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Abstract. En los textos de Marx se reconocen tres posiciones en torno al concepto de
trabajo productivo, originadas en su critica de Smith. Esas posiciones son incompatibles
entre si al considerar el trabajo proveedor de servicios personales, de creciente peso en el
capitalismo contemporaneo. Volver a los fundamentos de la teoria del valor es necesario
para comprender el concepto de trabajo productivo y descifrar uno de los principales
determinantes de las transferencias de valor entre sectores y regiones y de la desigualdad
que no deja de aumentar.

Abstract. In Marx’s texts we can recognize three positions on the concept of productive
labor, arising from his critique of Smith. These positions are incompatible with each other
when considering the labor that provides personal services, of growing importance in
contemporary capitalism. A return to the foundations of Marx’s theory of value is
necessary to understand the concept of productive labor and to decipher one of the main
determinants of value transfers between sectors and regions and of the ever-increasing
inequality.
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Introduction

Nowhere Marx performs a definitive treatment of the concept of productive and
unproductive labor, and even less from its application to services for personal use. Marx’s
position in relation to this matter seems to present some hesitation, and among the
writings of him there are passages that can easily be interpreted as contradictory, although
considered as a whole, it is much more coherent than it has often been understood. The
references of him to this concept are found mainly at the Rough Draft of 1857-58, in the
Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863, edited by Kautsky under the name of Theories of
Surplus Value, and in the Chapter Sixth. Results of the Direct Production Process, which
is the only available text of the third draft of Capital 1. In these texts Marx touches the
subject repeatedly, but never exposes it in an integral way; they are rather notes for
himself, written in controversy with his predecessors, in which he argues and contra-
argues as part of his own clarification process. It is necessary to interpret them from other
concepts exposed later in greater detail and solidity, particularly in his finished book,
Capital. In Capital I, reflections on the issue of services appear on a couple of occasions,
in which the hesitations of the previous manuscripts are no longer present; these
reflections, however, do not correspond at all with the position he will sustain in the latest
writing in which he refers to that subject, Capital 1.

In this set of texts, three incompatible positions may be identified in relation to services.
The first position is that all labor that generates profits is productive, although it does not
produce an object; the second position is that all labor that produces a material object for
exchange and generates profits, is productive; the third position is that all labor that
generates profits and produces objects for exchange, among which may be, unlike the
previous position, ‘the commodity labour power’, is productive. The passages in which
Marx defends the first position can actually be interpreted as his interpretation of Smith’s
position, rather than as a position of his own. Marx maintains successively the three
positions in the manuscripts prior to Capital; in Capital I only the third position appears;
and in Capital Il seems to predominate the second position.

Marx’s first position constitutes one of the two positions Marx attributes to Smith. The
other two find their foundation in two modifications introduced by Marx to the definition
of Smith. According to the latter author, two conditions are related to the productive
nature of labor: first, it must produce a material object for exchange, a merchandise;
second, the sale of this object must allow the employer of labor to recover production
costs and get a profit. Marx modifies Smith’s second condition, in the sense of restricting
it, which gives rise to his second position, and modifies the first condition, in the sense of
extending it, which gives rise to his third position. With these two modifications, Marx
radicalizes Smith’s proposal and merges the two conditions of him in one, which would
release the definition of productive labor of the eventual ambivalence that some readers
of Smith (including Marx himself) found in his writings. The consideration of both
modifications introduces a greater intelligibility in the texts of Marx and seems to leave
unfounded many of the interpretations that have been made of them.

For exposure purposes, the first section summarizes Smith’s position, which is the main
reference of Marx in this matter. Smith’s two conditions have generally been considered
separately from one another, which has opened the possibility that some labor is



unproductive if it is considered one of the conditions and productive if it is considered
the other. The second section offers a discussion on the objective character of value, based
on the value theory presented by Marx in Capital I, which allows us to understand the
implications of the modifications introduced by Marx to Smith’s conditions. The third
section addresses the modification made by Marx to Smith’s second condition, according
to which the labor is productive if it allows its employer to recover production costs and
appropriate a profit. This modification entails the abandonment of the first position in
favor of the second, which showed in the fourth section. The fifth section addresses the
modification made by Marx to Smith’s first condition, with which he includes the labor
power between the products that would allow to catalog a labor of productive; the section
shows how Marx, consistent with this modification, abandons his second position and
adopts the third, according to which the labor that provides services for the reproduction
of the labor power is productive. The sixth section, finally, provides some arguments that
question the strength of this last position in relation to Marx’s theory of value.

Before starting, a linguistic note. We are going to use the words ‘produce’ and ‘consume’
when referring to an object that has a separate existence of the production process (of
which is a product) and of the consumption process (of which is the object of
consumption); unlike ordinary use among economists, we will evade these words to refer
to services, for which we will use the words to provide, perform, carry out, on the one
hand, and to use or utilize, on the other. With this we avoid overlook the difference,
essential for the topic that concerns us, between the labor that is realized in the form of a
separable object, which we call product, and the labor that is realized in its own activity,
without assuming the form of a separable object, which we call service.

1. Smith: It is productive labor that produces merchandises and
provides profits

Chapter V of The Wealth of Nations begins with a paragraph on the definition of wealth
and its measure, in a kind of introduction to the subject of value:

EVERY man is rich or poor according to the degree in which he can afford to enjoy the necessaries,
conveniencies, and amusements of human life. But after the division of labour has once thoroughly
taken place, it is but a very small part of these with which a man’s own labour can supply him. The
far greater part of them he must derive from the labour of other people, and he must be rich or poor
according to the quantity of that labour which he can command, or which he can afford to
purchase.!

Smith points out in the first sentence that a person is rich or poor not according to the
degree to which he enjoys “the necessaries, convenience, and amusements of human life”
but according to the degree to which he can afford this enjoyment; that is, that a person is
rich not by having the objects of the enjoyment but by having the ability to dispose of
them. This conception of richness as potentia more than as act coincides with several
ideas by Theory of Moral Sentiments. For example, the son of a poor person, admiring
the status of rich people, “does not even imagine that they are really happier than other
people: but he imagines that they possess more means of happiness.”? According to him,
what the human being values is the capacity rather than the consequence, “the aptness

1 Smith 1976[1776] Lv.1, 47[43-44].
2 See Smith 1982[1759] IV.i.8, 182.



indeed than utility.” This idea is consistent with its attachment to the parsimony and the
frugality, thanks to which the capitalists destine the purchasing capacity that they have
expanding the scale of their business rather than to drain it in luxury goods and services,
as the landowners usually do so.

In the second sentence of the previous passage, he points out that in a society where the
division of labor prevails, only a small part of those “necessaries, conveniences, and
amusements of human life” are produced by the person with their own labor; most of
them “derive from the labor of other people”. The richer a person is the greater her
capacity to procure those goods produced by the labor of others, which in a commercial
society happens through exchange. Thus, a person is rich or poor according to her ability
to acquire through exchange the goods produced by the labor of others, that is, according
to the power of purchase that her possessions prosecute her or, what is the same, according
to the exchange value that she owns.*

This idea of wealth as purchasing power or exchange value is consistent with the concept
of productive labor that Smith develops in the second book of The Wealth of Nations: it
is productive the labor that produces an object for exchange, an object which by virtue of
its exchange value enables its possessor to “afford to enjoy the necessaries, conveniencies,
and amusements of human life.” Thus, a first condition for the labor to be productive is
that it produces an object for exchange, a merchandise: “some particular subject or
vendible commodity, which lasts for some time at least after that However, this is not the
only condition. Smith adds a second condition for labor to be productive, without making
it entirely clear whether or not it is concomitant with the previous one: that thanks to the
sale of its product, labor allows its employer to procure the resources to replace the
expenses incurred in production and also a profit: “the [productive] labour [...]
adds, generally, to the value of the materials which he works upon, that of his own
maintenance, and of his master’s profit.”

The famous passage in which Smith sets forth his definition of productive labor is as
follows:

THERE is one sort of labour which adds to the value of the subject upon which it is bestowed:
There is another which has no such effect. The former, as it produces a value, may be called
productive; the latter, unproductive labour. Thus the labour of a manufacturer adds, generally, to
the value of the materials which he works upon, that of his own maintenance, and of his master’s
profit. The labour of a menial servant, on the contrary, adds to the value of nothing. Though the
manufacturer has his wages advanced to him by his master, he, in reality, costs him no expence,
the value of those wages being generally restored, together with a profit, in the improved value of
the subject upon which his labour is bestowed. But the maintenance of a menial servant never
is restored. A man grows rich by employing a multitude of manufacturers: He grows poor, by
maintaining a multitude of menial servants. The labour of the latter, however, has its value, and
deserves its reward as well as that of the former. But the labour of the manufacturer fixes and
realizes itself in some particular subject or vendible commodity, which lasts for some time at least
after that labour is past. It is, as it were, a certain quantity of labour stocked and stored up to be
employed, if necessary, upon some other occasion. That subject, or what is the same thing, the
price of that subject, can afterwards, if necessary, put into motion a quantity of labour equal to that

3 See Smith 1982[1759] IV.i.6, 180: “What pleases these lovers of toys is not so much the utility, as the
aptness of the machines which are fitted to promote it.”

Ricardo disagrees with this interpretation of Smith’s concept of wealth. According to him, for Smith
“a man is rich or poor” not according to the value of his wealth but according to “the riches” at his
disposal. See Ricardo 1990[1817] xx, 272 ss.

5 See Smith 1976[1776] 1L.iii.13-17, 337[12-13].



which had originally produced it. The labour of the menial servant, on the contrary, does not fix or
realize itself in any particular subject or vendible commodity. His services generally perish in the
very instant of their performance, and seldom leave any trace or value behind them, for which an
equal quantity of service could afterwards be procured.

Smith begins by establishing a difference between labor that “adds value to the subject
on which it is bestowed”, called by him ‘productive labor’, and labor that does not have
that effect, called ‘unproductive labor’. He immediately goes on to explain the origin of
the difference between the two kinds of labor. Value is created only by labor which “fixes
and realizes itself in some particular subject or vendible commodity, which lasts for some
time at least after that labour is past. It is, as it were, a certain quantity of labour stocked
and stored up to be employed, if necessary, upon some other occasion.” Underlying this
argument is the idea that value is inseparable from its objective existence as a commodity:
“That subject, or what is the same thing, the price of that subject, can afterwards, if
necessary, put into motion a quantity of labour equal to that which had originally
produced it.” In terms of the purchasing power it bestows on its owner, the saleable
commodity (“that subject”) and its price are “the same thing”: value exists only as a
saleable commodity. Thus, it is only because it has been objectified (“stored”) as a
“vendible commodity, which lasts for some time at least after that labour is past,” that
labor creates value and can be called ‘productive labor’.

Thus Smith establishes a first condition of productive labor: that it has to produce an
object for exchange, a commodity. This condition entails that this labor, once performed,
assumes the objective form of the commodity it has produced; this objective form has a
double character: the material object itself (‘the subject”) and its price (‘what is the same
thing, the price of that subject’). This objective and separate existence that productive
labor attains in its product once it has been bestowed is what allows the owner of that
product to procure eventually, through exchange, another object produced with the same
quantity of labor: “that subject can afterwards, if necessary, put into motion a quantity of
labour equal to that which had originally produced it”. Productive labor produces an
object that has purchasing power, a commodity that, as such, represents for its owner an
exchange value.

Let us call ‘condition A’ this first attribute that labor must fulfill for it to qualify as
productive according to Smith. With this condition, all activities that produce products
that are consumed directly, without the mediation of an act of exchange, and all activities
that are used directly, without the mediation of a material product, are ruled out as
productive labor. Unproductive would be labor for the production of self-consumption,
domestic labor (whether or not it produces objects), and labor that provides services
destined for personal use, whatever its form of contracting (contracted to the worker by
whoever uses them or contracted by a capitalist enterprise to sell them to whoever uses
them, or contracted by the state).

This position has earned Smith the accusation of being a materialist or physicalist’, which
would not be entirely unfair if his definition of productive labor were limited to its result

6 Smith 1976[1776] ILiii.1, 330 [1-2].

Studenski [1958, 19]: “Adam Smith’s differentiation between productive and unproductive labor on
the basis of the materiality or immateriality of its product, i.e., his restriction of the concept of
production to material objects, viewed in a broad historical perspective, was also a major error.”
Dooley [2005, 24]: “The concept of productive labour entails a materialist fallacy because of the
importance it attributes to physical things in economics.” See also Camara [1999, 59 note 1].



being a material object. However, Smith’s condition A states that the result of productive
labor must not only be an object but an object that is also intended for exchange, a
commodity, which constitutes a purely social determination of the product of labor that
in itself would be enough to invalidate the charge of ‘materialist’ or ‘physicalist’. But, in
addition, Smith introduces a second condition of productive labor, which is purely social:
that the exchange of the object produced by labor must procure its employer a value that
not only allows him to replace the costs of production of that object (including wages)
but also to appropriate a profit. This condition implies that the result of labor must be the
bearer of a social relation more specific than the simple relation of exchange, the relation
of capital: “Though the manufacturer has his wages advanced to him by his master, he, in
reality, costs him no expence, the value of those wages being generally restored,
together with a profit, in the improved value of the subject upon which his labour is
bestowed.” Productive labor produces an object whose purchasing power or price
includes not only the costs of production but also a profit.

Let us call ‘condition B’ this second attribute that labor must fulfill in order for it to qualify
as productive according to Smith. With this condition all activities that do not procure a
profit are ruled out as productive labor. In the first place, labor that produces objects or
commodities within the framework of production processes that are not specifically
capitalist, such as peasant farms, artisanal businesses or state-owned enterprises, would
be unproductive; in the second place, labor that provides services outside the framework
of capitalist enterprises, such as those that are contracted directly by the user (liberal
professionals who sell their services directly to their user) or by the State to be provided
to the user (judges, soldiers, doctors and state teachers, etc.), would be unproductive.

Marx considers that in formulating this condition B, Smith establishes a concept of
productive labor that “is defined from the standpoint of capitalist production,” and in
doing so “got to the very heart of the matter, hit the nail on the head.” According to Marx,

this is one of his greatest scientific merits [...] that he defines productive labour as labour which
is directly exchanged with capital; that is, he defines it by the exchange through which the
conditions of production of labour, and value in general, whether money or commodity, are first
transformed into capital (and labour into wage labour in its scientific meaning).?

With condition B, Smith adopts a concept of productive labor that is specific to capitalist
society. It is not enough for labor to produce an object destined for exchange (which
constitutes his condition A); it is necessary that in doing so it enables capital to achieve
the specific purpose of capitalist production: to procure a profit. This implies that the
labor must have been acquired with money that is capital and not with money that is
personal income, since only capital makes use of labor for the purpose of obtaining a
profit. Thus, condition B can be expressed in two alternative ways: that labor generates a
profit or that labor is exchanged against capital. Marx uses them interchangeably to refer
to this condition of Smith.

If the two conditions enunciated by Smith were necessary — that is, if they had to be
fulfilled simultaneously for labor to be considered productive —, the distinction between
productive and unproductive labor would be quite clear: all activities that do not give rise
to a tangible object as their product and all activities that give rise to a tangible object that
is not intended for sale or whose sale is not intended to yield a profit to its owner would

8 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [12, 303].



be excluded. At a stroke of a pen, then, labor linked to all services destined for personal
use (capitalist or not) would be left out, since it does not produce an object, and labor
linked to any non-capitalist production (pre-capitalist, self-consumption or state) would
also be left out, since it does not yield a profit. But if the two conditions were sufficient
(that is, if the verification of any one of them were enough for labor to be considered
productive), then a space of ambivalence would open up in which certain types of labor
would be productive on the basis of one of the conditions and unproductive on the basis
of the other. For example, labor in pre-capitalist or state commodity production would be
productive if condition A is considered (because it does produce objects for sale) but
unproductive if condition B is considered (because it does not generate profits); labor that
performs services for personal use within the framework of a capitalist enterprise (such
as that of a private clinic or school) would be unproductive if condition A is considered
(because it does not produce objects) but productive if condition B is considered (because
it does generate profits).’

This ambivalence is especially sensitive in relation to labor that provides services (that is,
that does not give rise to objects separable from it but is destined for its use under its
“non-objective form” of activity) but is not contracted directly by the consumer or by the
state but by a capitalist enterprise to provide its services to the consumer in exchange for
an amount of money that includes the cost of the service plus a profit. In this case, then,
the two criteria established by Smith come into conflict: this labor does not fulfill
condition A (producing an object destined for exchange) but it does fulfill condition B
(replacing its costs and procuring a profit). Is it unproductive (as implied by condition A)
or productive (as implied by condition B)? Marx is aware of this dilemma:

a part of the services in the strict sense which assume no objective form—which do not receive an
existence as things separate from those performing the services, and do not enter into a commodity
as a component part of its value—may be bought with capital (by the immediate purchaser of the
labour), may replace their own wages and yield a profit.!°

This disjunctive opens a discussion on the relevance of condition A established by Smith
(that labor produces a material object destined for sale): is it sufficient, necessary, or
simply superfluous? In the Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863, Marx begins his
reflection by flirting with the idea that it is superfluous, then maintains that it is necessary
and finally considers it superfluous, although, reformulated by him, it becomes necessary
again. These comings and goings make it difficult to understand Marx’s position,
although everything becomes easier if we specify the two modifications introduced by
him to the conditions established by Smith. The understanding of these modifications can
be facilitated if, before presenting them, we bring up some of Marx’s reflections on the
concept of value.

Labor employed in commercial activities would be productive labor for Smith if the two conditions
could be considered independently (i.e., if each of them were sufficient), since it fulfills condition B:
although it does not produce a commodity, it generates a profit for its employer. However, there is no
indication that Smith classifies the labor employed by merchants as productive, except very indirectly
with his assertion that merchants make a profit and that, for that reason, like “artificers and
manufacturers,” the merchant “can augment the revenue and wealth of their society, by parsimony
only.” Smith 1976[1776] 11.v.13 [668, 9].

10 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [13, 303].



2. The objectivity of value according to Marx

In chapter 1 of Capital I, Marx states that the commodity is, “in the first place, an object
outside us, a thing that by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another.”!!
Insofar as it is useful - capable of satisfying a human need -, that object is a use value.
Here Marx re-signifies the term ‘use value’, which had been used by his predecessors to
refer to the object’s capacity to satisfy needs, understood as something different from the
object; for Marx, ‘use value’ is not the object’s capacity but the object itself, “so far as it
is a material thing”, “such as iron, corn, or a diamond”:

The utility of a thing makes it a use value. But this utility is not a thing of air. Being limited by the
physical properties of the commodity, it has no existence apart from that commodity. A

commodity, such as iron, corn, or a diamond, is therefore, so far as it is a material thing, a use
1 12

value, something useful.
However, in the capitalist society, which is “the form of society we are about to consider”,
use values, thus defined (as useful material objects), “[...] are, in addition, the material
depositories of exchange value.”!®> With the analysis of the exchange of two use values
Marx shows that exchange value is not, as it seems, “something accidental and purely
relative”!* but it “is only the mode of expression, the phenomenal form, of something
contained in it, yet distinguishable from it.”!> In exchange “we leave out of consideration
the use value of commodities”, and in doing so we “we make abstraction at the same time
from the material elements and shapes that make the product a use value; we see in it no
longer a table, a house, yarn, or any other useful thing. Its existence as a material thing is
put out of sight.”!® The exchange establishes an equalization between the two objects, and
it is in this relationship between objects that the abstraction of their material
characteristics takes place, from which value arises as “the residue of each of these
products”:

Let us now consider the residue of each of these products; it consists of the same unsubstantial
reality in each, a mere congelation of homogeneous human labour, of labour power expended
without regard to the mode of its expenditure. All that these things now tell us is, that human labour
power has been expended in their production, that human labour is embodied in them. When
looked at as crystals of this social substance, common to them all, they are Values.!”

When they thus assume [the shape of values], commodities strip off every trace of their natural
use value, and of the particular kind of labour to which they owe their creation, in order to
transform themselves into the uniform, socially recognised incarnation of homogeneous human
labour.'®

In these and other passages Marx refers to value as something that has an objective
existence, spatially and temporally separated from the living labor that gives rise to it,
and uses various terms to express this objective character that labor must attain to be value:

' Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [45]
12 Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [46].
13 Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [46].
14 Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [46]
15 Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [47]
16 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [48].
17" Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [48].
]

18 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [109]. In the place of the bracketed phrase, Moore and Aveling translate
“the money-shape”. It is corrected according to Fowkes’ translation [204], which is closer to the
German original “in ihrer werthgestalt” (see Das Kapital I [69]).
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“mere congelation”, “incarnation”, “crystal”. Moreover, he affirms that the objective
existence of labor as value cannot be conceived apart from its products: the objects
themselves, “as crystals of this social substance, common to them all, are values”.!” He
repeats this ad nauseam:

“A use value, or useful article, therefore, has value only because human labour in the abstract has
been embodied or materialised in it.”?°

The production process consists, on the one hand, in the transformation by living labor of
certain material elements into a new product; that product can be considered the
materialization or embodiment of the living labor that has given rise to it:

In the labour process, therefore, man’s activity, with the help of the instruments of labour, effects
an alteration, designed from the commencement, in the material worked upon. The process
disappears in the product; the latter is a use value, Nature’s material adapted by a change of form
to the wants of man. Labour has incorporated itself with its subject: the former is materialised, the
latter transformed. That which in the labourer appeared as movement, now appears in the product
as a fixed quality without motion. The blacksmith forges and the product is a forging.?!

The process described, called by Marx ‘labor process’, is simultaneously, on the other
hand, a valorization process insofar as it has as its final result a product destined for sale,
a commodity; this being so, labor is objectified not only as a use value but as a use value
that is commodity, a unit of use value and value, of useful thing and thing of value
(niitzliches Ding und Werthding®?):

The production process is the direct unity of the labour process and the valorisation process, just
as its direct result, the commodity, is the direct unity of use value and exchange value.?

Labor is objectified as a commodity — and therefore as value — because its product is
destined for exchange; but it is that product of labor, namely linen, which with its
exchange is transformed into the phantasmagoria that Marx calls value; and additionally,
that value manifests itself only in the relation between that object which is the linen and
another object. In the first German edition of Capital [ Marx puts it this way:

Any objectivity if human labour which is itself abstract (i.e., without any additional quality and
content) is necessarily an abstract objectivity — a thing of thought. In that fashion a web of flax
turns into a chimera. But commodities are objects. They have to be what they are in an object -like
way or else reveal it in their own object- like relationships. In the production of linen, a particular
quantum of human labour exists in having been expended. The linen’s value is the merely objective
reflection of the labour so expended, but it is not reflected in the body of the linen. It reveals itself
(i.e., acquires a sensual expression) by its value-relationship to the coat.?*

Value is “an abstract objectivity — a thing of thought”, which is constituted as such not by
an activity of reflection but as the result of a social practice, the practice of exchange,
which constitutes a social relation between two material objects, between two

19 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [48].

20 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [48].

2l Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [190-191]. Following that paragraph Marx adds a definition of
productive work consistent with Smith’s condition A: “If we examine the whole process from the point
of view of its result, the product, it is plain that both the instruments and the subject of labour, are
means of production, and that the labour itself is productive labour.”

22 Marx [1872] Das Kapital I [41].

23 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [399-400, 467].

24 Marx [1867] Capital I, first edition [19-20].
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commodities. This does not mean that the value of commodities originates in exchange,
but it is through exchange that the products of labor are transformed into commodities
and that they emerge from production as values.?® In effect, exchange between use-values
equalizes them, which makes the labor that has produced them divest itself of its concrete
character and constitute itself as the substance of value, abstract labor. Without that social
practice, which is the exchange of use values, that makes the product of labor a
commodity, a unit of use value and value, the process of abstraction that gives rise to
abstract labor as the substance of value and to socially necessary labor time as its
immanent measure would not take place. The existence of the object that is related in
exchange with another object is thus a condition of existence of value, abstract labor
inevitably objectified in it.

The existence of the object that is related in exchange with another object is not only a
condition of existence of the substance of value, abstract labor, but also of its immanent
measure, socially necessary labor-time. Indeed, value is expropriated labor in the form of
abstract labor, but abstract labor, as was said, results from the exchange of two objects.
What allows the constitution of value as an objectivity is its existence in the body (use
value) of a commodity, separated from the activity that generated it. Thanks to the fact
that its product is an object separate from it, the concrete labor that produces each of the
objects of that kind is constituted as a certain quantity of abstract labor, and the object
itself as an average specimen of its branch: the concrete labor performed by an individual
worker in the production of that kind of commodity counts as a certain quantity of abstract
labor that depends on the quantity of commodities she produces and on the quantity of
abstract labor contained in each of those commodities. The quantity of abstract labor
objectified in each unit of those commodities — that is, the labor time socially necessary
to produce one unit of that use-value — results from the ratio between the overall mass of
concrete labor performed in that branch and the total number of commodities produced
by that overall mass of concrete labor. If labor is not objectified, the determination of the
labor time socially necessary to produce a unit of product is not possible, and hence there
is no social practice that can give rise to the immanent measure of value.

This is essential for understanding “the fetishism of the commodity and its secret”. Value
can exist only as ‘a material thing’, as use value, since value is essentially a social relation
that assumes the form of a relation between things. In order to manifest itself the value of
a commodity requires the body or use-value of another commodity, but it is not from this
external expression that its existence derives: the value of linen exists as linen, because it
is as linen that living labor attains an existence separate from the worker, although this
existence of value in linen can only manifest itself in the use-value of the coat for which
it is exchanged. The idea that value can only exist as an object and manifest itself as
another object constitutes the heart of the fetishism of the commodity:

[...] the relation of the producers to the sum total of their own labour is presented to them as a
social relation, existing not between themselves, but between the products of their labour® [...]
not as direct social relations between individuals at work, but as what they really are, material
relations between persons and social relations between things.?’

25 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [57]: “If, however, we bear in mind that the value of commodities has
a purely social reality, and that they acquire this reality only in so far as they are expressions or
embodiments of one identical social substance, viz., human labour, it follows as a matter of course,
that value can only manifest itself in the social relation of commodity to commodity.”

26 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [83].

27 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [84].
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Value is nothing more than this objectification of social relations, and therefore can only
exist as objects that relate to each other outside of their producers through exchange:

Value is independent of the particular use value by which it is born, but it must be embodied in a
use value of some kind.?8

Human labour power in motion, or human labour [...] becomes value only in its congealed state,
when embodied in the form of some object.?’

Value exists only in articles of utility, in objects [...]. If therefore an article loses its utility, it also
loses its value.*”

Value is labor transformed into a commodity, an object destined for sale, and appropriated
through exchange in the form of an object. What is valid for value is equally valid for
surplus-value: just as value can only be created as product, so surplus-value can only be
created as surplus product:

Surplus value is therefore also expressed in a surplus product, here as the quantity of yarn which
exceeds the quantity the value of which = the value of the wage.>!

A particular sum of money, X, becomes capital through the fact that it is represented in its product
as x + h; i.e. the fact that the quantity of labour contained in it as a product is greater than
the quantity of labour originally contained in it. And this is the result 136 The Production Process
of Capital of the exchange between money and productive labour, or, in other words, only that
labour is productive which enables objectified labour to be represented in the exchange with it as
an increased quantity of objectified labour.’? Ch V1, 135-136, XX1-1325

3. Arestriction of Marx: labor that creates surplus value is productive

In the Rough Draft of 1857-58, Marx explains in detail the difference between profit and
surplus value.?® It is important to keep this in mind in order to understand the relevance
of the modification he introduces in that same text in condition B established by Smith.
At the beginning Marx is not fully aware of the implications of his modification, judging
by some preliminary reflections he makes in that work as well as in the Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863. What does this modification consist of? Smith affirms that, to
be productive, labor must be exchanged for capital and provide the capitalist with a profit.
Marx reformulates this condition: what is required is that this labor be a creator of value,
and more precisely of a value greater than that which is returned to the worker as wages.
In its most discrete form this formulation appears in the Economic Manuscript of 1861-
1863:

28 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [198].

2 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [61].

30 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [212].

31 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [400, 466].

32 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [135-136, XXI-1324].

33 See for instance: “Concretely expressed, profit, in the form in which we are still considering it, i.e. as
the profit of capital as such, not that gained by an individual capital at the expense of another, but as
the profit of the capitalist class, can never be greater than the sum of surplus value. As a sum, it is the
sum of surplus value, but this very sum of value as a proportion of the total value of capital, not of the
part of it whose value actually increases, i.e. is exchanged for living labour. In its immediate form,
profit is merely the sum of surplus value expressed as a proportion of the total value of capital.” Marx
[1857-1858] Rough Draft, Vol 29 [151, VII-22].
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[...] only the wage labour which creates more value than it costs is productive.*

Labor that creates more value than the worker receives in wages is labor that creates
surplus value. This only occurs in a capitalist process of production: labor power has been
exchanged for capital and when consumed creates a product whose value is greater than
the wage, which means that it creates surplus value. This is what Marx says in the
following two passages, written later than the previous one:

The specific product of the capitalist production process, surplus value, is only created through
exchange with productive labour. What forms its specific use value for capital is not its particular
useful character, any more than it is the particular useful qualities of the product in which it is
objectified, but its character as the element that creates exchange value (surplus value).®

Capitalist production is not merely the production of commodities, it is essentially the production
of surplus-value. The laborer produces, not for himself, but for capital. It no longer suffices,
therefore, that he should simply produce. He must produce surplus-value. That laborer alone is
productive, who produces surplus value for the capitalist, and thus works for the self-expansion of
capital 3

The product of wage-labor emerges from the process of production in the form of
commodity, C’, and after the ‘salto mortale’ of the commodity assumes the form of money,
M’. Under both forms, the product of labor is part of the cycle of capital,
M-C..P..C—M’, and is capital, which means that the value and surplus value
contained in that product of labor are capital, of course. Thus, under its mercantile form,
C’, as well as under its money form, M’, surplus value is capital. The definition in the
two preceding passages of productive labor as that which creates surplus-value, is
equivalent to that of the following three, as that which produces capital:

Productive labour, in the meaning of capitalist production, is wage labour which, exchanged
against the variable part of capital (the part of the capital that is spent on wages), reproduces not
only this part of the capital (or the value of its own labour capacity), but in addition produces
surplus value for the capitalist. It is only thereby that commodity or money is transformed into
capital, is produced as capital. Only that wage labour is productive which produces capital.’’

Only labour which produces capital is productive labour.

Productive labour is therefore labour which for the worker only reproduces the previously posited
value of his labour capacity; but as value-creating activity it valorises capital, and counterposes
the values created by labour to the worker himself as capital.*

The latter formulation appears with more effervescence in the Rough Draft of 1857-1858:

What is productive labour or what is not, a point about which there has been much contention
since Adam Smith made this distinction, must emerge from the dissection of the different aspects
of capital itself. Productive labour is only that which produces capital. [...] Labour is productive
only when it produces its own opposite.*°

3 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [9, 301].

35 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [447, 483].

36 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [510].

37 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [8, 299].

3% Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [12, 303].

3 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [447, 483].

40 Marx [1857-1858] Rough Draft, Vol 28 [231, 11I-14]. The italics are by Marx.
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Here it is made explicit that capital is the creation of labor, that without productive labor
there is no capital and no capitalist class.*! Therefore, in this definition of productive
labor prevails, according to Mario Tronti,** the point of view of the worker, as opposed
to Smith’s definition, which is “conceived from the standpoint of the possessor of money,
not from that of the workman [...].”** Why would Smith’s definition express according
to Marx the standpoint of the individual capitalist (‘the possessor of money’), and not that
of the worker? Because for the individual capitalist any labor that procures her a profit is
productive; it makes no difference to her whether that profit is created by her own workers
or by the workers of other branches and transferred to her own through the market; the
only relevant thing is that it ends up in her pocket. Therefore, all labor which is acquired
with capital, and which is therefore predestined to procure for its employer an amount of
money which allows her to replace the capital employed and also to make a profit, is
productive from the perspective of the individual capitalist. However, it is not so from the
perspective of capital as a whole: if labor does not create value, the profit appropriated
by its employer and also the wage received by the worker originate in reality in a mere
transfer of value, without any equivalent, and thus constitute a deduction from social
surplus value and a reduction of the general rate of profit. From the perspective of capital
as a whole, a labor that does not create value (and hence surplus value) is not productive,
even if thanks to it its employer, ‘the possessor of money’, can make a profit.** For this
reason Marx’s modification of Smith’s condition B represents a restriction of this
condition: it is not enough that labor procure a profit for its employer or that it be
exchanged for capital, as Smith proposes; what is required is that labor create value and
surplus value, and not all labor that complies with Smith’s condition B does so with this
condition modified by Marx.

A case of labor that allows its employer to recover her costs and make a profit but does
not create value or surplus value is the labor engaged by commercial capital. As Marx
says, this capital is “a capital which shares in the profit without participating in its
production.” While a part of the labor engaged by productive capital is unpaid labor
which is objectified as surplus value and as such is appropriated by the capitalist class as
a whole, the part of the labor engaged by commercial capital which is unpaid labor is not
objectified as surplus value although its appropriation by the merchant enables him to
secure for himself in the form of commercial profit a part of the surplus value created by
the labor engaged by productive capital from other branches:

The unpaid labour of these clerks, while it does not create surplus value, enables him to appropriate
surplus value, which, in effect, amounts to the same thing with respect to this capital. It is, therefore,
a source of profit for him. Otherwise commercial business could never be conducted on a large
scale, capitalistically. Just as the labourer’s unpaid labour directly creates surplus value for

41 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [8, 299]: “The MERE EXISTENCE of a class of

capitalists, and therefore of capital, depends on the productivity of labour: not however on its absolute,

but on its relative productivity.”

Tronti 1971(2019) [352]: “from the capitalist point of view, productive labour appears as labour

exchanged for capital; from the working-class view, as labour which produces capital”.

4 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [13, 303]. See Tronti 1971(2019) [352]: “from the

capitalist point of view, productive labour appears as labour exchanged for capital; from the working-

class view, as labour which produces capital”.

Mandel [1981, 42] underlines this distinction between “labour productive for capital as a whole” and

“labour productive for the individual capitalist”.

45 Marx [1894], Capital III, Vol 37 [283]. See also Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [174]: “Circulation, or
the exchange of commodities, begets no value.”

42

44
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productive capital, so the unpaid labour of the commercial wage worker secures a share of this
surplus value for merchant’s capital.*6

The exploitation of unpaid labor by commercial capital (and unproductive capital in
general) will be discussed later. What is relevant here is that labor can generate profit (that
is, allow its employer to appropriate a profit) without creating surplus value. Capital
invested in commerce competes like other capitals to appropriate the highest possible rate
of profit, and thus participates in the process of levelling out the rate of profit; if it did not
procure a profit close to the average, it would abandon its activity. But “the merchant’s
labour time and labour do not create value, although they secure for him a share of already
produced surplus value”.*” Commercial capital secures for itself a share of the surplus
value “already produced” which is destined in part to cover its costs of production (both
constant and variable capital), and in part to be appropriated as profit. Thus, we have that
the labor engaged by commercial capital complies with Smith’s condition B (it replaces
its costs and procures a profit for its employer) but not with Marx’s reformulation of that
condition, since it does not create value or surplus value, and therefore not capital either,
so that, according to this condition B modified by Marx, the labor engaged by commercial
capital is unproductive labor.*8

This correction by Marx to Smith’s condition B then represents a restriction in the latter’s
definition of productive labor: not all labor that allows its employer to make a profit is a
creator of value and surplus value, which means that some labor verifies Smith’s
condition B but does not fulfill Marx’s reformulation. This reformulation has another
implication that Marx does not notice at the outset: in addition to restricting condition B
it includes condition A. Effectively, the position that only labor that creates value and
surplus value is productive implies, given Marx’s concept of value, that only labor that
produces commodities is productive labor. This is so because, as seen in the previous
section, for Marx value can only come into the world as a commodity, and all
commodities are “a material thing.” Thus, this restriction introduced by Marx causes
some labor that would be classified as productive if only Smith’s condition B is classified
as unproductive: that which allows a profit to be made without creating value or surplus
value. However, this modification by Marx would not restrict the scope of Smith’s
definition if it were understood as the set of the two conditions established by him: any
labor that produces an object intended for sale (condition A) and simultaneously allows
its employer to make a profit (condition B), is labor that creates value and surplus value
(condition B as modified by Marx). Thus, this reformulation by Marx constitutes a
synthesis of the two conditions established by Smith; or, in other words, Smith’s

46 Marx [1894], Capital I11, Vol 37 [292-293].

47 Marx [1894], Capital III, Vol 37 [293].

% Some authors do not understand the nuance introduced by Marx in this correction and accuse him of
inconsistency for classifying as unproductive the labor linked to circulation, despite the fact that it is
acquired with variable capital (the variable capital of the merchant) and that it allows her employer to
procure a profit. See for example Hunt [1979, 316-317]: “Here then is the nub of the inconsistency. In
all of the writings in which productive and unproductive labor are defined, except for Volume II of
Capital, Marx consistently asserts that it is the exchange of labour power for variable capital for the
purpose of extracting surplus labor that renders labor productive, regardless of the specific activities
of the laborer involved. In Volume II of Capital he abandons this and explicitly says that some labor
power [that related to the circulation] is exchanged for variable capital in a situation in which surplus
labor is extracted and the labor creates no value and is unproductive.” Marx is not inconsistent: for
labor to be productive it is not enough that it is exchanged for variable capital or that it allows its
employer to make a profit, as Hunt understands, but it must also create value and surplus value, and
that is not the case with labor of circulation.
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definition, if its two conditions are taken as necessary, would be fully compatible with
Marx’s definition that has been commented on. Marx is aware of this compatibility. For
labor to be productive for capital as a whole it is necessary that it produce commodities,
since the commodity is the elementary form of bourgeois wealth, and only labor that
produces wealth can produce capital:

The commodity is the most elementary form of bourgeois wealth. The explanation of ‘productive
labour’ as labour which produces ‘commodities’ also corresponds, therefore, to a much more
elementary point of view than that which defines productive labour as labour which produces
capital. %

This argument also appears in Capital I. In the chapter on the labor process and the
valorization process, Marx has said that, if one considers the whole labor process “from
the point of view of its result, the product,” then “the labor itself is productive labor.”
However, he warns in a footnote that this definition is not sufficient for capitalist
production.’® Later, at the beginning of the chapter on absolute and relative surplus value,
Marx will refer to this definition and his warning:

In considering the labour process, we began (see Chapter V) by treating it in the abstract, apart
from its historical forms, as a process between man and Nature. We there stated, p. 176: ‘If we
examine the whole process from the point of view of its result, the product, it is plain that both the
instruments and the subject of labour, are means of production, and that the labour itself is
productive labour.” And inNote 2, same page, we further added: ‘This method of
determining, from the standpoint of the labour process alone, what is productive labour, is by no
means directly applicable to the case of the capitalist process of production.” We now proceed to
the further development of this subject.’!

This definition of productive labor is made “from the standpoint of the labor process alone”
and applies to the labor process “in the abstract”. However, he tells us, it cannot be
“directly applicable to the case of the capitalist process of production”. To apply it to the
capitalist process of production, which is not only labor process but also valorization
process, “the further development of this subject” is necessary. This ‘further development’
does not deny the previous definition but, on the contrary, includes it and adds an
additional restriction with which “our notion of productive labor becomes narrowed”:

The first definition given above of productive labour, a definition deduced from the very nature of
the production of material objects, still remains correct for the collective labourer, considered as a
whole. But it no longer holds good for each member taken individually. On the other hand, however,
our notion of productive labour becomes narrowed.>?

From the point of view of the collective laborer, says Marx, only labor that produces
objects is productive. For that labor to be productive from the point of view of capital, to
that necessary condition is added an additional condition, which is sufficient: it must not
only produce objects but commodities, and more precisely capitalist commodities, that is,
commodities whose value is greater than the wage required to produce them; it is
necessary and sufficient, then, that labor produce surplus value. As Marx says, this new
condition does not eliminate the general and more abstract condition but merely restricts
it. This argument is developed by Nicos Poulantzas, who, after quoting some passages

4 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [28, VII-314].
50 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [191, note 2].

5L Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [509].

52 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [510].
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from Capital I where Marx defines productive labor in gemeral as an activity that
transforms natural substances,” argues that this definition is not supplanted but contained
by the definition of productive labor specific to capitalist society, as an activity that creates
surplus value.>* In this text Poulantzas offers subtle arguments to justify that only labor
that creates for capital material objects destined for exchange is capable of creating value
and surplus value, and that this is therefore the only productive labor. In the same direction
argue authors such as Jacques Nagels and Ernest Mandel.>>

The condition B modified by Marx makes it possible to distinguish productive from
unproductive labor for almost all types of labor in a manner relatively consensual among
interpreters of Marx. First, labor that produces objects that are not commodities and
therefore have no value or surplus value, such as labor that produces objects intended for
self-consumption, °® or intended for the consumption of a third party without the
mediation of exchange, is unproductive.’” Secondly, labor that produces commodities
that are not produced by capital and therefore do not contain surplus value, such as the
labor of peasant farms or self-employment, is unproductive.>® Third, finally, labor that
neither creates objects nor generates profit, such as that linked to the services provided
by a worker who is contracted directly by the person who uses them (called by Marx
“personal services”)>® or contracted by the State, is unproductive.®® The classification
exhausts the entire spectrum, without generating serious dissensions, with the exception
of a single type of labor whose classification has remained the object of dispute: labor
linked to capitalist services for personal use, that is, labor that does not create objects but
performs services and is engaged by a capitalist enterprise to sell its services to the person
who uses them. As has been said, this type of labor is catalogued as unproductive
according to Smith’s condition A, since it does not produce objects, and productive
according to his condition B, since it generates a profit for its employer. How to catalog
it according to condition B modified by Marx? From what has been said in this and the
previous section it follows that it is unproductive, since it does not create value or surplus
value because it does not produce a material product and therefore is not objectified as
value. However, Marx’s position is oscillating. Although the view that only labor that
creates surplus value and capital is productive is formulated by Marx already in the Rough
Draft of 1857-58, several years later, in Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863 and in
Chapter Six. Results of the Direct Production Process, one still finds passages in which

53 The texts cited by Poulantzas [1978, 217] are found in Marx [1872] Capital 1, Vol 35 [190-191, 194].

54 Poulantzas [1978, 217-221].

55 Nagels [1974] and Mandel [1981, 217-221].

56 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [20, VII-309]: “the industry of the small craftsman
who makes use-values directly for the consumer at his home.”

57 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [20-21, VII-309]: “[...] if I buy the labour of a cook
for her to cook meat, etc., for me, not to make use of it as labour in general but to enjoy it, to use it as
that particular concrete kind of labour, then her labour is unproductive [...] because I buy her labour
not as a value creating element but purely for the sake of its use-value.”

58 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [446, 482]: “Some of the labour which produces
commodities in capitalist production is performed in a manner which belongs to earlier modes of
production, where the relation of capital and wage labour does not yet exist in practice, and therefore
the category of productive and unproductive labour, which corresponds to the capitalist standpoint, is
entirely inapplicable.”

% Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [15, VII-304]: “the unproductive labourers, those
whose services are directly exchanged against revenue, will for the most part be performing only
personal services.”

60 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [446, 482]: “A soldier is a wage labourer, a mercenary,
but he is not for that reason a productive worker.”
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he argues that the labor of an opera singer, for example, is productive if she is hired by a
capitalist enterprise for profit.! As we shall see in the following section, Marx’s position
becomes more precise as his reflection progresses, and he ends up affirming that only
labor that is objectified can create surplus value and therefore be productive: the labor of
an actor is unproductive because it is not objectified, even if it allows her employer to
make a profit.

However, Marx is not satisfied with having modified Smith’s condition B and proposes a
modification of condition consisting in extending the means of objectification that are
considered by Smith: labor can be objectified not only in “a material thing” but also in
“the commodity labour power.” With this modification, the discussion on the services
provided by capitalist enterprises is reopened. This reformulation goes unnoticed by most
of those who have interpreted Marx’s position on this issue, which is possibly the origin
of many of the disagreements that reverberate in the literature. Before turning to an
analysis of this reformulation of condition A, we will see in the next section how Marx’s
second position in relation to services is in line with his reformulation of condition B.

4. Marx: services for personal use and creation of surplus value

Labor always generates a service, which constitutes what Marx sometimes calls its useful
effect.%? In what has traditionally been interpreted as the process of production, labor is
performed on some matter (i.e., labor has a useful effect on some matter: transforms it,
transports it, stores it, preserves it), and its activity as living labor consists in the process
by which that useful effect is operated upon matter, so that the completion of living labor
as activity gives rise, metaphorically speaking, to its existence in an objective form, as a
material object separable from it as activity, or as a material modification of the form,
location, or duration of that object.®® The labor process is a process of objectification of
living labor, a process of transformation of living labor into objects (which can therefore
be called ‘objectified labor’), and for this it is indispensable that the labor has the material
support of an object: “Products are therefore not only results, but also essential conditions
of labour.”®* Insofar as this object is destined for sale, it constitutes a commodity in the
sense Marx defines it in the first paragraph of Capital I (useful external object, produced
by labor and destined for sale), and the labor that is objectified in it does so in its double
character: as concrete labor it is objectified in the new use value — the transformed
matter —, as abstract labor it is objectified as commodity value. The labor process and the
process of consumption are separated by the product of labor, which constitutes a separate
result of the labor process and in that condition enters the process of consumption, as
something also separate from it. Thus, living labor takes place in a sphere separate from
the sphere of consumption, and in the latter what enters is its product as an objectification
of that labor, objectified labor, object. That labor is productive with the criterion of
Smith’s condition A; if the commodity were produced by wage labor and therefore this

6l Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [448, 484].

52 For instance, Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [203]: “A service is nothing more than the useful effect of

a use value, be it of a commodity, or be it of labour.”

Effectively, Marx clarifies that the “the materialisation, etc., of labor is however not to be taken in

such a Scottish sense as Adam Smith conceives it”, in the sense that it is not limited to the visible

transformation of matter but can have non-visible effects, and he gives the example of transportation.

Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [26-27, VII-313].

64 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [191]. See also Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [183]: “When we speak
of capacity for labour, we do not speak of labour, any more than when we speak of capacity for
digestion, we speak of digestion”.

63
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added sufficient value to replace its wage and generate a profit, it would also be
productive with the criterion of Smith’s condition B — as well as with condition B modified
by Marx.

Now, labor could be accomplished without giving rise to an object separable from it,
which is what happens in the case of services, both impersonal services and those destined
for personal use. Among the former are the services of circulation. It is worth dwelling
for a moment on Marx’s reasons for holding that the services of circulation are
unproductive, since, as we shall see, they apply to services destined for personal use.

From the definition of productive labor that follows from condition B modified by Marx
(labor that creates value and surplus-value is productive), it follows that the labor proper
to circulation (commerce, banking or insurance) is not productive: although it allows
capital that employs it to appropriate a profit, it does not produce commodities (useful
objects destined for sale) for capital and for this reason does not produce value or surplus-
value. Effectively, in qualifying labor linked to circulation as unproductive, he does not
do so because of the content of that labor, since the productive or unproductive character
of a labor “has at first absolutely nothing to do with the particular content of the labour”,
but by the fact that this labor does not contribute to the production of an object nor to the
material relation of an object to time or space. Effectively, any labor that produces an
object is productive in general, and it is productive specifically for capital if in addition
to producing an object it creates surplus value, which is not the case with labor of
circulation: by definition, a labor that produces objects belongs to the sphere of
production and a labor that belongs to the sphere of circulation does not produce objects.
If in order to accomplish its function this labor of circulation makes use of commodities
— that is, of objects that have been produced by capital and therefore do possess value and
surplus value, such as advertising leaflets or posters — the use of these commodities in
circulation does not entail the transfer of their value as constant capital to the value of a
commodity, since the process in the framework of which they are used (commercial or
financial services) does not result in an object with value, a commodity. Thus, the fact
that by definition the activities carried out in the sphere of circulation do not produce
objects or modify the relation of objects to space and time (if they did they would be
activities in the sphere of production), is the reason why they do not create value or
surplus value or transfer constant capital. As Marx says in Capital 11, all the costs linked
to this labor that does not produce commodities “belongs among the faux frais of capitalist
production”, i.e., that “they must be replaced from the surplus product and constitute, as
far as the entire capitalist class is concerned, a deduction from the surplus value or surplus
product.”® The qualification as unproductive of labor linked to circulation does not imply
any consideration of the content of that labor (except the consideration that it does not
produce objects), but follows from the correction made by Marx to Smith’s condition B

6 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [13, 303]: “These definitions are therefore
not derived from the material characteristics of labour (neither from the nature of its product nor from
the particular character of the labour as concrete labour), but from the definite social form, the social
relations of production, within which the labour is realised.” See also Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six.
Results, Vol 34 [135, XXI-1324]: “to be productive labour is a determination of labour which has at
first absolutely nothing to do with the particular content of the labour, its specific utility or the peculiar
use value in which it is represented.”

6 Marx [1885] Capital II, Vol 36 [152-153].
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(labor that creates value and surplus value is productive): it is labor which, for capital as
a whole, “does not augment the total size of the cake.”®’

The same criterion should be applied to any labor that does not produce an object, even
if it is not linked to circulation. However, Marx’s position in relation to labor that provides
services destined for personal use is less clear and evolves in the course of his own
reflection. The purpose of such labor is not to transform a material object or its spatial
and temporal conditions, but to satisfy a need directly, without the mediation of an object:
living labor, in its immediate condition of activity, is what satisfies the need of the person
who acquires it, so that the process of labor (that is, the execution of the activity by the
worker) and what would be the process of consumption (that is, the reception or use of
that activity by its user) take place simultaneously, in a téfe a téte between the worker
who provides the service and the user who serves himself of it: the labor “must be
consumed while it is being performed.”*® This phenomenon can occur in two scenarios:®’
(1) the labor is contracted to the worker directly by the end-user of the service (which we
shall hereafter call ‘personal services’, as Marx does), or (ii) the labor is contracted by a
capitalist enterprise which acts as an intermediary and provides it to its end-user (which
we shall hereafter call ‘capitalist services for personal use’).

In the first scenario, the user contracts the service to the laborer in exchange for a certain
amount of money which is not capital but income. The labor here fulfills neither of
Smith’s two conditions and is therefore undeniably unproductive: it does not result in a
material object destined for sale and no employer makes a profit from it. In the second
scenario, a capitalist firm hires the laborer to provide services to the end user, who in
return pays the firm an amount of money in excess of the amount the firm pays as wages
to the laborer; thus, the labor is purchased by the firm ‘against capital’ and the sale of the
services provided by the laborer allows the firm to recover costs and make a profit. This
type of labor is unproductive if Smith’s condition A4 is considered, since it does not result
in a material object destined for sale, but it is productive if condition B is considered,
since thanks to it her employer receives an amount of money to replace its cost and
procures him a profit. Which of the two criteria predominates? How does the modification
introduced by Marx in Smith’s condition B operate in this case? The great debates of the
1970s and 1980s on Marx’s reflections on productive and unproductive labor are largely
triggered by the latter type of services, which are increasingly widespread in
contemporary capitalism. Is labor linked to these capitalist services for personal use, such

67 Mandel [1981, 42]. Rubin [1928, 325] argues that what is relevant in distinguishing productive from

unproductive labor is not the difference between material and immaterial labor but the difference
between the labor of production and the labor of circulation. For Rubin, labor linked to the services
of production (such as transportation) is productive labor, and labor linked to the services of
circulation (such as trade or banking) is unproductive labor. Our emphasis is that the work of
circulation is unproductive precisely because it does not produce objects. That work produces objects
(and to that extent belongs to the sphere of production) is a necessary, though not sufficient, condition
for it to be considered productive. In the same direction writes Mandel [1981, 42], for whom
circulation only redistributes a previously created value: “Only commodity production makes possible
the creation of value and surplus-value. Only within the realm of commodity production, then, is
productive labour performed. No new surplus-value can be added in the sphere of circulation and
exchange, not to speak of the stock exchange or the bank counter; all that happens there is the
redistribution or reapportionment of previously created surplus-value.”

68 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [28, VII-314].

®  Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [22, VII-310]: “In short, the production of these
services can be in part subsumed under capital, just as a part of the labour which embodies itself in
useful things is bought directly by revenue and is not subsumed under capitalist production.”
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as the private performing arts, private teaching and private medicine, for Marx productive
or unproductive?

In the Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863 Marx holds successively three alternative
positions. In this section we will discuss the first two, which several authors consider
definitive. The third, which will be discussed in the following section, has not been
highlighted in the literature, although it ends up predominating in the Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863 and later in Chapter Six. Results of the Direct Production
Process and in Capital I. Finally, in Capital II, which is the later text in which he refers
to this point, Marx seems to return to his second position.

The first position expounded by Marx can actually be considered an exposition of Smith’s
position. However, we call it ‘Marx’s first position’ because many authors attribute it to
him, and even consider it to be his definitive position. It consists in considering productive
all labor that is employed by capital and thus allows the capitalist to replace costs and
procure a profit, regardless of whether or not it produces a material object. In the
following passage Marx expounds this position:

The same labour can be productive when I buy it as a capitalist, as a producer, in order to valorise
it, and unproductive when I buy it as a consumer, a spender of revenue, in order to consume its use
value, no matter whether this use value perishes with the activity of the labour capacity itself or
materialises and fixes itself in an object.”®

This “first position of Marx’ is aligned with Smith’s condition B, considered apart from
condition A and from Marx’s modification of condition B: any labor is productive if it
brings a profit to its employer and unproductive if it does not. Shortly after the paragraph
just quoted, he illustrates this position with the example of an actor:

An actor, for example, or even a CLOWN, according to this definition, is a productive labourer if
he works in the service of a capitalist (an ENTREPRENEUR) to whom he returns more labour
than he receives from him in the form of wages; while a jobbing tailor who comes to the capitalist’s
house and patches his trousers for him, producing a mere use value for him, is an
unproductive labourer. The former’s labour is exchanged with capital, the latter’s with revenue.”!

The living labor of an actor or a clown does not give rise to an object with an existence
separate from him, nor is it accomplished in order to modify the location of an object (like
transportation) or its duration (like storage), but the performance of the actor or the clown
directly constitutes the useful effect of his labor and it is that which is enjoyed by the
spectators in the theater or in the circus. For a moment Marx doubts whether the actor’s
labor is paid for with capital (in which case he would classify it as productive labor) or
with the income of the spectators (in which case it would be unproductive labor).
However, he concludes that if the actor and the clown work for capitalist entrepreneurs,
it would be the same as with the labor that produces a commodity for a capitalist firm that
is then sold to the consumer who buys it with her own income: the spectator buys with
her own income the actor’s service to the capitalist firm, as she would do with the
commodity, and it is the firm that pays his salary to the actor with money that is the firm’s
capital, not the spectator’s income.” According to this position, the labor of the actor and

70 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [20-21, 309].

7L Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [22, 310].

72 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [22, 310]: “It is true that these SERVICES are paid
for to the ENTREPRENEUR out of the revenue of the public. But it is no less true that this holds good
of all products in so far as they enter into individual consumption.”
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that of the clown would be productive because they are hired by a capitalist firm, that is,
‘against capital’, although they do not produce a material object and their “services perish
in the very instant of their performance and do not fix or realise themselves in any

permanent subject or vendible commodity (apart from themselves)”.”

This would be Marx’s first position in relation to labor that provides services destined for
personal use: it is productive if it is hired by a capital that obtains a profit through the sale
of the service to its users, it is unproductive if it is hired by its users to use its services
directly. Many authors consider this to be Marx’s definitive position.”* However, it seems
more reasonable to interpret this first position not as Marx’s position but as his exposition
of Smith’s position, since that first position is not consistent with the correction Marx
himself has made to Smith’s condition B as early as the Rough Draft of 1858-1859, long
before he wrote the passages in the Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863 in which he
expounds that position.

The second position of Marx is formulated only a few pages later, also in the Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863. 1t is totally contrary to the one just stated and is consistent with
Marx’s subtle but profound reformulation of Smith’s condition B. According to this
Marx’s second position, only labor that produces commodities is productive, on the
understanding that only material objects can assume the form of commodities:

The concept commodity however implies that labour embodies, materialises, realises itself in its
product. Labour itself, in its immediate being, in its living existence, cannot be directly conceived
as a commodity, but only labour capacity, of which labour itself is the temporary manifestation.
[...] A commodity must therefore be conceived as something different from labour itself.”

[...] productive labour is labour which produces commodities, material products, whose
production has cost a definite quantity of labour or labour time. [...] In addition, however, the
product of labour must be a commodity in the sense of being ‘A VENDIBLE COMMODITY’,
that is to say, a commodity in its first form, which has still to pass through its metamorphosis.’®

The capitalist labour process does not abolish the general determinations of the labour process. It
produces products and commodities. To that extent, such labour remains productive as is
objectified in commodities, as a unity of use value and exchange value.”’

This implies that labor linked to services destined for personal use (capitalist or not) is
not productive since it does not produce a commodity, in the sense that Marx will define
it in chapter 1 of Capital 1.7® If there is no material product, there is no value or surplus
value, without it being relevant whether the labor is contracted with capital (and procures
a profit for its employer) or with income (and is limited to procuring a useful effect for
its user). Immediately after the paragraph just quoted, he again illustrates his position with
the example of the actor, but concludes the opposite of the previous time:

73 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [21-22, 310].

74 See for instance Rubin [1928, 325], Leadbeater [1985, 595-596, 598], Guerrero [1990, 121], Sinha
[1997, 129], Olsen [2017, 125].

75 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [26, 313]. Marx calls “Smith’s second view” what
we have called Smith’s first condition.

76 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [27, 313].

77 Marx [1861-1864] Chapter Six. Results, Vol 34 [443, 480].

8 As discussed, Marx defines the commodity as a use-value — that is, “an object outside us, a thing that
by its properties satisfies human wants of some sort or another” — that, “in the form of society we are
about to consider”, is, “in addition, the material depositor[y] of exchange value.” Marx [1861-1863]
Capital I, Vol 35 [45-46].
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As for labours which are productive for their purchaser or EMPLOYER himself—as for example
the actor’s labour for the theatrical entrepreneur—the fact that their purchaser cannot sell them to
the public in the form of commodities but only in the form of the action itself would show that
they are unproductive labours.”

The labor of an actor is not productive because it is not objectified as a commodity, that
is, it does not acquire, once accomplished, an existence separate from the actor and his
activity, capable of subsisting beyond this activity to be the object of further appropriation
and exchange. This second Marx’s position is aligned with condition B modified by him:
labor that creates surplus value is productive, for as has been said only labor that produces
for capital objects destined for sale creates surplus value. The arguments justifying this
position were set out in the previous section.

Someone could accept that the labor that provides services does not create value because
it is not objectified as a commodity, but maintain that the service itself is a commodity
and as such has value, although that value does not exist separately from the activity in
which the service consists.®® Marx denies this categorically. Between service and labor
there is an identity: service is living labor, the activity of the worker. To affirm that service
has value is equivalent to affirming that labor has value, and Marx insists on the contrary:

Human labour power in motion, or human labour, creates value, but is not itself value.®!

Labour is the substance, and the immanent measure of value, but has itself no value.®

Labor is the source of value, but precisely because of this it has no value. With the same
argument, slightly modified, he also denies the idea that service is a commodity;
according to him, a service cannot be a commodity because it is itself living labor, and
the commodity is necessarily different from the labor that gives rise to it:

A commodity must therefore be conceived as something different from labour itself.3

A commodity — as distinguished from labour power itself — is a material thing confronting man, a
thing of a certain utility for him, in which a definite quantity of labour is fixed or materialised.?*

Labour itself, in its immediate being, in its living existence, cannot be directly conceived as a
commodity, but only labour power, of which labour itself is the temporary manifestation. [...] A
commodity must therefore be conceived as something different from labour itself.%

Thus, in this second position in relation to services, Marx fully agrees with Smith, if
Smith’s position is taken as the whole of his two conditions: labor that produces an object
destined for sale and whose sale procures its employer a profit is productive, which is
equivalent to what Marx maintains in his condition B modified, that labor that produces
surplus-value is productive, since only labor that produces commodities for capital
produces surplus value. Several authors consider this to be Marx’s definitive position,

7 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [28, VII-314].

8  For instance Savran and Tonak [1999, 137]: “the ‘service’ is the product of labour and not labour-
power. In other words, the service is a commodity as good as any material object.”

81 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [61].

8 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [537].

8 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [26, VII-313].

8 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [19, VII-308].

8 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [26, VII-313].
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which seems to be so if one considers that his last writing is Capital I11.%¢ However, Marx
introduces another correction to Smith, this time not in condition B but in condition A, in
the sense of extending it. As a result of that reformulation of Smith’s condition A4, a part
of the labor linked to capitalist services for personal use could be considered productive
and another part unproductive. This is the subject of the next section

Before turning to Marx’s second modification of Smith’s position, some clarification of
the relation between exploitation and value may be useful. Value is the specific form of
capitalist society under which other people’s labor is appropriate and under which,
therefore, it is expropriated: the form of objectified abstract labor. This does not exclude
other forms of appropriating and exploiting other people’s labor by capital. One of them
is through the hiring of laborers to accomplish labor services in exchange for which they
receive a wage that represents a lower value than the value received by the employer in
exchange for the service; this value received by the employer or capitalist in exchange for
the service does not correspond to the value of the service, since the service, as we have
said, has no value, since the service, as has been said, has no value, but constitutes a net
transfer from other branches of production. This difference between the value received
by the capitalist and the value received by the laborer generates a profit for the capitalist
and constitutes a form of exploitation. These workers are exploited because unpaid labor
is extracted from them, since the amount of abstract labor they receive as wages is less
than the amount of labor they are obliged to accomplish in exchange for that wage; thanks
to this unpaid labor (which is surplus labor) the capital that employs them can procure a
share of the surplus value created by productive labor, with which it replaces its costs of
production and appropriates a profit. Marx’s following argument about commercial
capital would be equally valid for all capitalist services, including those destined for
personal use:

Whatever his pay, as a wage labourer he works part of his time for nothing. He may receive daily
the value of the product of eight working hours, yet functions ten. But the two hours of surplus
labour he performs do not produce value any more than his eight hours of necessary labour,
although by means of the latter a part of the social product is transferred to him. [...] if this man is
employed by a capitalist, then the non-payment of these two hours reduces the costs of circulation
of his capital, which constitute a deduction from his income. For the capitalist this is a positive
gain, because the negative limit for the self-expansion of his capital value is thereby reduced.’’

The unpaid labour of these clerks, while it does not create surplus value, enables him to appropriate
surplus value, which, in effect, amounts to the same thing with respect to this capital. It is, therefore,
a source of profit for him. Otherwise commercial business could never be conducted on a large
scale, capitalistically. Just as the labourer’s unpaid labour directly creates surplus value for
productive capital, so the unpaid labour of the commercial wage worker secures a share of this
surplus value for merchant’s capital.

The labor that provides services is not objectified as value nor the surplus labor as surplus
value: it is concrete labor, appropriated and consumed directly as such, without there
being an exchange of its products that realizes them as value and transforms that labor
into abstract labor. Service-supplying capital provides those services in exchange for the
user of those services transfers to it, in an exchange of non-equivalents, a fraction of the
value she possesses, which has been created by productive labor in the process of

8 See for instance Poulantzas [1978, 217-221], Mandel [1981, 45], Gough [1972, 60], Fine and Harris
[1979, 55], Mohun [1996, 36, 46-47].

87 Marx [1885], Capital 11, Vol 36 [136].

88 Marx [1894], Capital I1I, Vol 37 [292-293].
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production of commodity-producing branches. The value thus transferred assumes the
form of payment for services, regardless of whether its origin is income (wages, profit or
rent, in the case of personal services) or capital (in the case of circulation services
contracted by a capitalist enterprise). The absence of an alienable product that is
exchanged means that the exploitation of service-providing labor does not assume the
specifically capitalist form of exploitation, the form of a relation between things — that is,
the transformation of labor into commodities and of commodities into money — and thus
service-providing labor is not transformed by the exchange of its products into abstract
labor and value and surplus labor into surplus value. The absence of exchangeable
products implies, moreover, that this labor is not subjected to the measure of abstract labor
— socially necessary labor-time — for the simple reason that this immanent measure of
value results from the relation between the amount of labor performed in the production
of all commodities of a certain type and the total quantity produced of that type of
commodity.

5. An extension of Marx: labor that produces labor power is productive

According to Marx, the development of capitalist production presents the following
tendency: productive laborers tend to produce commodities (with the exceptions related
to transportation, storage, and conservation) and unproductive laborers tend to provide
personal services. This statement is consistent with his conceptualization of productive
and unproductive labor seen in the last two sections, and in particular with his
characterization of service-linked labor as unproductive, as seen in the previous section.
He puts it this way:

It is however clear that in the same measure as capital subjugates to itself the whole of
production—that is to say, that all commodities are produced for the market and not for immediate
consumption, and the productivity of labour rises in this same measure—there will also develop
more and more a material difference between productive and unproductive labourers, in as much
as the former, apart from minor exceptions, will exclusively produce commodities, which the latter,
with minor exceptions, will perform only personal services. Hence the former class will produce
immediate, material wealth consisting of commodities, all commodities except those which consist
of labour capacity itself.¥°

Productive labor produces “immediate, material wealth consisting of commodities,” but
introduces an exception: all commodities produced by productive labor are “material
wealth,” except “those which consist of labour capacity itself.” The same exception is
introduced a few paragraphs later, when in this same context he defines what a commodity
is:

A commodity — as distinguished from labour capacity itself — is a material thing confronting man,
a thing of a certain utility for him, in which a definite quantity of labour is fixed or materialised.*

Labour power would be for Marx a commodity although, unlike all other commodities, it
is not “a material thing”. Thus, for Marx the world of commodities is divided into two
broad categories: “On one side, labour power. On the other side, commodities
themselves.””! If all labor that produces value and surplus value (for which it must
produce commodities) is productive, would not labor that contributes to the production

8 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [16-17, VII-306]. Italics have been added.
% Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [19, VII-308]. Italics have been added.
°l " Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [26, VII-313].
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of that special commodity which is labour power be productive? In the Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863 Marx answers in the affirmative:

It remains true, however, that the commodity appears as past, objectivised labour, and that
therefore, if it does not appear in the form of a thing, it can only appear in the form of labour
capacity itself; but never directly as living labour itself (except only in a roundabout way which in
practice seems the same, but whose significance lies in the determination of different rates of
wages). Productive labour would therefore be such labour as produces commodities or directly
produces, trains, develops, maintains or reproduces labour capacity itself. °2

This is Marx’s correction of Smith’s condition A. Marx agrees with the idea that only
labor that produces commodities (or is accomplished on commodities) creates value,
since only it can be objectified as value, but he points out that Smith does not consider
that particular commodity which is labor power, and therefore does not consider
productive the living labor destined to its reproduction. For Marx all labor that produces
commodities would be productive, but this includes not only labor that is objectified in
“immediate, material wealth” but also labor that “produces, trains, develops, maintains or
reproduces labour power itself”.* This explains the passages in which Marx claims that
the labor of a teacher employed by a capitalist school is productive: because it contributes
to the creation of a commodity (labour power) and enables her employer to make a profit.
Whether or not this labor is objectified as surplus value will be discussed in the next
section. However, this reformulation by Marx of Smith’s condition A would give rise to
Marx’s third position in relation to capitalist services for personal use: it is productive
labor “which perfoms” services, provided it fulfills two conditions: (i) that the labor
“produces, trains, develops, maintains or reproduces labour power itself”, that is, that the
service is destined for the consumption of a worker and her family, since thus the labor
that accomplishes it would be objectified as the value of that worker’s labour power, and
(i1) that through those services a capitalist firm makes profits (that is, that the consumer
does not contract the services directly to the laborer who provides them but to a capitalist
enterprise that hires laborers to provide these services).

While the correction of Smith’s condition B constitutes a restriction, since it leaves out
some labor that facilitates the obtaining of a profit but does not create surplus value, this
correction of Smith’s condition A constitutes an extension, since it includes as productive
all labor destined for the production, training, development, maintenance, and
reproduction of ‘labour capacity itself’. This is the final position Marx holds in Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863; in Chapter Six. Results of the Direct Production Process again
oscillates between the last two positions, but this is the position he defends in the famous
passage of Capital I in which he explicitly refers to this matter:

Capitalist production is not merely the production of commodities, it is essentially the production
of surplus value. The labourer produces, not for himself, but for capital. It no longer suffices,
therefore, that he should simply produce. He must produce surplus value. That labourer alone is
productive, who produces surplus value for the capitalist, and thus works for the self-expansion of

92 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [27, VII-313].

% Fine & Harris [1979, 55] disagree with the interpretation that for Marx the labor that “trains, develops,
maintains or reproduces labour power itself” is not productive, and argue that in the passage just
quoted Marx “does not classify this labor as productive” but “is talking about Adam Smith and his
first approach to the problem.” We would like to agree with them, but unfortunately, as will be seen,
there are several passages in Economic Manuscript, in Chapter VI. Results and in Capital I where
Marx does consider a teacher’s labor productive, on condition that her employer is a capitalist and not
the State.
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capital. If we may take an example from outside the sphere of production of material objects, a
schoolmaster is a productive labourer, when, in addition to be labouring the heads of his scholars,
he works like a horse to enrich the school proprietor. That the latter has laid out his capital in a
teaching factory, instead of in a sausage factory, does not alter the relation. Hence the notion of a
productive labourer implies not merely a relation between work and useful -effect,
between labourer and product of labour, but also a specific, social relation of production, a relation
that has sprung up historically and stamps the labourer as the direct means of creating surplus
value. To be a productive labourer is, therefore, not a piece of luck, but a misfortune.”

The labor of the salaried teacher in a private school is productive because it would be
yielding as a product a commodity (labor power), thereby creating value and surplus value,
and because it allows her employer to appropriate a profit. Very few authors perceive this
nuance introduced by Marx: not all services create value but exclusively those that
participate in the reproduction of the labor power.”> There is no doubt that the labor of
that teacher allows his employer to make a profit, but it is debatable that labor power is a
commodity whose value is determined by the amount of labor socially necessary to
produce it and that the teacher, by educating children (as well as any labor linked to a
service consumed by the worker and his family), is producing “this peculiar commodity,
labor power.” °® Highlighting some of the theoretical and practical weaknesses of this
latter position of Marx’s is the object of the next section.

6. Difficulties of Marx’s third position

The first thing to be said is that, according to Ernest Mandel, this last position of the
Economic Manuscript of 1861-1863 is abandoned by Marx in Capital II. The manuscript
of the latter work, written between 1867 and 1870, being the later one, “may therefore be
considered to express Marx’s definitive views on the question”.”” According to Mandel,
the passage just quoted from Capital I, “in which Marx explicitly includes wage-earners
working for private capital (such as teachers) in the realm of productive labour”, merely
states, “like several in Theories of Surplus-Value, [...] that Marx had not yet completed
his articulation of the contradictory determinants of ‘productive labour’ - on the one hand,
exchange against capital rather than revenue, and on the other, participation in the process
of commodity production (which involves the unity-and-contradiction of the labour
process and the valorization process, use-value and exchange-value, concrete and abstract
labour).””® The same criticism could be made of certain passages in the section on the
buying and selling of labor power, where Marx attempts to characterize labor power as a
commodity.”® On the contrary, Capital II, written after the year in which Capital I was

% Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [510].

% One of the rare examples is Jappe [2003, 154]: “For a labor to be productive, it is necessary that its
products return to the process of accumulation of capital and that their consumption feeds the extended
reproduction of capital, being consumed by productive workers or becoming investment goods for a
cycle that effectively produces surplus value.”

% Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [180].

97 Mandel [1981, 42].

% Mandel [1981, 43, note 48].

% In Capital I, apart from the allusion to the schoolmaster in the famous passage just quoted, Marx
makes the following reference to educational expenses as part of the value of labor power: “In order
to modify the human organism, so that it may acquire skill and handiness in a given branch of industry,
and become labour power of a special kind, a special education or training is requisite, and this, on its
part, costs an equivalent in commodities of a greater or less amount. This amount varies according to
the more or less complicated character of the labour power. The expenses of this education
(excessively small in the case of ordinary labour power), enter pro tanto into the total value spent in
its production.” Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [182].
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published, seems to return to the idea that only labor that produces material objects can
be considered productive.!?’ The position of Marx that could be considered definitive,
according to Mandel, in relation to productive labor and services, expressed in the
manuscript of Capital 11, would correspond to the second position held in the Economic
Manuscript of 1861-1863, as documented in the previous two sections:

we may say that, as a general rule, all forms of wage-labour which exteriorize themselves in and
thus add value to a product (materials) are creative of surplus-value and hence productive for
capitalism as a whole.!?!

The second thing to be said is that the position that labor linked to services destined to
workers (as for example the schoolteacher) is productive is not adequately justified in the
conceptual sphere nor in the political sphere. In the conceptual sphere it seems rather
inconsistent with Marx’s theory of value, as formulated in Capital I, and does not
contribute to the foundation of his theory of exploitation; and in the political sphere, it
opens the door to an indeterminacy that can only lead to endless sterile debates, as Adam
Smith had well intuited. Three types of arguments against this position are set out below.

The first type of argument is related to Marx’s characterization of labor as a commodity.
That labor power is a commodity is indispensable to defend that labor linked to services
destined to workers is productive, in the understanding that labor that creates value is
productive and only labor that manages to objectify itself creates value; thus, only if one
accepts the postulate that labor power is a commodity is it possible to consider the idea
according to which the labor of services destined to the reproduction of labor power is
objectified in it as value. However, the passages in which Marx attempts to demonstrate
that labour power is a commodity are perhaps the least convincing in his writings. On the
one hand, Marx gives at least three mutually incompatible definitions of the use-value of
labour power,!%? none of which is consistent with the definition of use value in chapter 1,
“an object outside us, a thing”.!%> The problems Marx faces in establishing what the use

value of labor power consists of are multiplied, on the other hand, when he tries to justify

100 Mandel [1981, 45]: “Volume 2 of Capital leaves no room for doubt about Marx’s view: only that

labour which either adds to or is indispensable for the realization and conservation of a commodity’s

use-value adds to the total amount of abstract social labour embodied in that commodity (is productive

of value).”

Mandel [1981, 44]. According to this criterion, productive is not only the labor of industries that create

a specific product, such as manufacturing and mining, but also some branches of the service sector

(“transportation of goods, ‘public service’ industries such as the production and transport of water or

any form of energy -e.g. gas and electricity-, the selling of meals in restaurants, the building and sale

of houses and offices as well as provision of the material for constructing them, and of course

agriculture”) that is exercised on a specific product. On the other hand, unproductive is the labor of
all activities that do not result in an external object or that are not accomplished on an external object

and that therefore “do not add to the sum total of social value and surplus-value produced” (“the letting

of apartment or hotel rooms, the service of transporting persons in buses, underground systems or

trains, the performance of medical, educational or recreational wage-labour which is not objectivized

outside the worker —the sale of specific forms of labour rather than of commodities—, the work of
commercial or banking clerks and of the employees of insurance companies or market research firms.”)
Mandel [1981, 45].

Marx defines labour power as mental and physical capabilities (“the aggregate of those mental and

physical capabilities existing in a human being”, Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [182]), as labor (“the

use value of labor power, or in other words, labor”, Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [204]), and as the

worker himself (“man himself, viewed as the impersonation of labour power, is a natural object, a

thing, although a living conscious thing”, Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [212-213]).

103" Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [45].
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that labor power, in addition to use value, is value: he affirms that the value of labor power
is determined “as in the case of every other commodity”,!%* but he is immediately forced
to formulate exceptions and peculiarities which, critically considered, are incompatible

with the law of value as he develops it throughout the three volumes of Capital.

Paradoxically, not many authors have questioned the characterization of labor power as a
commodity. I will only mention the two works that seem to me to be most pertinent.
Michel Henry points out that the distinction between labor and labor power is
ontologically incorrect and leaves intact the paradox faced by Political Economy before
Marx, that is, that of explaining how the principle generating value is susceptible of
having a value itself: both categories, labor and labor power, constitute for Henry the
dimension of subjectivity, irreducible entirely to the proper field of economics.105 Marx’s
enormous contribution to the understanding of wages and exploitation, according to
Henry, does not lie in the introduction of his concept of labor power as opposed to labor,
but rather in conceptualizing that wages are not related to the value of human praxis
— which is otherwise valueless — but constitute the value that allows the worker to acquire
a set of objects that make her and her family’s survival possible; by defining wages in this
way (and not as the value of labor power), Marx confines value to the specific field of the
economy — the field of the object that is commodity — and highlights the impossibility of
human subjectivity being reduced to that field, the field of the law of value. Labor power,
like labor and like the worker, is not a commodity.

In the same direction, by another path, Herbert Gintis and Samuel Bowles advance in the
same direction. I highlight only one of their arguments: Marx’s definition of the value of
labor power is circular, unlike his definition of the value of other commodities.10¢ In order
to consider that the exchange between capitalist and worker is an exchange of equivalents,
Marx defines the value of labor power as the value of the means of subsistence of the
worker and her family; however, the amount of means of subsistence that workers
consume is determined by what they can buy with their wages, in such a way that the
concept of value remains indeterminate, trapped in the tautological circle value = price of
the wage basket = wage = value. Effectively, the value of any commodity is not affected
by what happens in the process of circulation: if the price of the commodity rises above
its value in a conjunctural or sustained manner (for example due to the leveling of the rate
of profit or the existence of monopoly rents), this has no effect on the value of the
commodity; that is a basic principle of Marx’s theory of value. The same is not true of
labor power: if the value of labor power determined by the mass of means of subsistence
which on the average the worker acquires, and this quantity of means of subsistence is
determined by the real wage (that is, by the process of fixing the money wage and the
price of the means of subsistence, which are variables respectively of distribution and
circulation), we would have the paradoxical situation that the value of this supposed
commodity would be determined by variables of circulation, that is, alien to the process
of its production, in such a way that the causality between value and price that Marx
postulates for the rest of commodities would be inverted. On the contrary, if we leave
aside the attempt to justify labor power as a commodity, its value simply does not exist:
what exists is the wage, determined directly by the wage struggle as the main variable of
distribution between classes, and the rate of exploitation would be clearly determined as
the relation between the wage and the value created by labor.

104" Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [180].
195 Henry [1976, 329].
196 Herbert & Bowles [1981, 6].
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Our purpose is not to visit exhaustively the arguments against the idea that labor power
is a commodity, but only a few with the purpose of highlighting that this is an idea that
Marx fails to demonstrate and that from a theoretical point of view is highly questionable.
However, the fact that labor power is characterized as a commodity would be
indispensable, although not sufficient, for the labor that provides services to workers to
be considered productive.

The second type of argument against the idea that labor linked to services destined for
workers creates value is related to the very definition of productive labor. Let us accept
for a moment that labor that produces material commodities and labor power is productive,
that labor power is a commodity, and that its value is determined by the amount of labor
required to produce the wage basket (the mass of means of subsistence). Let us also accept
that this wage basket includes services, and that the amount of labor performed as services
is greater than the labor that the worker in the service firm receives in the objective form
of wages. Can it be said that the surplus labor of that services worker attains an objective
and separate existence as surplus value, in accordance with Marx’s correction of Smith’s
condition B of productive labor? No, because the production of labor power does not
create surplus value. Can that labor be said to have created capital, in accordance with
Marx’s more radical formulation of his definition of productive labor? No, because labor
power, outside capitalist production (in the sphere of consumption), is not capital.

Effectively, it is not adequate to affirm that the labor power is a product of labor providing
services destined for workers, any more than it is a product of labor producing means of
subsistence. Labor linked to services can generate profit for the capital that employs it,
just as does labor that produces food or clothing and in general means of subsistence. But
the production, formation, maintenance and reproduction of labor power is not the result
of work that produces means of subsistence nor of work that accomplishes services for
workers but is the result of the vital activity of the worker, among which can be counted
her consumption, and that activity (nor her consumption) is not a process of capitalist
production and therefore does not generate surplus value. Activities connected with the
constitution of labor power, whether or not they are paid for, whether performed by the
worker himself, by members of her family or by service providers, should be categorized
as unproductive, since they are not objectified as surplus value, for the same reason that
labor producing commodities in the framework of a non-capitalist production process is
categorized as unproductive.

Nor does it seem adequate to say that the labor of services destined for workers meets
Marx’s definition according to which “only labor which produces capital is productive
labor.”'%7 The constitution of labor power cannot be considered capital production for the
simple reason that labor power is not capital, or is so only after being acquired by capital,
in which case it assumes the form of productive capital. Precisely because the labor
creates capital, it cannot itself be considered capital. For the rest, what takes place in the
activity that enables the worker to reconstitute himself, of which the process of
consumption that Marx calls ‘production of labor power’ is a part, is the reconstitution of
the person who works, the only force capable of opposing capital, its absolute opposite.

107 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [12, 303].
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The third type of argument is related to the confusion that arises from adopting a
definition of productive labor that includes a portion of existing services with diffuse and
arbitrary boundaries. Only people who can be considered as possessors of that commodity
Marx calls ‘labor power’ would give rise to the objectification as value of the labor linked
to the services they consume. Who, among all those who consume services, are the people
who count as labor power? Those whose labor creates value? All wage-earning persons,
including those employed in circulation or in public services such as the army, the courts
and the penitentiaries? All persons, since they possess “the aggregate of those mental and
physical capabilities existing in a human being”,'%® including those who do not work and
those who also belong to the idle classes? It is necessary to answer these questions in
order to know in which of them the school teacher, the doctor and the actor objectify their
labor as value and in which they do not, on which the global mass of value produced in
society would depend. It is possible to spin it even more finely. Take, for example, the
labor of the school teacher: is it objectified as part of the future value of the future labor
power of the children who are her students today, or as the present value of the labor
power of their working parents? what if their parents were not workers? what if some
children did not become workers? does the same apply to the sons and daughters of
workers who produce value and workers who do not, such as bank employees or soldiers?
what if they labor part-time? Any answer to these questions contains an element of
arbitrariness unusual in Marx’s reasoning, which makes one suspect that this modification
by Marx of Smith’s condition A, by which he includes the possibility of immaterial labor
being objectified as value in labor power, constitutes a bad solution to a false problem,
as Adam Smith had correctly intuited:

Adam Smith excludes the latter [labour “that produces, trains, develops, maintains or reproduces
labour capacity itself”’] from his category of productive labour; arbitrarily, but with a certain correct
instinct—that if he included it, this would open the flood-gates for false pretensions to the title of
productive labour.!%

Why would Marx’s modification of Smith’s condition A be a bad solution? Because the
creation of value is simply left undetermined. What is the magnitude of the value created
by that immaterial labor which is supposedly objectified as the value of labor power? The
mass of commodity-producing labor of society is objectified as a sum total of value which
is equal to the sum total of the prices of all commodities produced. The commodities
produced by certain branches have a value greater than their price, which is offset by the
commodities produced by other branches, whose value is less than their price, but for the
aggregate of all branches the sum of prices equals the sum of values, for the simple reason
that prices are simply a redistribution of the value created. This idea, crucial to the
robustness of the law of value, would be broken if the total value created by labor were
not limited to the sum of commodity prices, but if to that sum had to be added the total
value created by immaterial labor in the form of new present and future labor power.
Throughout the three volumes of Capital, Marx carefully analyzes the relationship
between labor and value, on the one hand, and between value and price, on the other, and
he analyzes with the utmost rigor the set of processes of production, distribution and
circulation through which labor is transformed into merchandise and money, and ends up
being appropriated (and expropriated) as such. This analysis does not extend to
immaterial labor, and to try to extend it would undermine the very foundations of the law
of value, since, as has been said, value constitutes a relation proper to things.

108 Marx [1872] Capital I, Vol 35 [177].
109 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [27, VII-313].
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And why with this bad solution would we be attending to a false problem? Because Marx
characterizes labor power as a commodity for the purpose of reinforcing his theory of
exploitation, but this is unnecessary. The theory of exploitation does not require that the
worker has less value than the value he produces; it is enough that he receives less value
than the value he produces, which is an inherent result of the dynamics of the capitalist
system. That is to say, it is not necessary to postulate that labor power is a commodity and
that it has value for the theory of exploitation to be sustained; that the worker appears as
a commodity does not mean that he is one, nor that he is a commodity that contains surplus
value, and even less that he is a commodity that is capital. Value is the subjectivity of the
worker wrested by capital by transforming it into a thing; specifically capitalist
exploitation already stands behind this definition of value. To maintain that labor power
is a commodity gives rise to many problems and no solution.

Conclusions

We have analyzed the two modifications made by Marx to Smith’s definition of
productive labor: with the first modification, Marx maintains that productive is not labor
that generates profit but labor that creates surplus value; with the second modification,
Marx maintains that productive is labor that produces commodities, but includes among
commodities not only material objects destined for sale but also labor power. The
discussion of these modifications makes Marx’s process of reflection on the character of
labor that provides services more intelligible and his changes of position seem less chaotic;
nevertheless, this intelligibility is insufficient to affirm that he has meditatively and
unequivocally opted for any of his positions. Whenever he approached the subject he did
so in polemic with his predecessors and with the aim of highlighting specific aspects, but
he never dealt with it systematically and considering all its conceptual and political
implications, possibly because he believed that personal services would never go beyond
being a marginal and secondary phenomenon. In the light of what we have seen so far,
we can visualize two positions of Marx.

According to one of his positions, justified by the modification of Smith’s condition B,
productive labor is that which creates surplus value, which excludes any labor that does
not give rise to a commodity. It is not enough that its employer appropriates a profit, as
Smith originally maintained, since there are activities which in the distribution of social
surplus-value obtain a profit but do not contribute to the creation of that surplus-value.
Commerce and banking are examples that no one questions of such activities, whose labor
is productive from the point of view of the individual capitalist (because it procures a
profit) but not from the point of view of social capital (because its costs and profits are
rather a deduction from social surplus-value). The same is true of the more controversial
case of labor that provides services through capitalist enterprises, such as private
education or health care. Such labor is not objectified in a commodity, as Marx defines
the commodity in chapter 1 of Capital I, which implies that it does not create value or
surplus value, since value is “mere congelation,” “incarnation,” “crystal” of abstract
labor, and labor becomes abstract only by the equalization between products
accomplished through exchange. This would seem to be the position consistent with the
theory of value and commodity fetishism: labor that provides services (with the exception
of services that modify the location and duration of commodities, such as transport,
preservation and storage) does not create surplus value and is therefore unproductive.
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This is the position Marx holds in various passages of the Economic Manuscript 1861-
1863 and in Capital I, although in the latter book only implicitly.

According to the other of his positions, justified by the modification of Smith’s condition
A, productive is also the labor that contributes to the reproduction of labour power, which,
according to Marx, would be a commodity. If this postulate is accepted, all labor that
“produces, trains, develops, maintains or reproduces labour power itself” must be
considered as value-creating and would be productive labor. This is the position Marx
holds in various passages of the Economic Manuscript 1861-1863 and in Capital I,
although in the latter book only on a couple of occasions and in a very tangential manner.
This position is less solid than the previous one, since it is based on an unconvincing
postulate —that labor power is a commodity— which conflicts on several sides with the
theory of value and ultimately implies the indeterminacy of the law of value; moreover,
it is less useful, since it opens multiple undefinitions that seem theoretically irresolvable
and that condemn to failure any empirical estimation attempt.

What has been said so far does not allow us to attribute to Marx a unique and unequivocal
position, but it clarifies his positions and facilitates the interpretation of various examples
in his text that at first sight appear contradictory. The labor of the writer who works for a
publishing company is productive in either of Marx’s two positions, since it is part of the
labor necessary to produce a commodity (the book) and as such participates in the creation
of value and surplus value.!!? The labor of the teacher who works for a private school is
not productive for one of the positions, since it does not result in the production of a
material object and therefore is not objectified as value and surplus value, but it can be
productive for the other position, if its result is the production of labor power. The labor
of the actor and the opera singer who work for private performing companies is not
productive for one of the positions, for the same reason that that of the teacher is not, and
neither is it for the other, insofar as those performances do not form part of the workers’
means of subsistence —at least not for the great majority of workers. And so it can go on...

The discussion is relevant not for the purpose of founding a taxonomy of labor but to shed
light on the phenomenon of unequal exchange between different branches, regions and
countries. If the only labor that creates value and surplus value is the labor that produces
capitalist commodities (material objects destined for exchange that contain surplus
value), the entire service economy would be financed by a massive transfer of value from
the branches that mobilize productive labor. The measurement of GDP would be inflated
by double and triple counting, since payments for services are added to GDP as value
added when in reality services do not add value, but their income is only part of the value
created by the productive branches. The development of the service sector would be
financed partly as transfers of income generated in the productive branches (in the case
of personal services) and partly as deductions from social surplus value (in the case of
impersonal services). This would reveal a highly contributing factor to the tendency of
the rate of profit to fall and the existence of a massive transfer of value from the branches
and regions that produce commodities to the branches and regions whose labor is
concentrated in the provision of services. A proper conceptualization of the labor that
accomplishes services from the point of view of its relation to value and surplus value
would allow a better understanding of the ways in which the appropriation of the labor of

110 Marx [1861-1863] Economic Manuscript, Vol 31 [14, 304]: “A writer is a productive labourer not in

so far as he produces ideas, but in so far as he enriches the publisher who publishes his works, or if he
is a wage labourer for a capitalist.”
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others operates in the form of value and would reveal a privileged source of the great
inequalities that continue to accumulate.
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