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0. INTRODUCTION 

The discussion on methodology in economic science is often posed without a clear 

link to the economic theory which supposedly supports; reciprocally, economic theory and 

research often ignore its methodological foundations. In the same vein, Marx’s basic 

concepts (value, money, capital, etc.) are often developed along with strong references to 

                                                 
1
 I am indebted to Diego Guerrero for his invaluable support in the understanding of price theory within the 
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comments and critics received were helpful and, some of them, incorporated to this paper. Of course, views 

and errors expressed in this paper are mine. 
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its dialectic and materialist method, but the link is soon broken when more concrete 

economic theory is developed. 

This is the case with the definition and ulterior development of the concept of 

abstract labour, an old debate within the labour theory of value. In the last decades, there 

has been a growing emphasis in the literature to endow this concept with a social content, 

following Marx’s method, and supersede the technological determination of abstract labour. 

As it will be shown below, the “social paradigm” has been partly successful in defining 

abstract labour –the substance of value– as socially determined labour, and, more 

specifically, as capitalist labour. But it has been unsuccessful in deriving further 

consequences for the labour theory of value; generally, the measure of abstract labour is 

still defined in pure technological terms. Thus, the development of price theory within the 

social paradigm still suffers from the “evils” of the “technological paradigm”.  

The purpose of this paper is to establish the necessary unity between a simple 

methodological reconstruction of the concept of abstract labour and the implications of 

such a concept for microeconomic theory and empirics. Therefore, this reconstruction is not 

an aim in itself but a necessary step for the development of a satisfactory price theory. This 

is not capricious; in my opinion, a methodological reinstatement of abstract labour is 

essential for the construction of a complete labour theory of prices, i.e., a theory that 

provides a whole analytical framework for the satisfactory understanding of price 

determination in capitalist economies. 

The paper is organized as follows. Section 1 reviews critically the main 

interpretations of abstract labour found in the literature. First, a classification of the 

interpretations of abstract labour is set; it is shown that the most part do not fully grasp the 

social content of labour in capitalism. Then, I collect late views that consider that the social 

form of abstract labour must include the capital-labour relation of work. This permits the 

reconstruction of the concept of abstract labour. Section 2 derives consequences for 

microeconomic theory and empirics. The reconstruction of abstract labour necessarily 

implies a reconstruction of its measure, ‘socially necessary labour time’, where the 

concepts of ‘socially embodied-labour time’ and ‘socially appropriated-labour time’ are 

deemed crucial. Then, I outline the main features of price theory developed along these 
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lines and discuss the relation between labour and prices. As a way of conclusion, some tips 

for future empirical research are provided. 

1. RECONSTRUCTION OF THE CONCEPT OF ABSTRACT LABOUR 

1.1 From the technological to the social paradigm 

There have been different attempts to set a classification of the numerous and 

diverse interpretations of abstract labour in the literature. de Vroey’s differentiation 

between technological and social paradigm is a popular one: 

‘Two distinct versions of this theory are available, each of which claims to be true to Marx. They 

can be called the Ricardian or embodied-labour interpretation and the post-Ricardian of abstract-

labour interpretation. The classical exposition of the first version is Meek’s Studies in the Labour 

Theory of Value, while the second is contained in Rubin’s Essays on Marx’s Theory of Value. […] 

The first interpretation is developed from what I call a technological paradigm. […] The abstract-

labour version is characterized by a shift, from a technological to a social paradigm’ (de Vroey, 

1982: 39-40) 

Reuten´s classification provides a deeper historical content: 

‘Until the 1960s a labour-embodied theory of value dominated much of Marxist economic theory... 

Since then three reactions from within Marxism have developed against the labour-embodied theory 

of value. The first and best known of these is that led by Steedman (1977), which proposes an 

approach based on technical coefficients, derived from Sraffa (1960). The second reaction is the 

abstract-labour theory of value, which has been developed since the beginning of the 1970s. (…) 

The third strand is that of value-form theory, which strongly stresses the need for a dialectical 

methodology’ (Reuten, 1988: 44) 

As Reuten points out, the dominant interpretation along the 20
th

 century was the 

embodied-labour one. Also, most critiques of the labour theory of value –neoricardian and 

sraffian– were directed to this version of the theory. Both theory and critiques remained 

within the technological paradigm. The first manifestation of this paradigm is to be found 

in Engels’ supplement to his edition of Capital Volume III ‘Law of value and rate of 

profit’, where he sustains his “logical-historical method”. According to it, ‘Marxian law of 

value has general economic validity for a period lasting from the beginning of exchange [… 

] The law of value has prevailed during a period of from five to seven thousand years’.
2
 

                                                 
2
 Engels 1959, p. 33. 
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This conception of labour as a technical factor of production has been followed for 

numerous Marxist along the 20
th

 century, so conflating abstract labour with the need of 

labour for social reproduction.
3
 

The English edition of Rubin’s “Essays on the Marx’s theory of value” marked the 

introduction of social relations in the debate on value. Rubin’s (1923: 121) emphasis on 

social relations was adopted by numerous authors: ‘Labour does not, in itself, give value to 

the product, but only that labour which is organized in a determined social form’. Fischer 

(1982: 27) indicates Pilling’s paper (1972) as the start out of the social paradigm in the 70s, 

sparkling a prolific debate.
4
 This literature proposes to distinguish Marx’s theory of value 

from others, specially, those having a Ricardian inspiration. The argument consists in 

stressing the social content of abstract labour, as opposed to the dominant technological 

interpretation. As Mohun (1994b: 218) asserts, ‘the objectification of labour in 

commodities as the creation of value cannot be identified as a physical process; it is rather 

a social relation’. 

The consequence of this reading of Marx’s theory is to provide economic categories 

with social and historical content: abstract labour is not a general ahistorical concept but a 

concept determined by specific social relations. Nonetheless, the social paradigm 

characterizes abstract labour exclusively from the social relations of exchange of 

commodities, i.e., social relations are limited to the private character of labour in market 

economies. So the capitalist labour relation is disregarded. Thus, Mohun asserts that 

‘abstract labour only appears in exchange, in the social relation between commodities’ 

(ibid). 

                                                 
3
 In his celebrated introduction to Capital, Mandel joined Engel’s conception and considered that categories 

such as value and surplus-value must be analyzed within the ‘simple commodity production’, previous to the 

capital relation (Mandel, 1976). Ignoring the capitalist social relations of production, he conflates these 

categories with concrete labour and physical surplus, respectively. In the same vein, Dobb thinks that the 

determination of value by labour has mostly a ‘technical character’ (Dobb, 1973: 16) and his effort is 

directed to show the ‘identity of labour and value relations’ (ibid: 17). Therefore, the distinction between 

concrete and abstract labour is collapsed. 

4
 Elson (1979), Reuten (1988), and Mohun (1994a) compile literature on the social paradigm. 
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Recently, Murray’s (2000a, 2000b) attempt to lay bare the ‘truly social content’ of 

Marx´s theory of value goes with the introduction of a new concept, ‘practically abstract 

labour’, as the definite historical type of labour that produces value in capitalism, different 

to ‘abstract labour’, general psychological labour. In this manner, Murray intends to avoid 

the thorny issue of the contradiction found in Marx’s texts between an asocial concept of 

(value-producing) abstract labour and the necessary social content of Marx’s labour theory 

of value. However, this reinstatement does not comprise the social and historical content of 

value-producing labour in capitalism; for Murray, it is also circulation of commodities in 

exchange that makes labour (practically) abstract: 

‘The human labour whose equality with other forms of human labour is validated by the social 

practice of equating the products of those labours to one another in the market, through money, is 

abstract not in a general way, it is “practically abstract” labour’ (Murray, 2000a: 51)
5
 

Certainly, Murray (2000a: 42) asserts that commodity circulation implies circulation 

of capital. He also makes the point that ‘any thought that the market alone makes labour 

“practically abstract” misconceives the status of generalized commodity circulation in 

relation to the production process as a whole’ (ibid: 45). However, despite the straight 

relation set between capitalist production and generalized circulation of commodities, the 

definition of (practically) abstract labour relies solely on the second aspect alone: ‘The 

market … gives meaning to the term ‘“practically abstract” labour’ by subjecting the 

products of labour to its grinding indifference’ (ibid: 44) 

Summing up, the predominant social form analyzed by social paradigm theorists is 

commodity exchange, whether related to capitalist production or not. This way, the 

definition of abstract labour lacks of an important specific capitalist content: the capitalist 

labour process. Consequently, although the social paradigm implies a breakthrough if 

                                                 
5
 Certainly, Murray (2000a: 42) asserts that commodity circulation implies circulation of capital. He also 

makes the point that ‘any thought that the market alone makes labour “practically abstract” misconceives the 

status of generalized commodity circulation in relation to the production process as a whole’ (ibid: 45). 

However, despite the straight relation set between capitalist production and generalized circulation of 

commodities, the definition of (practically) abstract labour relies solely on the second aspect alone: ‘The 

market … gives meaning to the term ‘“practically abstract” labour’ by subjecting the products of labour to its 

grinding indifference’ (ibid: 44) 
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compared with the previous technological paradigm, it still disregards the truly social 

content of the concept of abstract labour: its specifically capitalist content. The three-

decades-long social paradigm’s attempt to endow abstract labour with a ‘truly capitalist’ 

content is missed. 

1.2 Towards abstract labour as capitalist labour 

Nonetheless, there is also been a preoccupation in the literature to incorporate into 

the analysis of abstract labour the capitalist relation of production and the specificity of the 

labouring activity in capitalism and, thus, supersede the social paradigm. 

Napoleoni (1973: 101-110) early noticed this deficiency as an ‘apparent ambiguity’ 

in Marx’s work between the abstraction of labour in exchange and the abstraction of labour 

as a reflection of abstract capital. He claimed that Marx’s definition of abstract labour 

arises from the analysis of the labour separation from the objective conditions of production 

in capitalism, and asserted that Marx’s contradiction is not such, as the generalized 

exchange is only conceivable within capitalism. However, he did not deepen into the 

characterization of abstract labour from the capital relation. 

Another early reference to the insufficiency of the social paradigm is set forth by 

Gleicher (1983: 103): 

‘The doctrine of circulation is not sufficient to provide an understanding of capitalist as a distinct 

historical object, since it is not specific to the relations of production which generate the stock of 

goods that appear in the sphere of circulation. Thus, opposing a central thesis of the Rubin school, I 

also contend that the doctrine of circulation –i.e., the commodity as such– is not sufficient to 

articulate the labour theory of value’ 

In contrast, Gleicher employs a ‘historical approach’ to define abstract labour 

encompassing the characteristics of labour in capitalism. However, the effort is 

unsuccessful, because he relates the abstraction of labour in capitalism with two historical 

events. First, he links the primitive accumulation of capital with the ‘historical processes by 

which the abstraction of labour occurs’ (ibid: 107). However, if abstract labour is capitalist 

labour, relating the advent of capitalism with the historical emergence of abstract labour is 

not saying a lot. The second event is the development of the manufacture as the dominant 

form of production in capitalism:  
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‘Manufacturing involves the reduction of individual worker’s activity to “detail labour” –labour 

which confines its subjects to elemental tasks within the operations of a single “collective labourer”, 

the firm’ (ibid: 108) 

Consequently, it is Gleicher’s contention that the abstraction of labour amounts to 

the ‘simplification’ of tasks carried out by labour in capitalism and, therefore, abstract 

labour is conflated with ‘simple concrete labour’. In his own words, ‘abstract labour is 

taken to be actual (concrete) labour that has become independent of, and hence 

homogeneous across, various use-values’ (ibid: 107). Whatever similar may become 

different labours in capitalism, manufacture cannot homogenize its concreteness and 

Gleicher’s concept of abstract labour cannot stand for a homogeneous substance of value. 

In conclusion, Gleicher’s effort is failed as the material, rather than social, characteristics of 

labour in capitalism are taken into account in the definition of abstract labour. 

A breakthrough in introducing the capital-labour relation in the definition of abstract 

labour is attributable to De Angelis’ work (1995, 1996, 1998). At first, he also criticizes the 

social paradigm for ‘asserting that it is only in exchange that heterogeneous concrete 

labours is rendered homogeneous and abstract. Here the social aspect of the capitalist 

relation is limited to relations in the market’ (De Angelis, 1995: 123). Then, he states that 

‘abstract labour thus, the substance of value, must be for Marx the capitalism form of 

work’. (ibid: 110). De Angelis proceeds to uncover the social specific characteristics of the 

capitalist labouring activity –this being his main contribution–, though he locates abstract 

labour in the subjective perceptions arising from the two-sided capital-labour relation. 

According to De Angelis (1996: 6-12), the nature of labour abstraction in capitalism 

is related to the concept of “restricted sense” described by Marx in the Economic and 

Philosophical Manuscripts. For Marx, he states, humans have a sensuous existence and 

their sensuous experience is mediated by material needs. Following Marx, he expresses that 

‘a person “who is starving” is indifferent toward different forms of food. For this person, 

only the “abstract form” of food exists’ (ibid: 8-9). The same applies to abstract labour: 

‘The category of “abstract” is indeed a category indicating a sensuous activity, generated by some 

form of constraint, a human activity in which human sensibility is confined and restricted to one 

dominant character, in which the form of expenditure of human energy in this activity does not 

matter; it is secondary, contingent’ (ibid: 9) 
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Therefore,  

‘The reality of abstract labour must therefore identify a social relation, a relation of work, in which 

the different sides are holding two opposite and contradictory objective positions. This is what 

defines the capitalist relation of work as a relation of struggle. Thus, Marx’s category of abstract 

labour as labour creating value is … the mirror image in thought of a real tangible activity, which 

has a twofold meaning correspondent to the different sides of the work relation. The reality of 

abstract labour is, from capitalist’s perspective, one of an external objectivity to be controlled… 

The reality of abstract labour as lived by the workers is that of the contradiction between “restricted 

sensuousness” and the realm of sensuous needs and aspirations’ (De Angelis, 1996: 11-12) 

From the workers’ perspective, De Angelis (1995: 110) affirms that ‘abstract 

labour means “human labour-power expended without regard to” the pain, suffering, 

human brutalization, boredom, stupidity, etc. that work may imply’. Moreover, ‘abstracting 

from this lived experience means that the workers are put in position of indifference to the 

final product’. Also, ‘worker’s lived experience is secondary in defining the form of the 

collective expenditure of labour-power’ (ibid: 111). Therefore, the worker is alien to the 

form of work, its organization and the products of labour. However, De Angelis notices that 

workers cannot fully abstract from the labour process as it is part of their lived experience. 

From the capitalists’ perspective, labour activity does not matter in itself, but in its 

results. Work does not belong to the capitalists’ lived experience; it is an external 

objectivity under their control. Therefore, De Angelis observes that, from capitalists’ 

perspective, labour loses all its concrete characteristics; it becomes merely a value-creating 

activity. In his words (1996: 11), ‘labour is entirely sensuousless only from the perspective 

of those whose “unceasing drive for profit” require them to look upon labour purely as an 

external objectivity to be controlled’. Thus, capitalists are indifferent to the particular 

concrete characteristics of labour; their profit-lead motivation makes labour abstract.
6
 

                                                 
6
 This reading of the homogenization of labour in capitalism confers abstract labour with three main 

characteristics: it is alien, forced, and boundless (De Angelis, 1995: 111). Abstract labour is alien because ‘the 

work activity and the product, the extension of work … presents themselves to the workers as an external 

power, outside their direct control’. Imposition of work origins from the primitive accumulation of capital 

and manifests itself in the active class struggle within the working place. More importantly, abstract labour is 

boundless because ‘is not limited by a set of needs’ (ibid: 112). As capitalist production is driven by value –

not use-value– creation, the imposition of work has not quantitative limits to its increment: 
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In conclusion, De Angelis’ merit lies in focusing on the social characteristics of the 

capital-labour relation, but his definition of abstract labour suffers from subjectivism, as the 

social relation is analyzed from the lived experience of parts involved rather than from their 

objective position in the social relation.  

Arthur (2001: 15) has shown in a recent paper De Angelis’ same preoccupation: 

‘It has to be said that Rubin concentrated very much in the forms of exchange. In this paper I 

deepen the category of social form to include the bearing of the form of the capital relation, as 

essentially conflictual, on the primary value categories’
7
 

Arthur’s new definition of abstract labour is similar to De Angelis’, but refers to the 

capital perspective of the labour relation, rather than to the capitalists, so reflecting an 

objective appraisal of the labour relation:  

‘The reason why labour is properly conceptualized as “abstract” within the capital relation is that 

industrial capital treats all labourers as identical because it has an equal interest in exploiting them 

regardless of their concrete specificity. […] Capital as an abstract totality considers labour as its 

opposite, simple as the instrument of its valorization. While it is forced to allocate labours to 

                                                                                                                                                     
‘As far as the production of values is concerned therefore, work becomes work for work’s sake, as no 

concrete determination in relation to human needs is posited to limit the amount of work’ (ibid: 113). 

7 
Arthur favours a new reading of the first chapter of Capital I, where Marx doesn’t refer to ‘simple 

commodity production’, but to an abstracted and indeterminate capitalist society: 

‘Because it is thus abstracted from the capitalist totality, no finished definition of value can be given at the 

start; for it is to be understood only in its forms of development. It acquires greater concreteness and 

determinacy when these later developments are reflected backed on it, as it were. Because this is so, all the 

concepts of Marx’s first chapter have only an abstract character, and the argument as it advances develops 

the meanings of these concepts, through grounding them adequately in the comprehended whole’ (Arthur, 

2001: 17-18) 

The consequence, in Arthur’s words, is straightforward: 

‘Such central categories of value theory as “abstract labour” … and “socially necessary labour time” … are 

necessarily inadequately conceptualized when articulated as presuppositions of value in the context of 

simple circulation prior to any discussion of the production process. They are insufficiently determinate. 

Since the circulation of commodities discussed in the early chapters is in truth the circulation of 

capitalistically produced commodities, their value, and the relevant determinations of labour, are 

concretely constituted only in the capital relation’ (ibid: 18-19) 



 10 

different tasks the point is that exploiting them yields a homogeneous product, the accumulation of 

capital itself’ (ibid: 20)
8
 

Arthur considers the worker’s perspective too: 

‘Similarly, whenever workers treat their labour instrumentally, as a wage-earning activity, they 

abstract from whatever concrete tasks they perform. Separated from the objective conditions of their 

activity the workers’ subjectivity is thrown back into itself. Each becomes a mere “work-man”, 

looking for “work” in general’ (ibid) 

Again, worker’s perspective is not analyzed from their lived experience within the 

labour process but from the objective positioning of work as a mere means of subsistence 

for workers in the capital relation. Therefore, abstract labour can be conceptualized from 

the objective characteristics of the capitalist relation of work.
9
 

1.3 Abstract labour as labour in its capitalist form 

An important conclusion of this section is that an alternative definition of abstract 

labour can and must be conceptualized from the social relation of capitalist production: 

labour becomes abstract as a consequence of capital indifference to concrete labours 

performed by workers; for capital, the result of the labour process is value and surplus 

value creation, and, hence, the possibility of accumulating capital. Therefore, abstraction of 

labour is a precondition of market equal exchange, not an outcome. 

2. TOWARDS A NEW LABOUR THEORY OF VALUE’S MICROECONOMICS 

Abstract labour is the substance of prices and, as such, the foundation 

microeconomic theory. Thus, the reinstatement of abstract labour carried out in Section 1 

                                                 
8
 It is worth to notice the difference with Sweezy’s technological definition of abstract labour. Sweezy 

considers that labour abstraction lies in the high mobility of capital across industries (Sweezy, 1942). But it is 

precisely because labour is abstract that the allocation of labour among industries is secondary. 

9
 It may seem that Arthur (2001: 20) considers abstraction of labour in production as a complement to the 

abstraction of labour in circulation, not as a precondition of labour equality in this sphere: ‘The qualitative 

identity of labours posited in the equation of products is complemented by a process that posits them as 

abstract in production itself’. However, he makes it clear that ‘the constitution of labour as abstract in the 

capital relation is more fundamental than its constitution as abstract in exchange’ and that ‘living labour is 

treated as abstract prior to exchange precisely because it is treated as abstract in exchange’ (ibid: 23 and 

24). 
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implies profound consequences for price theory, i.e., a new qualitative definition of abstract 

labour entails a new quantitative dimension for ‘socially necessary labour time’. However, 

this implication has been barely developed by the authors that have worked out the 

definition of abstract labour as capitalist labour.
10

  

2.1 Socially necessary labour time: an open social concept 

In this task, I am ascribing a novel tendency found in the literature that interprets 

socially necessary labour time as an open social concept, where the measure of abstract 

labour takes different expressions depending on the social relations abstracted from reality 

that enter into its formation. This tendency is well summed up in what Biewener (1997: 57) 

has called as a ‘socially contingent labour approach’ where ‘the social modifier of abstract 

labour takes on new significance and import’. Biewener’s intention consists in 

‘distinguishing this approach from a more traditional, embodied labour approach to value 

theory’: 

‘Value, in Marxian economics, may then always be defined as socially necessary labour time, but 

what this refers to will depend upon the particular circumstances under consideration. With new 

social processes included in the analysis, the negotiation of what is “socially necessary” changes 

and, thereby, so does the meaning of value and value forms. The concept of what value is 

understood to be, both qualitatively and quantitatively, is in this sense, socially contingent’ (ibid: 

63) 

According to Biewener, the value form takes first the form of ‘value’ when 

circulation is analyzed given the conditions of production in Volume I of Capital; it takes 

the form of ‘market value’, ‘as competition between different capitals is considered  in the 

negotiation of exchange equivalence and value in exchange is no longer simply reducible to 

value in production’ (ibid: 59); and, finally, it takes the form of price of production when 

the ‘consideration of a new social contingency, capitalist competition with the rule of equal 

profitability, redefines exchange equivalence in terms of value’ (ibid: 60). Summing up, the 

definition of value changes as different aspects of technological competition among capitals 

are introduced into the analysis. 

                                                 
10

 For example, Arthur (2001: 32) limits himself to say that ‘the magnitude of value is determined by “socially 

necessary exploitation time”’, and that ‘this exploitation time to which I refer comprises the whole working 

day’. 
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Nevertheless, my approach differs from Biewener’s in two points. First, I think the 

qualitative aspect of value is not modified along the process of determination of socially 

necessary labour time. Abstract labour, as the qualitative substance of value, is already a 

fully determined concept by the whole social relations that constitute the capitalist mode of 

production. Second, and related, Biewener defines –following Wolff et al., 1984– ‘value’ as 

the quantity of social labour-time in production and ‘value form’ as the quantity of social 

labour-time in circulation (ibid: 59). On the contrary, we deem value as an absolute 

quantity of labour-time and value form as a relative expression in terms of money of that 

quantity of labour-time. Instead, we employ the concept of ‘embodied-labour time’ to refer 

to labour-time in production, opposed to ‘appropriated labour-time’ that refers to labour-

time in circulation. 

Another example of an open reading of socially necessary labour time is found in 

Mariña (1998-9, 2007). In his effort towards the recognition of market prices of production 

as the gravitational centres of market prices –rather than prices of production–, Mariña 

considers that socially necessary labour time must incorporate not only the social 

conditions of production but also the social conditions of circulation of commodities. Given 

that capitalist economies reproduce under structural disequilibria –i.e., discrepancies 

between the social labour time allocated to the production of commodities and the social 

labour time needed to meet the solvent demand for these commodities–, ‘these structural 

disequilibria are determinants of the labour time socially necessary for the production and 

reproduction of commodities under social conditions prevailing in the context of capitalist 

competition’ (Mariña, 1998-9: 105). 

Thus, Mariña goes further than Biewener in that he includes in the analysis of 

socially necessary labour time not only the technological competition among capitals but 

also the fluctuating relationship between social needs and production capacity. Although I 

agree with Mariña in both the inclusion in the analysis of the conditions of commodities 

circulation and the theoretical relevance of the market price of production (Cámara, 2003: 

98-105), our arguments differ mainly in the identification of the level of abstraction where 

the concept of ‘embodied-labour time’ is placed. Mariña thinks that this role is played by 

the market price of production, as expression of the conditions of reproduction of the 

capitalist society, including both conditions of production and of circulation of 
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commodities. In contrast, I propose that the concept of ‘embodied labour-time’ must 

encompass only the conditions of production and that conditions of circulation can only 

modify the ‘appropriated labour-time’. 

2.2 ‘Embodied’ and ‘appropriated labour-time’ 

Here I stress the importance and usefulness of the concept of embodied-labour time 

as far as it is interpreted as ‘socially embodied-labour time’, and its relation to the concept 

of ‘socially appropriated-labour time’. It is argued that the definition of abstract labour as 

capitalist labour permits to delimitate strictly the precise role played by each of the 

constituents of socially necessary labour time: conditions of production (or valorisation) 

given by technology of production and conditions of circulation given by social needs. 

In this approach, abstract labour emerges from the capital relation as labour 

abstracted from its concrete characteristics. Capital is indifferent to the concrete forms of 

labour; it is just concerned about labour capacity for value and surplus value creation. As a 

consequence, it is possible to infer that two different volumes of abstract labour count the 

same for capital if they satisfy equally its drive for profit, i.e., the rule of measure of 

abstract labour must be the equality of profit rates. To say it again, the value-creating 

capacity of abstract labour is assessed by the equality of profit rates, a situation in which 

capital is not only indifferent to the qualitative characteristics of labour but also to its 

quantitative dimension. Therefore, the price of production, which implies homogeneous 

sectoral profit rates, represents the ‘socially necessary abstract labour time embodied’ in the 

production of a commodity, i.e., it is the value in production. 

Notice that the price of production emerges as a result of the technological 

competition among capitals, both intra and intersectoral, and, therefore, mirrors the 

conditions of value production (or conditions of valorisation) of the capitalist economies 

and abstracts from the conditions of circulation. Notwithstanding, technology is interpreted 

here from a socially determined standpoint and the ‘reduction’ of the different (intra and 

intersectoral) technologies to a common ground responds to a social determination. Hence, 

conditions of valorisation are not analogous to technical or material conditions of 

production. This is why ‘socially embodied-labour time’ is something rather different to the 

technological paradigm interpretation of embodied-labour time. 
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The argument also differs from the conventional depiction of labour ‘equalization’ 

or ‘reduction’ to simple labour, where dissimilar intensities of work, skills and other 

technical aspects of work are ‘reduced’. This process is said to be social as different labours 

are socially evaluated by competition, punishing low productivity work and rewarding high 

productivity work. However, the social character of this reduction incorporates fairly 

nothing from the capitalist nature of labour. In contrast, labour equalization proposed here 

is a consequence of the drive for profit nature of capitalist social relations.
11

 

Actually, the argument is similar to the usual analysis of intrasectoral competition, 

where capitals of diverse technological compositions compete in a homogeneous product 

market. As a rule, theorists argue that different volumes of abstract labour employed by 

capitals to produce a commodity unit –as a consequence of the technological diversity– 

count the same as ‘socially necessary labour time’. Therefore, the value-creating capacity 

of different volumes of abstract labour is equalled, given the physical equivalence of 

products.
12

 However, this rule in no longer applicable when intersectoral competition and 

heterogeneous product markets are incorporated in the analysis. Instead, the previous 

physical rule must be substituted by the social rule introduced above, a rule born from the 

very definition of abstract labour as a truly social concept. 

In fact, it is worth to note that, in this interpretation of the price of production as the 

‘embodied labour-time”, it is not only abstract labour as the substance of value what it is 

endowed with a truly social content but also, and as a consequence, its measure, socially 

necessary labour time. 

Conditions of circulation given by solvent social needs also play a role in the 

determination of socially necessary labour time, though qualitatively distinct because the 

                                                 
11

 The argument presented here may seem similar to Saad-Filho’s homogenisation of labours of distinct 

sectors (1997, 2002: ch. 5). However, it is different because, according to him, ‘value in production’ is 

determined by the analytically previous processes of normalization and synchronization of labours producing 

the same kind of commodity. Also, because he describes homogenisation of labour as a conceptually clear but 

practically complex process, where the assessment of value produced is uncertain since the process is affected 

by phenomena related to circulation, such as the discrepancy between supply and demand. In contrast, I think 

that labour equalisation has a quantitative clear outcome given by the equalisation of sectoral profit rates. 

12
 An exception to this reading can be found in Gouverneur (2000: 203-207) 
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technological determination of the measure of abstract labour is already exhausted in the 

level of abstraction of the price of production. Thus, the active role played by conditions of 

circulation –that is, the divergence between the volumes of supply and demand– can not 

modify ‘value created in production’, leading to the qualitatively different concept of 

‘socially necessary appropriated-labour time’. This concept incorporates both technology of 

production and social needs, and represents a fully determined measure of abstract labour. 

2.3 The ‘transformation’ as a theory of prices (rather than a problem) 

Here the main features of my interpretation of the ‘transformation’ as a price theory 

are sketched. This reading relies heavily on the previous definition of socially necessary 

labour time and on Guerrero’s (2000) interpretation of price theory. Guerrero points out 

that there are two pairs of essential adjectives for the understanding of the transformation 

process –absolute and relative, and real and conceptual–, and considers that ‘both can be 

equally applied to the price and value substantive’ (ibid: 47). He regards absolute prices 

(values) as the intrinsic value of commodities expressed in labour time, while relative 

prices are the extrinsic expression of labour time in money commodity. In addition, 

Guerrero argues that real prices are empirical and observable in daily market transactions, 

and, to the contrary, conceptual prices are not empirical but mental categories that must 

employed for a proper understanding of real prices (ibid: 47-50). 

The previous definitions allow for a presentation of microeconomic theory with 

‘three different readings or levels of analysis’, summarized in the following figure: 
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The process of price formation 

  Absolute Relative Technology Social needs 

Conceptual 

prices 

1. Individual 

price 
I yib = i/b 

Lack of 

competition 

Equilibrium 2. Sectoral price i dib = i/b 
Intrasectoral 

competition 

3. Production 

price 
i pib = i/b 

Intersectoral 

competition 

4. Market price 

of production 
I lib = i/b Capitalist 

 

competition 

Structural 

disequilibrium 

Real 

prices 
5. Market price i mib = i/b 

Market 

disequilibrium 

Source: Own elaboration from Guerrero (2000) 

A first reading of the figure corresponds with a horizontal bidirectional movement, 

related to the dimensions of the transformation, which represents the relation between 

absolute prices (Greek letters) and relative prices (Latin letters). It is possible to both 

express monetary prices in quantities of labour time –through the value of money (μb)– and 

absolute prices in quantities of money –through the monetary expression of labour time 

(1/μb). Nonetheless, the transformation is not conceived as the passage from labour to 

money magnitudes; instead, it is a two-dimensional process that involves both labour and 

money quantities. A second reading corresponds with an upward vertical movement from 

real to conceptual prices. As Guerrero states, ‘reality does not limit to observable facts and 

individuals, but it also consists of structures and relations underlying them’ (ibid: 55). This 

movement is associated with the method of investigation and reflects the need for concepts 

abstracted from reality to explain it satisfactorily. 

The last analysis involved in the figure is microeconomic theory itself. It 

corresponds with the downward vertical movement (12345), where different 

levels of abstraction are employed, each one capturing a crucial aspect of the reality of 

price formation,
13

 and it is related to the method of presentation.
14

 In other words, it is a 

                                                 
13

 Therefore, as far as conceptual prices reflect a real process they are ‘real but conceptual’. 

14
 See Marx (1857-8) for a delimitation of the method of investigation and the method of presentation. 
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step-by-step systematic exposition –though simultaneous in reality– of the phenomena 

involved in the determination of socially necessary labour time.
15

 Levels of abstraction 

employed are made explicit in the last two columns, where the aspects of technology of 

production and social needs taken into account in the determination of prices are specified. 

The first level is the most abstracted from reality while the last level considers all aspects 

playing a role, so it is a fully determined ‘socially necessary labour time’. 

The first conceptual price in the presentation is individual price. Here the general 

characteristics of capitalist production are taken into account, while technological 

competition and conditions of circulation are abstracted from. Therefore, only the 

technological and social aspects of a simple process of capitalist production are considered. 

In other words, the analysis centres around how the valorisation process is shaped by the 

labour process, that is, the productive combination of means of production and labour-

force. Accordingly, the value of a commodity is formed by the value transferred by the 

means of production and the new value added by the labour-force; i.e., socially necessary 

labour time has two components: dead and living labour. 

The next conceptual price is sectoral price, where intrasectoral technological 

competition is introduced; still, intersectoral technological competition and conditions of 

circulation are abstracted from. The analysis requires the consideration of a diversity of 

technologies employed in the branch of production and the delimitation of the modal 

technique that determines sectoral price. In this way, different volumes of abstract labour 

are given identical value-creating capacity. Thus, the formation of the sectoral value 

implies the coexistence of diverse rates of profit among individual capitals within a branch 

of production. It also depicts the need for capitals to innovate technologically, either as an 

incentive for extra profits or as a requisite for survival, so modelling endogenously 

technical change in capitalism. 

                                                 
15

 At this point, it is worthy to note that the number of conceptual prices employed is not a closed matter, but 

depends on the depth of analysis desired. Therefore, it is possible to include a larger number of conceptual 

prices if one is interested in a more profound analysis of the determinants of prices, or they may be less in the 

opposite case. The choice of four conceptual prices is coherent with the usual levels of abstraction applied in 

the analysis and enough for a thorough understanding of microeconomic theory within the labour theory of 

value. 
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The price of production, next step in the presentation of microeconomic theory, 

results from the introduction of the intersectoral technological competition into the analysis 

and the hypothesis of uniform sectoral profit rates. In this manner, technology of 

production is fully taken into account, but conditions of circulation do not play an active 

role. Intersectoral competition determines the value-creating capacity of abstract labour of 

different sectors of production, given a social conception of technology of production in 

which the valorisation requirements of capital are considered. For this reason, we 

acknowledge the price of production as the ‘socially necessary embodied labour time’. 

Unlike traditional interpretations of the ‘transformation’, the formation of the price 

of production does not imply transfers of value between capitals or sectors of production. 

Instead, the assessment of the value-creating capacity of labour is at stake. As a 

consequence, there is no need for a quantitative equality between the aggregate conceptual 

prices prior to price of production and the aggregate price of production. Also, the 

divergence between individual prices of production and previous conceptual prices do not 

stand for value transfers but for discrepancies between the material efficiency of labour and 

its social valuation.  

It is important to point out that, in this perspective, commodities would be sold for 

their embodied-labour time under the correspondence of sectoral supplies and demands. 

Thus, the prevalence of prices of production is understood as a long-term microeconomic 

equilibrium.  

The market price of production is a conceptual price that comprises the 

technological determination of the price of production and incorporates structural 

disequilibrium as a result of structural obstacles to a rapid adjustment between normal 

supply –determined by the productive capacity– and effective demand (Mariña, 1998-99). 

Given that conditions of circulation can not modify value created in production, the 

formation of the market price of production implies transfers of value between sectors of 

production. Sectors with excessive productive capacity would suffer from market prices of 

production lower than prices of production and would transfer value to branches with 

excessive productive capacity, which would enjoy market prices of production higher than 

prices of production.  
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The market price of production is conceived as a mid-term microeconomic 

equilibrium and implies the coexistence of heterogeneous sectoral rates of profit. Therefore, 

it depicts the need for sectors to compete for larger shares of social demand and the 

mobility of capital between sectors to seek for higher profitability, so modelling 

endogenously the tendency for the equalization of sectoral rates of profit.  

Finally, market prices incorporate other short-term oscillations of supply and 

demand, and gravitate around market prices of production. 

2.4 The mediation between labour and value (or price) 

In the previous pages, I have introduced the essentials of a Marxian price theory 

that, to my knowledge, represents a novel reconstruction of the relationship between labour 

and value (or price) and can shed light to the opposing standpoints held in the vast Marxian 

literature. The current impasse can be depicted within the technological versus social 

paradigm debate. In the technological paradigm, the specificity of abstract labour is ignored 

and its measure is simple and concrete ‘labour time’, overlooking its social, temporal and 

spatial dimension; labour is immediately value. On the other hand, the social paradigm 

associates the abstraction of labour with the determination of its magnitude during 

commodity exchange, and market becomes both the place of abstraction and the rule of its 

measure; money is immediately abstract labour. 

The issue is being replicated nowadays in the intense discussion on the ‘New 

Interpretation’. As Fine et al. (2004) point out, the New Interpretation is characterized by 

its ‘immediate identification of production categories (labour and value) with those of 

exchange (wages, profits, and money)’ at an aggregate level. In contrast, detractors of the 

New Interpretation rightly highlight the need for mediation between labour and price, but 

they uphold a limited view of the determinants of labour time socially necessary for the 

reproduction of commodities, restricting them to conditions of production, as distinct from 

conditions of valorisation (or production of value). In conclusion, both positions seem to 

locate in radical and opposing standpoints; either ‘undeveloped’ socially necessary labour 

time determines value and its money expression, and the ‘transformation problem’ stands 

unresolved, or money determines the actual quantities of abstract labour, and the 

‘transformation problem’ is simply evaded.  



 20 

In contrast, the approach held in this paper maintains the determination of price by 

labour and, also, explains the discrepancies between value (or price) embodied and value 

(or price) appropriated. First, value embodied in commodities is given by the capitalist 

process of labour equalization and is expressed in the price of production, which is also 

grasped as a long-term equilibrium price. However, capitalist economies reproduce in 

disequilibrium, so market prices diverge from price of production; in other words, the 

labour time for which a commodity sells deviates from labour time embodied in it. But this 

quantitative discrepancy is fully and solely explained by disequilibrium. Therefore, it is 

possible to assert that individual prices of production –labour embodied– determine 

(tendentially) individual market prices –labour appropriated–, and that aggregate price of 

production equals aggregate market price. 

The advantage of this approach can be also shown in the discussion on the ‘value of 

labour power’, which can be defined prior to circulation as a bundle of goods determined 

by material, social, and spatial conditions at a given moment of time. But the labour power, 

like any other commodity, has a long-term price –price of production–, a mid-term price –

market price of production– and a real market price. Therefore, market money wage may 

fall short or exceed the quantity of money that acquires the bundles of goods needed for the 

reproduction of the workforce at a given moment of time. Consequently, the market rate of 

surplus value –determined by actual money wage– would be lower o higher, respectively, 

than the long-term rate –determined by the money wage given by prices of production. 

Nonetheless, the market rate of surplus value fluctuates around and is determined by the 

long-term rate of surplus value. 

2.5 Microeconomic empirics 

The microeconomic theory sketched above can stand as the basis for the 

development of empirical research in microeconomics. Briefly, I argue that this research 

can be divided into two qualitative different types of research: 

 An analysis of the determination of embodied-labour time in commodities.  

 An analysis of the divergence between embodied and appropriated-labour time. 

First analyses relate to the research of capitalist technological competition. A first 

option would consist in a sectoral investigation. The discrepancies in technology of 
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production among individual capitals and the distribution of profit rates within a sector can 

be analyzed. Thus, the dynamics of technical change –towards a broader or narrower range 

of technologies within the branch– can be indicative about the nature of competition in the 

sector.
16

 Also, comparisons of the mapping of technologies between sectors can reveal 

important economic information. A second option would consist in exploring the features 

of intersectoral competition. These investigations would not be directed to prove or not the 

labour theory of value (Valle, 1994; Shaikh, 1997; Cockshott and Cottrell, 1997; Kliman, 

2002; and, Zachariah, 2006) on the basis of the correlation between labour values and 

prices. Instead, they can give indications about the discrepancies between the technical 

efficiency of branches of production and the resource allocation among sectors in capitalist 

economies. 

Finally, the second type of investigation relates to the analysis of disequilibrium. 

The dynamics of sectoral profit rates would test the stability of prices of production and 

market prices of production as centres of gravitation of market prices. Their speed of 

adjustment would indicate the degree of capital mobility between sectors. These kind of 

research has been developed recently by Duménil and Levy (2002) and Tsouflidis and 

Tsaliki (2005). 

REFERENCES 

Arthur, C. (2001). ‘Value, labour and negativity’, Capital & Class, num. 73, pp. 15-39. 

Bellofiore, R. (ed.) (1998) Marxian economics: A reappraisal. Essays in Volume III of Capital: Vol. 

2. Prices, Profits, and Dynamics. New York: McMillan Press. 

Benetti, C., and Cartelier, J. (1980). Marchands, salariat et capitalistes. Maspero, Paris: Presses 

Universitaires de Grenoble. 

Biewener, C. (1998). ‘Socially contingent value’, in Bellofiore, R. (ed.) (1998), pp. 57-69 

Cámara, S. (2003). Tendencias de la acumulación y de la rentabilidad del capital en España (1954-

2001). Ph. D. dissertation, Universidad Complutense de Madrid. 

Cockshott, P.; Cottrell, A. (1997). ‘The scientific status of the labour theory of value’. Paper 

presented at the IWGVT conference at the Eastern Economic Association meeting, in April 

1997. 

De Angelis, M. (1995). ‘Beyond the technological and the social paradigms: A political reading of 

abstract labour as the substance of value’, Capital & Class, num. 57, pp. 107-134. 

                                                 
16

 This, of course, confronts the orthodox analysis of competition where firms are supposed to be identical and 

it is emphasized the number of capitals in the sector. 



 22 

_____________(1996). ‘Social relations, commodity-fetishism and Marx’s critique of political 

economy’, Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 28, num. 4, pp. 1-29. 

_____________(1998). “Burning questions of an old book: Commodity fetishism and class 

relations if Volume III of Capital”, in Bellofiore, R. (ed.) (1998), pp. 276-290. 

de Vroey, M. (1982). “On the obsolescence of the Marxian theory of value”, Capital & Class, num. 

17, pp. 34-59. 

Dobb, M. (1973). Theories of Value and Distribution Since Adam Smith: Ideology and Economic 

Theory. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Duménil, G.; Lévy, D. (2002). ‘The field of capital mobility and the gravitation of profit rates (USA 

1948-2000)’. Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 34, num. 4, pp. 417-436. 

Eldred, M, and Hanlon, M. (1981). “Reconstructing value-form analysis” Capital & Class, num. 13, 

pp. 24-60. 

Elson, D. (1979). Value: The Representation of Labour in Capitalism. London: CSE Books. 

Engels, F. (1894). ‘La ley del valor y la tasa de ganancia’, in Marx (1894), pp. 25-40. English 

translation taken from www.marx.org 

Fine, B, Lapavitsas, C., & Saad-Filho, A. (2004). ‘Transforming the Transformation Problem: Why 

the “New Interpretation” Is a Wrong Turning’, Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 

36, num. 1, 3-19. 

Fischer, N. (1982). ‘The ontology of abstract labour’, Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 

14, num. 2, pp. 27-35. 

Gleicher, D. (1983). ‘A historical approach to the question of abstract labour’, Capital & Class, 

num. 21, pp. 97-122. 

Gouverneur, Jacques (1998). Comprender la economía. Un manual para descubrir la cara oculta de 

la economía contemporánea. Brussels: Diffusion Universitaire CIACO, 2002. 

Guerrero, D. (2000). Teoría del valor y análisis insumo-producto, Unpublished manuscript, 

Universidad Complutense de Madrid, 158 pp. 

Kliman, A. (2002). ‘The law of value and laws of statistics: sectoral values and prices in the US 

economy, 1977–97’, Cambridge Journal of Economics, vol. 26, num. 3, pp. 299-311. 

Mandel (1976). “Introduction”, in Capital, Vol. I, London: Penguin, New Left  Review.  

Mariña, A. (1998-9). “Market price of production. A structural interpretation of disequilibrium in 

the framework of the law of value”, International Journal of Political Economy, vol. 28, 

num. 4, pp. 82-118. 

Mariña, A. (2007). La determinación del valor como precio de producción de mercado en un marco 

de desequilibrio intersectorial de mediano plazo: un modelo marxista de capital circulante”, 

Ph. D. dissertation, Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México.  

Marx, K. (1857-58). Grundrisse: Foundations of the Critique of Political Economy (Rough Draft). 

Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1973. 

Marx, K. (1894). El Capital, Vol. III. México D. F.: Fondo de Cultura Económica, 1959. 

Mohun, S. (1994b). ‘Value, value-form and money’, in Mohun (ed.) (1994), pp. 214-230. 

Mohun, S. (ed.) (1994). Debates in value theory. Basingstoke, UK: Macmillan. 

http://www.marx.org/


 23 

Murray, P. (2000a). ‘Marx’s “truly social” theory of value: Part I, Abstract labour in Marxian value 

theory’, Historical Materialism, vol. 6, pp. 27-65. 

__________(2000b). ‘Marx’s “truly social” theory of value: Part II, How is labour that is under the 

sway of Capital actually abstract’, Historical Materialism, vol. 7, pp. 99-136. 

Pilling, G. (1972). ‘The law of value in Ricardo and Marx’, Economy and Society, vol. 1, num. 3, 

pp. 281-307. 

Reuten, G. (1988). ‘Value as social form’, in Williams (eds.), pp. 42-61. 

Rubin, I. I. (1923). Ensayos sobre la teoría marxista del valor. Buenos Aires: Siglo XXI editores, 

1974. Translation taken from www.marx.org 

Saad-Filho, A. (1997). “Concrete and abstract labour in Marx’s theory of value”. Review of 

Political Economy, vol. 9, num. 4, pp. 457-477. 

_____________(2002). The value of Marx: Political economy for contemporary capitalism. 

London: Routledge. 

Shaikh, A. (1998). ‘The empirical strength of the labour theory of value’, in Bellofiore (ed.) (1998), 

pp. 225-251. 

Sraffa, P. (1960). Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Steedman, I. (1977). Marx after Sraffa. London: New Left Review. 

Tsoulfidis, L.; Tsaliki, P. (2005). ‘Marxian Theory of Competition and the Concept of Regulating 

Capital: Evidence from Greek Manufacturing’, Review of Radical Political Economics, vol. 

37, num. 1, pp. 5-22. 

Valle, A. (1994). ‘Correspondence between labor values and prices: a new approach’, Review of 

Radical Political Economics, vol. 26, num. 2, pp. 57-66. 

Williams, M. (ed.) (1988). Value, Social Form and the State. London: Macmillan. 

Wolff, R; Callari, A; Roberts, B. (1984). ‘A Marxian alternative to the traditional “transformation 

problem”’, Review of Radical Political Economics, num. 2/3, pp. 115-135. 

Zachariah, D. (2006). ‘Labour value and equalisation of profit rates: a multi-country study’, 

Available at reality.gn.apc.org/econ/Zachariah_LabourValue.pdf. 

 

http://www.marx.org/

