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Chapter Nineteen: The Transformation of the Value (and Respectively the Price) 
of Labour-Power into Wages 
We already established (in Chapter 7) that what the worker sells to the capitalist is not his labour but his labour-
power – his capacity to labour, which is a commodity with the use-value of creating new value, and whose own 
value is less than the value it creates. Here we return to the same question from the angle of appearance, and 
examine how the wage-relation masks this reality. 

The worker’s wage appears as the price of labour, appears as a certain quantity of money paid for a certain 
quantity of labour. People speak, as a consequence, of the ‘value of labour’. But what is value? The value of a 
commodity is ‘the objective form of the social labour expended in its production’ 1 Value is measured in terms 
of the labour contained. How then can labour have a value if it is value? ‘The value of labour’ is a tautology, like 
asking for the speed of time. 

If labour were to be sold it would have to have an independent existence. But labour’s independent existence is 
value, in the form of a commodity. If the worker were to sell her labour she would first have to convert it into a 
commodity, and she would sell the commodity, not her labour. 

But let us for the moment allow the possibility of the sale of labour. If a working day of 12 hours, with a 
monetary value of, say, 6 shillings, is exchanged at its value, then what the worker would receive in the form of 
wages would be equal to the price of her product. There could be no surplus-value, and the basis of capitalist 
production, on which wage-labour itself is predicated, disappears. To maintain the possibility of surplus, we 
would have to allow that labour be sold below its value, not sometimes, but always; i.e. we would have to rule 
that equivalents under capitalism not only would not but could not be exchanged, a state of affairs beyond the 
realm of rational explanation. 

Neither can we explain this exchange of more labour for less through recourse of the change of form of the 
labour, from living labour to objectified labour, not least because the value of a commodity is not determined by 
the objectified labour in it, but by the labour socially necessary for it, which is why commodities already 
produced lose value when technological advances reduce the labour socially necessary for their production. 

But it is, of course, not labour that confronts the holder of money in the market, but the worker. And what that 
worker sells is not her labour, but her labour-power. As soon as her labour begins, it has ceased to belong to 
her, and thus cannot be sold. ‘Labour is the substance, and the immanent measure of value, but it has no value 
itself.’2 

But although the expression ‘the value of labour’ is purely imaginary it exists, and has meaning, because of the 
nature of production relations: it is in fact a category of the form of appearance of these essential relations. And 
the way that classical political economy was unable to penetrate beneath this form of appearance is illustrated by 
its attempt to resolve the question of the wage-relation. 

Classical political economy took ‘the price of labour’ as given, and took as its starting point how this price was 
determined. It realised that the oscillations brought about by supply and demand explained nothing but the 
oscillations themselves, not labour’s ‘natural price’. But the classical political economists’ concern with the 
difference between the market price of labour with its value, and the relation of this value to the rate of profit 
and the values of commodities, blind them to the possibility of resolving the value of labour into the value of 
labour-power. 

We now look at how the value (and price) of labour is represented in its converted form as wages. 

                                                 

1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 675. 
2 C., p. 677. 
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Imagine a working day of 12 hours. The daily value of labour-power is 3 shillings, representing 6 hours labour. 
But the labour-power that functions through 12 hours produces a value of 6 shillings. The value of 3 shillings 
represents half the working day, but the working day is 12 hours, half of which are effectively not paid for. This 
is the essential relation. But what appears to be happening is that the value of labour is 3 shillings for 12 hours: 
this leads to the conclusion not only that labour which possesses a value of 3 shillings creates a value of 6 
shillings, but that the paid portion of the working day, 6 hours of labour, appears as the value of the whole 
working day of 12 hours, which includes 6 hours not paid for. 

‘The wage form thus extinguishes every trace of the division of the working day into paid labour and unpaid 
labour. All labour appears as paid labour.’3 

The corvée system is different – the serf’s own labour, and her labour for the lord, are clearly demarcated in 
appearance. Under the slave system, all labour appears as labour for the master, including that necessary for the 
slave’s own subsistence: all labour appears as unpaid labour. 

At first sight the exchange between capital and labour appears the same as any other purchase and sale of 
commodities: and article, which is not money, is exchanged for money. The expression ‘the price of labour’ 
seems no more strange than ‘the value of cotton’ or the ‘the price of coal’. Insofar as the worker is paid after she 
has given her labour, it appears that money, as means of payment, realises the value or price of the article 
supplied - labour. And given that the use-value supplied by the worker is concrete labour – weaving, cobbling, 
etc. – that labour is the universal value-creating element remains hidden. 

How does all this appear to the worker? If she receives, for 12 hours labour, the value-product of 6 hours 
labour, i.e. 3 shillings, it appears as if she has ‘bought’ the 3 shillings with her labour. Should she receive less or 
more money – because either the value (as a consequence of fluctuations in the value of means of subsistence) 
or the price (because of the effect of supply and demand) of her labour-power has changed – every change in 
the equivalent she receives that appears to be a change in the price of the 12 hours labour. 

How does the capitalist see it? All she is interested in is buying as cheaply as possible, and her understanding of 
profit is simply buying under value and selling over it, whether it is labour that is concerned or some other 
article. Here, 

what is true of all forms of appearance and their hidden background is also true of the form of appearance 
‘value and price of labour’, or ‘wages’, as contrasted with the essential relation manifested in it, namely the 
value and price of labour-power. The forms of appearance are reproduced directly and spontaneously, as 
current and usual modes of thought; the essential relation must first be discovered by science. Classical 
political economy stumbles approximately onto the true state of affairs, but without consciously formulating 
it. It is unable to do this as long as it stays within its bourgeois skin.4 

 

                                                 
3 C., p. 680. 
4 C., p. 682. 


