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A Critical Assessment of Marx’s Theory

of Surplus Value

Han-yin Chang

Abstract

Marx’s theory of surplus value (TSV), one of the two cornerstones
of his political theory, is constructed using a fundamentally inadequate
method. Despite its apparent sophistication, the formulation of TSV is
highly problematic.

The central thesis of TSV is that labour constitutes the sole source
of value and profit and that capitalist development is built on exploita-
tion of surplus labour (or surplus value) of workers. In analysing the
thesis, this paper puts forth a dual determinant argument on value.
On the basis of this argument, it asserts that certain profits (such as
interests on loans, dividends and revenues from sales of pure natural
resources) come from the special supply- demand forces which, in turn,
stem from the basis of property ownership. Such profits are not trans-
formed from surplus labour. The paper also argues that profits that
truly originate from labour cannot scientifically be attributed to surplus
value of workers either. Under capitalism the production of commodi-
ties is a process involving an inseparable integration of the commanding
efforts of entrepreneurs and the direct efforts of workers. Since the rel-

ative contributions of the two parties are qualitatively different and are
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not subject to scientific measurement, it becomes impossible to deter-
mine objectively how much of the income out of the labour products
should be attributed to each party. The concept of surplus value is thus
a construct without scientific foundation.

Marx’s notion of capitalist exploitation is basically a value judge-
ment rather than a factual statement. The issue of fairness in income
distribution is beyond the capacity of science to determine. Such a judge-
ment hinges upon human conception. Each kind of conclusion is the re-
sult of a corresponding type of social interaction and consensus, which,
in turn, is conditioned by power as well as those factors behind it at

deeper levels.





