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HETEROGENEOUS LABOUR AND THE DETERMINATION
OF VALUE

Heterogeneity of labour and its implications for the Marxian theory of value has
been one of the most controversial issues in the literature of the Marxist political econ-
omy. The adoption of Marx’s conjecture about a uniform rate of surplus value leads to a
simultaneous determination of the values of common and labour commodities of different
types and the uniform rate of surplus value, Determination of these variables can be formally
represented as a parametric eigenvalue problem. Morishima’s and Brody’s earlier results are
analysed and given new interpretations in the light of the suggested procedure. The main
questions are addressed in a more general context too, The analysis is extended to the problem
of segmented labour market, as well,

Introduction

In the definition and analysis of the Marxian labour value homogeneity of labour
power is usually postulated. This homogeneity of labour can be viewed from different
aspects. First, it means the assumption of a uniform value creating power of various kinds
of labour in all fields of production. Second, labour power is treated as a homogeneous
commodity with respect to the level and structure of the consumption necessary for its
reproduction. Third, as a result of the first two assumptions, labour will also be homoge-
neous with regard to the rate of exploitation. In such case, labour power employed in
different areas can be viewed as part of a homogeneous mass of average social labour.
These assumptions make the analysis significantly easier but, at the same time, they
restrict the validity of the resulting propositions to a large extent.

Heterogeneity of labour and its implications for the Marxian theory of value have
been for long debated in the Marxist economic literature. Marx himself was not specific
enough about this problem and his passing remarks have been interpreted by different
authors in different ways. Most of the discussions have centered around the problem of
converting skilled into simple labour,* i.e. determination of the abstract labour equivalent
of various kinds of concrete labour. Another issue is concerned with the determination of
the value of various kinds of labour power. Here the common standpoint is that the value

*We will use the terms skilled and unskilled as synonyms for complicated and simple. Accord-
ing to Marx, the value creating power of a specific kind of labour varies with the degree of its
‘complicatedness’ (complexity) and intensity. For the sake of simplicity we will disregard possible
variations in labour intensity.
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of different kinds of labour is determined by the conditions of their reproduction. In the
debates these two issues have been linked to each other, since some remarks of Marx seem
to imply a rather close relationship between the value of labour and its complexity (value
product). This assertion has been strongly opposed by some economists.

Surprisingly enough, the degree of exploitation (the rate of surplus value) has not
been explicitely taken into consideration in these debates, whereas it is an obvious inter-
mediary link between the value of labour power and its value product. The assumption of
a uniform rate of exploitation across various kinds of labour power and spheres of
production seems to be essential to Marx’s theory. Marx visualized it as one of the basic
laws of the capitalist mode of production:

“Such a general rate of surplus value — viewed as a tendency, like all other eco-
nomic laws — has been assumed by us for the sake of theoretical simplification. But in
reality it is an actual premise of capitalist mode of production, although it is more or less
obstructed by practical frictions causing more or less considerable local differ-
ences . ..;" [1]

Adoption of this assumption would greatly simplify the problem of value deter-
mination in the case of heterogeneous labour power. We will show in this paper that
determination of the values of different commodities and various kinds of labour, and the
rate of surplus value can be represented in the form of a simultaneous equations system,
as an eigenvalue problem. These results are based on Brody’s [2] and Morishima’s [3]
contributions to the formal analysis of Marx’s economic theory.*

The structure of the paper is the following. First, Morishima’s proposal for the
determination of conversion ratios will be critically reviewed. Based on this critique we
will propose a different solution, which, in turn, will be confronted with Brédy’s earlier
suggestions. Next, we will address the related issues in a broader framework and formu-
late some general conclusions. Finally, we will illustrate our solution with a numerical
example and reflect on the problem of labour segmentation raised by Bowles and Gintis
[5] and Reick [4].

The notation used in this paper:

R (n x n matrix): ry; is the quantity of commodity 7 used in the production of one unit
of commodity j,

M (h x n matrix): my; is the amount of labour of kind s required for the production of
one unit of commodity j,

m* (1 x nvector): mj represents the unskilled labour power input into the production of
one unit of commodity j, **

*After finishing the Hungarian version of this paper I learned from A. Brédy that U. P. Reich
proposed basically the same solution, as I. Since then his paper has been published, see Reich [4].
Despite the essential formal identity of our results there are important differences in the underlying
reasoning and interpretation.

**The asterisk above a vector indicates a row vector.
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F (n x h matrix): fj, is the amount of commodity i needed in the social reproduction of
one unit of skilled labour of kind s from one unit of unskilled labour.

S(nxlvector):  f denotes the amount of commodity i necessary for the reproduction
of one unit of unskilled labour.

N (h x h matrix): n, is the amount of skilled labour of kind r required for the reproduc-
tion of one unit of skilled labour of kind s.

n* (1 xh vector): ng is the unskilled labour input requirement for the reproduction of
one unit of skilled labour of kind s*

p* (I x nvector): vector of the common (non-labour) commodity values.

W, (scalar): value of unskilled labour power.

w* (1 x h vector): values of different kinds of skilled (trained) labour power.

u* (1x hvector): u denotes the value product of one hour of skilled labour power s,
measured in hours of unskilled labour (the ratios for converting skilled
labour into simple labour, ¥, = 1).

The critique of Morishima’s conversion ratios

Morishima [3, p. 192f.] presumes, in a way, that unskilled labour power is given for
the economy and that the different kinds of skilled labour power are ‘produced’ from it
and used in the production of various commodities. We will show that Morishima even-
tually treats skilled labour power the same way as the common (non-labour) com-
modities, i.e. he supposes the same value-process to take place in the production of skilled
labour power as in case of common commodities. Morishima defines the values of the
common commodities {p*) and the conversion ratios of skilled labour into simple labour
{u*) with the following formulae:

p* =p*R +u*M+m* (1)
u* = p*F + u*N + n* @)

It can be seen from (1) and from the concept of the conversion ratios that if the
value product of one hour of simple labour is one unity, then skilled labour of kind s
produces a value of the size ug in one hour. From the formal definition of the conversion
ratios it is tempting to regard them as the values (quasi-values) of different kinds of
skilled labour power, although Morishima carefully avoids this interpretation. As we shall
see, it would really be difficult to interprete them as values, at least in a capitalist mode
of production. The basic difficulty with such interpretation is that it is not in conformity
with the Marxian concept of the value of labour power, which defines it as the value of

*It should be clear that in our interpretation ng will be greater than or equal to 1, since it
contains the unskilled labour to be trained into skilled labour.

Acta Oeconomica 25, 1980





















268 E. ZALAI: DETERMINATION OF VALUE

From the above considerations one can also derive a way in which the double
counting of simple labour power to be trained into skilled one can be avoided. It should
be clear that for the purposes of planning the physical side of the reproduction process
the above augmented input coefficient matrices are not quite suitable. Instead of them it
would be more appropriate to use the following form:

o (n—I)* m*
o N M
f F+fI* R

This form of the overal input coefficient matrix can be equally well applied in the
analysis of both the value and the physical aspects of the reproduction process.

To show this, let vector ¢ be the production level of the common commodities,
vector & the amount of skilled labour of various kinds and h, the amount of labour left
unskilled

h

(thus Z h; is the total available labour time). The product of the above input coefficient
i=o

matrix and vector (hg, h, q) gives the commodity input vector required in the production

of the different material and labour commodities. Disaggregating the conditions of physical

equilibrium will yield the following inequalities:
(n—1)*h+m*q <hg,
the use and the source of unskilled labour,
Nh+Mg<h
the use and the source of skilled labour of various kinds,

fho +(F+f1*)h+ Rq <gq,

the size of replacement and necessary product related to the gross product (the difference
of the two sides is the surplus product).
The above relations can be rewritten in the following condensed form:

o (n—1)* m*\ { hy hy
o N M h|<| h
f F+fI1* R q q

Note that if we write equalities instead of the inequalities then the equilibrium con-
ditions of a self-supporting economy will appear in the form of an eigenvalue problem.
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