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Until recently, to assert at the same time both an adhesion to the
Marxian paradigm and a rejection of the labour theory of value would
have been considered a sort of blasphemy. A pathbreaking iconoclast
in this respect was Joan Robinson, although she did not really speak
from within Marxism. TFor her, value was blatantly a metaphysical con-
cept with no operational content. She has a beautiful comparison about
it, which is worth being recalled
"No paint of substance in Marx's argument depends upon the
labour theory of value. Voltaire remarked that it is possi-
ble to kill a flock of sheep by witchcraft if you give them
plenty of arsenic at the same time. The sheep, in this fi-
gure, may well stand for the complacent apologists of capi-
talism ; Marx's penetrating insight and bitter hatred of
oppression supply the arsenic, while the labour theory of
value provides the incantations' (1966 : 22),
Nowadays this view is gaining strength and is defended without complex
by many of the brightest young left economists. Sign of success,.they
have their own label, Sraffian Marxists. This review article is con-
cerned with a new publication within this trend, Lippi's Value and
Naturalism, translated from the Italian. It could well join Steedman's

Marx after Sraffa as a reference piece in the assault on the Marxian

theory of value, from within Marxism. Lippi's thesis is exactly the

same as Robinson's one : the labour theory of value is both untenable

and unnecessary. It should thus be abandoned. This indictment does not
extend to the whole Marxian framework, for he holds that the untenable
elements can be disengaged from the correct ones. Taken separatedly
Lippi's arguments are not really new. Nevertheless, his book brings

out an impression of strength and conviction, which I would attribute

to Lippi's single-mindedness. All his argumentation is centered around
one objective : to demonstrate the obsolescence of the Marxian theory

of value. The result is a well-argumented and challenging plea. Un-
doubtly, Lippi feels that he has advanced unanswerable arguments and

that he has - .- wu enu.  FOT him, only “obscurantists”
can still defend this theory... Although I do not share his thesis,

I believe that Lippi's book is an interesting and solidedly constructed
work. Very classically, I will first expound Lippi's views in more
details and afterwards present my criticisms. In this respect I shall
discuss firstly the premises of Lippi's analysis and, secondly,the points
in the Marxian theory of value which,in his eyes,are inconsistent, namely
the transformation problem and the relationship between value and unpro-

ductive labour.



A. Lippi's argumentation

According to Lippi, the Marxian theory of value can be epitomized
by the following, more or less equivalent, propositions : value is
‘nothing but labour ; labour is the only source of value ; labour is
the only real social cost. This definition of value as embodied

labour is called the law of value :

"The content of the law : namely the measurement of products
by the quantity of labour required to produce them'" (Lippi

1980 : 131)".
According to Lippi, these principles stem from a source which is best
expressed in Marx's well known letter to Kugelmann. There, he holds,
Marx derives the identification between value and embodied labour from
a universal principle, which transcends capitalism and logically pre-
cedes the specific theory of the commodity exchange. The foundation
of value in the latter special case is just an application of the
general principle. In Lippi's terms :

"Labour as a measure of difficulties that must be overcome,
as real social costs, is the 'immanent measure' of the
product, whatever the historical made of production (...).
Value is merely the form assumed by real cost when the

objects in question are commodities, products to be
exchanged" (1980 : XVI).

Marx's scientific project consists then in demonstrating the validity
of the idea that labour is the sole source of value. Such a task is
felt necessary because, in fact, prices do not mirror value directly.
On the contrary, a series of evidence run against this idea. To defend
the law of value, it therefore becomes indispensable to indicate very

precisely how actual exchange-ratios can be reduced to labour.

The attempt to derive a particular law (in a commodity system, value is
the sole real cost) from a universal law (whatever the made of production,
labour is the sole real cost) is what Lippi calls "naturalism", a term
which definitely has a pejorative connotation. For him, this derivation
is nothing but a pre-analytical observation. But, although condamna-

tion of Marx's naturalism runs throughout the book, Lippi does not enter
very deeply into the analysis of this notion. Rather he directs his
assault on a more limited point, namely the possibility of operating the
reduction from labour to actual exchange-ratios. One assumption, which

is crucial in this respect, can be called the '"conservation assumption' :



the sum total of embodied labour as well as at that of surplus-value
are not allowed to change during the different redistributions which
the reduction implies.

"Behind the facades of prices, Marx held, labour is the only
real cost ; even more important, profit is nothing but the
superficial manifestation of surplus-value, and therefore
of surplus labour. In other words, the aim of Marx's approach
is to reduce to embodied labour various magnitudes that are
generally not proportional to quantities of embodied labour.
This reduction cannot be arbitrary, but must be consistent
with the distinction between the production of value and
surplus-value and a (logically) subsequent redistribution
of surplus-value among capitalists and between capitalists
and landowners. But there is only one legitimate way to make
the distinction between the production and distribution of
value and surplus-value : it must be argued that prices can
be derived from values by the means of the transfer from some
commodities to others of part of the labour expended in total
production. The conservation of total quantities of labour
expended, far from being an expedient of minor importance (as
many have tended to believe) occupies a central role in Marx's
theoretical construction” (1980 : XVIII).

If it can be shown that the conservation assumption is untenable, the whole
construction of the theory of value collapses. According to Lippi, this

is precisely the case. At least two inconsistencies are detected by

him. The first one concerns Marx's analysis of unproductive labour, and
the second one the transformation of values into prices of production. I

shall consider them in turn.

In the Marxian conception, the consideration of unproductive labour‘
entails a departure from appearances. In concrete capitalist practice,
costs of production are calculated by adding circulation costs and strictly
productive costs, both being put on the same footing. But this equality
of status is illusory and misleading. In the ''deep reality", behind the
surface of appearances, circulation labour should be subtracted from,
rather than added to, the value-producing labour. Since it does not add
any supplementary use-value to the social product, it produces no value
either, In this perspective, unproductive labour cannot legitimately

be considered a "real cost'". In order to grasp the correct magnitude

of the latter, a sorting out between productive and unproductive labour
must thus be effected. This also indicates the existence of a necessary
intertwining of the theory of value and of the distinction between produc-
tive and unproductive labour, a connection which is rather neglected in

Marxian literature. But as Lippi points out, "a model of Marx's theory

]In Lippi's analysis, this concept is confined to the pure circulation costs.



of value is inherent in his treatment of circulation cost" (p. 6).

The integration of unproductive labour in the theoretical framework
results in a divergence between the formation of prices and the

formation of values, for the former include the circulation

costs while the latter exclude them. The global theory can however

be maintained,providing the discrepancies between prices and values

are compensated by transferts of value or, in other words, the circu-
lation costs are financed by a deduction from the surplus-value extrac-
ted from the productive labourers. The amount of surplus—value then
remains unchanged but its distribution changes, since the unproductive
branches get a share of it, although they do not contribute to its
creation. The divergence between values and prices can thus be explained
by assuming that if commercial capitalists, who supposedly direct only
unproductive labour, can sell a commodity at its value, it is because
they bought it at a price lower than its value. If this is accepted,

the shift from the sphere of appearances to that of the deep reality

does not question the law of value. Prices are still reconstructible

on the basis of value. The only difference which considering unproductive
labour creates is that the chain of mediations between the surface and

the real determination becomes longer.

This is the traditional Marxist way of resolving the question. But
Lippi has at least two criticisms to make. Each alone would in fact be
sufficient to disqualify the traditional view. The first one is advanced
in passing when discussing Colletti's views about abstract labour. It
holds in two sentences but they are far-reaching :

"The labour of those employed in the distribution of commodity
is no less abstract than that of workers who produce in the
material sense. And yet Marx holds that their labour does not
produce value, since it is not 'intrinsically productive'"
(1980 : 36).

But Lippi gives more weight to a second criticism. It consists in joining
the analysis of unproductive labour with that of the prices of production.
This is legitimate because the same transfer of value mechanism is suppo-
sedly involved in the two problems. An unproductive branch can be put

on the same footing as a branch which would be fully automatized. They
share the same feature of not creating value, and thus no surplus-value,

while getting nevertheless the average rate of profit of the economy.



If one leaves aside the first argument, about abstract labour, the

two inconsistencies, the integration of unproductive labour and the
transformation of values into prices of production are thus reduced

to the same basis. The validity of the solution applied to the inte-
gration of unproductive labour depends upon the possibility of validly
operating the transformation of values into prices of production, a

question to which I now turn.

Lippi's analysis here is very traditional and remains in the mainstream
of the literature on the subject. He is not interested in mathematical

subtleties. One point alone retains all his attention : is it possible

to operate a transformation from values to prices of production, while

salvaging the conservation assumption ? This implies that the agregate
magnitudes are not altered because of the redistribution of value and

surplus-value, resulting from the transformation. Thus the sum of
prices must equal the sum of values and the sum of profits must equal
the sum of surplus-value. Evidently, Marx conceived of these equalities
as simultaneously valid, even when he presented them separatedly. But,in doing
so, it is argued,he tooR for granted what had to be.proven ! And subsequent
debate hasshown that the simultaneity is disproven rather than proven.
Whatever the method of calculation, be it a system of simultaneous equa-
tions or the iterative method, it can arise only in very exceptional
cases. Once the conservation assumption has been proved untenable, the
demolition of the law of value is easy. If one asserts that the quantity
of value is conserved during the transformation, profits cannot be
considered as the result of a redistribution of the total surplus-value.
If the equality between profit and surplus-value is maintained, the
claim that the quantity of value is conserved, becomes devoid of meaning.
Marx's project is thus in an impasse. Contrary to what he thought possible,
prices cannot be reduced to quantities of labour.

"No acurate meaning can be attributed to the proposition that

price are somehow a manifestation of values, the result of
a "transformation' of the latter" (1980 : 109)

"Marx's labour theory of value in any form that ascribes ri-
gourous significance to the identification of value and labour
is untenable" (1980 : 110)
And consequently, the solution for the integration of unproductive labour

also becomes uncorrect,



"The profit that accrues to the commercial sector and the
recovery of capital advanced for pure circulation costs
cannot be strictly considered deductions from the surplus-
value produced in the industrial sector" (1980 : p. 62).

So much for the critical aspect of Lippi's examination. He also aims
to draw positive conclusions from his rejection of value. Two lines

of argument, which again are not really new, are developed in this
respect. On the one hand, he argues that the Sraffian procedure allows
the calculation of the magnitudes of the prices of production and of
the rate of profit, without any reference to value. One can skip the
reasoning in value and still reach the same results. What has to be
known are the production methods, i.e. the amoung of commodities used
in production and produced, whichever way they are measured, and the size
of wages, expressed in terms of whatever commodity. On the other hand,
Lippi reflects upon the function of the law of value. By this notion
he means the objective or, in other words, the reason why Marx made
value and embodied labour identical. This is a crucial question, he
holds, to which little attention has been point by Marxists however.

The lacune is unfortunate, he feels, because if this function had been
clearly identified, one could possibly realize that the same objective
is attainable without the same means, i.e. without the law of value.
Lippi's opinion on this function has definite Robinsonian overtones.

For him, if Marx wants "to demolish any notion that there is an autono-
mous source of value other than labour", it is in order to criticize
the Smithian view, according to which capital is a source of value. So
this view presents a justification for profit, instead of considering

it the expression of an exploitation. Thus the interest of Marx's view,
positing labour as the sole real cost, lies in what it denies - the
refutation of any apology for profit - rather than in what it asserts
positively. Now, if the same result can be reached in other ways, so
much the better, since Marx's assertion is untenable ! Again, the Sraffian
framework provides the alternative solution. Here profit is seen as a
subtraction from wages, the magnitudes of which is determined once the
exchange between labour-power and capital has taken place. In this way,
the rate of profit can be calculated without recourse to any concept

extraneous to the logic of exchange :



"This has a meaning different from the theory that profits
'originates' from surplus-value. It is no longer a matter
of analyzing production in terms of embodied labour, from
which if follows that surplus~value is the material pre-
condition for profit. Rather the origin of profit lies
in a social relationship : the reduction of labour-power
to a commodity and the manner in which its price is socially
determined makes it possible for surplus labour to appear
in commodity production" (1980 : 101).

Lippi admits that Marx's view of value as the real social cost contains

a rational kernel, which must be maintained : 'denial that capital is

a source of value in any sense and determination of profit as a substrac-
tion from wages'" (p. 95). But this correct kermel must be disentangled
from the naturalistic element. The idea that labour is the source of
value must be abandoned. Not, however, in the name of another idea

about a possible source of value. No alternative answer to this question
must be attempted. Rather it is the question itself which must be
abandoned. Lippi holds that one can retain two of Marx's main results,
namely, the discovery that surplus labour is concealed behind profits

and that the prices of prdduction are the equilibrium exchange-ratios, but
on one condition : they must be taken individually. For they cannot be

demonstrated simultaneously.
"...their unity on the basis of the labour theory of value
must be surendered (which overturns the theory that profit
is redistributed surplus-value). (...) First the assertion
that so long as there are profits, however determined, (...)
there must be surplus-value is completely independent. of
the theory of value and prices. It arises strictly from the
analysis based on embodied labour and from the simple obser-
vation that profits represent purchasing power over portions
of total output. Second, if the contention that capital
advances are the source of profit is directly assaulted on
the field of prices of production, Sraffa's analysis can
resolve all the difficulties. The possibility that there
may be some source of value other than labour is ruled out
by extirpating the problem of the 'source' of value itself.
The analysis of prices of production disposes of the idea
that labour is the 'wellspring' of value, while the valid
concept this idea has generated - that profits are substrac-—
tions from wages - is maintained" (p. 90).

B. Lippi's basic premise : the unity of the Marxian theory of value

At first sight Lippi's target is clearly pointed out : the Marxian
theory of value. Thus, he implicitely assumes that such a unique theory
exists,a position which, certainly, is very widely held. I would however

question it and argue that 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
or abstract-labour interpretation. The classical exposition of the

first version would be Meek's Studies in the Labour Theory of Value,

while the second one, would be encapsulated in Rubin's Essays on

Marx's Theory of Value! Both interpretation derive from Ricardo's
conception of value. Thus they undoubtedly-belong to the same family,
as opposed to the other family, the Smithian one, in which a factors
of production theory of value is held. Nevertheless, in my opinion,
they witness enough important specificities to be considered rival
theories. Before sketching out the difference between them, I must

say that I would definitely defend the second one against the first ome.

This first interpretation is developed from what I call a technological
viewpoint . paradigm. Value is linked to the difficulty of production.
The object, to which the theory of value is applied, is the economy seen
as a system of production. But the boundaries of this

object are not very clearly delineated. On the one hand, it seems to
refer to the capitalist system since there is an explicit reference to
the capitalist categories of profit and of wages. But, on the other
hand, no reference is made to the notion of commodity, as the particular
social social form in which the social labour force is allocated in a
decentralized economy. The commodity form, as the other basic component
of the capitalist mode of production, besides the wage relationship, is

thus entirely neglected. For sure,several differences between Marx and

"I cannot discuss here the question of whether the alleged duality is
already present in Marx's writings. Let me just indicate the two
possible positions on this point. A first stand consists in arguing
that Marx's works effectively exhibit a juxtaposition of two conceptions
of value, a technological and a social one. In this view, Marx is
credited with having provided the foundation for a rupture from Ricardo
but he is also accused of not having been able to stick to the episte-
mological principles which he initiated. As a result, the frequently
held statement that, rather strangely, so many of Marx's readers are
unable to understand correctly his theory of value, should be replaced
by the proposition that Marx himself was unable to unambigously bring
out one unique theory. In this case, the fact that nobody agrees on
what he really meant, ceases to be amazing. The second position however,
would hold that Marx had one such theory, namely the abstract labour
version, but that his disciples, starting with Engels, were unable to
grasp it fully, so that they have fostered a bastard version of it.

For a critique of Engels' writings on value see Dostaler (1978) and
Weeks (1981).



Ricardo are advocated by the embodied-labour interpretation, but they
do not really concern the content of the theory of value. The two
elements on which, in the other version, the differentiation between
Marx and Ricardo is constructed are in fact erased. On the one hand,
the reference to the form of value is emptied from any distinctive
content. The theory of value is constructed without any consideration
of circulation or money. On the other hand, the notion of substance
of value also receives a minimal meaning. When a reference is made
to abstract labour, the latter notion means labour in general, i.e.
abstracting from the different specific types of labour activities.
It does not receive the stronger meaning, which it is given in the
other version, where it refers to the social form in which the labour
force is allocated. This explains why the embodied-labour interpre-

tation exhibits a universalistic overtone.

The abstract-labour version is characterized by a shift, from a techno-
logical viewpoint to a social viewpoint paradigml. One of its basic
premises consists in arguing the necessity to connect the physical-
technical dimension and the social dimension of economic activities.

The commodity is at the same time a physical product, be it a good or

a service, and a social relationship. The first aspect always

supports the second one, but it is the latter which plays the leading
role in the dynamics of society. In this interpretation, the relation-
ship between production and circulation becomes central. Money is

given an indispensable role : without it, the theory of value cannot
stand up. Here the notion of value refers to a social property of the
commodities : rather than being linked to a mere embodiment of labour -
a technical process . = value refers to the validation of private
labour through the exchange of commodities against money. A new concept -
private labour - is introduced, which is given a central role. It
designates the specific way in which in a decentralized economy, charac-
terized by the absence of any a priori rule of economic cohesion, tﬁe

social labour force is allocated among specific production tasks. Its

‘The following paragraph summarizes my own interpretation of the
abstract-labour interpretation (De Vroey 1979, 1981). Other studies
which, with a series of important nuances, could be ranked in this
interpretation, are : Aglietta (1979), Arthur (1976, 1979), Elson
(1979), Fine and Harris (1979), Gerstein (1976), Himmelweit and Mohun
(1978), Kay (1976, 1979), Lindsay (1981), Pilling (1972), Shaik (1977),
Weeks (1981).
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beginning consists of the private initiatives taken by the owners of

the means of production. Their decisions have toanticipate the needs

of the reproduction of society. But private labour becomes validated
(i.e. reckoned as a fraction of the social labour, serving effectively
this reproduction)only in so far as its product is sold. Otherwvise,
private labour is a waste and the capitalist decisions-makers must, as
it were, purchase their unsold products themselves. Thus the sociali-
zation of labour occurs through a "somersault", the sale on the market,
by which private labour because transformed into social labour. In

this perspective, the theory of value cannot be considered a production
theory, since in the absence of sale no creation of value occurs at

all . On the other hand, however, it is not a circulation theory
because, once the sale takes place,the magnitude of value depends on

the average conditions of production, prevailing at the precise moment of
exchange. Thus exchange creates value, but production determines its
magnitude. Likewise, the possibility of the transfer of value is con~
ditioned by the effective sale of the final commodity. In such a pers-
pective, the scope of the theory of value is both narrower and broader
than in the other version. It is narrower because it does not aim at
being appliable to any system of production. But it 1is also broader,
because its objective does not limit itself to the determination of
equilibrium exchange-ratios. First and foremost, it aims at explaining
the specific functioning of a decentralized economy in which no a priori
defined social cohesion is conceivable. The theory of value must be
able to determine theoretically the equilibrium exchange-magnitudes, but
primarily to answer the challenges which are opposed to its capacity

to do so, rather than in order to explain the reality. In fact, the
equilibrium exchanges do not form an essential part of the theoretical
structure of Capital. The capitalist system develops in a permanent
disequilibrium. The achievment of the instantaneous norms, the definition
of which is the object of the value~founded theory of price, is perma-
nently impeded by the working of a diachronic logic which irreversibly

modifies these norms.

l'The interaction between the synchronic and the diachronic time-structure

is examined in my article (1981).



The abstract-labour version has not yet received the attention which,

in my view, it deserves. Marxists have usually contented themselves
with the other version, which corresponds more to a common-sense

thinking and which is easier to expound. Only in the recent

years has it reemerged as a result of the re-reading of

Marx and of the assault directed on the traditional version. However

for the time being, the abstract-labour interpretation cannot be con-
sidered a fully constructed theory. It remains at an intuitive level

and its coherence is not yet well established. Two factors account for
this state of affairs. Firstly, no agreement exists among the authors
who could be ranked under this banner, even on the definition of the
basic concepts. Secondly, the content of the views defended can change
radically in a short space of time. The French situation is exemplary
in this respect. The authors, who were the initiators of a critical
revision of Marx and of the new interpretation, like Benetti (1974, 1980),
Cartelier (1976, 1980), Fradin (1973), Deleplace (1979), have now change
their minds and defend a dropping of the reference to value! Thus a split
is occuring within the social viewpoint paradigm, which parallelizes the
rupture within the technological paradigm between traditional Marxists
and Sraffians} The difference between the two rival theories (the abs-
tract-labour theory and what I will call the Benetti-Cartelier theory)
can be summarized as follows. For the first one, the analysis of the
decentralized economy must start with the notion of commodity, seen as

a connection between a physical and a social aspect. Value is introduced
as a invisible property of commodities permitting their comparison : commo-
dities can be exchanged because they are the products of abstract labour.
But the latter notion itself is represented in money (from which derives
the necessity of the latter as the unique means of operationalization

the abstract labour criterion)% The new theory rejects the idea that the
commodity is the nucleus element of the system. It retains only the
social ser~rt  avening that economic discourse can say nothing about the
physical aspect. . The shift is thus from a viewpoint associating the
two aspects to onme which takes only the latter into consideration. The
nucleus role is now played by money, defined as the only social rela-
tionship which in a decentralized system is immediatly social (a point

which the first school would accept). But money is no longer related

‘However the two dissident theories do not join at all. On the contrary,
they go in radically opposite directions.

2'This proposition is justified in my article '"The Logic of Inflation'" (1981).
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to abstract 1abour!

What is the impact of these considerations on the discussion of

Lippi's views ? They lead to an enlargment of the debate. Rather

than having two opponent conceptions - the Marxian view againts the
Sraffian one - four are in presence : the traditional embodied-labour
theory, the abstract-labour theory, the Sraffian theory and the Benetti-
Cartelier theory. They can be ranked according to two criteria : the
basic viewpoint which is held and the existence or not of a reference
to value. The first of these criteria is the most encompassing and
must be applied in priority. The four theories can thus be regrouped
into two intellectual families, of which they are sub-branches : the

technological viewpoint paradigm and the social viewpoint paradigm?

Basic
viewpoint Technological Social
reference
to value
yes embodied-labour theory|abstract-labour theory
no Sraffian theory Benetti~Cartelier theory

Several levels of debates are then possible, opposing either the two
basic paradigms or the different positions within each of them. What
interests me is, of course, the reaction of the social viewpoint para-
digm to the Steedman-Lippi position, rather than that of the embodied
labour theory of value.3 Here again two levels of discussion can be
distinguished. On the one hand, there are mutual attackson the logical
coherence of the other theory. A major part of Lippi's book is addressed
at this and, conversely, some Marxists attack the coherence of the
Sraffian framework% On the other hand, a more global discussion can be

broached bearing on the respective qualities and defects of the

LiFor a critique of the Benetti-Cartelier theory, see Guibert (1980).
‘It must be recalled that both these paradigms are in opposition to
the neo-classical factors of production theory.

3’For an example of a discussion which I see as confined within the
premises of the technological paradigm, see Armstrong, Glyn and Harrison
(1978).

‘Two recent attempts are Savran (1979) and Ganzmann (1980).



epistemological foundations of the theories. Lippi also enters into
this matter, especially in his analysis of naturalism. I will limit

myself to this global level and make two remarks.

Firstly, I regret Lippi's unawareness or lack of acceptance of the
opposition between the two versions of the Marxian theory of value
and, more globally,between the two paradigms. Although he incidentally
touches on some of the points stressed by the abstract-labour version,
he considers them only minor facets of the same theory rather than the
beginning of a break from the embodied-labour version. Consequently,
he misses the essential part of the debate on value, dealing with the
opposition between the two basic viewpoints and which should be a pre-
requisite for the consideration of all other questions. This is for
me his main defect. Because of this omission, the shift which he
suggests, from the embodied-labour theory of value to the Sraffian
theory of prices of production, appears to me to be simply a 'palace
revolution". These theories are just two variants within the same

technical viewpoint,which I feel globally inappropriate.

My second remark concerns the concept of naturalism, about which Lippi
seems to be very enthousiastic. TFirst, I will criticize Lippi's use of
the notion and, secondly, I will argue that taken in another, more
appropriate ,sense the accusation of naturalism could be boomeranged

onto the technological paradigm.

For Lippi, the defect of naturalism is its derivation of a particular law,
the law of value, from a universal principle, also refered to as a natural
law, to borrow Marx's expression in his letter to Kugelmann. But is

there really such a derivation ? I see two problems in Lippi's thesis.
Firstly, he seems to confuse two levels at which the universal principle
can possibly be understood. The first refers to the idea that each
society must necessarily allocate its social labour force among several
type of activities. The second refers to the different idea that this
requirement universally proceeds through the measurement of the labour
embodied in the products. The first proposition is of a trivial nature
but not the second one . In his book Lippi sometimes confuses these

two levels. Having already been accused of this after the publication

of his book in Italian, he takes the matter up again in his Post-script

to the English edition. Here he asserts that the general law is such
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only in a very special sense :

"It is not that all modes of production ACTUALLY conform to
the law ; rather it is the central characteristic of the
society towards which the historical process that embodied
these modes of production. is evolving" (129).

"The general law, (...), must be drawn from a phase of this
process subsequent to all others and in this sense the most
general of all. This phase is precisely the consciously
organized production of co-operative society" (130).

Lippi is thus let to argue that all the analysis of Capital is developed
as the counterpart of the hypothetical cooperative society, a thesis
which does not seem very convincing to me. Furthermore one has the
impression that the only reason why he makes this rather complicated
twist is to maintain, in one way or an other, the general character

of the law, at its second level of understanding, and thus the possibi-

lity of maintaining his accusation of naturalism.

My second problem with Lippi's argumentation, leaving aside the misleading
use of the notion of law in both casesl, concerns the order of derivation.
If there is a derivation,would it not be the other way round, namely the
derivation of the general principle from what is at work within capita-
lism ? Production in general is an abstraction, built up from the consi-
deration of the specific capitalistic form in which the production and

the allocation of the social labour force occurs. Thus if one should
speak of a derivation, it would be that of the general principle, as in-

ferred from the examination of its concrete form of manifestation.

On the other hand, if I feel reluctant about Lippi's use of the concept,
I believe that it could be applied with another meaning and for another
purpose, namely in order to criticize the technological viewpoint para-
digm ! For me the defect of both the Sraffians and the traditional
Marxists consists in developing a theoretical framework in which only
one social relationship is introduced, namely the wage-relationship.

For the rest, they see capitalism as a production matrix, thus neglecting
to take into account the commodity as the social form in which labour

is dominantly performed in the capitalist system. In other words, in

the Sraffian view, the economy is examined only from a substantive angle,

bearing on the types of activities, the method of production, the concrete

1'On the one  hand, what is called the law of value is just a definitional

premise, which is of a unprovable nature. On the other hand, the notion
of universal law refers to an always true proposition. To apply the
notion of law to these two usages is misleading in respect to the normal
meaning of the term, which refers to a regular interlinkage between
variables which is supposed to impose itself, to be observable and also
refutable. Lippi indulges himself in the mistaken avenue when he seems
to assume that these laws are to be proven. However, he is not respon-
sible for the use of the labéls, which are introduced by Marx.



goods produced. But this viewpoint misses the social form in which these
activities are embedded. For example, two economies could have exactly
the same production structure from a technical viewpoint and their acti-
vities could thus be represented by the same matrix of production. But
they may differ radically in the way in which social labour is initiated
and sactioned. In one case it may be a commodity system, in the other

a centralized system. The Sraffian framework cannot grasp this difference

because it does not distinguish between the commodity and an economic
good in general. This exclusive consideration of the physical dimension
of production, at the expense of its social dimension, can be labelled

a naturalistic deformation of the social reality of capitalism. And so

the accusation of naturalism could be sent back to Lippi !

Lippi has two main arguments against the theory of value : its naturalism
and its inconsistencies. However, my feeling (which is not an accusation)
is that this rejection is more deeply rooted, Even if these arguments
were dismissed, the"Sraffians" yould stick to their idea that value is
unnecessary and they would find new arguments. And the "Marxists" would
do . the same in the other way round...My opinion, which will be taxed
with either disillusionment or realism, is that these discussions cannot
be brought to an end, because their object is the relevance of premises.
This is a matter of an unprovable character, if any strong sense is to

be attributed to the notion of proof (for example by asserting that to
prove the validity of a theory would consist in being able intellectually
to force people, who initially held another position, to agree the supe-
riority of the new theory). Such a move is possible within a given
paradigm, which would explain the fact that several people, dissatisfied
with the traditional labour theory of value,have shifted to the Sraffian
view rather than to the abstract-labour version. Likewise if people who
initially defended the latter theory were to drop it, it would be in

favour of a Benetti-Cartelier theory rather than of a Sraffian theory. Dis-
cussions about premises make me think of lawyers pleading before a strange
court in which no judges would sit but only coopted colleagues and in

which there would be no deadline bringing the mutual pleas to a close

and thus no sentence ever given.

1. c et . . . P
The difficulty of discussions about premises is illustrated by the
reaction of Lippi to Lebowitz's criticism of Sraffa, taxing the latter
for having a natural conception of production relations.

Lippi finds
this "empty chatter about grand themes" (p. 102).
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Let me mnow turn to the examination of the two points which Lippi
considers inconsistent : the transformation problem and the dis-

tinction between production and unproduction labour.

C. The transformation problem

Lippi argues rightly that no mathematical sophistication can rescue

the transformation problem. For me the salvage would rather come

from an epistemological reexamination, questioning the way in which
Marx had posed the problem, a way which has always taken over since
then, both by opponents and by defenders. As I will try to demonstrate,
such an examination brings to the fore the fact that the two dhé&fions,
whose simultaneous realization constitutes the Achilles' heal of the
theory, have not the same status, contrary to what Marx explicitly
argued. The requirement of a equality between the mass of profits and
the mass of surplus-value can be abandoned without damage to the logical
coherence of the theory of value. Of course, as soon as this idea is
accepted, no mathematical problem subsists. Let us thus examine the

two relationships in’ turn.

The first equality, which concerns the sums of prices and of values, it
must be noted, is a premise of the analysis and in no way a result. It
springs from the manner in which values and prices are theoretically
interconnected, a point which is often misunderstood. 1In particular,

it is often not seen that the two concepts are intrinsically linked
because they refer to the same social process, i.e. a validation of pri-
vate labour. The creation of value, the determination of the market
price and the formation of the seller's income cannot but occur at one
and the same time. They are different facets of the same reality. The
concepts of value and of price can be separated only in the intellectual
reasoning. Value expresses itself only in the form of a price and this
expression requires the autonomous existence of money as the represen-—
tation of abstract labour. To speak of a value existing in itself,

independently of its form, makes no sense at all in my view.

What are the quantitative implications of this feature ? Let us suppose
a pure commodity system, in which the natural resources are left aside
and in which all the labour takes the abstract labour form. Assume
further that the velocity of circulation of money is equal to one, what

is necessarily true if the cycle of production and exchange is reduced



to a single instant. Then, the amount of money, having effectively
circulated, is necessarily identical to-the total amount of sales or
incomes, itself identical to the sum of prices. Furthermore, there
is then a necessary '"equality" between the sum total of prices and
that of values (but this must be qualified). For, in such a pure
system, no income can be formed, except Ey a creation or transfer
of value. The total income or the sum total of prices is the monetary
expression of the total magnitude of value. The division of this income
between the different economic agents expresses their claims about the
sharing of the social product. This correspondence between values and
prices is not a result, liable to be disproven. Rather it is a direct
consequence of the premise of the analysis, namely that the only basis
for obtaining an income is a creation and transfer of value. Thus
following Bullock and Yaffé, once can assert that :

"it is quite impossible for total prices to express anything other

than total value' (1975 : 14).

The meaning of such an equality should however not be misunderstood. The
concepts of value and of price belong to different theoretical spaces.
Mathematical operations mixing them up in the same equations make no
sense. Unfortunately, neither Marx nor his followers did respect this
rule. Only a overall quantitative link can be brought in between values

and prices, through the concept of the monetary expression of the social

labour time (abbreviated to ME). It is a pure number indicating how
many monetary units the quantum of total value is equivalent to. Empi-
rically, the evolution of the ME is reflected by that of the general
level of prices (GLP). Behind any increase the latter, there is necessa-
rily one in the ME. However an increase in the ME does not necessarily
manifests itself through a similar move of the general level of prices,
because the latter is also inversely related to the general evolution
of productivity. This is why the two concepts cannot be confused!

No general explanation can be provided here for the factor explaining
the magnitude of the ME and its evolution. Everything depends on

the specific form taken by the general equivalent and the institutional
context of the creation of moneyg Thus, in this pure system, the sum of

prices can change only in two ways : either through a change in the total

1'In other words :

2

AGLP _ AME _ AProductivity
GLP ME Productivity

‘These elements are examined in details in my study The Logic of Inflation
(1981).
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magnitude of value or through one in the size of the ME. Thus the
correct expression of the relationship between values and prices

is not : sum of prices = sum of values but sum of prices = Me.sum

of values. In the Marxian literature, this notion is usually not
'mentionedl- In fact Marx and his followers implicitly and arbitra-
rily assumed that the ME is equal to one, so that the same figures
could be applied to values and to prices. On the one hand, this
undoubtedly facilitates the construction of numerical examples
illustrating the theory, since an easy jump from the value categories
to the price categories is then allowed. On the other hand, however,
the assumption can be misleading, since it tends to bring about the

confusion between the two categories.

In this light, the transformation of values into prices of production
appears a complex process. It is the concatenation of two operations
which must be intellectually distinguished although they occur simul-
taneously : firstly, the transition from the theoretical space of values
to the theoretical space of prices and, secondly, the transformation

. Coas 2 . . . . . s
occurring within the latter, The basic assumption behind this view is

that the sum of prices, expressing the sum of values at a given size
of the ME, logically pre-exists the determination of the particular

prices. The latter flows from the allocation of the sum total of prices
among different commodities.

The first operation occurs immediately at the moment of exchange. Then
the two theoretical spaces are formed simultaneously, one at a visible
level and the other at an invisible one. This transformation from

values into prices as a generic category cannot be affected by any diffi-
culty of realization. TFor either a value is created and it immediately
takes the form of a price and of an income or the planned creation of
value fails, in which case no income emerges, with the resu{t that ex
post the supply price appears to be a dead-ended tender. In other words,
when private labour is not transformed into . abstract labour, neither

a value nor an income arises., Value is always an by definition trans-
formed into a price. Thus if there is a problem about the transformation

of values into prices of production, it must concern the second operation,

1'It has been introduced by Gouverneur (1978) and Aglietta (1979).
2'As Shaikh notes in connection with this second aspect : "it is a case
of transforming one form-of-value, direct prices, into another form,

prices of production" (1977 : 134). The same point is stressed by
Pilling (1972).



.e. the allocative changes within the space of prices.

The question to be answered here is the following one : under what
conditions would the division within the space of prices, indicating
the effective exchange-ratios among the commodities, exactly express
the division within the space of values ? Or, in other words, under
what conditions would there be a numerical equality between the market
price of a commodity and its value, weighted by the size of the ME ?
Three conditions must be fulfilled : 1) equality of the value-compositions
among the branches ; 2) equality of the amounts demanded and supplied
at the supply price, while the latter is identical to the equilibrium
price ; 3) absence of any monopoly power. If such a situation were
verified for all commodities, the division within the space of prices
would be exactly similar to that of the space of values. The norm of
allocation of the sum total of prices can then be described as consis-—
ting of the coincidence of the market price with the '"direct or simple
price"l, which is equal to the value weighted by the ME. The indicator
of the achievement of the norm is the equal distribution of the mass of
profit among the branches. The transformation of the simple price into
another form of price arises once it is admitted that these conditions
are unacceptable assumptions and must be removed. However this removal
has not the same meaning for all of the three conditions. For the
relaxing of the first one entails a change of the content of the norm
of equilibrium,while the relaxing of either of the other two does not
constitute a change of the norm but a departure of the actual situa-

tion from the equilibrium situation.

The following points must thus be stressed. The transformation from
simple prices to prices of production is only one of the transformations
within the space of prices through which the determination of price

is established. One can also speak of a transformation from the price of
production to the market price. But their theoretical impacts differ :
while the latter concerns the transition from op equilibrium situation

to a situation of disequilibrium, the former refers to the transition

'The term "direct price" is used by Shaik (1977), the term "simple price"
has been introduced by Yaffé (1974) and is used by myself (1979).
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form one definition of equilibrium to another one. This transition
results from the abandonment of the assumption of equal value-composi-
tions which is made for a pedagogical purpose but is untenable. Thus
the definitive norm of equilibrium, as opposed to the one mentioned
earlier, which must be considered a provisional statement, must be
formulated as follows : the equilibrium is reached when the market
price coincides with the price of production. The latter refers to a
given fraction of the sum total of prices, which deviates precisely
from the simple price to the extent required to insure the equality

of the rates of profit among branches! As in the provisional formula,

the latter equality plays the role of the indicator of the achievement
of the norm.

It must also be noticed that the chain between the different processes
of transformation is only an analytical reconstruction. They all occur
simultaneously, concomitantly to a given creation and transfer of value.
In other words, the price determination does not occur step-wise, the
simple price being firstly determined, the price of production after-

wards, and the market price only in the end... In reality
there are only two moves : firstly the definition of a supply price, a

claim for a certain income by the sellers, and secondly the formation

of a market price, actualizing this claim, either at the initial level

or at another one. In a equilibrium situation, which is the case assumed
in the discussion focusing on the transformation from values to prices

of production, these two magnitudes (market price and price of production)
coincide. Furthermore it is also assumed that the supply price coincides
with the equilibrium price. When one contrasts a situation in which the
space of prices is divided with the simple prices as the norm of equilibrium
with one in which this function is played by the prices of production,

it means that the former is an intellectual reconstruction in which the
same physical exchanges receive another price magnitude. The set of

simple prices is like a shadow system.

I'It will be argued below that the transformation from simple prices to
prices of production normally entails a modification of the magnitude
of the rate of profit.
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To conclude on this point, if one accepts the premise that the creation
and transfer of value is the only basis for obtaining an income and if
the discussion is confined to the definition of an equilibrium situation,
the sum of values cannot but be conserved in the sum of prices. However
the term, conservation, may be misleading. It cannot receive a time-
dimension. The transformation is not a sequential process. One cannot
think of a value existing before its manifestation in a price. So
I would rather speak of a necessary co-extensionality between prices,
in all their forms, and values., This can be expressed in the following
equation, which is necessarily true :
L of market prices = L of prices of production = I of simple prices =
ME.Z of values.

Let me now consider the relationship between surplus-value, a fraction
of the space of values, and profits, a fraction of the space of prices.
The profit is the mass of money which is globally available to the capita-—
list class both for accumulation and for capitalists' consumption. Marx's

claim is that the following equation must necessarily hold true :
L of profits = ME.Z of surplus-value.

I do not share this view. Unlike the previous equation, this one is not

a premise but a result, which only holds under very special conditions,
namely when the three above mentioned conditions are fulfilled. Once the
inequality of value-compositions is admitted, it does not hold any more.
However an inequality between the sum of profits and the sum of surplus-—
value is not necessarily due to an inequality of the value-compositions.

If the latter are supposed to be equal, but if one of the other two
assumption is relaxed, profits and surplus-value will also most probably
not be equal. Thus, the question of the co-extensionality of the available
profit and the profit which expresses the surplus-value, transcends the
problem of the transformation of simple prices into prices of production.
It should be clarified in the theoretical exposition of the theory of
Capital before tackling the transformation problem. For this reason,

I will try to explain it precisely in a particular case, where the equality
of the value-compositions is assigned but where it is assumed that one of

the other two assumptions is abandoned.
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The effect of relaxing of equilibrium assumption is that circulation
profits and losses emerge. They consist of transfer of incomes from
some agents, who are in a weak market positions, to others, who benefit
from a strong position. At the global level, this transfer is cancelled
because the circulation profits of the ones are by definition the losses
of the others. Their algebraic sum amounts to zero. These transfers do
not affect the sizes of the two spaces, values and prices, to the extent
that the disequilibria do not lead to the lack of sale of some commodi-
ties and thus to an absence of creation of value. In the latter case,
both spaces diminish in the same proportion. However, these transfers
always generate changes in the internal division of the space of prices,
the actual exchange-ratios departing from the equilibrium ones. To
understand how these transfers can affect the co-extensionality between
available profits and the surplus-value, one has to consider the types
of transactions involved. The global set of transactions can be divided
into two categories, one comprising the exchanges among capitalists, the
other one those occurring between capitalist units and the wage-earning
class, whether they involve the sale of the labour force ot the purchase
of commodities by wage-earners. If no complete compensation occurs within
the subset formed by the exchanges between capital and the labour power,

an inter-class transfer of income arises and this modifies the magnitude

"of the available profits. If the market situation favours the capitalist
class, two consequences ensue. On the one hand, the average wage will not
allow the fulfillment of the norm of consumption and, on the other hand,
the total available profit will consist of two components : the profit
expressing the surplus-value and the inter-class profit of circulation

to the benefit of the capitalist class. If the market situation is the
other way round, then the outcome is also reversed. The consequence of
the disequilibrium is that the purchasing power of the total profit as
well as of the total mass of wages will differ from what they would have

been if the equilibrium point had been reached.

Why was Marx not aware of this ? I would suggest the following answer.
On the one hand, he aimed at demonstrating the foundation of profit by
surplus-value in a situation of equilibrium in order to get rid of the
complications arising form the considerations of circulation profits and
losses. This is a fully legitimate procedure. On the other hand, he
rightfully perceived that at the global level these circu1§tion profits

and losses cancelled one another. But his error consistedin not having
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pushed the reflection one step further. So the assertion which is valid
in an equilibrium situation is no longer so valid when the existence

of disequilibrium is admitted, a theoretical step which must obviously
be taken since errors in private decision-making are intrinsic to the
commodity system. In such a context, the available profit will most
probably differ from the profit expressing the surplus-value. Instead

of posing that :

L available profits = ME.L surplus-value,

one should write :

L available profits = ME.I surplus-value + I inter-class transfers
of incomes benefiting the capitalist class - I inter-class trans-

fers of incomes benefiting the wage—earning class.

In other words, surplus-value is no longer the only basis for the mass
of profits available for accumulation and the capitalists' consumption.
If one cannot defend the idea that the equilibrium situation can actually
be reached,one can no longer defend that Marx's assertion about the co-
extensionality between profits and surplus-value must necessarily be

verified.

Once the discrepancy is accepted at this preliminary level of analysis,

it is no longer tragical to admit that the transformation of simple prices
into prices of production also entails a modification of the mass of profit
(and of its rate). One difference must however be pointed out. The modi-
fication of the mass of profits,occuring when the circulation assumptions
are relaxed, has a real impact in terms of purchasing power. When capita-
lists ultimately make a profit of circulation at the expense of wage-
earners they can buy more commodities, whether means of production or con-
sumption goods. On the contrary, the transition from simple prices to
prices of production changes the nominal amounts but not the purchasing
powers of these amounts. To illustrate this, let me take the numerical
example, used by Shaikh(1977). I assume that department I produces means
of production, deparment II wage-commodities and deparment III the capi-
talists's consumption commodities. Table ! describes the actual equili-
brium exchange-ratios - when the norm of equilibrium consists in the
coincidence between market prices and prices of production. Table 2
describes the exchange-ratios which would have prevailed if the provi-
sional norm was still at work in a system characterized by different

value-compositions.
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Table 1 : Exchanges at theprices of production
Branches Constant Variable Mass of Total Rates of
capital capital profits income Profit
I 504 168 168 840 25 7
11 224 224 112 560 25 7
I11 112 168 70 350 25 %
Total 840 560 350 1750

Table 2 : Exchanges at the simple prices

I 450 180 120 750 19,05 %
I 200 240 160 600 36,36 %
III 100 180 120 400 42,85 7
Total 750 600 400 1750 29,63 %

Evidently, the striking feature of the comparison between the two norms
is. that, if the equilibrium position had been determined according to

the simple price norm, the mass and the rate of profit would have been
higher. One cannot, however, leave the matter at this state. On closer
examination, this effect turns out to be a '"trompe-l'oeil'. Contrary

to what happens in a case of disequilibrium, when the market price departs
from the equilibrium price, the modification of the equilibrium magnitude
from the simple price to the price of production does not entail a change
of purchasing power. Let us look at the example. The nominal wage bill
decreases (from 600 to 560) but the real wage remains unchanged. Conse-
quently, on a nominal level, the profit available for gross investment

and for the capitalists' consumption is bigger with the new norm. Like-
wise, the price of the capitalists' consumption commodities decreases,
(from 400 to 350) with no changes in terms of real consumption. But
does this mean that the mass of money available for accumulation increases,
as in the case of an inter-class circulation profit to the benefit of

the capitalist class ? Of course not, because the price of the means of
production has increased by that same amount, as a result of the change

of norm. Thus, the nominal modification in the mass and the rate of pro-

fit covers an absence of change in terms of the two classes' total
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purchasing powers. The real conditions of accumulation have not changed
at all.

D. Unproductive Labour

Lippi's main criticism about the manner in which Marx deals with the
distinction between productive and unproductive labour is that it con-
tradicts the assumption of the conservation of surplus-value. Since

I question the necessity of this assumption, this argument does not

seem decisive to me. However, as I mentioned above, Lippi offers a
second criticism : if the circulation labour flows from a private initia-
tive, it is no less abstract than value-creating labour. It also takes
the form of a private labour which has to be validated by the market.

Why then assert that is does not create value ? Plain though it is,

this argument seems to me decisive, especially, of course, if one defends
the specificity of the abstract-labour version of the theory of value.
Some revisions are thus needed in order to avoid logical contradictions
like this. The next few pages will precisely be devoted to this task.

I must warn that my starting point is not Marx's writings on the subject.
Rather I start from the conception of abstract labour, as I see it, and
draw its implications for the definition of unproductive labour, without
bothering about whether or not they coincide with Marx's original views}
T must also warn that, while Lippi limits his analysis to the circulation
labour, I will broaden the debate and consider the different possible
types of unproductive labour.

It is a definitional problem. As Hunt puts it, it is all about the question
productive or unproductive of what ? One important point is to avoid
conflating theoretical and common-sense meanings. Let us thus examine
the possible meanings in which the concept of unproductive labour can be
understood, and ask whether they are compatible with the abstract-labour
conception of value ? Each of these definitions leads to the exclusion
of some specific activites, which may partially overlap. Since the process
is about the exclusion of some activities from the sphere of productive
labour, the best procedure seems to first define what must be excluded,
i.e. the content of the unproductive activities. All the remaining
activities can be considered productive labour. These different defini-

tions are summarized in the next table. I examine them in turn.

l'For a critical examination of Marx's writings the reader is refered to

Hunt's article (1979), where he will also find references on the contem-
porary debates in the English language literature.
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The possible Definitions of Unproductive Labour

Productive/un-
productive of
what ?

Decisive question

Types of excluded
activities

lst def.

value

what is the social
form of the labour

activity ?

- domestic labour
- directly social

labour

2d def.

necessary labour

is the labour acti-
vity superfluous with
respect to a given

technical norm ?

-~ activities pertaining
to the implementation
of the capitalist
domination

- prestige activities

- excess labour of the

less efficient firms

3d def.

distinct use-

value

does the labour acti-
vity pertain to the
functioning of the
commodity system ?
(or does it create

a specific use-value ?)

- circulation labour

4th def.

surplus-value

twofold criterion :
what is the social
form of the labour
activity ? (question
1) and:is it exploi-

ted labour ?

besides the activities

described in 1 :

-~ labour activities

of the independent
producers

~ labour activities of
the non-exploited

labour—-force
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1) The first definition

Here the ecriterion which founds the distinction is the social form in
which the labour activity is embedded, regardless of its specific con-
tent and of the nature of the product. Only the social relationship
aspect counts. In this perspective, the scopes of the concepts of
abstract labour and of productive labour perfectly overlap. Productive
labour means productive of value. The notion of unproductive labour

is then constructed in a negative manner to designate the labour activi-
ties belonging to other social forms, i.e. either domestic labour or
directly social labour. I speak of domestic labourlwhen its product

is produced and consumed within the nuclear reproduction cell, without
a monetary exchange. The directly social labour refers to a situation
in which the labour activity is undertaken as the result of a decision
by a central authority, without the need for a validation through the

market. Its product can be called a collective good or service.

Two points can then be stressed. Firstly, in so far as the necessary
existence of other social forms of labour is taken into account, one
cannot assert that value constitutes the sole real cost of society's
reproduction. Thus, myself, I would not subscribe to this assertion,
which is one of Lippi's preferred targets. Secondly, it must be seen
that, if unproductive labour, so defined is not productive of a commodity
and of value, it is nevertheless productive of a specific use-value.

But the latter do not take the commodity form.

The acceptance of this definition opens the way for the criticism of

the next two definitions (but not of the fourth one). They will be
attacked because they run against the principle put forward here. They
are based on a substantive criterion, which examines the content of the
activities., Therefore they betray the basic premise that the notion of
productive and unproductive .labour, like that of abstract labour, refers
to a social relationship and not to any "intrinsic" characteristics of
the labour activities. They can thus be accused of "naturalism} in my

sense of the term !

l'This notion is examined in my study "Le travail ménager et le rapport

salarial. Un essai de typologie" (1980). See also Lindsay (1981,
chapter 6).
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2) The second definition

Two particular cases of unproductive labour flow from this definition.
The first one concerns some specific activities within a capitalist
firm, supposedly.respecting the efficiency norm of its branch. The
second one concerns a fraction of the total labour performed within
a firm, whose efficiency is below the norm prevailing in its branch.
As will be seen, these two cases are founded on the same logical basis.

1 examine them in turn.

In the first case two types of activities could be labelled unproductive :
on the one hand, some prestige activities, like chauffeurs, hostesses,
etc, and, on the other hand, more essentially, the labour effected by

the capitalists or their delegates and which aims at the subjection

of the labour~force within firms. Why could these activities be consi-
dered unproductive ? Because, from a technological viewpoint, they can

be decreeed superfluous. If the prestige activities were suppressed,

the production of the firm would not decrease. If the class division

was abolished and if the capitalist system was replaced by an associated
producers' system, no supervision activities would be necessary...Here
the notion of unproductive labour thus clearly means unnecessary labour,
defined from a technical viewpoint. It is felt that these activities
constitute a waste in the utilization of the labour force. Admittedly,

if the definition isgaccepted, its concrete application raises some
difficulties. For, in order to apply the distinction, one must, for
exemple, be able to sort out the bosses' activities, which relate to the
technical function of coordination, from those pertaining to the capitalist

function. But theoretically, this problem is of secondary importance.

I would refuse this definition for a more fundamental reason, namely that
its acceptance entails a departure from the social viewpoint which under-
lies the abstract-labour conception of value. As is well known, the
magnitude of the value of a given commodity depends on the average condi-
tions of production at the moment of exchange. But the notion of condi-
tions of production can be misleading. 1In fact, it refers to a social
practice, which certainly covers a technical aspect but which may also
encompass activities which, from a normative or technical viewpoint,

can be deemed unnecessary. Value refers to a social norm with all the
relativism which this notion implies. All the activities of a given
firm, which are not in excess respect to the prevailing social norm of

the branch, belong legimately to the "collective labourer". This is
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expressed by the fact that the expenses, which they give rise to, can

be integrated into the cost of production and into the price of the
commodity! Once it is admitted that value is determined from a social
viewpoint, the other viewpoints, (normative or technological ones)

cannot interfere. This is precisely the mistake of the definition

of unproductive labour on the basis of its alleged superfluous charac-—
ter. It compares an existing situation with an hypothetical one,

in which the superfluous labour is eliminated. This amounts to a
departure from the value conception. For value is not related to a
technically ideal norm of production but to the average norm which is
actually in existence at a given moment. The suggested distinction

is thus based on a substantive, technological view, a position which must
be rejected. Certainly, such distinctions can make sense and be useful
for many purposes but they have no relevance within the theory of value.
As a result of this rejection, I defend the view that capitalists (when
they are not rentiers but work in their firms) and their delegates are
productive of value, like all the others workers% But this does not imply
that they are productive of surplus-value (see below the examination of

the fourth definition).

The same methodological principle applies to the second possible case of
""excess labour", concerning the firms with a less than average efficiency.
Here again, the common-sense understanding of the notion, in which the
terms of less efficient and less productive are associated, can lead to
seeing the excess part of labour as unproductive. But again, this view
is incompatible with the first definition of the concept, focusing on

the social relationship aspect. The notion of value refers to the aggre-

gation of the individual efficiency situations, including of course the

1. .
Of course, the pressure towards the decrease of the socially necessary

labour time affects the prestige and control activities, like the other
ones.,

20 s s : . ‘ . .
This position is provocative only in so far as a normative content is

given to the notions of productive and unproductive labour, a position
which I would definitely not take. Like Ohlin Wright (1978), I think

that the interlinkage made by Poulantzas (1975) between the definition

of unproductive labour and the analysis of social classes must be rejected.
The distinction can in no way serve as a platform for the construction

of class positions.
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the least as well as the most efficient ones! On the contrary, in the
meaning suggested here the notion of unproductive labour refers to a

physical reality rather than to homogenized labour.

3) The Third Definition

Here we fall back again on Lippi's argumentation. In his reasoning,

one first argument, backing.up the classification

of circulation labour as unproductive, is its unnecessary character. If
the social system was different, it is said, these activities could be
eliminated. Even if this statement were correct, such a classification
could still be attacked on the same grounds as the second definition.
However I do not think it is correct. I rather believe that the circula-
tion labour is absolutely necessary. Its object is more general than

just to add one specific use~value, however basic, to the stock of use-
values. It is rather to serve the maintenance or the functionning of

the commodity system., Without the circulation products and services, the
exchange of commodities would not be possible. The circulation labour

can be compared to the Supply Corps in an army, about which it is said

in French that it is the "nerve of a war'. Furthermore, these maintenance
tasks seem to me to be present in whatever system of organizing the

social labour. 1In a centralized system, they could appear in the form

of planning activities. In the hypothetical system of associated pro-
ducers, to which Lippi refers,some time should also be diverted from
the'productive'" time, in order to ensure the coordination. So I do not
share the view that the circulation labour is unnecessary or could tech-
nically be eliminated, although of course, like all others types of labour,

it is the object of a pressure towards rationalization.

However there is another line of thought, also evoked by Lippi, which could
lead to classifying these activities as unproductive. The argument here

is that the circulation labour cannot be considered to be creating value
for the simple reason that it does not create a use-value. But in what
sense exactly should this lack to create a use-value be understood ?

It cannot be that the circulation labour does not bring in something
useful, Otherwise people would not pay to buy circulation services. The

meaning is rather the following one. The allegedly unproductive circulation

l'The term "individual value', sometimes used by Marx,does not make sense
to me, because value results only from the homogenization of the indivi-
dual norms of efficiency,
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service, e.g. the granting of a credit by a bank, does not bring about
any specific output, consumable in itself. In other words, a bank credit
is not asked if there is no purpose of utilization behind. Thus the
circulation service appears as a more or less necessary mediation towards
the making of a commodity transaction, its 'raison d'étre" flowing from
the requirements of the functioning of the commodity system. Being

the condition of possibility of the production and exchange of commodi-
ties, it can be seen as ‘a necessary by-product, not consumable in itself

and adding nothing the social production.

But is one entitled to move from the assertion that the circulation labour
does not create a use~value (in this sense) to the assertion that it does
not create value ? Marx, himself, makes the step and almost all Marxists
writers follow him, Hunt being an exception. Again, however, this does

not seem correct to me. If the first definition is accepted as the

basis of the reasoning, the criterion for the distinction between produc-
tive and unproductive labdur is exclusively the social form in which the
labour is undertaken, regardless of the content of the activity or of

the nature of the product., Now the classification of circulation labour

as unproductive is precisely made on the basis of the nature of the product.

As Hunt puts it :

"Marx's classification of workers employed by capitalists in the
sphere of circulation as unproductive is based solely on the
use~-value of the commodity they create' (1979 : 322).

Thus this definition violates the first one. It is based on a physical
criterion, the consideration of the substance of the activity, and not on
the social relationship aspect. Lippi has rightly noticed it. The require-
ments of a logical coherence would then entail a little revolution : the
traditional Marxist view must be abandoned and circulation labour must be
considered productive, to the extent that it respects the conditions of

the first definition. Symmetrically to the situation encountered in
definition 1, in which I noticed the possibility of labour being unproduc-—
tive of value but productive of use-value, here we meet the possibility of
a type of labour, which is productive of value but not productive of a

specific use-value.
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4) The fourth definition

In the simplified Marxist model, it is implicitly assumed that there are
no independent producers, that all capitalists are rentiers and that no
work of control is exerced. In this case, the first and the fourth
definition overlap, since all the value-producing labour is at one and
the same time surplus-value producing labour. However, once these
assumptions are relaxed, the coincidence no longer holds. The case of
the independent producers is clearly ascertainable : they create a value
but no surplus-value. In an equilibrium situation, characterized by the
absence of circulation profits and losses and of devalorization losses,
all producers would earn the same income, which reduced to a certain time-
basis, would exactly be equal to the ME. The case of the workers exer-
cising the capitalist function, be it foremen, managers or active owners,
is a little more complicated. If one accepts the above analysis, they
must be considered members of the collective labourer and full partici-
pants in the creation of value. But are they also a source of surplus-—
value ? Or, in other words, are they exploited ? Three situations are
possible : 1) Their wages are higher than that of the grass root workers,
as the counterpart of their exercise of the capitalist function. But
nevertheless, reduced to a certain-time basis, it is lower than the magni-
tude of the ME. Then it can be asserted that they are éxploited but at
a lower rate than the other workers. 2) If their wages equal the ME,

one can say that they are not exploited,although they do not benefit from
the redistribution of the total profit. 3) If their wages are higher

than the ME, they do benefit from such a redistribution.

Between the first definition, on the one hand, and the second and the
third,on the other hand, I see logical inconsistencies which have to be
solved in order to preserve the coherence of the theory of value. 1In the
present state of Marxian theory, these inconsistencies are not properly
clarified up. But I believe that the task is possible, providing one
accepts to qualify Marx's own positions and to correct them in the name
of the epistemological principles which he himself advanced. If one
compares the first and the fourth definitions, the problem is no longer
of logical incoherence, but of their respective scopes of relevance.

The first definition would correspond to the attribution of a broader
sense to the notion of productive labour and the fourth one to a narrower

one. But both are founded on the social viewpoint,
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To conclude, I cannot accept Lippi's view that the debate on value is
now closed and that only "obscurantists'" can still defend the Marxian
theory of value. Two reasons justify my position. Firstly, he hasnot
addressed the problem of comparing the two main viewpoints, which I
myself would consider the foremost question. Secondly, I believe

that it is at least premature to state, as he does, that "there is

no point in continuing to attempt to do so (i.e. to defend the labour
theory of value in the name of the need to delve beneath surface) in
terms that encounter inseparable obstacles or lead to propositions
devoid of meaning" (p. 110). Contrarily to Lippi's opinion, the incon-
sistenciesg which he puts forward are not so unsolvablel However this
implies important revisions of the Marxian conventional wisdom. One of
the merits of Lippi's attempt is precisely to foster this critical

reexamination.

Louvain-La-Neuve, April 1981

1'The analysis of the transformation problem presented above is not the

only possible way of resolving the contradiction traditionally put
forward. Another line of solution is proposed by Duménil (1980) and
Lipietz (1981).
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