


Abstract and concrete labour

salient property is that it is treated socially as being qualitatively identical to
every other commodity. This is manifested in the fact that when commodities
are assigned differing quantities of exchange value, expressed I some common

measure, they are thereby being socially regarded as qualitatively alike, all

reducible to the same homogeneous measure of quantitative worth. A commodity
is therefore a doublet of opposite characteristics: a multiplicity of concrete useful
Properties (use value) on the one hand, and a single magnitude of homogeneous
quantitative worth (exchange value) on the other.

The double character of acommaodity is strikingly reminiscent of the previously
noted duality of |3bour as particular concrete labour and as general social [abour.
Indeed, in commodity producing society the various concrete labours ‘ only count
as homogeneous labour when under objectified husk’, that is, when they ‘relate
to one another as human labour by relating their products to one another as
values’. The concrete Jabours are thus counted as social labour only when they
are palorized, and the necessity of exchange value lies precisely in the fact that
it isthrough this device that a society containing apparently independent private
producers comes to grips with the social content of their individual labours. To
answer Marx’s second question, exchange value is the particular historical mode
of expressing the general necessity of social labour.

The notion that exchange value is a historically specific Way of accounting for
socia labour time does not imply that the terms of exchange of commodities
always reflect the quantities o f valorized social labour time that wen( intu thei
respective production. Indeed, Marx distinguishes between the case in which
particular useful objects are produced for direct use and only accidentally or
occasionally find their way into the sphere of exchange, and the case in which
goods are produced in order to be exchanged. In the first case, when for example
otherwise self-sufficient tribes occasionally barter a few of their products, the
relation between concrete labour and social labour is effectively determined within
each social group, and exchange merely serves to create a temporary equivalence
between the respective social labours involved. Because the objects in question
are produced as useful objects and become commodities only when they enter
CXchausc, thie labours involved are valorized uu]y in excliange itself. Moreover,
since these activities do not depend fundamentally on exchange (and hence on
the valorization of their labour), the precise conditions of exchange can in turn
be decided by a variety of factors, ranging from broad structura influences to
merely conjunctural or even accidental ones.

At the opposite extreme is the case of goods produced solely for exchange.
Now, the particular labours involved areaimed at producing exchangeable goods.
and the valorization of these labours is an intrinsic part of their reproduction.
As producers of commodities, these labours create not only bundles of useful
Properties (use-values), but also amounts of abstract quantitative worth. In the
former aspect, they are of course concrete labours; but in the latter, they are
value creating activities whose content as social labour is manifest only
in-and-through the abstract quantitative worth of their products. To emphasize
this Particular historical form of the duality of labour, Marx identifies that labour
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which is engaged in the production of commodities as being both concrete
(use-value creating) labour, and ahstruct (value creating) labour.

Three further points must be briefly mentioned. First of all, Marx argues that
abstract labour time not only stands behind the producton of commodities, but
that the magnitudes of these labour times actually regulate the exchange relations
of these commodities. To this end, he defines the quantity of abstract labour
‘socially necessary . . to produce an article under the norma conditions of
production’ as the (inner) value of the commodity, sinceit isthe ‘intrinsic measure’
of the exchange value. Secondly, he distinguishes between the conditions under
which the exchange relations of commodities are dependent on their (labour)
values, and the conditions in which they are controlled by them. It is only in
the latter instance, in which capitalism has effectively generalized commodity
production, that the reproduction of society is regulated by the law of value.
Lastly, he notes that once commodity production is indeed generalized, so that
social lahenr appears only under an objective husk, then the social relation
among producers is actually regulated by the mysterious value-relation between
their products. In this topsy-turvy world, a social relation among persons appears
in their eyes to be in fact a relation among things. This is what Marx calls the
Fetishism of Commaodities which is characteristic of capitalism.
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