latter. Now, it is true  that the tailoring, which makes the coat, is concrete labor of a different sort from the weaving which makes the linen. But the act of equating it to the weaving reduces the tailoring to that which is really equal in the two kinds of labor, to their common character of human labor. In this roundabout way, then, the fact is expressed that weaving also, insofar as it weaves value, has nothing to distinguish it from tailoring, and, consequently, is abstract human labor. It is the expression of equivalence between different sorts of commodities that alone brings into relief the specific character of value-creating labor, and this it does by actually reducing the different varieties of labor embodied in the different kinds of commodities to their common quality of human labor in the abstract.

There is, however, something else required beyond the expression of the specific character of the labor of which the value of the linen consists. Human labor-power in motion, or human labor, creates value, but is not itself value. It becomes value only in its congealed state when embodied in the form of some object. In order to express the value of the linen as a congelation of human labor, that value must be expressed as having objective existence, as being something materially different from the linen itself, and yet something common to the linen and all other commodities. The problem is already solved.
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