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In his article ‘The Val

ue Controversy
Wright has

attempted to confront t
serious attempts to reassess Marx’s |
sustained post-Althusserian work
Hussain,’  concerned chiefly to develop 4
epistemological critique of Marx’s ¢l
(whose work can be considered in ¢
findings sometimes labelled neo-
more directly with Marx’s ¢
labour theory of val
value rate of expl
like const

and Social Research’ Erik Olip
wo of the past decade’s mogt
€gacy and scientific impact: the
of Cutler, Hindess, Hirst, and
methodological-
aims; and that of lan Steedman
onjunction with g broader set of
Ricardian by critics), concerned
conomic claims, and in particular with the
ue and its associated concepts—surplus-value,
oitation, the structure of capital in value concepts
ant and variable capital, the value-related law of the
tendency of the rate of profit to fall. etc. It is Wright's aim to explore
the relation of these two challenges to what he terms a ‘reconstructed
version of the traditional Marxist account based onthe labour theory
of value’. In conducting his comparison and assessment, Wright
chooses to view them all from the ‘vantage point of the
labour theory of value itself’. | assume that this me
well each of the approac!

Marxist
ansin terms of how
1es can deal with the concerns, questions,
and problems that the labour theory of value presumably handles
successfully, or at least puts on the research agenda in a resolvable
manner. To focus the analysis and restrict its length he chooses the
examination of profits gs the basis of comparison. By his own

! Anthony Cutler, Barry Hindess, Payl Hirst, and Athar Hussain, Marys Capital
and Capitalism Today,

2 vols., London 1977, 1978
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real wages, and if prices and profits can be calcul
data, then no transformation what
theory of capitalist profits
ation of values into prices o
defined situations, for this
onstrated by several analyst
ical gain is achieved by
its most general form
without returning to ¢

attempting to follow this route. In
ulation, no transformation can
he sTcp and the real wage.’

It is true that in footnote 9 Wrigh
maintains that puzzles result from t
dismisses the grounds for this cl
definition of surplus |
to which Steedman has called attention can be re
are given no indication of what M
the wider implications of t}
merely that values cease to be additive

difficulties discovered by Steedman); m
considered as embodying or incorporating identifi
‘socially necessary labour time’—at least not in
depending on the average conditions of productio
branch of industry in which several actual
(techniques) are in use. On the contrary, Morishima’s definition of
‘surplus labour’ requires that we discover, by linear programming
methods, for instance, the minimum amount of labour time needed to
produce the consumption basket for workers if this consumption is

set at subsistence. ntity of labour-time is

n in a particular
processes of production

® This notional minimum qua

* Some relevant works are: V.K. Dmitriev, Economic Essays on Valye,

and Utility, London 1974 L. von Bortkiewicz, ‘Value and Price in the Marxian
System’, in International Economic Papers, 1952: Francis Seton, ‘The Transformation
Problem’, in Review of Economic Suudies, vol. 24, 1957, reproduced in M.C. Howard
and J.E. King (eds.), The Economics of Marx, Harmondsworth 1976; M. Morishima,
Marx’s Economics: A Dual Theory of Value and Growth, London 1973, Part HI; Luigi
Pasinetti, Lectures on the Theory of Production, New York 1977, appendix to chapter

V. pp. 122-150. The list is ordered in terms of mathematical difficulty from the least to
the most demanding,

> Arguments and demonstrations to this effect
Steedman, Marx After Sraffa, London, NLs, 197
¢ M. Morishima, ‘Marx in the Light of Modern
vol. 42, 1974, pp. 611-632. This is Morishima’s ina
the Chair of Mathematical Economics

Comperition

are to be found in Morishima, and
7, chapters 2, 3, and 4.

Economic Theory’, in Econometrica,

ugurallecture on his appointment to
at the London Schoo] of Economics.
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linear-programming problem for the efficient util
(emphasis added).”

This is indeed g theoretical
programmes. But as Steedman h
beyond Marx’s use of va
to production methods
a single commodity, a
the €conomy, or the wh

ization of labour

advance import
as pointed out,# ¢
lue categories. His value categories referred
actually used; they were additive, whether for

particular process of production, a sector of
ole ¢Conomy, since valy

ant to research
he advance goes

> and they were always
value analysis with fixed
the possibility of negative

Ppositive. Since the ex
capital and joint pro
additive va]

ploration of labour-
duction has revealed

Itisat thisjuncture that Morishima
that the puzzle of negative values
conceptualize values so a5 to

takes us further, by showing us
can be eliminated if we re-

attain greater generality, in terms ofthe
‘optimum valyeg’ mentioned above. Byt whilst value Categories are

oW positive again, they are neither actual nor additjve. The
difference of opinion between Morishima and Steedman relates only
to whether Morishima’s Proposals can continue to be regarded as
basically a version of Marx’s labour theory of valye. Steedman thinks
not. But as regards the central issue in the assessment of the Sraffian
model, which ig Wright’s main concern, Morishimg does not help the
‘reconstructed Marxian mode] at all. He himself emphasizes the

objectivity of the calculation of the rate of exploitation under his
approach. This rate ig Now obtained ejther g the rati

labour’ to ‘necessary laboyr’ as reconceptualized, o
paid to unpaid labour

consumption of workers evaluated
the actual embodied-labour valt
exploitation and the correspondj
subsistence consumption, or the

I as the ratio of

1€s. In both cases the rate of
ng ‘optimum value’ of workers’
‘necessary laboyr’ in the ¢conomy,

7Ibid., pp. 615-61¢
8 Jan Steedman, ‘Positive Profits with Negative Surplus-Value: A Reply’, in The
Economic Journal, vol, 86, 1976.
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tions set a limit on the potential

the physical in
 rate of profit under given production conditions. What is at issue,
however, is whether the STCP and the real wage (treated as a variable)
determine the rate of profit or whether some additional determinants
wdicated by or related to the stce and the real wage are required;
and whether the traditional ‘labour-embodied’ conception of values
is appropriate for an understanding of ‘surplus labour’ and its
measurement-—in other words, whether ‘surplus-value’ can be taken
as an adequate representation of ‘surplus labour’ for all capitalist
economies (even under the least restrictive assumptions). Wright
simply assumes and asserts this, thus either failing to understand
what the argument is about or misleading his readers into thinking
that if ‘surplus labour” exists in any sense whatever, then the labour-
value concept of ‘surplus-value’ is legitimated.
This point 18 crucial to the rest of Wright's argument. His
¢ representation of the reconstructed Marxian model
ffers from the equally schematic representation of the
e 2) in just this respect: the ‘surplus labour’ of
d to profits, whereas in his figure 4 there 1S
no reference to ‘surplus labour’ but only to ‘surplus-value’, which is
given some prominence and connected by a line, marked ‘limits’, to
profits. These diagrams are based on a distinction between several
modes of determination that Wright elaborated in his book Class,
Crisis and the State.’® There, developing an Althusser-influenced,
structuralist-Marxist position, Wright listed limitation, selection
mediation, transformation, and reproduction/non—reproduction as

the basic modes of causal determination. Models, as distinct from
presented diagrammatically in the

modes of determination, were 1€
manner of systems—theorists, with boxed-in variables and/or struc-
tures mutually related by lines representing one or several of the
modes of determination. This is the procedure Wright now uses to
characterize the differences between the Marxian and Sraffian

models. In the ‘first approximation’ given in his figure 4 only two
ted: selection and limitation.

modes of determination are presen
He argues that the STCP establish a limit on the maximum amount
of surplus-value given by a real wage of zero. The actual level of real
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State, London, NLB, 1978.

13 Brik Olin Wright, Class, Crisis and the
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wages then acts as a ‘selection determinant’ of the actual level of
surplus-value, within the upper limit set by the socio-technica]
conditions of production. Wright uses ‘limits’ in the plural, thug
suggesting that there is a lower limit to surplus-value. Presumably
this is zero, and obtaing when the full value created by labour-power
is received by the workers as rea] wages. Profits in this case are also
zero, and there is no exploitation. So far the analysis parallels the

Sraffian approach, the only difference being that the latter would

speak of ‘surplus labour’ instead of values, for the proper con-

is in this manner that he establishes that the
rate of profit and real wages are inversely related, given the sTcp and,
therefore, the ‘net product’ including wages.

At this point, it will be evident that in two im
Wright differs from some others who hav
Sraffa and so-called neo-Ricardian an
nowledges that the stcp determine valy
upper limit of surplus-val
input-output data (socially

portant respects
¢ attempted criticisms of the
alysis.’4 First, Wright ack-
es, since they determine the
ue. This admission—that the physical
determined in various ways) is sufficient
to calculate values—is often disputed, !5 although no better way of
arriving at values in order to compare them quantitatively has been
proposed. Second, Wright admits the variability of the real wage, a
position not always granted by those who insist that the equilibrium
wage is the ‘value of labour-power’, presumably determined, like

'+ He differs, for example, from Ira Gerstein, ‘Pro
in Economy and Society, 1976.

' In addition to Gerstein, see also S,
Capital’, in Capital and Class, 1978.
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Intervention, limited-access training facilities, demand for labour op
the part of capitalists, etc.), selects the prevailing rate of profit. The
amount of ‘surplus labour’, of course, can be calculated by subtrac-
ing the aggregate real-wage bundle from the ‘net product’; alternat.
ively, the Morishima redefinition of ‘surplus labour’ can be accepted.
In general, however, in neither method wil] ‘surplus labour’ equal
what Marx would call ‘surplus-value’. (There are, of ¢
situations, subject to many restrictions, in which Sraffian ‘surplus
labour’ would indeed equal Marx’s ‘surplus-value’. It is Sraffa’s
formulation that has the greater generality and that reveals the
limitations of Marx’s formulation of the labour theory of value). In
figure 4, representing the reconstructed Marxian position, the modes

of determination are written in, but with several puzzles. Why should

ourse, simple

, when
in the Sraffian model and by Wright’s own words it is one of

limitation? 1t is in fact one of limitation, since by themselves the STCP
establish only the maximum rate of profit, while the real wage must be
known to selecr the actual rate of profit. In other words, the very same
relations that Wright claims exist between the STCP, real wages, and
surplus-value exist between the STCP, real wages, and profits. Indeed,

tion within the limits established by the other.

Another puzzle is the limiting determination exercised by surplus-
value. At first, this could seem to make sense if the role of both the
STCP and the real wage were that of selection. But that is itself
dubious, or at anyrate calls for a hierarchical listing of the roles of the
STCP, surplus-value, and real wages, By Wright’s own account, the
STCP exercise a limiting determination on surplus-value, and it is thus
an enigma in what sense it selects profits. After all, the surplus-value
that is limited by the stcp itself establishes only limits for profits. For

figure 4 to be a serious model alternative to the Sraffian, and for
surplus-value to exercise some /j,

model requires at least one missing ‘structure’, to be placed, say,
between real wages and the stcp and establishing limits on surplus-
value, these limits either being nested within the limits established by
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capital, that in such a case ‘surplus-value’ would be endogenous since
entirely determined by the STCP and real wages, and that ‘these two
factors have their effects on profits only by virtue of their effects on
surplus-value’. Finally, he affirms that even when the organic
compositions of capital are not equal, the basic relationship between
surplus-values and profits remains the same. Except that now, in the
more realistic case, changesin surplus-v alue are not the necessary and
sufficient condition for changes in profits; instead, ‘they remain
necessary and sufficient conditions for changes in the limits on
possible profits’. But these assertions are by no means self-evident,
and once we leave the world of equal organic compositions of capital,
we face, if we persist In using Marxian labour-values, the transform-
ation problem. The long history of discussion of this problem has
shown that the transformation can be achieved (at least in the
absence of fixed capital and joint production), given a normalization
condition.!® But whatever proposed solution is adopted, one or both
of two equalities upheld by Marx—the equality of total values and
total prices of production and of total surplus-value and total
profits—must be lost.

The whole debate about the re-examination of Marx and the

reconstruction of a materialist (Marx—inspired but not necessarily
th a central focus

Marx-repeating) analysis of capitalist economies Wi
on the exploitation process arises because of the implications of the
discussion about the transformation of values into prices of produc-
tion. Some have worried about an invariant measure of value and
found that socially necessary labour-time, in the most general case,
will not do the job. 19 Others have worried about the relation between
values and surplus-values on the one hand and prices and profits on
the other and found that under sonie conditions the value system isa
‘double’ of the price system, but that in more general models
(admitting fixed capital and joint production) values are not strictly
determinate and could be negative, oT require drastic redefinition.??

18 See the references in note 4.

19 For example Sraffa, who devised the ‘standard commodity’ asaway of solving the

problem of an invariant measure of value.

20 For example, Morishima in his book on Marx’s economics, and Andras Brody in
his Prices, Proportions and Planning. A Mathematical Restatement of the Labour
Theory of Value, Amsterdam 1970. lan Steedman showed by illustrative hypothetical
cases how values could be negative, see Marx After Sraffa, pp. 150-162.
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One result of these studies has been to view Marx’s values and prices,
In so far as they are related at all, as twins arising from the physical
data once the real wage is given and incorporated into the relevant
matrices or equations. Both change with alterations in the physical
production data, but neither directly determines the other. They are
related as two tines of a fork stemming from the sTcp and real wages.
But even whilst admitting this duality, some would argue that the
price and profit analysis (on the basis of the sTcp and the real wage) is
more basic, since questions about choice of technique when various
techniques are available can be answered in terms of that analysis,
whereas the value analysis, by its nature, can be completed only afier
the choice of techniques has been made; alone, it cannot illuminate
how the choice will be made. Wright’s casual dismissal of one
objection that he does anticipate therefore amounts merely to a
profession of faith in a dogma; he neither confronts nor refutes the
argument. Besides, what is to be made of the notion of a privileged

endogenous determinant? Why ascribe privileged status to surplus-
value except as the re-affirmation of dogma?

Wright uses the problem of natural-resour

pretext to adumbrate some aspects of the classical Marxian theory of

classes and social relations of production. But in the process he
appears to concede too much to ‘factor-scarcity’ approaches to
profits and prices, since he writes that the choice of a theory of labour-
values with surplus-value as the limiting condition is arbitrary in
calculating profits and that the reasons for focusing on surplus-value
have to do with understanding classes and class struggles and linking

them to the specifically capitalist mechanisms by which surplus
labour is appropriated. This may strike some readers as a startling
admission, coming as it does after so many belaboured points about
the importance of surplus-value during the discussion of the Sraffian
model. It certainly will not be seen as a strong argument by anyone
not already convinced that the Marxist concepts of classes and the
details of class struggle provide the correct approach to the study of
human history and politics in capitalist societies. It comes perilously
close to the popular adage that for those who believe in god no

reasons are necessary and for those who do not no reasons can be
given.
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discussed here. (Some indications of the relevant sorts of work is
provided below.22) The point of interest here is that in principle the
Sraffa analysis has a means of incorporating non-reproducible
factor-scarcities while still preserving its structure as a circular
production model that maintains the demonstration that profits and
wages are inversely related and shows that real wages exogenously
determined (i.e. determined by causes not strictly technical-
economic) will then determine what surplus product is available to
capitalists. This remains more than simply the capitalists’ consump-
tion, since it includes investment in means of production and the
material basis for the reproduction of capitalists as capitalists and
workers as workers.23
The Sraffian will concede relatively little to the problem of factor
scarcities. The models will be rendered more complex, but not
fundamentally different or untenable. To observe this is to identify
another point of superiority of the Sraffian over the traditional
Marxist approach, with or without Wright’s reconstruction. This is
not to say that there are no difficulties with the Sraffian analysis,
especially as regards the introduction of monopolies, changing
demand conditions, exhaustible resources, the incorporation of
services and public goods, etc. These problems do constitute the
research frontiers for theoretical work and elaboration for those
interested in developing Marx-after-Sraffa. These are the problems
that require critical attention. The issues Wright considers still
unresolved and excludes from consideration in his paper—fixed
capital, varying time-structures of capital, and joint production—are
in fact quite well clarified in the work of Sraffa, Von Neumann,
Morishima, Steedman, and others.24
For Wright, however, the whole issue of input scarcities and their
role in the determination of profits was merely a pretext to introduce
a complicated systems-theoretic schema representing the Complex
Approximation (as opposed to the earlier First Approximation)

*2 Piero Sraffa, Production of Commodities by Means of Commodities, pp. 74-91, and
Gilbert Abraham-Frois and Edmond Berrebi, Théorie de la Valeur, des Prix et de
I"Accumulation, Paris 1976, chapter 111, pp. 90-165.

23 Mario Nuti, pp. 101-103,

**Sraffa, chapters VII-X, pp. 43-62; Morishima, Marx’s Economics, chapters 13
and 14, pp. 164-196; Steedman, Marx After Sraffa, chapter 12, pp. 163-183.
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exploitation. For in a Sraffian analysis, the rate of exploitation
depends on the proportion of the net product that goes to workers as
real wages. Class struggles over the real wage will therefore directly
affect the rate ofexploitation and indirectly influence the proportion of
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capitalists.

With regard to his figure 6, Wright re-affirms the dogma noted
earlier, without any further argument, namely that ‘it is still the case
that class struggles have their most decisive impact on profits by virtue
of their effects on surplus-value’ (Wright’s emphasis). Perhaps un-
convinced of the dogma himself, he adds in a teleological vein that
this has ‘very important implications’ for the empirical research
agendas that will emerge, as though these outcomes constitute the
best support for the dogma (that Marxian surplus-value is unambigu-
ously identifiable and sets the limits on the possible rates of profit).
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sistance, the core of his disquiet with

the Sraffian approach, is the question of how the various theories
ireat the analysis of the labour process and the formulation of a
theory of classes and class-based conflicts. Here he impugns the
Sraffian approach on two serious counts, and thus finds the
reconstructed Marxian approach doubly superior. First, he argues,
the Sraffians have a ‘market-determined’ notion of class, more akin to
Max Weber’s theory of social stratification than to a Marxist
conception. The Marxist theory of class is stated in terms of the social
relations of production and is therefore production-oriented and not

merely market-oriented. Second, since surplus labour (which Wright
lus-value in capitalist economies) is a

not of Sraffians, the former can place
trating questions about the labour
y raised in the latter

Finally, Wright’s piece de re

central concern of Marxists but

on their research agenda pene
be seriously and centrall
teresting empirical questions about monopolies,
he impact of trade-unionism, game-theoretic

q state intervention, t
d the wage-struggle, imperialism.

studies of collective bargaining an
and real wages, technological change, innovation, and the impact of

labour-process conflicts on technical change are allowed the Sraffian

approach. These questions are seen to relate to the determination of
real wages and the STCP and so are part of the research agenda of
Sraffian theory. The alleged superiority of the Marxist theory is that
not only can all these be raised as part of its research agenda, but in
addition something more can be and is being researched: the changes
r, the means of controlling workers, and the social

ination in the labour process.
mistaken. The reasons for the

in surplus labou

relations of dom
f I believe that both these claims are
mistake lie in what we have discussed previously: the confusion of

-surplus labour with surplus-value, and the failure to understand the
‘production—model’ aspects of the Sraffian theory. Before examining
Wright’s claims, it is well to state an important respect in which he,
most Marxists, and, 1 believe, Sraffians would agree. It is that the
basic concepts of class theory must be established independently of a
theory of value, relative prices, and profitsin a capitalist economy—
so that the theory of classes can be deployed more generally than
simply with reference to capitalist societies; and that the theory

should contain, as a sub-region, a specific theory of the identiﬁcation
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is likewise not true of the work of Sraffa or Pasinetti, and in this
respect the Sraffa-type analysis is directly concerned with the materia]
basis for social classes and how it is reproduced by and findg

expression in the organization of production.

This is not to say that the implications of the Sraffian analysis for g

theory of social class are crystal clear. There are still too many
unresolved issues in the conceptualization of social classes, let alone
empirical measurements, for anyone to be certain of whether the
Sraffian work is capable of supporting other than an income-strata
notion of social class, or whether it must treat all wage-earners ag
necessarily belonging to a single class. It may'turn out that social class
is a highly abstract concept with several subsets of characteristics that
may not be well-ordered; conversely it may be so strictly a matter of
the modalities of the extraction and distribution of surplus labour as
to leave indeterminate its effects on relations in other social spaces.
This is an area of analysis that has benefited from Wright’s previous
work, but which still remains, in important respects, theoretically
open.

Finally, there is the important and related (to the theory of class)

question of whether the Sraffian analysis inhibits rigorous study of
the labour process and how the magnitude of surplus labour available
to capital can be varied within it, along with the associated long-term
strategies of the organization of work, jobs, and careers. Again, a
detailed re-examination of the studies Wright cites in his support,
though quite relevant, will not be attempted here. Only three counter
claims will be made, which the reader may evaluate in the light of
both the studies cited by Wright and the work of Steedman.

First, the studies cited are of very uneven merit, at least in terms of
the clarity and precision with which their theoretical claims are
developed. They raise several problems for exploration, but none
presents a theory of the labour process comparable in conceptual
rigour and deductive fecundity to, say, Steedman’s theoretical
discussion of the labour process and the problem of hetrogeneous
labour in Sraffa-type models. I say this not because I believe that
mathematically expressed pure theory is indispensable to scientific
work, but because in the absence of such clarity one can reasonably
remain unconvinced and discover unresolved ambiguities. The
debate is then difficult to conduct with the sharpness that has
characterized the debates arising from Sraffa’s work.
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connected with the labour process. In a considerably more compley

analysis all these aspects could be studied in a Sraffian model. With
simple illustrations, however, Steedman shows how some of the
standard issues in shop-floor struggles are related to the rate of profit,
and how many courses of action available to capitalists will have the
effects of a wage-cut, although the experience of the workers will be
different according to whether there is an actual cut in real wages or,
say, an intensification of the work-process that has effects similar to a
wage cut. In principle, virtually all Marx’s concerns in Capirg)
Volume | regarding the labour process could be analysed in ap
appropriately complex Sraffian model (which will, of course, con:
tinue to be successful in determining prices, profits, and rents in the
general case).

. It would seem that g long as changes in labour-process sociql
relations have effects on and can beindicated or measured by changes in
the STCP data and/or real wages, they can be analysed precisely within
Sraffian models. There may, of course, be aspects of the labour
process that have no concomitant indicators or measures in terms of
the sTcp or real-wage data: such as, say, purely ideological effects,
These will have to be analysed with the help of appropriate
sociological/socio*psychological theories, and such analyses will in
no sense be incompatible with a Sraffian analysis of those problems
with which it is best equipped to deal. The choice between a post-
Sraffa Marxian analysis and a traditional, Iabour-theory-of-value
Marxist analysis will not be decided by these sociological analyses of
the political and ideological processes accompanying the exploitation
of labour in the production and consumption of commodities in
capitalist economies, because such analyses would be compatible
with either type of model.

To conclude, it may be noted that this discussion has attempted to
show that Wright’s conclusions 1,2,and 4 are unwarranted; indeed, 1
is false and 2 ought to be inverted: it is the Sraffian model that
incorporates the traditional Marxist model as a limited, special case.
Asregards 4, neither model has an intrinsic advantage over the other:
the strict-Sraffian is silent on these matters, but a Marxist Sraffian
accepts the warrant of Marxist sociological and philosophical claims.
The Sraffians may be able to analyse some problems of socialist
economies more clearly than traditional Marxists, whose labour
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