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Notes on abstract labour and the measure of value 

With English writers the confusion between measure of value and standard of price 
(standard of value) is indescribable. Their functions, as well as their names, are 

constantly interchanged – Capital I p98 

This private comment, made in the course of an internal debate around the book Marx and 
Non-Equilibrium Economics, seems to me relevant to some of the issues raised in articles 
received in preparation for the conference. It was circulated to participants in the 1994 
Bergamo conference on value theory, organised by Riccardo Bellofiore and colleagues on the 
anniversary of the publication of Volume III of Capital. This was an important encounter 
between proponents of traditional and alternative interpretations of Marx’s theory of value, 
including proponents of the ‘New Solution’ and the ‘Simultaneous Single System 
Interpretation’ (SSSI) of Wolff, Callari and Roberts. 

I thought it might be useful to issue the comment more widely and adapted it for circulation 
to Bergamo conference participants. I aimed to show how it relates to the interesting paper 
from Callari, Wolff and Roberts (henceforth CWR), which raised the question of the 
definition and measurement of abstract labour. In the course of this exploration, many other 
issues distinguishing TSSI from SSSI and the standard Bortkiewicz-Sweezy-Morishima 
interpretation that, until that time, dominated Western Academic Marxism. It also explores a 
number of critical issues relating to the relation between labour and money, a question placed 
at the centre of the debate by Adolfo Rodriguez and Alejandro Ramos, originator of the term 
‘Monetary Expression of Labour Time (MELT)’. 

It is not properly edited and in particular does not adequately reference other work, 
particularly that of Suzanne de Brunhoff, of Diane Elson and of Alejandro Ramos and Adolfo 
Rodriguez and several others who were discussing such issues well before I got to them. All I 
can do is apologise and ask the reader to look into these vital debates. 

Introduction 

What are the dimensions of value? This issue has been the source of great confusion. 

I begin from an assertion by CWR in their paper that every commodity possesses  

two quantitative dimensions, two numbers simultaneously attached to it...the value of 
the commodity on the one hand and the form taken by that value in exchange, on the 
other. 

CWR use a more or less identical phrase in ‘A Marxian alternative’ so this particular way of 
posing the issue is clearly not a casual remark.  

CWR were among the very first to introduce a method of calculating price and value which 
completely answers the neoricardian criticism concerning the ‘two equalities’; this valuable 
contribution, not adequately recognised in the literature, ought in my opinion to be one of the 
two axes around which the debate proceeds (the other being the role of time). The calculation 
is unassailable as a demonstration that there is a completely coherent arithmetical 
representation of Marx’s theory. These comments are intended therefore as a supportive 
critique. One lesson we should draw from the fiasco of the debate with the neoricardians is 
that we should spend at least as much time recognising the merit of contributions we disagree 
with, as we spend disputing what we disagree with. 

I therefore do not set out to disagree with the cited statement but to address a particular issue 
on which I think it is vulnerable to criticism from people I myself disagree with. This issue 
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either explicitly or implicitly (I hesitate to say ‘in essence’) dominates the literature: are these 
two ‘dimensions’ are of a qualitatively different nature? 

In the debates this takes the following form: how can price relate to value when the units of 
the two are different? A traditional critique of this statement (to which I do not subscribe) 
which I shall from now on call quasi-Ricardian would proceed as follows: ‘it is true that you 
can attach two numbers to a commodity. I do not deny this. One of them is its value and one 
of them is its price. But these are two entirely different things and moreover there is no 
relation between them. Once concerns money, and the other concerns hours. What possible 
relation can there be between money and hours?’ 

Chai-on Lee states in his contribution to this conference, paraphrasing this convention: 

In the conventional distinction, value and price are discriminated in the context of 
valuation terms: one is valued in labour terms only and the other only in money terms. 
According to this distinction, Marx’s transformation of value into price may not appear 
to make any sense as it arithmetically mixes in an equation two categories valued in 
different terms (p1) 

I raise this not because I support this convention (nor does Lee) but because on the contrary I 
disagree with it as strongly as CWR, and I originally wrote this commentary to try and settle 
accounts with it because I believe it to be the source of an essentially spurious criticism of 
Marx. I agree that the units of value and of price are the same, and that their substance (as 
Marx puts it) consists of labour, whose magnitude is socially necessary abstract labour time. 
The problem is that though their substance is labour, their form is not; in this sense I think 
CWR’s choice of words is unconventional, although this is not at all a reason to reject it. 

CWR appear immunised against this critique by their later statement that both price and value 
are quantities of labour. ‘Value form’, therefore, is in their analysis a quantity of labour time. 
This, I think, is not quite the same usage as for Marx who (I think) uses the term to indicate 
that the exchange value of one commodity is measured in terms of the use value of another. I 
don’t think at this point a debate in terminology is fruitful so I will try and indicate, when I 
use this term. in which sense I use it. 

The substantive difficulty is as follows: if value form (in the CWR sense) is a quantity of 
labour hours, why is it simultaneously a quantity of use value, that is, a quantity of the 
commodity in which the value of a commodity is measured, namely money? How does one 
pound come to represent a definite number of hours?  

When I go to the shops to buy apples, I do not ask for two hours worth of apples. I ask for 
two pounds worth, or two dollars worth, or whatever quantity of money will purchase these 
apples. The shopkeeper does not know or care how many hours this money represents (except 
possibly in the distorted form of labour commanded, namely how much wages it will pay). 
The transaction exchanges one use value (two pound coins) for another use value (four 
apples, say).  

The problem I therefore have is that the CWR statement cited above, as it stands, does not 
seem adequate to deflect the criticism. In addition to ‘doing the calculations’, the problem of 
value-price analysis is to explain how a quantity of money comes to represent a number of 
hours. I do not think it is sufficient to do this by omitting from the account the fact that 
money functions as a quantity of use value, as well as representing a number of hours. This 
risks leaving out of the account the actual agency of circulation, namely the money 
commodity itself, or failing to account fully for its contradictory character. Since capitalism 
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is the most developed money economy in history, and since CWR take this very seriously, 
this is not a minor matter. 

Magnitude, substance and form 

In comments originally written in a discussion with Adolfo Rodriguez and Alejandro Ramos 
(to whom I owe many of the ideas but not the mistakes contained in this comentary) I tried to 
deal with the ‘conventional criticism’ to which in my view CWR are unnecessarily 
vulnerable, by returning to a very classical distinction, a distinction considered normal and 
natural in the physical sciences even today, which clearly influences Marx; this is the 
distinction between the measure of a substance and the substance itself. 

There is a very succinct statement by Marx on this in the first German edition of Capital, 
which is reproduced in the Penguin English edition on page 131. It reads: 

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

The choice of words (and Marx uses the same terminology throughout his subsequent work) 
is noteworthy for the fact that ‘labour’, the substance of value, is distinct from its measure, 
which is labour-time, for the fact that both of these are distinct from the form of value and not 
least because these are both distinct from value itself. 

This is not at all to claim that labour is the ‘essence’ of value, in the sense of a category from 
which all else can be derived. On the contrary, we would be saying (and we think that this is 
what Marx says) that value is the contradictory unity of both distinctions, and that to tear one 
of these away from its relation to the other is to do great damage to the concept of value. If by 
the word ‘essentialist’ CWR mean the practice of isolating one aspect of a contradictory unity 
and labelling it ‘more fundamental’ than all others (for example saying that value can be 
reduced to labour-time) then I would share their objection to essentialism. But in this case it 
is rather odd that in their own piece they refer only to the measure of value in terms of labour 
time and neglect the measure in terms of the use value of money. 

How and why is it the substance of value is distinguished from the form of value? (for the 
rest of this paper I use ‘form of value’, except where citing CWR, in the sense I think Marx 
deployed it, namely, the expression of the value of one commodity in the quantity of another) 

On page 4 CWR make the statement that ‘value form’ (in their sense) is the ‘quantity of 
social labour time represented in the money equivalent of the value of C’. That is, a quantity 
of use value (a quantity of money) ‘represents’ a quantity of labour time. Their principal 
point I take to be that this quantity of labour time and the quantity of labour cannot be 
reduced to the conditions of production of the given commodity. In this I am in complete 
agreement, and I regard this as a critical insight they have offered, for an entire period 
moreover in which they were almost alone in making this point. 

However there is a second point to be considered: can the quantity of labour time which a 
given quantity of money represents be reduced to the conditions of production of the money 
commodity? If this were the case, then it would be unproblematic to say, for example, that 
one pound of gold always stands for a fixed amount of labour, that it is as it were a synonym 
for a quantity of labour. But if this were the case money would occupy a very peculiar and 
distinct position from any other commodity; it would be the only commodity for which a 
given amount of use value always represented the same number of hours. If on the contrary it 
is no different in this respect from any other commodity, then a given quantity of money 
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represents a variable quantity of labour time and it remains to be ascertained what the 
determinants or the expression of this variable relationship actually are. 

The quantity of money in which a value is expressed clearly cannot be determined by its 
conditions of production. But why not? In fact, for reasons simpler than for any other 
commodity, analysed by Marx in the very first part of Capital I: namely, because it is the 
commodity in which the value of every other commodity is expressed. Goods do not 
exchange for each other but for a third commodity, money. If money did not exist, they 
would be bartered for each other – the conception Ricardo adhered to throughout his life, 
which is why with great scientific acumen he was completely perplexed by the fact that the 
law of determination of exchange by labour time clearly did not apply to money. 

It is fundamental to Marx’s critique of Proudhon, from which in a certain sense his entire 
theory of value takes off, that if goods were merely bartered against each other they would 
have to exchange in fixed proportions. If goods are bartered, then once the proportions in 
which goods were consumed and produced were given, if this includes the real wage, there is 
only one set of prices which can effect these exchanges. A general glut of all commodities 
would be impossible. Say’s law would hold and prices would be merely relative prices, in 
Ricardo’s sense.  Exchange values would be given by ‘technical’ relations, in the sense that 
once the quantities produced and consumed were ascertained, only one set of exchange 
values would be compatible with the complete exchange of all these quantities. Quantity and 
price would be dual to each other, as the neoricardians assume. These would ‘be’ their values, 
and no other set of exchange ratios would be conceivable or realisable.1 

It is only possible for prices to deviate from values in and through the deviation of supply 
from demand – that is, if the produce of society in any given period can be only partly 
sold and this is only possible because capitalism is a money economy, not a barter economy. 
Capitalists may produce, but not sell, because the circuit C-M-C can be broken. Why do 
capitalists appropriate a profit greater or less than the surplus value embodied in their 
product? Because the movement of capital between spheres of production reduces the supply 
of one product and raises that of another, causing prices to deviate from values. 

This in turn is possible because commodities do not exchange in fact for each other but for 
money, rendering possible a separation of sale from purchase. The value form therefore 
ceases to be the expression of the value of a commodity in the use value of every other 
commodity and becomes the expression of value in the use value of one particular 
commodity, money. Of all commodities, therefore, money is the one commodity whose value 
par excellence cannot be determined by its conditions of production. This is why Marx 
derives the (extrinsic) value of money in Part I of Capital before production has even been 
discussed. 

The transformation of value into price is thus posed at a much earlier stage of Marx’s work 
than is commonly realised, as Suzanne de Brounhoff has pointed out (Marx on Money p27) 
where she cites Marx (CI p101-102) 

suppose two equal quantities of socially necessary labour to be respectively 
represented by one quarter of wheat and £2 (nearly 1/2 oz of gold), £2 is the expression 
in money of the magnitude of the value of the quarter of wheat, or its price. If now 
circumstances allow of this price being raised to £3, or compel it to be reduced to £1, 
then although £1 and £3 may be too small or too great properly to express the 
magnitude of the wheat’s value, nevertheless they are its prices, for they are, in the first 
place, the form under which its value appears, i.e. money: and in the second place, the 
exponents of its exchange-ratio with money...the possibility, therefore, of quantitiative 
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incongruity between price and magnitude of value, or the deviation of the former from 
the latter, is inherent in the price-form itself. 

It is an extraordinary thing that to my knowledge no-one has drawn out the full implications 
of this for the transformation problem. Since Marx saw fit to introduce the price-value 
relation at a point where the analysis of production has not even been introduced, it is surely 
a misconceived enterprise from the outset to try and interpret this relation as a pure relation of 
production.2 

In rereading the Poverty of Philosophy, a greatly neglected work, I came across the following 
statement from Marx which completely bears out this critical insight: 

Ricardo understood this truth so well that, after basing his whole system on value 
determined by labour time...he adds, nevertheless, that the value of money is not 
determined by the labour time its substance embodies, but by the law of supply and 
demand only. – Poverty of Philosophy p 74 

This is totally different from the conventional reason for supposing that price differs from 
value, logically prior to any consideration of the structure of production or reproduction. It is 
the existence of a money economy as such, the fact of exchanging for money, that causes 
price to differ from value, though for Ricardians and their descendants it is the fact of having 
to earn an equal profit rate, which is uncritically accepted as a kind of natural fact, even 
though in reality the profit rate is never equal. (Ricardo’s ‘no commodity can have two 
prices’) 

Marx’s view is quite surprising to those on both sides of the debate who wish to hold to the 
idea that Marxism explains everything on the basis of technology and production. He argues 
against Proudhon that the departure of prices from values is a consequence of fluctuations in 
supply and demand, that is, of factors from the sphere of circulation: 

it is the variations of supply and demand that show the producer what amount of a 
given commodity he must produce in order to receive in exchange at least the cost of 
production. And as these variations are continually occurring, there is also a continual 
movement of withdrawal and application of capital in the different branches of 
industry...If M. Proudhon admits that the value of products is determined by labour 
time, he should equally admit that it is the fluctuating movement alone that makes 
labour the measure of value. There is no ready-made constituted “proportional 
relation” but only a constituting movement. 

Engels in his introduction to the same work writes  

the continual deviation of the prices of commodities from their values is the necessary 
condition in and through which alone the value of the commodities can come into 
existence. 

Strong stuff indeed, especially for those economists who hold that neoclassical theory deals 
with demand and supply while Marx deals with production. For Marx, not only are values 
brought into existence by the failure of the market to clear, it is the lack of market clearing 
which itself brings about the discrepancy between price and value. It creates the ‘two 
quantities’ to which CWR refer. Circulation dictates that goods can never even exchange in 
constant ratios, never mind at their values. 

Since the number of hours which a quantity of money represents is not imposed by any 
external law, it becomes possible that there can be a ‘quantitative incongruence between price 
and value’. I can take a pound and strike any one of a range of bargains with sellers, so that 
my pound coin may exchange for two hours of this person’s labour and one hour of that 
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person’s labour. At the level of the whole of society, my pound as a consequence represents a 
definite and ascertainable quantity of social labour but even this is a variable ratio because all 
prices may rise relative to money (the value of money may fall) due to the operation of 
supply and demand). 

The most common and conspicuous phenomenon accompanying commercial crises is a 
sudden fall in the general level of commodity-prices occurring after a prolonged 
general rise in prices. A general fall of commodity-prices may be expressed as a rise in 
the value of money relative to all other commodities, and, on the other hand, a general 
rise in prices may be defined as a fall in the relative value of money. (Marx 1970:183)  

A definite question which, as I have said, I don't think CWR confront is thereby raised. Are 
price and value two necessarily qualitatively distinct conceptions? Do the ‘two quantities’ 
possess different units and is it therefore incorrect to add the price of consumed constant 
capital to the value created by labour? Does CWR’s calculation add pounds of gold to hours 
of labour? 

I would argue that it does not. But I disagree that the calculation must be formulated only in 
terms of hours. I put forward a different conception, a conception that I think is also Marx’s: 
the units of value added, and the units of value consumed, are neither hours nor pounds but 
value; and value is measured in both hours and pounds. It is a contradictory unity of 
exchange and production and the contradictions are focussed and concentrated in the 
particular commodity which serves as a universal equivalent. The quantitative, but not the 
qualitative manifestation of this is a difference in scale – the fact that a given quantity of 
money may represent a variable quantity of labour. The supposed error in attempting to add 
the value-product to the cost-price can be abolished, can be seen not to exist, if I simply 
demand the two things must be expressed in the same units – where these units are pounds or 
hours. 

I seek, therefore, to restore Marx’s conception of value as the unity of its extrinsic and 
intrinsic measure, its measure in pounds and in hours. The distinction I wish to draw in order 
to do this is between value itself and its measure, whether this be the intrinsic or the extrinsic 
measure. I wish further to show that this distinction, far from being metaphysical or casuistic, 
is a distinction held in common with all branches of science and a perfectly simple 
consequence of what we do when we measure something. 

The relevance of the philosophical concept of measure 

Marx already indicates that in a money economy there are two distinct measures of value 
when in Zur Kritik he distinguishes between money as the 'measure of value' and the 
'standard of price'. 

Given the process by which gold has been turned into the measure of value and 
exchangle-value into price, all commodities when expressed in their prices are merely 
imagined quantities of gold of various magnitudes. Since they are thus various 
quantities of the same thin, namely gold, they are similary, comapable and 
commensurable, and thus arises the technical necessity of relating them to a definite 
quantity of gold as a unit of measure. Thus unit of measure then develops into a scale of 
measure by being divided into aliquot parts which are in turn subdivided into aliquot 
parts...Since commodities are no longer compared as exchange-values which are 
measured in terms of labour-time, but as magnitudes of the same denomination 
measured in terms of gold, gold, the measure of value, becomes the standard of price 
The comparison of commodity-prices in terms of different quantities of gold thus 
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becomes crystallised in figures denoting imaginary quantities of gold and representing 
gold as a standard measure divided into aliquot parts. Gold as measure of value and as 
standard of price has quite distinct specific functions, and the confusion of the one with 
the other has led to the most absurd theories. Gold as materialised labour-time is a 
measure of value, as a piece of metal of definite weight it is the standard of price...Gold 
is the measure of value because its value is variable; it is the standard of price because 
it has been established as an invariable unit of weight. 

Two measures of value – in terms of labour time and in terms of a quantity of money – must 
differ quantitatively because the face value of money may represent a varying amount of 
labour time. This is a completely undeniable consequence of the passage cited above. If gold 
is an invariable standard of  price and a variable measure of value, the proportion between the 
two cannot possibly be constant!  

Clearly, if the same quantity of money (ounces, say) always represents the same quantity of 
labour time (hours, say) then there can be no quantitative distinction between the standard of 
price and the measure of value; the only thing involved would be a ratio of conversion as 
between, for example, pounds and kilograms or centimetres and inches. But if these two 
measures can be related differently at different times then there can be no question of a fixed 
ratio, and one of them cannot possibly be a simple quantitative  proportion of the other. 

On the face of it, then, the two measures (quantity of gold=standard of price, and quantity of 
labour hours=measure of value) appear to be both quantitatively and qualitatively distinct. 
What possible relation can there be between them? 

It is not my intention to recapitulate the entire theory of value here; what I want to do is 
indicate how it can be that the apparent contradiction does not exist in the form which 
vulgarised Marxist economics takes it to exist; namely, it is not true that price and value are 
two qualitatively different things. 

My argument is that in both functions of money, it serves as a measure of the same thing; 
namely value. Value is neither hours nor pounds but a distinct concept in its own right. It has 
two measures; the measure it receives through production and the measure it receives through 
exchange. These are its intrinsic and its extrinsic measure, to use Marx’s own terminology. 

I wish to establish this by referring to a fundamental issue in the material sciences, namely 
what is the measure of the quantity of matter. I do not imply by this that the methods of the 
social sciences are the same as the social sciences; I do not even argue that the concept of 
measurement necessarily implies the same thing in both. I do argue that the apparent 
contradictions in the quasi-Ricardian criticism can be shown to be spurious by comparing the 
measurement of value with the measurement of matter. 

A lump of matter possesses many quantitative measures: its length, its volume, its mass, its 
time of existence, its mass. These are qualitatively distinct in that they concern different 
relations into which matter enters in the course of its physical existence; commonly referred 
to as different properties of matter. 

In and of itself, of course, the fact that a lump of matter can be measured using two 
quantititively different scales does not imply a qualitative difference. For example matter 
possesses several ‘quantities’ in its existence merely as mass, merely as length or merely as 
time. This is so because there are two scales of measurement for each of these quantities: 
pounds and kilogrammes, inches and centimetres, and so on. 

But the distinction between mass and length is of a different order from the distinction 
between kilogrammes and pounds. One is a qualitative distinction, the other is quantitative, 
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an issue of the scale of measurement. The relation between pounds and kilogrammes is 
similar to the relation between dollars and lire, or hours and days. They measure the same 
property, but on a different scale. 

The question naturally arises as to whether dollars and days differ from each other as 
radically as kilogrammes and centimetres; whether they measure a different property of a 
commodity. 

What is the substance of mass, and what is its form? The substance of mass, distinct from 
mass itself, is matter. As any child older than four knows, there are different ways of 
estimating the amount of matter in a thing. Children younger than four, according to Piaget, 
do not realise that the amount of fluid in a glass is given by the volume of the glass and not its 
height. They cannot understand that if you take a tall thin glass and pour its contents into a 
short fat one, then amount of water in its has not changed. They intuitively estimate the 
quantity of matter by its height, not its volume. 

However, volume is only an adequate measure of quantity of matter if density is 
unchangeable. Boil the water – in fact change its temperature at all – and the same amount of 
matter is no longer going to be adequately measured by its volume. 

Over time (not a short time, either) science, or society – whichever you want – has settled on 
the idea that it will measure quantity of matter in terms of mass. It is notable, incidentally, 
that Kant did not consider mass to be one of the attributes of matter which is knowable a 
priori; he confined this to space and time. 

What are the 'dimensions' of mass? The unit of mass was defined by the French Revolution to 
be that mass which will balance a millilitre of water at freezing point under normal 
atmospheric pressure at the earth's surface. For nearly two centuries, any mass was therefore 
ultimately measured by the French bourgeoisie as a quantity of millilitres. 

It might appear, therefore, that the dimensions of mass are those of volume, or length cubed. 

However many other standards are possible and are used. A spring balance does not compare 
one mass with another, but measures the length to which it stretches a standard string. On this 
basis it might appear that the dimensions of mass are those of length. 

We could conduct measurements in any terms we like which yield consistent results and 
permit us to compare one mass with another. We could measure the mass of large planetary 
bodies, for example, by studying like the astronomers the time taken for a body of standard 
mass to describe a circular orbit when placed at a standard distance. On this basis it might 
appear that the dimensions of mass are those of time, or some more or less complicated 
function of time. 

Moreover in the English metric system mass has long been defined as in terms of a 'standard' 
pound weight (maintained by the British Standards Institute, if my memory serves me right). 
Two pounds are two of these standard weights, three are three of them, and so on. The 
dimensions of weight according to this system of measurement are a pure quantity, the 
number of units of a given standard weight. In principle an engineer or merchant wishing to 
measure a mass had to bring either it, or his/her standard measuring instrument, to the 
standard place for comparison with a standard measure. In times gone by if I remember 
rightly this was a formal legal obligation, a fact which may in part be responsible for 
Ricardo's obsession with this very question. Actually the French Kilogramme is now defined 
as a multiple of the mass of a standard Kilogramme held in a museum somewhere in Paris. 
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So does the concept of mass involve a fundamental confusion? Since it can be measured in 
millilitres, centimetres, seconds or multiples of a standard unit, is it a terminally 
dimensionally disabled concept? This is, after all, the identical reasoning used to discredit or 
analyse the concept of value in Marx. The logic runs as follows: sometimes you measure 
value in hours, sometimes in pounds. Therefore there are two different qualitative concepts 
involved, depending on how you measure it. 

We would be right, arguing analogously (and there is no good logical argument against the 
analogy) to say that since mass may be measured in millilitres, pure quantities, centimeters, 
or some complicated function of time, the concept of mass is dimensionally disabled. 

The confusion in both cases is the same: between a unit of measure of a substance and 
the substance itself.3 Length is a measure of the quantity of matter. It is not identical to the 
quantity of matter itself, because if used to compare two non-identical pieces of matter, it 
distinguishes not the quantity of matter but its state of being. Length can serve to to quantify 
matter only if we are measuring matter of a standard thickness; volume only if we are 
measuring matter of a standard density, and so on.  

The same applies to the intrinsic measure of value. The dimension of value, even when 
measured in units of socially necessary abstract labour time, is not hours but the number of  
units of a standard hour. Hence Marx’s very precise wording which we repeat 

Now we know the substance of value. It is labour. We know the measure of its 
magnitude. It is labour-time. 

Labour-time is the measure of the magnitude of the substance of value; just as the cubic 
centimetre is the measure of the substance of matter. That is, to state the almost tautological, 
labour-time is the measure of the magnitude of labour. By virtue of this, it is the measure of 
the magnitude of value. Equally, money is the measure of the magnitude of the form of value 
and thereby also the measure of the magnitude of value. But value is not reducible to labour-
time any more than matter is reducible to mass. Nor is it reducible to a money-price any more 
than matter is reducible to a volume. It is an independent conception with its own integrity 
and its own dimension. It is a contradictory unity of the exchange relations and the 
production relations into which it enters. It has two measures, one of which specifies it as a 
number of standard hours and one as a number of standard units of money; the quantitative 
expression of the contradiction between the exchange and production relations into which it 
enters is the ratio of these two measures, the exchange value of money. 

The quantity of any substance is always measured relative to a standard which is in some 
respect or other qualitatively identical to the measured thing. This is a consequence of what a 
substance is, namely something which can be subdivided. If we could find an atom of value 
we would have no need of an external measure of value, since we could measure all values in 
terms of this atom. Of course this would depend on being sure that all atoms of value were 
identical in every respect. In Marx’s time the debate between the atomists and other physical 
theories almost reduced to this question. This debate vanished as soon as real atoms were 
identified and it became clear that atoms of different elements had different atomic weights, 
so that the discovery of real atoms did not lay the basis for a universal measure of quantity of 
matter. It has resurfaced in modern high physics through the rather vain search for the 
ultimate component of matter. I am informed that the National Physical Laboratory is now 
trying to redefine mass in terms of Planck’s constant. 

Since no two things can be absolutely identical, all identity is relative.4 Measurement 
establishes only  the quantity of some quality in respect of which the thing and its standard 
cannot be distinguished from each other. It establishes the quantitative relation between the 
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thing and the standard in abstraction from every attribute or property of the thing and the 
standard except what is measured.  

This gives rise to the peculiar appearance that the standard itself is the quality of the thing 
that is being measured. A superficial interpretation of length, for example, would be to say 
that if we measure it with a steel rod then it is the quantity of steel in the measured thing; if 
we took this view we would have to say that when a brass rod is used, we are measuring the 
quantity of brass in it, and so on.  

This is essentially an illusion. When we calculate the length of a thing measured in steel rods, 
we are implicitly dividing by the length of the rod. Length is therefore relative to a standard. 
It follows that the dimension of length is independent of any particular properties of the 
standard of length. We measure only the property of the measured thing in respect of which it 
is qualitatively identical to steel in relation to the act of measurement or comparison, namely 
the property of possessing extension in space.  

The property of being made of a given element is abstracted from when we measure length. 
Anything made of matter possesses length and all material things may be compared with each 
other, so that any material thing may serve as the measure of the length of another. 

Just because the unit in which weight is measured is the cubic centimetre, no-one tries to 
claim that the dimensions of mass are the same as those of volume. But it is equally absurd to 
claim that because the unit in which value is measured is the pound, therefore its dimensions 
are those of weight. This would mean that, for example, because the Russian kopek (which 
referred to scraps of leather of standard size) was measured in terms of area, the unit of value 
was actually the same as area – at the same time that it was measured in pounds, in ounces, or 
if wheat became money, in bushels. 

When, therefore, a gramme is defined as the weight of a millilitre of standard water under 
standard conditions, what is really being defined is the weight of a standard gramme in terms 
of which the mass of  any other object may be represented. If, therefore, an object has a mass 
represented by four millilitres of water, it only introduces the utmost confusion to say that the 
units of mass are millilitres. The object has a mass of four standard grammes. The 
dimensions of the standard weight cancel out the dimensions of the weighed object. Thus 

Mass of the object = 
volume of water which balances the object

volume of one standard gram  = 
4 millilitres
1 millilitres = 4 

If we measure it using a spring balance we get 

Mass of the object  = 
length of spring which balances the object

spring length of one standard gram  = 
4 cm
1 cm = 4 

The measure of this mass is in the first case 4 ml and in the second 4 cm. The quantity of 
mass is four standard units of mass. 

Now the situation in the case of value is exactly the same. Marx even uses the same 
terminology in his polemic against Bailey, thus on p143 {825} of TSV III we find he 
following quotation from Bailey with Marx's response: 

{Bailey:} "As we cannot speak of the distance of any object without implying some 
other object, between which and the former this relation exists, so we cannot speak of 
the value of a commodity but in reference to another commodity compared with it. A 
thing cannot be valuable in itself without reference to another thing" (Is social labour, 
to which the value of a commodity is related, not another thing?) "any more than a 
thing can be distant in itself without reference to another thing" 
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{Marx:}If a thing is distant from another, the distance is in fact a relation between the 
one thing and the other; but at the same time, the distance is something different from 
this relation between the two things. It is a dimension of space, it is a certain length 
which may as well express the distance of two other things besides those compared. But 
this is not all. If we speak of the distance as a relation between two things, we 
presuppose something "intrinsic", some "property" of the things themselves, which 
enables them to be distant from each other. What is the distance between the syllable A 
and a table? The question would be nonsensical. In speaking of the distance of two 
things, we speak of their difference in space. Thus we suppose both of them to be 
contained in space, to be points of space. Thus we equalise them as being both 
existences of space, and only after having them equalised sub specie spatii we 
distinguish them as different points of space. To belong to their space is their unity." 

What is a unit of measurement? 

The dimension of a mass of anything is mass. It is not metres of steel, or millilitres of water, 
or centimetres of spring. More important still, it is not metres or millilitres or centimetres at 
all. These are merely the standard units in which mass is contingently expressed. The fact that 
a conventional standard is used which happens to have an intrinsic measure of its own is 
entirely irrelevant to this. This is because when we weigh something we weight it against a 
standard and the units of weight are a multiple of the common property of the weighty thing 
and the standard of its weight. What is weighed, the ‘substance’ of the act of weighing is 
therefore necessarily independent of any particular property of the standard. 

Mass in the science of mechanics, like distance and time, is an independent concept in its 
own right. Likewise the dimension of distance is distance, and the dimension of time is time. 
In exactly the same way the dimension of value is thus value. It is not hours, or pounds, or 
standard credit units, or SDIs. 

The ‘indescribable confusion’ that Marx refers to arises because it is conventional to use the 
dimension of whatever is used as the standard as if it were the dimension of what is being 
measured. Thus when we say that an commodity has a price of £3 we do not distinguish 
between two different concepts: 

 Three pound coins: a definite quantity of the use value ‘money’ in the natural units of the 
standard of value 

 Three units of value, relative to a scale in which one pound coin represents one unit 

These are not the same thing. This can be easily seen if we reproduce the mistake using mass 
as the measured quantity and millilitres of water as the standard of mass. There is a difference 
between the two different concepts: 

1. Three millilitres of water. A definite quantity of the standard of weight in terms of its 
natural units 

2. Three units of mass, referred to a scale in which one millilitre of water represents one unit. 

Whereas society distinguishes the two ideas effectively for mass by adopting the neutral term 
‘gramme’, it does not make the same distinction for value and money. It systematically 
conflates money as the measure of value and as the standard of value and fetishises the use 
value of money as a property above and external to value. This is for the reason given above; 
we live in an alienated money economy in which money is the universal measure of value 
because of its social function. If water had an obligatory social function in physics 
comparable to the obligatory social function that money plays in the economy, we might find 
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similar fetished conceptions in physics. Marie Antoinette might even have kept her head had 
society decided to measure matter in terms of its volume instead of its weight, since for the 
same input of flour, the cake-makers would have been more productive of food than the 
bakers. 

The qualitative identity of price and value 

It follows that the units of both price and value are neither pounds nor hours but value. Price, 
properly speaking, represents a definite quantity of value and as such can be measured in the 
same units as value. We can measure value in pounds or hours; and we can measure price in 
pounds or hours. The distinction to be drawn in both cases is between the measure and the 
standard, that is,  

1. between 

a) The quantity of money (use-value) and 

b) The value (exchange value) that this money represents in exchange 

2. OR 

a) The number of hours (of socially necessary abstract labour time), and 

b) The value that these hours have created. 

 

 

Form and substance of value 

How does this relate to Marx’s distinction between the 

a) Form of value (the use value of other commodities for which a commodity 
exchanges) 

b) Substance of value (socially necessary labour time) 

Here, it appears as if socially necessary labour time occupies the status of a philosophical 
essence, whilst price is its external expression.  

Actually, this distinction has a completely different implication. The essential point is that the 
substance of value is not the same thing as value itself, any more than matter is the same 
thing as mass. Unlike matter, value possesses an intrinsic prior measure – labour time. 

The difference is that we can consciously choose not to use steel as a standard of length (as 
did the French revolution) but we cannot consciously choose not to use money as a standard 
of value. This is because we live in a money economy, as such an alienated society, and the 
use of money as a standard of value proceeds independently of our will. Ricardo died 
lamenting this cruel fact and nothing has changed in this respect since. Nor will it until 
capitalism is over. 

The question which then arises, which cannot be deduced from the simple principles of the 
physical sciences, is: why are there two standards of value and what is the relation between 
them? 

This question arises in the physical sciences also, but in a different way. The fact that the 
mass of an object is independent of the standard used to measure it does not prevent this mass 
from being a function of its other properties or indeed ultimately expressible in terms of 
something more fundamental such as mass-energy. In fact because mass is related to 
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numerous other properties of matter, it arises that there is more than one standard of weight. 
These differences correspond to genuinely different and even contradictory properties of 
matter, just as the different and contradictory properties of a commodity give rise to different 
standards of value. 

The value of a commodity is connected to many of its other properties such as the way it is 
produced and the way it is distributed. At this point that we leave what is general to the 
theory of measurement and encounter what is specific to the theory of commodities. There is 
a definite relation between the value of a commodity and the number of socially-necessary 
hours required to produce it and this relation can only be established by analysing the way 
commodities get produced and circulated and not by studying the theory of mass. There is 
similarly a definite relation between the value of a commodity and the quantity of money it 
exchanges for. 

But as regards the measure of value it seems to me that those who wish to say that price is 
different from value because it is given in different units have completely missed the point. 
There just happen to be two different standards for measuring the same thing, just as there are 
two different standards for measuring weight. 

The existence of value necessarily implies that there is an irreducible substance associated 
with every commodity, its 'exchange-value'. By substance we mean only (as does classical 
logic) that the property of being exchangeable for definite quantities of other commodities is 
indefinitely subdivideable. If two X’s exchange for four Y’s then one X exchanges for two 
Y’s, half an X exchanges for one Y, and so on. We are not adopting a metaphor of any kind 
but a precise logical conception of a property of exchangeable objects. 

This substance, in and of itself, is without a measure. Just as mass exists independent of the 
units (or manner) in which it is measured, so value exists independent of the units or manner 
in which it is measured. It may therefore be expressed, for example, in a number of units of 
any other commodity; in terms of tons of iron, yards of cloth, and so on. This is Marx's first 
series. 

However, although any commodity may be expressed in terms of any other commodity, this 
does not solve the problem, which apart from all other considerations is also a practical 
problem for any market economy, of measuring its exchange-value according to a definite 
scale which is the same for all commodities. It is no use measuring some commodities in 
pounds of iron and others in yards of cloth; this does not provide for any kind of 
commensurability and moreover does not express what actually goes on in society, where 
people do not exchange their products for iron and cloth. This is just the same problem as 
with mass or distance; it serves no purpose to estimate some masses in pounds, some in 
grams, or worse still some in centimetres and some in millilitres. 

It is therefore necessary to establish a standard based on a single commodity in terms of 
which the exchange value of all other commodities will be expressed. However there is a 
specific difference in the case of value as compared to mass or distance. The standard of mass 
or distance or time is more or less conventional. It is equally useful to measure mass in grams 
or ounces, and any kind of weighing machine will do. There is no a priori basis for one 
measure as opposed to another. 

In the case of society the measure is established by society itself. Commodities are brought 
into comparison with one another in practice, in the act of exchanging with a definite 
commodity, money, defined not by the dispassionate scientists but by society itself. This is 
not, moreover, a superposition on the exchange relation as modern monetary would have it, a 
'convenient' means of conducting barter which is the real underlying relation. Money is the 
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means by which exchange is conducted and the conversion of money into capital means that 
the market society, capitalist society, is not just a market but a money economy. 

There is, or appears to be, therefore, a 'natural' unit to use as the standard of exchange value, 
namely, the natural use-value in which the money commodity is itself measured. Throughout 
much of capitalist history the money commodity has been metallic and measured in terms of 
its weight, so that the standard unit of exchange value has come to be a weight. But if the 
money commodity was, for example, diamonds, then an alternative measure, not weight but 
perhaps carats, would become the basis of the standard. The point is that the dimensions of 
this use-value are irrelevant because it serves merely as a standard unit of measure. Thus the 
exchange-value represented in 2 ounces of gold is 

quantity of gold representing the given exchange value
quantity of gold representing one standard unit of exchange value = 

2 oz of gold
1 oz of gold  = 2 units of value 

Two additional issues now arise, specific to exchange value but for which analogies exist in 
the world of mechanics 

First, the same quantity of gold at different times can represent different quantities of value. 
This is even clearer if, instead of gold, we consider a fiduciary money whose face value 
declines through Gresham's law, as was the case during most of the period that Marx wrote. 
In the case of fiduciary money, coin for example, we have a conventional money of account 
and the standard unit is a pure quantity, a number of coins. 2 pence coins represent twice as 
much value as 1 penny coin, 3 pence represent 3 times as much, a pound coin ten times as 
much, and so on. Now it is clear that ten pence today do not represent the same quantity of 
value as ten pence in 1980. Absolutely no-one in the world denies this. What does this mean? 
That the standard of price is variable. This variation is not just a function of the production 
process but the process of circulation, as Marx recognised from the very outset, and as 
applies to any money commodity whether or not it possesses intrinsic value 

How this equating [of gold and the commodity] is carried through in practice cannot be 
discussed in the context of simple circulation [my emphasis–AF]. It is evident, 
however, that in countries where gold and silver are produced, a definite amount of 
labour time is directly incorporated in a definite quantity of gold and silver, whereas 
countries which produce no gold and silver5 arrive at the same result in a roundabout 
way, by direct or indirect exchange of their home products, i.e. of a definite portion of 
their average national labour, for a definite quantity of labour-time embodied in the 
gold and silver of countries that possess mines. Gold must be in principle a variable 
value, if it is to serve as a measure of value [my emphasis–AF] 

There are difficulties with a dynamic measure but none of them in principle insoluble. They 
become insoluble, however, if the time dimension is forgotten. At any given moment the same 
quantity of gold represents the same quantity of value, and therefore different multiples of the 
standard unit of gold represent different multiples of value. But with the passage of time, the 
value represented by one ounce of gold will vary, for two reasons: first, the intrinsic value of 
the ounce of gold may change, that is, it may become more or less costly to produce; but 
second, it is possible for the exchange-value of the gold to differ from its value since this 
exchange-value is not the result of production but of circulation as a whole. If (as happens 
during the boom phase of a cycle) all prices rise relative to gold, this signifies a fall in the 
exchange-value of gold, so that exchange-value has been transferred from the gold to all other 
commodities. Conversely during a slump when all money-prices fall, exchange-value is 
transferred from all other commodities to gold. 
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The second, and more fundamental issue, is that there is a second measure of value, namely 
labour-time. This measure is defined by the process through which value is produced. It is 
this which leads Marx to conclude, and this is clearly the foundation of his entire analysis, 
that labour-time, not money, is the 'primary' measure of value, and that labour is the creator 
of value. 

Exactly the same considerations apply to labour-time as to gold, in its function as the 
substance and hence the immanent measure of value. That is, the dimensions of value are not 
hours of labour. The dimension of value is value, an irreducible concept. But as the creator of 
value, labour-power possesses its own intrinsic measure, hours, which provides a standard of 
value in its own right; one hour of standard labour. This unit of measure has to be abstract 
and not concrete labour. If, therefore, a given sum of value (e.g. the socially-necessary 
quantity of labour-time embodied in a given sum of value) is 3 hours, then the value of the 
commodity measured in units of labour-time is 

labour-time embodied in the value
 one standard unit of labour-time  = 

3 hours of  socially-necessary labour time
1 hour of socially-necessary labour time  = 3 units of value 

This scale of measurement is just as variable as the money scale. The principal source of 
variation is very simple: it is called technical change. If the productivity of labour in a 
particular branch of production whose rises, then less labour time will be represented in the 
same quantity of money, even if the value of money does not change 

These two measures, socially-necessary labour time and quantities of money, are therefore 
(considered as measures) simply a different scale of measurement of the same thing, value. 
Nevertheless the proportion between the two scales is not fixed. The question arises, 
therefore, as to what the 'source' of the variation is. Neoclassical economics, insofar as it even 
thinks about the matter, treats all differences in the money-expression of value as prima facie 
evidence of the creation of value. However, this facile view is then promptly retracted in any 
practical situation by creating price indices to distinguish 'real' from 'nominal' value. A 
moment's reflection shows that, for example, during a hyperinflation the fact that all 
commodities are increasing in paper value does not mean that value, in any reasonable sense, 
is being created at a rate equal to the rate of inflation. 

Marx's treatment dissects the source of the variation into two conceptually and practically 
distinct moments of the reproductive circuit of capital; 

Value is created in production, by labour. Labour is in this sense the primary measure of 
value because it is the creatrix and substance of value. This is because it is labour which 
relates exchange-value to something which is not exchange value. Without getting into the 
whole debate on whether labour or 'something else' is the source of value, it is clear that 
everyone who discusses exchange-value seeks to explain it in terms of something which is 
not exchange-value, or they will have no operative means of relating it to the rest of the 
phenomenal world. Thus the marginalists find the source of value in the use of a thing; but 
this is nevertheless external to the property of exchanging, something in terms of which one 
seeks to explain something about the property of exchanging.  

If one restricted onseself to measuring exchange-value in terms of exchange-value, it would 
be a pure measure and would have no 'laws'; it would be impossible to write down any 
equations containing it. 

A further note on profit measurement and real value 
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Whence arises any necessary relation between the two measures of value? Because all the 
elements of production are purchased with money. This is the distinctive feature of the 
capitalist production process. When exchangeable items are produced other than by means of 
commodities – for example by the state or by domestic labour – enormous quantitative 
discrepancies always arise between the money paid for them and the money which their fully 
capitalist production would require. This necessarily poses society with the problem; for how 
much money should the products of a process, whose elements are purchased with money, 
exchange? If the money price of outputs is genuinely arbitrary and bears no relation to the 
process of production, why don’t producers realise an arbitrarily high rate of profit? 

Let us imagine a producer in Brazil who buys some commodity at the beginning of the year 
and produces nothing, but resells the commodity at the end of the year. 

If the company accounts use the Cruzeiro as the unit of account, we will find a very profitable 
state of affairs. The company began with let us say Cs1,000 and finished with Cs1,000,000; a 
profit of 999%.  

If, however, the same accounts were rendered in dollars, we would see a quite different state 
of affairs. Assuming a mild dollar inflation and that productivity has not risen in line with this 
inflation, we might see a starting value of $1 and a final value of $1.02; a profit of 2%. 

One can wriggle out of this apparent contradiction by arguing that Brazil is an exception 
because of hyperinflation. But this is only the extreme form of a perfectly general and 
practical matter which is a very real consideration for any company which has to decide, for 
example, whether to conduct its business in dollars or pounds, two quite comparable 
currencies with nevertheless different rates of inflation, that is, with a variable exchange rate. 

We thus find that the process of inflation produces an infinite variety of observed profit rates. 
There is no such thing as the money profit rate; it depends on the unit of account and this in 
turn is not a purely nominal matter, since it depends in the last analysis on the real extent to 
which company assets can be converted into the unit of account which is used for the 
measurement, hence on the degree of external trade, in which financial market the assets are 
floated, and so on.  

Anyone with an ounce of practical experience knows that a profit rate of 1000% in the above 
sense is practically worthless. The question which has to be addressed, therefore, is: is there a 
'real' underlying profit rate of which the dollar and cruzeiro rate are but manifestations? 

Again, anyone with an ounce of practical experience knows that there is an external, that is, 
non-monetary criterion which allows the practical investor to ascertain what the money 
profits are really worth; namely, what can be bought for them. The non-viability of the 
1000% inflationary profit emerges as soon as our lazy investor attempts to secure the 
products of human labour for her or his 'effort of abstinence'. For the same sum of money 
now buys 0.001% of what it did before. The 'real' accounts of the investor, if they began at 
the stage just before the acquisition of the money capital, would show that he or she started 
with a certain amount of value, namely the value of the commodities which at that time were 
worth Cs1,000. If at the end of the year the company winds up, sells its assets, and hits the 
town to squander the profits, then the owner will find to his or her dismay that the profits buy 
less than the company started with. 

This matter is of course confused by the fact due to rising productivity the 'capitalist' might 
be able to secure more use-values than before; but only on condition that these use-values 
nevertheless represent less value, that is, less human labour. 
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Thus in order to follow what is going on when money profits are calculated or disposed of, a 
measure of value independent of the money value is required: the socially-necessary abstract 
labour time contained in the commodity. 

But this in turn indicates that in calculating this socially-necessary abstract labour time, the 
value of the commodity, it is necessary to compensate or adjust for changes in the exchange-
value of money. The measure of value which 'really shows what is going on' is hours of 
abstract labour; this has a variable monetary expression. 

Appendix: quotations 

TSV III 127 

When commodities are exchanged in the proportion in which they represent equal 
amounts of labour time, then it is their aspect as materialised labour-time, as embodied 
labour-time, which manifests their substance, the identical element they contain. As 
such, they are qualitatively the same, and differ only quantitiatively, according to 
whether they represent smaller or larger quantities of the same substamce, i.e., labour-
time. They are values as expressions of the same element; and they are equal values, 
equivalents, insofar as they represent an equal amount of labour-time. They can only be 
compared as magnitudes, because they are already homogeneous magnitudes, 
qualitatively identical. 

It is as manifestations of this substance that these different things constitute values and 
are related to one another as values; their different magnitudes of value, their 
immanent measure of value are thus also given. And only because of this can the value 
of a commodity be represented, expressed, in the use-values of other commodities as its 
equilvants. Hence the individual commodity as value, as the embodiment of this 
substance, is different from itself as use-value, as an object, quite apart from the 
expression of its value in other commodities. As the embodiment of labour-time, it is 
value in general, as the embodiment of a definite quantity of labour-time, it is a definite 
magnitude of value. 

 

p134: if all commodities express their value in gold, then this expression in gold, their 
gold price, their equation with gold, is an equation on the basis of which it is possible 
to elucidate and compute their value relation to one another, for they are now 
expressed as different quantities of gold and in this way the commodities are 
represented in their prices as comparable magnutides of the same common 
denominator. 

But in order to be represented in this way, the commodities must alread be identical as 
values. Otherwise it would be impossible to solve the problem of expressing the value of 
each commodity in gold, if commodity and gold or any two commodities as values were 
not representations of the same substance, capable of being expressed in one another. 
In other words, this presupposition is already implicit in the problem itself. 
Commodities are already presumed as values, as values distinct from their use-values, 
before the question of representing this value in a special commodity can arise. 

...The problem of an 'invariable measure of value' was simply a spurious name for the 
quest for the concept, the nature, of value itself, the definition of which could not be 
another value, and consequently could not be subject to variations as value. This was 
labour-time, social labour, as it presents itself specifically in commodity production. A 
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quantity of labour has not value, is not a commodity, but is that which transforms 
commodities into values, it is their common substance; as manifestations of it 
commodities are qualitatively equal and only quantitatively different. They appear as 
expressions of definite quantities of social labour-time. 

 

p127 the rate at which commodities exchange for one another as use values, althout it 
is an expression of their value, their realised value, is not their value itself, since the 
same proportion of value can be represented by quite different quantities of use-
values...the value of the same commodity can, without changing, be expressed in 
infinitely different quantities of use-values, always according to whether I express it in 
the use-value of this or of that commodity. This does not alter the value, although it 
does alter the way it is expressed. 

Zur Kritik p65 The same dynamic relation, as a result of which commodities become 
exchange-values for one another, causes the labour-time contained in gold to represent 
universal labour-time, a given amount of which is expressed in different quantities of 
iron, wheat, coffee, etc...Gold becomes the measure of value because the exchange-
value of all commodities is measured in gold, is expressed in the relation of adefinite 
quantity of gold and a definite quantity of commodity containing equal amounts of 
labour-time. 

Continuation of earlier quotation from Zk 

How this equating [of gold and the commodity] is carried through in practice cannot be 
discussed in the context of simple circulation [my emphasis–AF],. It is evident, 
however, that in countries where gold and silver are produced, a definite amount of 
labour time is directly incorporated in a definite quantity of gold and silver, whereas 
countries which produce no gold and silver6 arrive at the same result in a roundabout 
way, by diurect or indirect exchange of their hime products, i.e. of a definit portion of 
their average national labour, for a definite quantity of labour-time embodied in the 
gold and silver of countries that possess mines. Gold must be in principle a variable 
value, if it is to serve as a measure of value [my emphasis–AF]  

because only as reification of labour-time can it become the equivalent of other 
commodities...The valuation of all commodities in terms of gold – like the expression of 
the exchange-value of any commodity in terms of the use-value of another commodity – 
merely presupposes that at a given moment[my emphasis–AF] gold represents a 
definite quantity of labour-time. The law of exchange-value set forth earlier applies to 
changes occurring in the value of gold. If the exchange-value of commodities remains 
unchanged, then a general rise of their prices in terms of gold can only take place when 
the exchange-value of gold falls. If the exchange-value of gold remains unchanged, 
then a general rise of prices in terms of gold is only possible if the exchange-values of 
all commodities rise. The reverse takes place in the case of a general decline in the 
prices of commodities. If the value of an ounce of gold falls or rises in consequence of a 
change in the labour-time required for its production, then it will fall or rise equally in 
relation to all other commodities and will this for all of them continue to represent a 
definite volume of labour-time. The same exchange-values will now be estimated in 
quantities of gold which are larger or smaller than before...The fact that, because of the 
changing value of gold, exhcnage-values are represented by varying quantities of gold 
does not prevent gold from functioning as the measure of value, any more than the fact 
that the value of silver is one-fifteenth of that of gold prevents silver from taking over 
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this function. Labour-time is the measure of both gold and commodities, and gold 
becomes the measure of value only because all commodities are measured in terms of 
gold; it is consequently merely an illusion created by the circulation process to suppose 
that money makes commodities commensurable. On the contrary, it is only the 
commensurability of commodities as materialised labour-time which converts gold into 
money. (Zur Kritik pp67-68) 

Gold becomes the measure of value only [my emphasis–AF] because the exchange-
value of all commodities is estimated in terms of gold. The universality of this dynamic 
[my emphasis–AF] relation, from which alone springs the capacity of gold to act as a 
measure, presupposes howerver that every single commodity is measured in terms of 
gold in accordance with the labour-time contained in both, so that the real measure of 
commodity and gold is labour itself, that is commodity and gold are as exchange-values 
equated by direct exchange (Zur Kritik p66-68) 

A further note on monetary adjustment 

In Hume’s day it was possible to maintain that the intrinsic value of money regulated its 
exchange value by the following process: if the exchange value of money fell below its 
intrinsic value then it would pay to convert coin into bullion so that the resultant fall in the 
quantity of money would raise the exchange value of money by increasing its scarcity; if the 
exchange value of money rose above its intrinsic value then it would pay to convert bullion 
into coin. Marx polemicised virulently against this doctrine, perpetuated by Ricardo and by 
the Bank of England against all the evidence. It is now less tenable since fiduciary, 
conventional or credit money has become widespread. On the one hand the intrinsic value of 
a piece of paper is tiny, so that converting it into a commodity with intrinsic worth is scarcely 
ever an option; on the other hand the reverse process is limited by the laws against forgery. 
The link between production and the exchange value of money is therefore much reduced 
(though a link remains through the credit system and the rate of interest, which is of an 
altogether different order, and by a different route through the monetisation of substances 
such as rare minerals, jewellery and other stores of value). 

 

 
1 Moreover it is difficult to see how these values could be other than labour values except through the forcible 
imposition of an unequal distribution of wealth, that is, the more or less arbitrary assertion of a right to profit 
independent of effort made. Goods can only barter against each other on the basis of the simultaneous 
satisfaction of all needs. The simultaneous satisfaction of all needs would seem to me to be incompatible (in a 
long-run equilibrium) with a situation where any worker could at least increase the quantity of every use-value 
s/he receives and work for at most the same time, simply by changing branch of production. Proudhon’s 
argument that interest is an enforced deduction from the full fruits of labour is a not altogether irrational 
conclusion from the assumption of a barter economy. The strength of Marx’s polemic is that he is able to show 
how profit and interest arise without any conscious intervention, mediated by the alienated form which human 
labour takes in a money economy. 

2 This is the principal difficulty I have with the ‘New Approach’ which derives the value of money from a 
quantity, the net product, which I cannot make sense of outwith a set of very restricted assumptions about the 
structure of production. 

3We shall return shortly to the confusion surrounding the concept of substance itself, of which far too much has 
been made. 

4 Reichenbach, a close associate of Einstein, launched a violent polemic in the thirties against the Kantian basis 
of the natural sciences in which his argument effectively amounts to this: that physics has fetished space and 
time. He argues that relativity having established that both distance and time are relative standards, the Kantian 
concept that space and time are synthetic a priori concepts is unsustainable. 
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5The fact, recognised by Marx, that most of the capitalist countries do not produce their own money commodity 
seems to have escaped von Bortkiewicz and all who followed him. 

6The fact, recognised by Marx, that most of the capitalist countries do not produce their own money commodity 
seems to have escaped von Bortkiewicz and all who followed him. 


