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into a domain of reflection not previously¥aware of it: all the old analyses
of money, trade, and exchange were relegated at a single blow to 3
prehistoric age of knowledge - with the one possible exception of the
Physiocratic doctrine, which is accorded the merit of having at least
attempted the analysis of agricultural production. It is true that from the
very outset Adam Smith relates the notion of wealth to that of labour:

The annual labour of every nation is the fund which originally supplies
it with all the necessaries and conveniences of life which it annually con-
sumes, and which consist always either in the immediate produce of that
labour, or in what is purchased with that produce from other nations[1];

it is also true that Smith relates the ‘value in use’ of things to men’s needs,
and their ‘value in exchange’ to the quantity of labour applied to its
production: '

The value of any commodity, therefore, to the person who possesses it,
and who means not to use or consume it himself, but to exchange it
for other commodities, is equal to the quantity of labour which it
enables him to purchase or command|z].

In fact, the difference between Smith’s analyses and those of Turgot or
Cantillon is less than is supposed; or, rather, it does not lie where it is
generally believed to lie. Frum the time of Caniiilon, and even before
him, the distinction between value in use and value in exchange was
being clearly made; and again, from Cantillon, quantity of labour was
being used as a measurement of the latter. But the quantity of labour
inscribed in the price of things was no more than a relative and reducible
tool of measurement. A man’s labour was in fact equal to the value of the
quantity of nourishment necessary to maintain him and his family for as

long as a given task lasted[3]. So that in the last resort, need - for food,

clothing, housing — defined the absolute measure of market price. All
through the Classical age, it was necessity that was the measure of equi-
valences, and value in use that served as absolute reference for exchange
values; the gauge of prices was food, which resulted in the generally
recognized privilege accorded in this respect to agricultural production,
wheat and land.

Adam Smith did not, therefore, invent labour as an economic concept,
since it can be found in Cantillon, Quesnay, and Condillac; he does not
even give it a new role to play, since he too uses it as a measure of ex-
change value: ‘Labour, therefore, is the real measure of the exchangeable
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value of all commodities’[4]. But he does displace it: he maintains its
function as 2 means of analysing exchangeable wealth; but that analysis
is no longer simply a way of expressing exchange in terms of need (and
trade in terms of primitive barter); it reveals an irreducible, absolute unit
of measurement. At the same time, wealth no longer establishes the
internal order of its equivalence by a comparison of the objects to be
exchanged, ot by an appraisal of the power peculiar to each represent
an-object of need (and; in the last resort, the most fundamental of all,
food); it is broken down according to the units of labour that have in
reality produced it. Wealth is always a functioning representative element:
but, in the end, what it represents is no longer the object of desire; it is
labour.

But two objections immediately present themselves: how can labour be
a fixed measure of the natural price of things when it has itself a price -
and a variable price? How can labour be an absolute unit when it changes
its form, and when industrial progress is constantly making it more pro-
ductive by introducing more and more divisions into it? Now, it is
precisely through these objections, and through their spokesman, as it
were, that it is possible to reveal the irreducibility of labour and its
primary character. There are, in fact, countries in the world, and, in a
particular country, times, in which labour is dear: workers are few, wages
are high; elsewhere, or at other times, manpower is plentifui, it is badly
remunerated, and labour is cheap. But what is modified in these alter-
nating states is the quantity of food that can be procured with a day’s
work; if commodities are in short supply and there are many consumers,
each unit of labour will be remunerated with only a small quantity of
subsistence; but if, on the other hand, commodities are in good supply,
it will be well paid. These are merely the consequences of a market
situation; the labour itself, the hours spent at it, the toil and trouble, are
in every casc the same; and the greater the number of units required, the
more costly the products will be. ‘Equal quantities of labour, at all times
and places, may be said to be of equal value to the labourer’[s].

And yet one could say that this unit is not a fixed one, since to produce
the self-same object will require more or less labour according to the
perfection of the manufacturing process (that is, according to the degree
of the division of labour). But it is not really the labour itself that has
changed; it is the relation of the labour to the production of which it is
capable. Labour, in the sense of a day’s work, toil and trouble, is a fixed
numerator: only the denominator (the number of objects produced) is
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