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Introduction

In this paper I argue that a fully developed Marxian theory of value goes beyond substantialist, or productivist, and monetary, or circulationist, theories of value.
 More precisely I argue that the former overcomes the opposition between the latter two theories. In substantialist or Ricardian theories, value is intrinsic within commodities by virtue of the labour embodied in them. Monetary theories of value hold that value inheres in the relation between commodities which are exchanged against the universal equivalent, money. The fully developed Marxian theory grasps value as value-in-process, as constituted by the unity of the spheres of production and circulation qua production process of capital. Through the subsumption of production under the capital-form of value, which itself originates from the dialectic of forms of value arising from the sphere of exchange, abstract labour is posited as the substance of value, and the labour-process is posited as value-producing; values produced in this way are realised in exchange.  The entire process is the circuit of value-in-process qua self-valorising value.  Thus capital is the overriding unity of the two opposed spheres, which are now posited as moments of its own circuit; each is the presupposition of the other. 

Such a reconstruction of Marxian value theory shows that value can neither be posited nor realised without the entire circle of posited presuppositions of capital being in place - something lacking in both one-sided substantialist, or productivist, and monetary, or circulationist, theories of value. This reconstruction of Marxian value theory I call the “capital-theory of value”.

Productivist v circulationist theories of value

To help me establish the terms of this discussion I’m going to use two articles co-authored by Axel Kicillof and Guido Starosta: “Value form and class struggle: A critique of the autonomist theory of value” published in Capital and Class and “On Materiality and Social Form: A Political Critique of Rubin’s Value-Form Theory” (from Historical Materialism).
 In both articles different variants of value form theory are contrasted: “Production-centred value-form theory” on the one hand (I’m going to call them “productivist theories of value”, or “productivism” as a shorthand), and “circulationist” theories of value on the other. The authors are broadly critical of the “formalism” of circulationist theories, which they feel obscures or overlooks “the materiality of value-producing labour as a historical form of development of human productive subjectivity”; this in turn is deemed to foreclose a revolutionary understanding of the transformative powers of the working class.
 The latter article probes the alleged tension within Rubin’s account between a production-centered value-form theory and a circulationist perspective. 

Productivist theories of value

Circulationist theories stem to a large extent from Rubin, notwithstanding the above alleged tension (although it could equally reasonably be argued they stem from Marx, the first “value-form theorist”). They became widespread in the 1970s in the German debates, but also in the anglophone world, as a counter to the Ricardianism or the so-called “technological paradigm” which had characterised orthodox or traditional Marxism up until that point. 

Ricardian or productivist conceptions proceed from the identification of value with embodied labour
; the point is made by Kicillof and Starosta thus: “In seeing value as embodied labour, Ricardian readings confine their analysis to the ‘material-technical’ aspect of the production process”.
 Value is thus seen as being immanent within the commodity, or intrinsic to it. Traditional Marxism ignored the discussion in Marx of the fetishistic social forms which govern capitalist social relations, and generally followed Ricardo and bourgeois economics generally in viewing money as nothing more than a useful technical tool for facilitating the exchange of pre-existing commodity values.

Circulationist theories of value

By contrast, circulationist theories hold that value, rather than being immanent within commodities, inheres in the relation between them; it is by virtue of their exchange within the sphere of circulation that commodities are determined as values. It is definitive of most variants of circulationism that abstract labour and value can only acquire reality through the exchange of commodities against the universal equivalent, money. Accordingly, in these conceptions it is this systematic exchange which constitutes the value-relation. Such theories can be termed monetary theories of value, and were developed in the German debates of the 1970s along the lines already laid out by I. I. Rubin.
 Following the latter, circulationist and social theories of value emphasise the social character of economic categories – these are social forms (value, money, capital, wages etc.) and are characteristic of a particular society, namely the one in which the capitalist mode of production predominates. 

Sublating the opposition between productivism and circulationism: the reciprocal implication between the spheres of production and circulation

The productivist and circulationist theories of value stand in opposition to each other, as is reflected in debates for example about whether commodities can be said to have a value before exchange.
 Marx himself gives various answers to this question at different points of his exposition. Sometimes he argues that there is no value without monetary commensuration but then also says commensuration by money reflects an already commensurate quantity (viz. abstract labour-time).

Chris Arthur’s gloss on Rubin’s discussion of this problem is instructive here:

First of all, when it is said that value is predicated on exchange, it is important to distinguish two senses which might be meant. This is the way Rubin tackles the issue. He points out that in some places Marx seems to assume value and abstract labour must already be given to exchange; and in other places they presuppose exchange. In resolving this conundrum he says: ' We must distinguish exchange as a social form of the process … alternating with the phase of direct production.' So what Rubin emphasises is that, if production is production for exchange, this leaves its imprint on the course of the process of production itself'.
 This is why value and abstract labour are forms arising from a process of production oriented to exchange; but if exchange is taken narrowly, in opposition to production, they may be posited as prior to it.

In Rubin’s (and Arthur’s) approach we find the key to resolving the tension between productivist and circulationist theories of value. The crucial point here is in the understanding of the relationship between spheres of production and circulation in terms of the totality of the capitalist production process – i.e. the valorisation process of capital in its entirety. The indispensable categories here for grasping this relationship are those of subsumption and form-determination: the subsumption of the immediate production process under capital is its form-determination by capital. Through this subsumption, the immediate process of production is teleologically oriented to the expansion of exchange-value – i.e. to the valorisation of capital. 

In Arthur’s reconstruction of Marxian value-theory, the exchange of commodities gives rise to a dialectic of forms of value in abstraction from production, in a way analogous to the development of the forms of thought in Hegel’s Logic – indeed Arthur argues for a homology between Hegel’s Logic and the first 6 chapters of the first volume of Marx’s Capital. I briefly recapitulate here the systematic dialectic of the value-form, in order to substantiate the point about the form-determination of production in capitalist society.

The dialectic of forms of value

Marx proceeds from his phenomenological starting-point, the commodity (which “appears as the elementary form of the wealth of societies in which the capitalist mode of production prevails”), to distinguish analytically use-value and value; then from the simplest category of value, the systematic dialectic of the value-form proceeds from the commodity, to money, to capital, as self-valorising value.
 
The dialectic is driven by the movement of the self-grounding of value. The initial determination of value, as pure universal essence of the commodity or “mere immanence” proves inadequate; value in fact proves to be immanent in the relations of commodities to one another.
 However this determination of value in commodity relations itself proves contradictory, and the contradiction is provisionally resolved by the transition to a universal equivalent: “value cannot be actualised in an accidental exchange but requires the unification of the world of commodities through the establishment of a universal equivalent”.
 Thus the abstraction of value which is implicit in commodity relations is now grounded in a form which explicitly posits it, namely money. This movement from the commodity-form of value to the money-form of value can be seen in Hegelian terms as a movement from value in itself to value for itself.

The money-form of value itself suffers from structural deficiencies or internal contradictions (indeed it can be viewed as a “contradiction in essence”). For to be value for itself, to “actualise the concept of value in autonomous form”
, the money-form of value cannot merely mediate between commodities in their exchange; but if it is withdrawn from circulation and hoarded, it loses its character as money, as value, and it becomes mere “metal dump”. This contradiction brings about the emergence of a new form of value which no longer plays the subordinate role of merely mediating between commodities (as in the figure C-M-C), but instead makes itself the object of its immersion in circulation, or the end, the purpose, the telos of circulation (as represented by the figure M-C-M´).
 This inversion generates the capital-form of value. In Hegelian terminology, we have now arrived at value in and for itself: value which takes itself as its own end or telos.

The subsumption of production under capital

The capital-form of value, self-valorising value, however, is unable to actualise itself in the sphere of circulation where the exchange of equivalents obtains; in order to realise itself, it must externalise itself in the material world of production, where surplus value can be generated through the exploitation of labour-power. It is this movement of subsumption of production under the value-form (i.e. under capital) which posits (abstract, universal) labour as the substance of value.

We can now return to the question of the relationship between the spheres of production and circulation and the opposing conceptions of productivist and circulationist theories of value. 

We have seen that production is teleologically subsumed to the goal of the self-valorisation of value. The capital-form of value, arising from the dialectic of pure forms of value given by the exchange of commodities, subsumes production under itself. Through this movement, the production process is posited as (surplus-)value producing, as the valorisation process of capital. Thus we see how the spheres of production and exchange react back on each other, and stand in a relation of reciprocal implication, or are dialectically interpenetrated; however, the relation is also an asymmetric one – for it is capital which subsumes production under itself, and not vice-versa. Capital is the unity of spheres of production and circulation, it is their overriding or overarching (übergreifend) unity. As such, it is the sublation (Aufhebung) of their opposition. At the level of the social totality (the unity of the immediate process of production and the process of circulation as the capitalist production process), value is fully determined as a social relation of production. 

Once we have ascended to the fully developed capital-theory of value, we can see, then, how both the one-sided productivist and circulationist theories of value are inadequate. Indeed they might be seen to correspond to moments of the dialectic of forms of value reproduced at the more concrete level of determinations of the capitalist production process as a totality (i.e. once production is grasped as form-determined by capital). Thus substantialist or labour-embodied theories of value correspond to the moment of value in itself, i.e. as immanence or immediacy; circulationist and/or monetary theories of value correspond to the moment of value for-itself, i.e. as posited or mediated; finally the fully developed Hegelo-Marxian theory of value recreates the sublation of the opposition between these two prior moments in that of value in-and-for-itself, i.e. of value as self-grounding through its determination as the telos of exchange qua self-valorising value (i.e. capital) and through the subordination of production to this end. 

The circuit of capital as value-in-process

In opposition, then, to the substantialist and monetary theories of value, we can propose a capital theory of value: the law of value only operates on the basis of the capitalist operation (i.e. exploitation) of labour-power. (The law of value is of course mediated by the competition between individual capitals on the market and its regulation of production). To put it another way: there is no value without surplus-value. We have seen how in the reconstruction of the systematic dialectic of capital, the forms of value are characterised by internal deficiencies, each of which are provisionally overcome in the transition to the subsequent (more developed) form of value. The entire dialectic is self-grounding, and self-reproducing: we have here a set of internal relations, in which each moment presupposes and is presupposed by all the others. This means quite simply that value is only fully determined, and fully self-grounding, at the level of the concrete whole – i.e. at the level of the capital form of value and its subsumption of the labour process.
 

To the questions, then, as to whether value is constituted in production or in circulation (e.g. does a commodity possess value before it gets to market?), we can answer that value subsists only as the movement of its self-expansion (as “the subject of the process of its own valorisation”); this movement is the unity of the spheres of production and circulation qua production process of capital, in which each of the spheres is determined as a moment, each presupposing the other, of this overarching process. Through the subsumption of production under capital, then, such that the production process is posited or form-determined as the valorisation process of capital, values are posited in production and validated or realised in exchange. Value, then, persists across the circuit of its own valorisation, qua value-in-process (i.e. qua capital). As self-moving universal abstraction, or abstract universal, it takes on various material shapes while always retaining its (objectively) ideal character. 

It would be perilous to think figuratively about this, but the analogy between the circuits of capital (circuits of self-valorising value) and electrical circuits might be instructive. Is value produced in production, or is it constituted by the exchange of commodities? As we have seen, it is both, insofar as production is teleologically oriented to the self-expansion of exchange-value. However value can only subsist as value-in-process; the circuit cannot be broken at any point. Even though in several senses the circuit is not unbroken: the realisation of the value of the commodity through its exchange with money is described by Marx as a “salto mortale”, a leap of faith. The risk is that the value of the commodity might fail to be realised. But this is not the only salto mortale in the circuit of value-in-process: when capital is invested in the commodities labour-power and means of production, another one occurs. Variable capital is advanced as wages, which are exchanged for commodities consumed by workers in order to reproduce themselves (from the point of view of capital, in order to replace their labour-power); workers then produce new value equivalent to the value of their wages, with an additional surplus (surplus-value). We might say that value arcs across this divide, this break in the circuit.  
The charge of formalism

At this point we can briefly consider the charge of formalism levelled against Rubin and Rubin-inspired value-form theory by Kicillof and Starosta. The latter criticise the prioritising of (social) form over the material content and character of production. To this we can answer: “Don’t shoot the messenger!” This ‘formalism’ - or rather the priority of form over content - is not the result of a category error or bad theory, instead it characterises the objective social processes in capitalist society. Arthur puts the point about the priority of form in capitalist society thus: “In value form theory it is the development of the forms of exchange that is seen as the prime determinant of the capitalist economy rather than the content regulated by it”.
 We have seen how the subsumption of the labour process under capital can equally be seen as its form-determination by capital – i.e. by the capital-form of value. Arguably Kicillof and Starosta fail to grasp the significance of this form-determination: the “material content and character of production” - the (capitalist) organisation of the labour-process - is determined by its social form – i.e. as the capitalist exploitation of labour-power.
 

Rubin on form and content

Kicillof and Starosta argue that the tensions between productivism and circulationism within Rubin's account prevent him from developing a proper conception of the “material content and character of production”:  “(a)ll in all, Rubin's approach shows a certain 'discomfort' with the materiality of the production process of human life. And this thwarts his otherwise valid attempt to comprehend the inner unity between material content and social form.” 

It is worth citing Rubin at length on his conception the relation between form and content in relation to value and abstract labour: 

 One might say that this concept of abstract labor must be taken as the basis, as the content and substance of value. One cannot forget that, on the question of the relation between content and form, Marx took the standpoint of Hegel, and not of Kant. Kant treated form as something external in relation to the content, and as something which adheres to the content from the outside. From the standpoint of Hegel's philosophy, the content is not in itself something to which form adheres from the outside. Rather, through its development, the content itself gives birth to the form which was already latent in the content. Form necessarily grows out of the content itself. This is a basic premise of Hegel's and Marx's methodology, a premise which is opposed to Kant's methodology. From this point of view, the form of value necessarily grows out of the substance of value. Therefore, we must take abstract labor in all the variety of its social properties characteristic for a commodity economy, as the substance of value. And, finally, if we take abstract labor as the content of value, we achieve a significant simplification of Marx's entire schema. In this case, labor as the content of value does not differ from labor which creates value.

Interestingly Rubin's conception conflicts with the idea of form-determination as precisely an abstract, external relation of subsumption under the value-form. The concrete production process is subsumed under the abstract form of self-valorising value whose existence is given by the systematic dialectic of pure forms arising from exchange. It is true that Marx makes the conceptual distinction between formal and real subsumption: in the latter, the content and material character of production is shaped (i.e. form-determined) so as to be adequate to its form as specifically capitalist production. It is a peculiar argument by Rubin that somehow abstract labour as content gives birth to the form of value already latent within it. This would seem to be a reversal of the systematic order of categories, of the logical priority assumed by the form of value in its subsumption of the production process, in which the capital-form of value shapes a content adequate to itself. It is likely that Kicillof and Starosta's diagnosis of an ambivalence or oscillation between productivism and circulationism in Rubin lies behind his inversion of the systematic order of categories.
 

The political/anti-political implications of the capital-theory of value

If we return from this excursus to consider the capital-theory of value, the question of its (anti-)political implications might be raised. Once capitalist social relations have constituted themselves as a self-reproducing, if internally contradictory totality through the subsumption of labour under capital and the reproduction of the class relation, value is fully determined as socially necessary labour time - or better, socially necessary exploitation time: value is only constituted negatively through the exploitation of workers rather than affirmatively through the ‘constitutive power of labour’.
 It is the capital form of value which posits abstract labour, (or the abstract exploitation of workers) as its substance or its content. Value, in this ultimate sense, then, has exploitation inscribed within it, or rather it inscribes exploitation within its form. The capital-theory of value (which we might term the “capitalist labour theory of value”), then, in opposition to the affirmation of labour (as value-producing) intrinsic to Ricardian and traditional Marxist theories, has radically negative political implications, or indeed, anti-political ones.
 
The historicity of value

Before concluding, a few words are in order on the question of the historicity of value which is raised by the capital-theory of value. If it is true that value, in order to be fully determined, and fully self-grounding, has to generate the capital-form of value, and to subsume labour under itself – i.e. a necessary condition for the subsistence of value is the capitalist mode of production (the capitalist exploitation of labour-power), then on what basis can the exchange-relations (commodity- and money-relations) of Ancient Greece take place? Are such relations expressions of value, and are they governed by the law of value? Is money truly a universal equivalent in the ancient world?

In Marx’s exposition in the first chapter of volume one of Capital he considers Aristotle’s analysis of the exchange relation in Nicomachean Ethics, and observes that while the latter correctly identifies some of the modalities of the value-relation, he is in fact hamstrung by the fact that he is unable to develop a concept of value owing to the form of society in which he lived. For 

Aristotle himself was unable to extract this fact, that, in the form of commodity-values, all labour is expressed as equal human labour and therefore as labour of equal quality, by inspection from the form of value, because Greek society was founded on the labour of slaves, hence had as its natural basis the inequality of men and their labour-powers. The secret of the expression of value, namely the equality and equivalence of all kinds of labour because and in so far as they are human labour in general, could not be deciphered until the concept of human equality had already acquired the permanence of a fixed popular opinion. This however becomes possible only in a society where the commodity-form is the universal form of the product of labour, hence the dominant social relation is the relation between men as possessors of commodities.

The implication in Marx’s argument is that the exchange-relation in ancient Greece is indeed a value-relation, but that its regulative principle remained obscure because commodity-production was not generalised. I would suggest that what we have here ought to be considered an ante-diluvian form of value, before generalised commodity-production (i.e. capitalist commodity production). For it is unclear that the value-form regulates social labour in pre-capitalist societies where commodities are exchanged. The question of a regulative principle behind exchange in these cases is an open one. Is exchange merely accidental? Is there no law of value operational? But then in this case there is a paradox here: how can money pre-exist a law of value? It might be the case that we have to consider money as an ante-diluvian form, and say something like value exists merely in some undeveloped, prototype sense in the ancient societies where commodity-production occurs. For the implications of the capital-theory of value are that systematically it is only with the fully developed capital-form of value and historically with the predominance of the capitalist mode of production that value can be said to be actual (i.e. effective).
Conclusion

To recapitulate: the present inquiry into the peculiar ontology of value has arrived at the capital-theory of value (or the capitalist labour theory of value) as the sublation of the opposition between productivist and circulationist theories of value, which can be seen as the theoretical expression of moments of the overall circuit of capital – i.e. of the self-movement of value-in-process. Value is posited in production by the subsumption of labour under capital (i.e. by the orienting of the production process to the goal of the self-expansion of exchange-value) and realised in exchange. The entire process is a circle of posited presuppositions – value as abstract self-moving form is substantialised by the unity of the spheres of production and circulation, which have become moments of the production process of capital. Through this subsumption, the immediate process of production is form-determined as the valorisation process of capital; value can only subsist qua value-in-process (i.e. qua self-valorising value), and the law of value can only operate on the contradictory basis of the capitalist exploitation of labour-power, i.e. on the basis of the class contradiction between capital and proletariat. 
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