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Chapter One: The Commodity 
1  The two factors of a commodity: use-value and value (the substance of value and the 
magnitude of value) 
I  Why start with the commodity?1

Marx begins, quoting himself from A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy, published eight years earlier, 
that ‘the wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails appears as an “immense 
collection of commodities”’ (here we should read ‘appears’ [erscheint] as ‘takes the form of’, i.e. that the word 
‘appears’ here suggests not illusion, but a social fact that needs further investigation and explanation); the 
commodity as its ‘elementary form’. ‘Therefore’, Marx observes, we begin with the analysis the commodity.

 

2

[...] the method of presentation must differ in form from that of inquiry. The latter has to appropriate the 
material in detail, to analyse its different forms of development, to trace out their inner connection. Only 
after this work is done, can the actual movement be adequately described. If this is done successfully, if the 
life of the subject-matter is ideally reflected as in a mirror, then it may appear as if we had before us a mere a 
priori construction.

 

Let us pause here for a moment. Many people, on reading Capital for the first time, ask themselves why Marx 
starts with the commodity; Marx argues that it is the ‘elementary form’ of wealth in capitalist societies, but by 
what process have we arrived at this conclusion? The simple answer is that, at this stage, we do not know. In the 
Postface to the Second German Edition of Capital (just before his celebrated remark about Hegel’s dialectic 
‘standing on its head’) Marx notes that 

3

In what does this ‘method of enquiry’ consist? In the Grundrisse, his first working draft of what was to become 
Capital, written over 1859, Marx writes that, starting with ‘a chaotic conception of the whole’, he then, ‘by means 
of further determination, move[s] analytically towards ever more simple concepts, from the imagined concrete 
towards ever thinner abstractions until [...] [arriving] at the simplest determinations.’ Then begins the work of 
exposition: ‘[f]rom there the journey would have to be retraced [...].’

 

4

If the method of arriving at the elementary is one of ‘abstracting’, it is worth reflecting on what ‘to abstract’ here 
really means. Right after the comment from the Grundrisse just cited, Marx describes his method as one of ‘rising 
from the abstract to the concrete’. The direction of movement indicated here is significant. ‘Abstract’ in this 
conception is not something ‘up in the air’, not an a priori and arbitrary construction, raised above reality, but 
something ‘below’, beneath the surface of reality, hidden in its depths. The abstract must be, not constructed, 
but identified; and it is identified through the method of abstraction, which is the method of filleting away layers 
of determinations to arrive at the ‘elementary’, in a movement from complexity to simplicity, from less to more 
fundamental. As the Grundrisse advises us, once this is done, then more secondary determinations can be re-added 
in, in a process of ‘de-abstraction’, of concretisation, rising again from the depths to complex totality, 

 

In other words, once you look at an actually-existing concrete phenomenon, you see that its existence is 
premised on and conditioned by determining factors, which are in turn premised on and conditioned by others. 
As you strip away the successive layers of determinations – i.e. as you, literally, ‘abstract’ – you arrive at the 
‘simplest determinations’, beyond which you cannot go (and ‘simplest’ here in the sense of ‘least complex’). 
From here, you can retrace your steps, and reconstruct the real phenomenon, not now as empirical ‘chaos’, but 
analytically, as a ‘rich totality of many determinations and relations’; in short, you can see what it is that it is 
really composed of, and what makes it, in its ‘dynamic existence’, as it is. 

                                                 
1 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
2 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 125. 
3 C., p. 102. 
4 Karl Marx, Grundrisse (Harmondsworth, 1973), p. 100. 
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reconstructing the concrete in theory as ‘the concentration of many determinations, [the] [...] unity of the 
diverse.’5

Whenever we speak of production, then, what is meant is always production at a definite stage of social 
development – production by social individuals. It might seem, therefore, that in order to talk about 
production at all we must either pursue the process of historic development through its different phases, or 
declare beforehand that we are dealing with a specific historic epoch such as e.g. modern bourgeois 
production, which is indeed our particular theme. However, all epochs of production have certain common 
traits, common characteristics. Production in general is an abstraction, but a rational abstraction in so far as it 
really brings out and fixes the common element and thus saves us repetition. Still, this general category, this 
common element sifted out by comparison, is itself segmented many times over and splits into different 
determinations. Some determinations belong to all epochs, others only to a few. […]

 

So if we can see the passage from empirically-observed ‘chaotic’ phenomenon to the simplest determinations, 
and that from simplest determinations to the phenomenon, now as a ‘rich totality’, as two links in a chain, then 
it is crucial to understanding the method of Capital to grasp that it is this second link which forms the key to its 
structure. We are at this stage of exposition simply not privy to the process of investigation – of abstraction – that 
has preceded it. 

Nevertheless, we do have the Grundrisse, in which Marx does indeed start not from the ‘simplest determinations’, 
but from complex reality: 

The object before us, to begin with, material production. 

Individuals producing in Society – hence socially determined individual production – is, of course, the point 
of departure. […] 

6

It is over the course of the Grundrisse that Marx traces the complexity of determinations that lie behind not 
‘socially determined individual production’ in the general sense but ‘socially determined individual production’ in 
its concrete manifestation in then contemporary capitalist society. Almost the concluding remark of the 
manuscript of the Grundrisse as it has passed down to us is practically this opening line of Capital: ‘The first 
category in which bourgeois wealth presents itself is that of the commodity.’

 

7

                                                 
5 Grundrisse, p. 101. 
6 Grundrisse, pp. 83-5. 
7 Grundrisse, p. 881. See also David Harvey’s remarks at the outset of his The Limits to Capital (Verso, 2006), pp. 1-2: ‘Marx 
considers the commodity as a material embodiment of use value, exchange value and value. Once again, these concepts are 
presented to us in a seemingly arbitrary way “as if we had before us a mere a priori construction” […]. These are the 
concepts that are absolutely fundamental to everything that follows. They are the pivot upon which the whole analysis of 
capitalism turns. We have to understand them if we are to understand what Marx has to say. 
‘In this there is a certain difficulty. To understand the concepts fully requires that we understand the inner logic of 
capitalism itself. Since we cannot possibly have that understanding at the outset, we are forced to use the concepts without 
knowing precisely what they mean. Furthermore, Marx’s relational way of proceeding means that he cannot treat any one 
concept as a fixed, known or even knowable building block on the basis of which to interpret the rich complexity of 
capitalism. We cannot interpret values, he seems to say, without understanding use values and exchange values, and we 
cannot interpret the latter categories without a full understanding of the first. Marx never treats any one concept in 
isolation as if it could be understood in itself. He always focuses on one or another of the triad of possible relations 
between them – between use value and value, between exchange value and value. The relations between the concepts are 
what really count.’ 

 Capital therefore takes up with 
what the Grundrisse left off on; and over the course of the former the simplest determination of the capitalist 
mode of production – abstract labour as the substance of value – acts as the starting point from which 
additional determinations are layered in to build up the complex picture of bourgeois society as a ‘rich totality of 
many determinations and relations’. 
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II  The use-value of the commodity 

Let us now return to Capital. If our starting point is the commodity, we must now say what it us. The first thing 
that Marx says is that it is an ‘external object’, which, through its qualities, satisfies human need, desire or want. 
Now it is important to note that for Marx this idea of usefulness is devoid of any moral content: it is irrelevant 
what the nature of the need, desire or want might be, or whence or how it arises, simply that it exists to be 
fulfilled. 

This property of usefulness Marx calls, using a term already established in classical political economy, ‘use-
value’.8 It is worth asking at this point what it is about use-values that does indeed make them useful. Marx 
insists that usefulness lies in the physical properties of the use-value; but he also remarks that the discovery of 
usefulness ‘is the work of history’ (as are also the socially recognised standards of measuring useful objects). He 
also claims that use-value is ‘only realised [verwirklicht] in use or consumption.’9 Thus although the property of 
use-value appears to lie only in the intrinsic and physical nature of the object under consideration, and in one 
sense it does, it is also a social phenomenon, and for two reasons. First, and most obviously, use-value suggests 
itself in relation to human need: without the existence of human beings, neither could use-value exist. The 
principal use-value of air, for example, lies in the fact that, owing to its oxygen content, we use it to breathe. But, 
obviously, were there no human beings, air would have no use-value, independently of its chemical or physical 
composition. But air requires no special level of human development to constitute a use-value: air has been 
breathed ever since there were human beings to breathe it. Many goods, on the other hand, do require a certain 
level of social development before they can constitute use-values. Silicon, for example, derives its use-value, at 
least in part, from its capacity to be used on the manufacture of semi-conductors. But this use-value of silicon, 
although a consequence of its physical composition, lay dormant for many thousands of years, until it became 
both possible and desirable to manufacture semi-conductors. So if use-value is seen as intrinsic to a thing, it is 
only intrinsic to the extent that it represents a potential. ‘The magnet’s property of attracting iron only became 
useful once it had led to the discovery of magnetic polarity.’10

Use-values, Marx concludes, ‘constitute the material content of wealth, whatever its social form may be.’

 
11

But where ‘the capitalist mode of production prevails’ use-values are also ‘the material bearers of exchange-
value’.

 We 
should note here the opposition between ‘material’ and ‘social’. Use-value, the property of usefulness, or things 
that bear this property, constitute ‘wealth’: the level and nature of the wealth of a given society at a given time is 
given by the nature and quantity of useful things available to it. Wealth in this sense, i.e. use-value, is material: it 
exists as such independently of the social conditions of its production and consumption. A shoe is shoe, and it 
exists and functions as a shoe independently of the social relations under which it is produced and consumed. 

 

II  The commodity’s exchange-value 

12 This latter is ‘the proportion in which use-values of one kind exchange for use-values of another kind’.13 
On the one hand, since it is precisely the use-value which is the ‘material bearer’ of ‘exchange-value’,14

                                                 
8 Marx in fact uses the term use-value in two different ways: as a designation of what it is about an object that makes it 
useful, i.e. as a property or properties that the object can be said to have, and in the sense in which an object is referred to 
in function of its usefulness, i.e. in the sense that objects can be said to be use-values. 
9 C., p. 126 
10 C., p. 125, fn. 3. 
11 C., p. 126. 
12 C., p. 126. I would say here, from this, that under capitalist production material wealth assumes the social form of 
exchange-value.  
13 C., p. 126 

 this latter 

14 Let us remember here that Marx, as a pioneer in his field, was forced to use the already-existing vocabulary to describe 
his concepts, without always maintaining its accepted meaning, and not always without possibility of misunderstanding. 
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appears intrinsic – as intrinsic as its usefulness – a property of the commodity; but, on the other, experience 
teaches us that the proportion in which goods exchange with each other vary, and sometimes dramatically, 
according to time and place. We have before us an apparent contradiction, and Marx entreats us to take a closer 
look.15

First of all, Marx observes that if a certain quantity of commodity A will, at a given point in time and in given 
circumstances, ‘naturally’ exchange for x quantity of commodity B, y quantity of commodity C, z quantity of 
commodity D, and so on, this tells us that commodity A has (at least) three distinct exchange-values (x quantity 
of commodity B, y quantity of commodity C, z quantity of Commodity D) but also that, at the same time, each 
of its listed exchange-values are mutually interchangeable; that each, in other words, must be an expression of 
something equal, and that, as a consequence, exchange-value itself can only be the expression of this common 
property. That the ‘valid’

 

16 exchange-values of a given commodity express something equal means that 
exchange-value is the ‘mode of expression, the “form of appearance” [Erscheinungsform]17 of a content 
distinguishable from it.’18

What, then, is this ‘third thing’? It cannot be, Marx argues, a qualitative property of the commodity – a natural 
aspect, that which bestows particular use-value – for in exchange what differentiates commodities is quantity, and 
two things which are quantitatively different must be qualitatively equal. Disregarding qualitative use-value, 
therefore, abstracting away everything concrete, everything specific about commodities, everything that makes 
them different from each other, the only thing that is left is the fact that the commodity is a product of human 
labour. But human labour here has to be considered not from the point of view of what is specific to it, from what 
it is about it that imparts specific properties to the produced object (considered as a use-value), but considered 
as abstract human labour, the simple expenditure of physical and mental human labour in producing something.

 The given quantity that one commodity exchanges for a (different) given quantity of 
another means is that a common element of equal magnitude exists in the two different quantities of the two 
commodities – that each of the commodities in their given quantities are equivalent to, and therefore reducible 
to, a third thing which is in itself neither one nor the other. 

19

Commodities are, considered like this, stripped of their use-value, nothing more than ‘congealed’ or ‘crystallised’ 
human labour, measured in time. But we are here considering labour abstracted from its useful character: as 
‘human labour-power expended without regard to the form of its expenditure.’

 

20

                                                                                                                                                                                
With this is mind it needs to be emphasised that when Marx talks about use-value and exchange-value he is not talking 
about two different ‘types of value’, but about two completely distinct properties of commodities. In his ‘Notes on Adolph 
Wagner's “Lehrbuch der politischen Ökonomie”’ ([1879/80], Karl Marx on Value (Belfast, 1971)), Marx notes the 
‘traditional German professorial confusion of “use-value” and “value”, as both having the word “value” in common’ (p. 
13), and goes on to comment: ‘[...] I do not divide the value into use-value and exchange-value as opposites, into which the 
abstraction “value” splits itself, but divide the concrete social form of the product of labour [...]’ (p. 21) 
15 By using the expression he customarily uses when an apparent contradiction such as this one presents itself: ‘Let us 
consider the matter more closely.’ C., p. 126. Compare C., pp. 180 and 300. 
16 ‘Valid’ [gültigen]: acceptable, bona fide, legitimate. 
17 The term appears in inverted commas in the original German. 
18 C., p. 127. 
19 Let us add here that this conclusion, right as it may be, is invalid as it is presented here as an automatic logical deduction of 
the argument as up to here presented. Neoclassical economics, though concepts such as marginal utility and subjective 
preference, has precisely posited the abstract property of utility itself as the mathematically quantifiable underlying explanans 
of ‘exchange-value’. 
20 C., p. 128.  

 As congealed labour-time, we 
can now consider them as values. 
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III  Value: its substance, magnitude and form of appearance 

Thus we have now identified what it is that exchange-value is the ‘mode of expression, the “form of 
appearance”, of’: ‘the common factor in the exchange relation, or in the exchange-value of the commodity, is 
therefore its value.’21 We shall return to exchange-value – ‘the necessary mode of expression, or form of 
appearance, of value’22

But if this is the case, that the value of a commodity is determined by the amount of labour, measured in time, 
expended in its production – and not only directly, but accumulatively, for it includes the labour expended on 
what is used (up) in its production – then why is it not the case that the more labour expended on a commodity 
the more value it would have, in the sense that it would be advantageous to work more slowly and inefficiently? 
What Marx reasons is this. The substance of value is the expenditure of human labour-power, independent of 
the form of its expenditure. The total labour-power available to society, manifested in the world of commodities, 
counts as one homogeneous mass. Each unit – measured in time – of expenditure of labour-power is equal to 
any other. It is the labour-time required to produce a commodity that forms the substance of its value, i.e. the 
labour socially necessary under the conditions of production normal for a given society under normal conditions 
of skill and intensity.

 – shortly; for the moment we need to look more closely at value itself, independently of 
its form of appearance. 

What is the magnitude of value? How is it to be measured? Marx argues by the quantity of the ‘value-forming 
substance’, the labour, contained in the article: abstract labour, measured in units of time. 

23 ‘Commodities which contain equal quantities of labour, or which can be produced in the 
same time, have therefore the same value.’24 This leads us to the following important definition: ‘[w]hat exclusively 
determines the magnitude of the value of any article is therefore the amount of labour socially necessary, or the 
labour-time socially necessary for its production.’25

A thing can be a use-value without being a value. This is the case whenever its utility to man is not mediated 

 

We need to take note of an important consequence of this discovery. Since the value of a commodity is directly 
reducible to the quantity of labour-time socially necessary for its production, its value is not an intrinsic 
property, forever fixed, but is dependent upon factors such as the existing level of development of skill and 
technology, the availability and ease of procuring raw materials, and so forth. The value of a commodity will 
vary with the quantity of socially necessary labour realised in its production, but inversely to the productivity of 
labour realised in its production. Value is therefore not the same as material wealth, as the value realised by the 
same quantity of abstract labour-time is always the same. Productivity is a feature of human labour in its useful 
form, not of labour in its abstract, value-creating, form. Thus an increase in the productivity of labour can, if it 
increases the quantity of use-values produced at the same time as it reduces the amount of time necessary to 
produce this new quantity of use-values, bring about an increase in material wealth and a fall in the total 
magnitude of value created simultaneously. 

Marx closes this section with two statements of a definitional character. First, with regard to the commodity 
itself: 

                                                 
21 C., p. 128. 
22 C., p. 128. 
23 Marx cites the case of the effect of the introduction of power-looms in England, which had the effect of reducing the 
socially necessary labour-time for the production of yarn, with the consequence that although hand-loom weavers 
expended the same quantity of labour on their products, they saw their value slashed by over half. Improvements in 
productivity, which cheapen commodities in value terms, do not only cheapen those commodities produced under these, 
more productive conditions, but all commodities of a similar type, including those still being produced and already produced 
under the old conditions. 
24 C., p. 130. In other words, to measure the labour actually expended on an article, rather than that socially necessary, 
would be precisely to treat the labour as concrete, and not abstract, labour. 
25 C., 129 (my emphasis). 
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through labour. Air, virgin soil, natural meadows, unplanted forests, etc. fall into this category. A thing can be 
useful, and the product of human labour, without being a commodity. He who satisfies his own need with 
the product of his own labour admittedly creates 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.26 Finally, nothing can 
be a value without being an object of utility. If the thing is useless, so is the labour contained in it; the labour 
does not count as labour, and therefore creates no value.27

Second, regarding value itself: ‘Now we know the substance of value. It is labour. We know the measure of its 
magnitude. It is labour-time. The form, which stamps value as exchange-value, remains to be analysed.’

 

28

Just as the commodity has a dual character – use-value and exchange-value – so does labour too.

 

 

2  The twofold character of the labour embodied in commodities 
29

The coat is a product of a particular type of ‘useful labour’; the linen of a different kind. As use-values the coat 
and the linen confront each other as qualitatively different; equally, the two types of useful labour do so as well. 
If this were not true, these two commodities could not confront each other as commodities: ‘coats cannot be 
exchanged for coats, one use-value cannot be exchanged for another of the same kind.’

 We shall here 
first consider labour from the ‘useful’ – use-value creating – point of view, before looking at it as it is 
represented in value. 

 

I  Useful labour 

Two commodities confront each other: a coat, and 10 yards of linen. We assume that the value of the coat is 
twice that of the linen, such that if 10 yards of linen = W, the coat = 2W. 

30

                                                 
26 I have omitted here a parenthetical remark inserted by Engels to the fourth German edition: ‘And not merely for others. 
The medieval peasant produced a corn-rent for the feudal lord and a corn-tithe for the priest; but neither the corn-rent nor 
the corn-tithe became commodities simply by being produced for others. In order to become a commodity, the product 
must be transferred to the other person, for whom it serves a use-value, through the medium of exchange.’ Andrew 
Kliman remarks: ‘In my view, [...] commodity production occurs when things are produced for the purpose of being 
exchanged. So we can have a system of exchange without commodity production, even a system in which a lot of 
produced stuff is exchanged without it being a commodity-producing society. ... On the other hand, Engels 
unconscionably inserted a remark at the end of section 1 [...] in which he said that to be a commodity, the thing had to be 
transferred to another by means of  exchange. Marx to my knowledge, said no such thing, and indeed affirmed in several 
places that, e.g., a capitalist farmer who uses some of his corn output as seed corn is employing it as a commodity – it has 
value without going to market. Marx of course also affirmed that value is produced before the thing is sold – thus the 
object is a commodity prior to exchange. ‘[OPE-L:390] Re: abstract labor’, 
<http://ricardo.ecn.wfu.edu/~cottrell/OPE/archive/9511/0000.html>. 
27 C., p. 131. 
28 C., p. 131. This remark in fact comes from the first edition, and is omitted from later editions. 

 The existence of a 
heterogeneous mass of useful labour – a certain level of development of the social division of labour – is a 
precondition of commodity production. Although as values commodities are the expressions of human labour 
considered in its abstract form, with all of its specific, concrete and differing qualities disregarded, a commodity 
is also necessarily a use-value, a product of precisely this concrete, specific use-value-creating labour. Thus 

29 And the strong implication is that commodities have a dual character because labour does too. As Marx wrote to Engels 
in August 1867: ‘The best points in my book are: 1. (this is fundamental to all understanding of the facts) the two-
fold character of labour according to whether it is expressed in use-value or exchange-value, which is brought out in the 
very First Chapter […].’ Marx To Engels, 24 August 1867, 
<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867/letters/67_08_24.htm>. 
30 C., p. 132. 
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commodity exchange (and therefore production) is premised on a certain level of development of the social 
division of labour – on a certain level of development of the specialisation of labour – for commodities must 
confront one another both as different magnitudes of the same, abstract, social labour and as products of 
different, specific, individual and useful labour at one and the same time: a commodity, considered as a use-
value, will always be exchanged for a different commodity, considered as a use-value, and never for itself. 

Nonetheless, while a division of labour is a necessary precondition of commodity production, it is not so for the 
production of use-values. For this latter, what is indispensible is labour itself: 

Men made clothes for thousands of years, under the compulsion of the need or clothing, without a single 
man ever becoming a tailor. But the existence of coats, of linen, of every element of material wealth not 
provided in advance by nature, had always to be mediated  through a specific productive activity appropriate 
to its purpose, a productive activity that assimilated particular natural materials to particular human 
requirements. Labour, then, as the creator of use-values, as useful labour, is a condition of human existence 
which is independent of all forms of society: it is an eternal natural necessity which mediates the metabolism 
between man and nature, and therefore human life itself.31

Labour, then, is a source of material wealth; but it is not the only source, for use-value, stripped of useful labour, 
always reveals a ‘material substratum’, furnished by nature. ‘When man engages in production, he can only 
proceed as nature does herself, i.e. he can only change the form of materials.’

 

32

Nevertheless, even considering labour like this, as abstract labour, we may still identify differences of quality 
between different labours. Here we need to establish a yardstick to which other types of labour may be reduced. 
Marx introduces the concept of ‘simple labour-power’: ‘the labour-power possessed in his bodily organism by 
every ordinary man.’

 

 

II  ‘Value-producing’ labour 

The coat and the linen confront each other as values: that one coat = 10 yards of linen expresses a quantitative 
difference. This means they confront each other as qualitative equals: as (as we have seen) the products of equal, 
homogeneous labour. But tailoring and weaving are qualitatively different forms of labour; but they are, at the 
same time, the expenditure of human labour-power, and it is this that allows qualitatively distinct use-values to 
confront each other as qualitative equals. This means that it is not something that pertains to the commodities 
themselves that permits them to confront each other so, but something social: labour – social labour. 

33

The coat and the linen are values if abstracted from their use-values; the labour that produces them is represented 
by their values if abstracted from its useful purpose. But coats and linen do not confront each other as values, 
but as values of a certain magnitude, depending on the quantity of human labour-power expended – how long 
human labour has been expended – in their production. ‘[A]ll commodities, when taken in certain proportions, 
must be equal in value.’

 More or less complex labour counts as multiplied simple labour insofar as, in fact as in 
theory, the former may be quantitatively related to the latter.   

34

Now, if the productivity of the labours involved in producing coats remains unchanged then the total value 
produced varies with the quantity of coats. But if the productivity of these labours doubles then one coat will be 
worth half of what one was worth before, since only half the labour-time will be necessary to produce it. The 
effect is reversed if productivity falls. An increase in the quantity of use-values produced signifies an increase in 
material wealth produced, but it does not follow that an increase in material wealth cannot correspond to fall in 
the magnitude of value produced. That this is the case arises from the dual character of labour: ‘productivity’ 

 

                                                 
31 C., p. 133.  
32 C., p. 133. 
33 C., p. 135. 
34 C., p. 136. 
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pertains to useful, concrete labour. ‘[I]n reality this [productivity] determines only the degree of effectiveness of 
productive activity directed towards a given purpose within a given period of time.’35 This occurs independently 
of the labour represented in value: ‘[t]he same labour [...], performed for the same length of time, always yields 
the same amount of value.’36

It follows from the preceding not that there are two differing kinds of labour lurking in the commodity, but 
rather that the same labour is specified in differing and even contradictory manner – in accordance with 
whether it is related to the use-value of the commodity as labour’s product or related to the commodity-value as 
its merely objective expression. Just as the commodity must be above all else an object of use in order to be a 
value, just so does labour have to be before all else useful labour – purposeful, productive activity – in order 
to count as expenditure of human labour-power and hence as simple human labour. 

 

Let us emphasise here that the dual character of labour does not signify two different types of labour. The first 
German edition of Capital makes this clear: 

37

On the one hand, all labour is an expenditure of human labour-power in the physiological sense, and it is in 
this quality of being equal human labour, or abstract, human labour that it forms the value of commodities. 
On the other hand, all labour is an expenditure of human labour-power in a particular form and with a 
definite aim, and it is in this quality of being concrete useful labour that it produces use-values.

 

Marx now summarises: 

38

Commodities possess the character of values only insofar as they are expressions of ‘an identical social 
substance, human labour’: their character as values is thus a social character. ‘From this it follows [...] that it can 
only appear in the social relation between commodity and commodity’

 

 

3  The form of value or exchange value 
The bodily form of the commodity is a material object. But insofar as it is a commodity, a commodity is also a 
bearer of value. Thus, insofar as it is a commodity, a commodity has a dual form: a bodily form, and a value 
form. Now, the substance of the value of the commodity is abstract human labour, and its magnitude the 
quantity of abstract labour socially necessary for its production: but what is the form of its value? How does value 
express itself? How can it be ‘seen’, or ‘got hold of’? 

39

What Marx argues is this. A commodity is at the same time both a use-value (and its use-value is the sum of the 
distinct – qualitative – properties that make it different from every other commodity), and a value. But, unlike 
the specific properties which comprise use-value, value, which is composed of human labour considered 
abstracted from its qualitative properties, is a quantitative property that commodities share in common. Marx 
argues that therefore commodities can exist as values only to the extent that they are composed of this common 

, i.e. in exchange. 

What does this mean? We have seen that the substance of the value of the commodity is abstract human labour, 
and its magnitude the quantity of abstract labour socially necessary for its production. However, it is not adequate 
to say that the value of commodity A is x units of socially necessary labour, since labour is not the measure of 
value, it is value: the value of a certain quantity of commodity A = x units of socially necessary labour is the 
same as saying that the value of a certain quantity of commodity A = the value of a certain quantity of 
commodity A, and we have resolved nothing. 

                                                 
35 C., p. 137. 
36 C., p. 137 (my emphasis). 
37 ‘The Commodity by Marx 1867’, <http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1867-c1/commodity.htm>. 
38 C., p. 137. 
39 C., p. 139. 
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social substance, human labour, and that, therefore, value itself is a social phenomenon that, despite its objective 
existence, only manifests itself in the social exchange of commodities. 

Let us try and say this in a different way. The equation ‘the value of a certain quantity of commodity A = x units 
of socially necessary labour’ is a tautology precisely because it treats the commodity abstractly in isolation. But 
commodities cannot ever exist in abstract isolation40 since they are produced for exchange, and only ultimately 
realised as commodities in exchange. The existence of a commodity logically presupposes the existence of at 
least one other with which it can theoretically be exchanged. As we have seen, the equation ‘the value of a 
certain quantity of commodity A = x units of socially necessary labour’ can be reduced to ‘the value of a certain 
quantity of commodity A = the value of a certain quantity of commodity A’, which in turn is the same as saying 
that ‘a certain quantity of commodity A = a certain quantity of commodity A’; but all this says is that a certain 
quantity of a commodity is equal to certain quantity of the same commodity considered as an object of utility, i.e. it 
pertains solely to use-value, but says nothing about the value of the commodity.41

Not an atom of matter enters into the objectivity of commodities as values; in this it is the direct opposite of 
the coarsely sensuous objectivity of commodities as physical objects. We may twist and turn a single 
commodity as we wish; it is impossible to grasp it as a thing possessing value. However, let us remember that 
commodities possess an objective character a values only in so far as they are all expressions of an identical 
social substance, human labour, that their objective character as values is therefore purely social. From this it 
follows self-evidently that it can only appear in the social relation between commodity and commodity.

 With respect to the value of a 
commodity the formulation is a tautology precisely because commodity A as a commodity will never be 
exchanged for itself, but always for another commodity. 

From this (argues Marx) it follows that value can only be expressed, can only be ascertained, can only manifest 
itself, when a commodity enters into an exchange relation with another commodity. 

42

Marx notes that what he has done is start with the exchange relation between commodities in order to identify 
the value concealed within it. Now, he will return to the exchange relation, to further investigate the form of 
manifestation of value. The aim will be ‘to perform a task never even attempted by bourgeois economics’: ‘to 
show the origin of [...] [the] money-form.’

 

43 What Marx will do, through examining the exchange relation of 
commodities in increasingly complex forms, will be to identify the logical necessity of money.44

 

 Marx’s 
derivations here are laborious in the extreme, but, for the reasons just explained, they are important, so we shall 
be faithful to them and follow him step by step.  

 

                                                 
40 ‘[T]he exchange-value of commodities [...] only exists where commodity occurs in the plural, [in] different kinds of 
commodities.’ ‘Notes on Adolph Wagner's “Lehrbuch der politischen Ökonomie”’, 26. 
41 C, 140. 
42 C 138-9. 
43 C., p. 139. 
44 Fred Moseley: ‘The necessity of money in a commodity-producing economy is derived in the very first chapter [of 
Capital], in the important but usually neglected Section 3 [...], as the “necessary form of appearance” of the abstract labour 
contained in commodities. [...] In order for each commodity to be exchangeable with all other commodities, the value of 
each commodity must be comparable with the value of all other commodities in some objective, socially recognisable 
form. Because the abstract labour which Marx assumed to determine the value of commodities is not directly observable 
or recognisable as such, this abstract labour must acquire an objective ‘form of appearance’ which renders the values of all 
commodities observable and mutually comparable. This necessity of a common unified form of appearance of the abstract 
labour contained in commodities ultimately leads to the conclusion that this form of appearance must be money. Money is 
not an inessential illustration for labour-times. Money is the necessary form of appearance of labour-times.’ ‘Money and 
Totality: Marx’s Logic in Volume I of Capital’, 
<http://www.mtholyoke.edu/~fmoseley/working%20papers/MONEYTOT.pdf >, p. 3.  
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(a) The simple, isolated, or accidental form of value 

(1) the two poles of the expression of value 

First we consider the simplest possible form of commodity exchange, the exchange of one commodity for 
another (i.e. barter). 

 x commodity A   =   y commodity B 

 x commodity A  is worth  y commodity B 

or, for example, 

 20 yards of linen   =   1 coat 

 20 yards of linen  are worth 1 coat 

The linen expresses its value in the coat, the coat as the material in which the value is expressed; the linen plays 
an active role, the coat passive; the linen is in the relative form, the coat the equivalent form: the coat and the linen 
not only fulfil different roles in the relation, their roles are mutually exclusive, even though at the same time they 
belong to and mutually condition each other. Because the roles of the two commodities are different, they must 
have different use-values: one cannot express the value of a commodity in itself, only in another commodity. 
And because the roles of the commodities are different, the equation is reversible, but not symmetrical. The 
equation 1 coat = 20 yards of linen is not the same equation written in a different way, but a different equation of the 
same type. 

 

(2) the relative form of value 

(i) The [qualitative] content of the relative form of value    To understand the quantitative relation being here expressed, 
we first need to understand its qualitative aspect. There are two points which are important. First, that the 
equation 20 yards of linen = 1 coat says, independently of the proportions involved, that like is being compared with like. 
Second, that the two quantitatively equated commodities do not fulfil the same role in the relation. It is only the 
value of the linen that is being represented, by being related to the coat, which counts only as the form of existence 
of the linen’s value. 

By equating the linen with the coat, we are saying that the two kinds of labour involved, by virtue of being 
human labour in general, are both value-creating labours. But the value created by the labour expended on a 
commodity can only be expressed in objective form as something materially different from that commodity. 
‘Human labour-power in its fluid state, or human labour, creates value, but is not itself value. It becomes value 
in its coagulated state, in objective form.’45

(ii) the quantitative determinacy of the relative form of value    The exchange relation 20 yards of linen = 1 coat not only 
expresses like with like, value with value, but a specific quantitative relation, reducible to the quantity of labour 
expended in the production of the two commodities: it says that the same quantity of labour has been expended 
in the production of 20 yards of linen as it has in that of one coat. But the quantity of labour-time necessary for 
the production of any commodity is dependent on the productivity of the labour being expended. Should the 
value of the linen rise, because of a fall in productivity, meaning more labour-time is required to produce the 
same quantity as previously, then, should there be no change in the value of the coat, less linen would be 
equivalent to one coat, or the same quantity of linen would be equivalent to less than one coat. The converse 

 Although the coat counts as the quantitative equivalent of the linen, 
because it is a value, it functions as the objective form – the thing – in which value is manifested. Yet the coat 
itself is a use-value: coats no more express value as coats as do anything else. But in the value relation 20 yards of 
linen = 1 coat the value of the linen is expressed by the physical body of the coat. The linen acquires a value form 
different from its natural form. 

                                                 
45 C., p. 142. The importance of this remark merits emphasis. 
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would naturally also hold. And should the same kinds of changes in productivity occur in coat-making, then too 
the equivalent relations would change. Thus, the same changes in relative value may arise from opposed causes: either a 
change in value of the relative form, or a change in value in the equivalent form, or some combination of 
movements in either the same or different directions. A change in value, in the same direction and of the same 
magnitude would naturally leave the value relation unchanged, and would be undetectable unless a third 
commodity, whose value had remained constant, were introduced. 

(iii) the equivalent form    The linen impresses on the coat a particular form of value – the equivalent form (the 
expression of value of the commodity in the relative form). In this way, by functioning as the equivalent, the 
coat acquires the property of being exchangeable with the linen. The magnitude of the value of linen is given by 
the quantity of coats – by the labour-time necessary for their production – that appears in the relation. Thus as 
soon as the coat appears in the value expression as equivalent, its own value ceases to be expressed 
quantitatively. What is expressed is the value of the linen, but relatively, in coats. 

Marx identifies three peculiarities46

first peculiarity    A definite number of coats can express the value of a definite quantity of linen, but they can 
never express the magnitude of their own value (no commodity can: it must always relate its own value in the 
form of the body of an equivalent). Thus use-value (the coat) becomes the form of appearance of its ‘opposite’, 
value.

 of the equivalent form that reveal themselves from this. Before tracing 
Marx’s derivations of the peculiarities, we shall state what they are. That they are peculiarities relates to where we 
are heading here: to money as the equivalent form. 

1  use-value takes on the form of its ‘opposite’, value. 

2  concrete labour takes on the form or manifestation of its ‘opposite’, abstract human labour. 

3  private labour takes on the form of its ‘opposite’, labour in immediately social form. 

47

second peculiarity    Even though it functions as the bodily expression of abstract human labour, the equivalent 
(coats in our example) is itself the product of a specific type of useful labour (tailoring, in our example). Thus 
this concrete labour stands as the expression of general human labour; tailoring (in our example) becomes 
‘abstract human labour’s form of realisation.’

 That the relative value-form (the linen in our example) expresses its value in a form wholly different 
from itself suggests an underlying social relation. But with regard to the equivalent form the reverse is true: that 
the material commodity (the use-value) itself expresses value appears to arise from a natural property of the 
commodity itself. 

48

Marx now criticises a passage from Aristotle.

 What is peculiar  here is not that labour can be considered as 
abstract labour but that concrete labour actually becomes the form of manifestation of abstract labour. 

third peculiarity    Because of the previous peculiarity, that concrete labour (e.g. tailoring) functions as the 
expression of general labour, it (concrete labour) takes on the form of equality with other kinds of labour. 
Although, like all commodity-producing labour, it is performed privately, it is, as an expression of general 
labour, labour in directly social form. As such, it presents itself in a form which is directly exchangeable with 
other commodities. 

49

                                                 
46 ‘Peculiarity’: what is specific to as well as what is out of the ordinary. 
47 Marx here (C., p. 148-9) now introduces the analogy – of dubious scientific validity – of weight in a balance, and we can 
certainly imagine mass and weight as here analogous to value and exchange-value; but he nevertheless immediately 
cautions us as to its limitations: while weight (as is mass) is a natural property, value is ‘supra-natural’, i.e. purely social. 
48 C., p.150. 
49 ‘Nicomachean Ethics by Aristotle, Book V’, <http://classics.mit.edu/Aristotle/nicomachaen.5.v.html>.  

 He complements him on discovering that exchange depends on 
commensurability, and – interestingly – notes that his failure to identify the common substance on which 
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commensurability is based (i.e. value) was an inevitable consequence of the economic relations of his time:50

However, Aristotle himself was unable to extract this fact, that in the form of commodity-values, all labour is 
expressed as equal human labour and therefore as labour of equal quality. Greek society was founded on the 
labour of slaves, hence had as its natural basis the inequality of men and of their labour-powers. The secret of 
the expression of value, namely the equality and equivalence of all kinds of labour because and in so far as 
they are human labour in general, could not be deciphered, until the concept of human equality had already 
acquired the permanence of a fixed popular opinion. This, however, becomes possible only in a society where 
the commodity-form is the universal form of the product of labour, hence the dominant social relation is the 
relation between men as possessors of commodities.

 

51

(iv) the simple form of value considered as a whole      In the simple form of value the value of a commodity is 
independently

 

52

When, at the beginning of this chapter, we said in the customary manner that a commodity is both a use-
value and an exchange-value, this was, strictly speaking, wrong. A commodity is a use-value or object of 
utility, and a ‘value’. It appears as the twofold thing it really is as soon as its value possesses its own particular 
form of manifestation, which is distinct from its natural form. This form of manifestation is exchange-value, 
and the commodity never has this form when looked at in isolation, but only when it is in a value-relation or 
exchange relation with a second commodity of a different kind.

 expressed as exchange-value. Marx here makes a very important clarifying remark: 

53

Such a development is historically specific: ‘[t]he product of labour is an object of utility in all states of society; 
but it is only a historically septic epoch of development which presents the labour expended in the production 
of a useful article as an “objective” property of that article, i.e. as its value. It is only then that the product of 
labour becomes transformed into a commodity.’

 

What the simple form has shown is that exchange-value, the expression of value of the commodity, emerges 
from the nature of commodity-value; rather than value and its magnitude emerging from their mode of 
expression as exchange-value. The opposition between value and use-value, concealed within the individual 
commodity, now reveals itself openly in the relation between two commodities, one of which, whose own value 
is to be expressed, functions only as use-value, and the other, in which that value is to be expressed, functions 
only as exchange-value. 

54

After emphasising what the simple form of value reveals about the commodity, Marx turns to its ‘insufficiency’ 
(and by ‘insufficiency’ we should understand a logical rather than practical insufficiency – although Marx does 
emphasise that the simple form of value is a real historical phenomenon

 

55

 

). By appearing in an exchange-relation 
with only one other commodity, the commodity in the relative form is unable to express its qualitative equality 
and quantitative proportionality to other commodities in general; by the same token, the commodity occupying 
the equivalent form only expresses its exchangeability with one other commodity (in our example, the linen). 
Nevertheless, the logical step to a more complete form of value already presents itself. Given that the simple 
form expresses the value of one commodity in another (different) commodity, it is formally immaterial what this 
other commodity is: the number of different simple expressions of value of a given commodity is only limited 
by the number of other commodities that come into an exchange-relation with it. Hence:  

 

                                                 
50 But see Michael Eldred, ‘Exchange, Value, Justice – Aristotle, Adam Smith, Karl Marx’, 
<http://192.220.96.165/untpltcl/exchvljs.html> for an alternative, utility theory, interpretation. 
51 C., p. 151-2. 
52 ‘Independently’, that is, of its own material form. 
53 C., p. 152 [my emphasis]. 
54 C., p. 153-4. 
55 C., p. 153-4. 



 14 

(b) The total or expanded form of value 

z commodity A = u commodity B or v commodity C or = w commodity D or = x commodity E or = etc. 

(20 yards of linen = 1 coat or = 10 lb tea or = 40 lb coffee or = 1 quarter corn or = 2 oz gold or = ½ ton iron or = 
etc.) 

 

(1) the expanded relative form of value 

The proliferation of equivalents we now see now really reveals the labour that created the linen as a quantity of 
undifferentiated human labour, for it now counts as the equal of every other sort. In addition, from the point of 
view of the commodity in the relative position the form of use-value in which its value is expressed is now a 
matter of disinterest. The magnitude of the linen now cannot be accidental: now, it is clear ‘that it is not the 
exchange of commodities which regulates the magnitude of their values, but the magnitude of the value of 
commodities which regulates the proportion in which they exchange.’56

Once again Marx points out the ‘defects’ of the form (and, again, we need to understand these defects as logical 
ones

 

 

(2) the particular equivalent form 

Now, in addition, each concrete labour represented as equivalent stands as a particular form of manifestation of 
human labour in general. 

 

(3) defects of the total or expanded form of value 

57

 

). From the point of view of the relative form, the form is: 

1   necessarily incomplete, since there is always the possibility of the appearance of another commodity in the 
chain of equivalents; 

2  lacking in simplicity, precisely because human labour in general is represented as a disparate range of 
concrete labours; 

3   not uniform, given that in the equivalent position every commodity except that in the relative position 
appears means that every commodity has a different series of equivalents. 

From the point of view of the equivalent the form is: 

1   limited, since each natural equivalent form exists among innumerable other possible ones, each of which 
excludes all the others; 

2   not generalised, since each form of labour appearing as the commodity-equivalent is a concrete form of 
labour. 

Nevertheless, again, within the form itself lies the logical resolution to its defects. If the form is, in effect, the 
sum of innumerable simple value-forms, and each implies itself reversed, then we arrive at: 

 

 

                                                 
56 C., p. 156. 
57 In the Contribution Marx in fact explicitly refers to the expanded form as a ‘theoretical statement’: ‘Economic 
Manuscripts: Critique of Political Economy. The Commodity’, 
<http://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/works/1859/critique-pol-economy/ch01.htm>. 
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(c) The general form of value 

1 coat  

10 lb of tea  

40 lb of coffee  

1 quarter of corn    =  20 yards of linen 

2 oz of gold  

½  a ton of iron  

x  commodity A, etc.  

 

 (1) the changed character of the form of value 

The two previous forms – the simple and expanded forms of value – were only able to express the value of a 
commodity as something distinct from its own use-value; neither includes an expression of value common to all 
commodities, for, for each commodity, all other commodities can only appear in the form of equivalent. Now, 
however, the general form differentiates the value of every commodity (except that in the equivalent form), not 
from its own use-value, but from all use-values: thus for the first time all commodities (except that in the 
equivalent form) are brought into relation with each other as values, or, which is to say the same thing, can 
present themselves to each other as exchange-values.58

What of the equivalent (the linen)? Now, it is directly exchangeable with all other commodities, i.e. it can be used 
to buy things: its bodily form ‘counts as the visible incarnation [...] of all human labour.’

 Now, all commodities (except that in the equivalent 
form) appear to each other as qualitatively equal and quantitatively proportional: as values in general and as 
values whose magnitudes can be compared. 

59

The general value-form is ‘the social expression of the world of commodities.’ It makes ‘plain that within this 
world the general human character of labour forms its specific social nature.’

 In addition, the labour 
objectified in commodities now does not present itself negatively, as abstraction from its concrete and useful 
properties, but, on the basis of its character of being the expenditure of human labour, positively; i.e. it presents 
itself not in terms of what it is not, but in terms of what it is. 

60

Earlier,

 

 

(2) the development of the relative and equivalent forms of value: their interdependence 
61

                                                 
58 Hans Ehrbar (in his annotated version of Capital, at <http://www.econ.utah.edu/ehrbar/akmc.pdf>) makes the 
following important observation: ‘In the Simple and also the Expanded form of value, Marx emphasizes that the 
commodities express their values in the use-value of the Equivalent commodities. With the General form of value this is 
no longer true. Once one commodity has been singled out as the general equivalent, it is no longer the use-value of the 
commodity serving as equivalent that matters, but the fact that every other commodity expresses its value in that same 
equivalent commodity. This value expression of all other commodities makes the equivalent commodity directly 
exchangeable, in other words, the equivalent commodity can be used to buy all other commodities.’ 
59 C., p. 159. 
60 C., p. 160. 
61 C., p. 139. 

 Marx characterised the equivalent value-form as ‘passive’; now he returns to the point. ‘The degree of 
development of the relative form of value, and that of the equivalent form, correspond. But we must bear in 
mind that the development of the equivalent form is only the expression and the result of the development of 
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the relative form.’62

 

(d)  The money form 

1 coat  

10 lb of tea  

40 lb of coffee  

1 quarter of corn    =  2 oz gold 

2 oz of gold  

½  a ton of iron  

x  commodity A, etc.  

 

 Thus, logically, a universal equivalent appears because the other commodities make it the 
embodiment of their universal form of value. 

But even though the two poles of the value-form correspond, they remain antagonistic. In the simple form, 
because it is reversible, this antagonism is not fixed. By the time we arrive at the general form, the commodity 
which serves as the general equivalent is excluded from the general relative value-form, and can only express its 
value by reversing the general form, i.e. in the expanded form. 

 

(3) the transition from the general form of value to the money form 

In principle, any commodity can function as the universal equivalent; but, to do so, it must stand alone as 
excluded from the commodities that stand in the relative position. Once this happens, the universal equivalent 
functions as money. This leads us to: 

What differentiates this form from the previous is the use-value of the commodity that functions as general 
equivalent. Once gold (or another commodity) functions as money, the simple expression of the relative value of 
a single commodity is the price form. Nevertheless, here, ‘[g]old confronts the other commodities as money only 
because it previously confronted them as a commodity.’63

4  The fetishistic character of the commodity and its secret

 

 
64

So where does this mysteriousness come from? Not from the commodity’s properties of usefulness, for as use-
values commodities are ‘ordinary, sensuous’ things, and what is mysterious about a commodity transcends 
sensuousness. Neither does it emerge from the ‘determinants of value’, because, first, with respect to quality, this 
labour, as labour, however varied its forms, is essentially the ‘expenditure of human brain, nerves, muscles and 
sense organs’; and, second, with regard to quantity, the labour-time necessary to produce the means of 

 
I  In what does the mysteriousness of the commodity consist? 

A commodity, Marx observes, is a mysterious thing. What does he mean by this? In the first place, that by 
analysing it, we have revealed things about it that were not apparent to us before that analysis. 

                                                 
62 C., p. 160. 
63 C., p. 162. 
64 A more effective rendering of Der Fetischcharakter der Ware und sein Geheimnis (cf. the French translation, largely 
undertaken by Marx himself: Le caractère fétiche de la marchandaise et son secret): as we shall see, the commodity is indeed not a 
fetish, but precisely assumes a fetish-like character. 
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subsistence is always of concern, in all societies. Neither does it emerge from the fact that the labour which 
produces commodities is social, for labour assumes a social character whenever people work for other people. No, 
Marx answers: what is mysterious about the commodity is the commodity-form itself. The product of labour 
assumes a mysterious character as soon as it assumes the commodity form. Once we have arrived at this 
conclusion we can say more clearly what ‘mysterious’ really means here, for it consists in what is fundamental to 
the commodity-form itself: 

1  that the equality of different kinds of human labour takes on physical form in the equality of the products 
of labour as values; 

2 that the measure of human-labour takes on the form of the magnitude of the value of the products of 
labour; 

3  that the relations between the producers takes on the form of a social relation between the products of 
labour 

In short, that: 

That the mysterious character of the commodity-form consists [...] simply in the fact that the commodity 
reflects the social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour 
themselves, as the socio-natural properties of these things. Hence it also reflects the social relation of the 
producers to the sum total of labour as a social relation between objects, a relation which exists apart from 
and outside the producers.65

Hence, the ‘fetishism which attaches itself to the products of labour’.

 
66 Here, Marx uses the term fetishism in its 

original – religious – sense, in the sense that in certain religious practises supernatural properties are imputed to 
material objects (the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation would be a good modern-day example of religious 
fetishism). We need to be careful with the metaphor. As we shall see, what Marx is saying here is not that under 
commodity exchange human relations appear to be manifested in the relations between things, for under 
commodity exchange human relations really are manifested in the relations between things; it is that with 
commodity exchange the fact that human relations are manifested in the relations between things is taken not as 
the manifestation of the human relations but as something arising from the natural properties of the things themselves.67

Objects of utility become commodities only because they are the products of the labour of private individuals 
who work independently of each other. [...] Since the producers do not come into social contact until they 
exchange the products of their labours, the specific social characteristics of their private labours appear only 

 And it is 
this that is the ‘mystery’ we are investigating. 

 

II  From where does the mysteriousness of the commodity come from? 

In short, from the particular social character of commodity-producing labour: because commodities are the product of the 
private labour of individuals who work independently of each other, and who only come into social contact 
through the exchange of the products of their labour, through the relations exchange establishes between these 
products and, through their mediation, between the producers. 

                                                 
65 C., p. 164-5. 
66 C, p. 165; ‘attaches itself to’ is key in this formulation. 
67 Norman Geras ‘What is in question [...] [is] that labour is represented by the value of its product, labour-time by the 
magnitude of that value, and social relations by the value relations between commodities. [...] [These relations] are not 
illusory appearances, but realities. [...] This means, not that a relation between persons takes on the illusory appearance of a 
relation between things, but that where commodity production prevails, relations between persons really do take the form 
of relations between things. This is the specific form of capitalist social relations; other societies, both pre- and post-
capitalist, are characterized by social relations of a different form.’ ‘Essence and Appearance: Aspects of Fetishism in 
Marx’s Capital’, New Left Review 65 (January-February 1971), pp. 75-6. 
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within this exchange.68

It is important to grasp here that ‘the social relations between their private labours appear as they are’:

 
69

How does this reality present itself to the producers? Commodities as products of labour acquire social 
objectivity as values through exchange, and this social objectivity is distinct from the materially-varied objectivity 
commodities embody as use-values. But this does not mean that producers are unaware of the demands of the 
market when they are producing. The division of the product into use-value and value occurs once exchange 
itself is sufficiently widespread to allow things to be produced to be exchanged, and, once this happens, their 
value has to be taken into account during production. For the producer, labour itself acquires a two-fold character, 
both as useful labour, and value-producing labour, for it now has to fulfil two functions: first, it must fill a social 
need (the product must be useful, must be able to be sold); second, it must satisfy the need of the producer in that 
her particular useful private labour must be exchangeable with, i.e., count as the equal of, the other kinds of 
useful private labour appearing in the market – they must, in short, realise a reasonable price (and this is 
determined by the methods deployed in production). But it is the demands of the market, of exchange, that drive 
the producers: even though ‘[e]quality [...] between different kinds of labour can be arrived at only by [...] 
[abstracting] from their real inequality’, ‘[t]he private producer’s brain reflects

 that 
under commodity exchange human relations appear to be manifested in the relations between things is because 
they are manifested in the relations between things. 

70 this twofold social character of 
his private labour only in the forms which appear in [...] the exchange of products,’71

[...] the socially useful character of his private labour is reflected in the form that the product of labour has to 
be useful to others, and the social character of equality of the various kinds of labour is reflected in the form 
of the common character, as values,  possessed by these materially different things [...].

 and the forms are these:  

72

Men do not [...] bring the products of their labour into relation with each other as values because they see 
these objects merely as the material integuments of homogeneous human labour. The reverse is true: by 
equating their different products to each other in exchange as values, they equate their different kinds of 
labours as human labour. They do this without being aware of it.

 

Therefore: 

73

What is therefore mysterious here is not that the products of labour are values, but rather in what this latter 
consists: ‘[v]alue, therefore, does not have its description branded on its forehead; it rather transforms every 
product of labour into a social hieroglyphic.’

 

 

III  The limits of political economy 

74 Deciphering this hieroglyphic is the domain of what Marx labels 
‘bourgeois political economy’. Marx’s criticism here is that by limiting itself to deciphering the hieroglyphic 
bourgeois political economy fails to address why it is a hieroglyphic.75

                                                 
68 C., p. 165. 
69 C., p. 166. 
70 Which means that it is not necessary to analyse this reality to come to these conclusions. 
71 C., p. 166. 
72 C., p. 166. 
73 C., p. 166. 
74 C., p. 167.  
75 Hans Ehrbar: ‘A market which follows laws beyond the control of producers and traders is as contradictory as a text 
which cannot be read by its own writer. But this contradiction is not addressed by bourgeois economists. They simply use 
scientific tools to decipher these hieroglyphics.’ 

 Thus, while classical political economy can 
arrive at the discovery that the products of labour are, as values, the material expression of the labour that 
produced them, it is unable to ask why – under what conditions – it is that labour-time manifests itself as value. 
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For classical political economy that the social character of private labours manifests itself as value appears not as 
something specific to commodity production but as something eternally true to human production (or, to put it 
another way, its sees the production of commodities as eternally true human production): 

Something which is only valid for this particular form of production, the production of commodities, namely 
the fact that the specific social character of private labours carried on independently of each other consists in 
their equality as human labour, and, in the product, assumes the form of the existence of value, appears to 
those caught up in the relations of commodity production [...] to be just as ultimately valid as the fact that the 
scientific dissection of the air into its component parts left the atmosphere itself unaltered in its physical 
configuration.76

Practically speaking, producers are concerned only with the quantity of value, not with its quality; and as the 
quantities in which commodities exchange take on a level of customary stability they appear to result from the 
nature of the products of labour themselves. Fluctuations in these magnitudes appear as a movement among 
things. Only with the advanced development of commodity exchange does it become possible to see these 
seemingly accidental movements in the magnitude of exchange of commodities as the assertion of the labour-
time necessary for their production. But identifying this assertion does not remove it: ‘the law of gravity asserts 
itself when a person’s house collapses on top of him.’

 

77

The validity and objectivity of bourgeois political economy is hence limited by the fact that it analyses the 
relations between things as relations between things

  

Social forms which are the result of human practice are at the same time the starting point for reflection on them: 
scientific analysis thus proceeds in reverse direction to the development it seeks to comprehend. Political 
economy arrived at the magnitude of value through the analysis of prices, but it is precisely the price form which 
obfuscates the social character of labour.  

78 (from which also arises its utility, for economic actors’ 
immediate concern is not to understand the nature of value, but simply to get more of it); but to resolve the 
mystery of commodity production, however, one needs to see it as a form of production and examine other – 
non-commodity-producing – ones. Marx examines three: in each he will identify the three ‘essential 
determinations of value’ – the expenditure of human labour-power, the social significance of labo ur-time, and 
the existence of interactions between the producers through which their labours assume a social form79

Robinson Crusoe

 – in the 
absence of commodity production. 

80    In Robinson’s one-person ‘economy’, he employs different forms of labour to satisfy his 
needs, he organises his time and his resources; and even though ‘[a]ll the relations between Robinson and [...] 
[the] objects that form his self-created wealth are so simple [...] those relations contain all the essential 
determinants of value.’81

                                                 
76 C., p. 167. For an illuminating comparison between Marx’s criticism of the classical political economists and his earlier 
criticism of the materialism of Feuerbach, see G A Cohen, Karl Marx’s Theory of History. A Defence (Oxford, 2000), pp. 125-
6. 
77 C., p. 168. 
78 Which is what ‘forms of this kind’ in the first sentence of the first paragraph which begins on p. 169 refers to, i.e. the 
forms which ‘conceal the social character of private labour and the social relations between the individual workers, by 
making these relations appear as relations between material objects, instead of revealing them plainly’ (pp. 168-9). 
79 C., p. 164. 

 

Medieval Europe    The social relations of material production are characterised by relations of personal 
dependence. The natural form of labour is its particularity, not its generality. The corvée is measured in time. 
Here, personal relations are not disguised in the form of the relations between things. 

80 For an interesting reflection on Crusoe, including his economic applications, see: ‘[Marxism] Marx on Robinsonades in 
Das Kapital’, ‘<http://archives.econ.utah.edu/archives/marxism/2004w12/msg00054.html >. 
81 C., p. 170 
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The patriarchal peasant family    The family produces use-values for its own use. The labour deployed is already 
social for it is regulated by age, gender, custom, seasons, etc. Again, the determinations of value are present, but 
the social relations are transparent. 

An association of free individuals    Individual labour-powers are social, but allocated consciously; the product 
is a social product. Once again, ‘social relations are transparent in their simplicity.’82

Hence again we arrive at what is historically specific about the commodity-form: ‘that the commodity reflects the 
social characteristics of men’s own labour as objective characteristics of the products of labour themselves, as 
the socio-natural properties of these things. Hence it also reflects the social relation of the producers to the sum 
total of labour as a social relation between objects, a relation which exists apart from and outside the 
producers.’

 

83 But bourgeois political economy does not see this as specific, but as eternal and immutable: ‘it [...] never 
once asked the question why this content [of value and magnitude] [...] assumed [...] [the] particular form [it did], 
that is to say, why labour is expressed in value, and why the measurement of labour by its duration is expressed in 
the magnitude of value of the product.’84

It is one of the chief failings of classical political economy that it has never succeeded, by means of its 
analysis of commodities, and in particular of their value, in discovering the form of value which in fact turns 
value into exchange-value. Even its best representatives, Adam Smith and Ricardo, treat the form of value as 
something of indifference, something external to the nature of the commodity itself. The explanation for this 
is not simply that their attention is entirely absorbed by the analysis of the magnitude of value. It lies deeper. 
The value form of the product of labour is the most abstract, but also the most universal form of the 
bourgeois mode of production; by that fact it stamps the bourgeois mode of production as a particular kind 
of social production of a historical and transitory character. If then we make the mistake of treating it as the 
eternal natural form of social production, we necessarily overlook the specificity of the value -form, and 
consequently that of the commodity form together with its further developments, the money form, the 
capital form, etc.

 

85

                                                 
82 C., p. 172. In an interesting aside, Marx here (C., pp. 172-3) comments on the relation between the social form of 
production and the ideological configuration of religions: 
‘For a society of commodity producers, [...] [who] in [...]objectified form bring their private labours into relation with each 
other as homogeneous human labour, Christianity with its religious cult of man in the abstract, more particularly in its 
bourgeois development, i.e. in Protestantism, Deism, etc., is the most fitting form of religion. In the ancient Asiatic, 
Classical-antique, and other such modes of production, the transformation of the product into a commodity, and therefore 
men’s existence as producers of commodities, plays a subordinate role [...]. Those ancient social organisms of production 
are much more simple and transparent than those of bourgeois society. They are conditioned by a low stage of 
development of the productive powers of labour, and by correspondingly limited relations of men within the process of 
creating and reproducing their material life, hence also limited relations between man and nature. These real limitations are 
reflected in the ancient worship of nature [...]. The religious reflections of the real world can, in any case, vanish only when 
the practical relations of everyday life between man and man, and man and nature, generally present themselves to him in a 
transparent and rational form. The veil is not removed from the countenance of the social life-process [...] until it becomes 
production by freely associated men, and stands under their conscious and planned control. This, however, requires that 
society possess a material foundation, or a series of material conditions of existence, which in their turn are the natural and 
spontaneous product of a long and tormented historical development.’ 
83 C., p. 164-5. 
84 C., p. 174 (my emphasis). Naturally, although Marx does not bring this out in the body of the text, this marks bourgeois 
political economy as unable to deal effectively even with the practical operation of the determinants of value within 
bourgeois production: ‘As regards value in general, classical political economy nowhere distinguishes explicitly and with a 
clear awareness between labour as it appears in the value of a product, and the same labour as it appears in the product’s 
use-value. [...] [I]t does not occur to the economists that a purely quantitative distinction between different kinds of labour 
presupposes their qualitative unity or equality, and therefore their reduction to abstract human labour.’ C., p. 173, fn. 33. 
85 C., p. 174, fn. 34. 

 


