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Equivalence and Antagonism in Marx’s
Theory of Value

Simon Tunderman

The centrality of abstract labor in the Marxian theory of value seems to imply an
essentialist position incompatible with Ernesto Laclau’s poststructuralist theory of
hegemony. However, this essay argues that the Marxian value theory—in the
interpretation offered by Moishe Postone—is in fact very much compatible with
Laclau’s focus on social contingency insofar as it understands abstract labor as a
framework of social relations. This raises the question: if abstract-labor equivalence
does not derive from a metaphysical essence, then how does it emerge as a socially
constructed universality? The theory of value already anticipated Laclau’s logics of
difference, equivalence, and the empty signifier, and Laclau’s work on antagonism can
strengthen the argument that abstract-labor equivalence does not involve essentialism.
The central point of this essay is thus to interpret abstract labor as a contingent
hegemonic formation, constituted upon the antagonistic exclusion of directly useful work.

Key Words: Abstract Labor, Hegemony, Ernesto Laclau, Moishe Postone, Value

Marx’s value theory remains a controversial topic. Over the years it has attracted
severe criticism, to the point where some authors saw fit to declare it “dead and
buried” (Schumpeter 1976, 25). Arguably most serious in this context is the
charge of labor essentialism. This critique faults Marx for assuming that labor
is the human essence and then trying—but failing—to reduce both market
prices as well as politics to labor (Robinson 1942; Laclau and Mouffe 2014).
Indeed, such labor essentialism would lend credence to Foucault’s (1970, 285)
claim that “Marxism exists in nineteenth-century thought like a fish in water:
that is, it is unable to breathe anywhere else.” So there is much at stake here.
No surprise, then, that over the years a rich debate has developed in which
Marxian scholars have tried to dispel doubts about the supposed essentialism
in Marx’s theory of value. One current in this debate has taken up the challenge
that the theory of value would be unable to explain market prices in terms of
labor-value expenditure—for example, by drawing attention to the way Marx’s
use of concepts such as value, exchange value, and price comprise different
analytical dimensions depending on their relative level of abstraction
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(Kristjanson-Gural 2009; Roberts 2009; Wolff, Roberts, and Callari 1982). Another
current explores the more philosophical implications of the reproach that Marx
based his work on an assumption of “homo faber” (Cutler et al. 1977, 43). That
is, if Althusser (1965, 227) is correct to say that Marx rejects all essentialism, the
question becomes how to account for the centrality of labor in capitalism in a non-
essentialist way (Diskin and Sandler 1993; Garnett 1995; Postone 1993). This essay
aims to contribute to the latter part of the debate by focusing in more detail on the
social relations of abstract labor.
Abstract labor is crucial to Marx’s work because it establishes among disparate

forms of concrete labor and use values the qualitative equivalence that allows cap-
italist exchange and production in the first place (1976, 128). Within the context of
Althusserian Marxism, abstract labor would count not as an outside pole that
carries the social structure of commodity production but rather as a moment of
an “articulated whole” (Balibar 1996, 115), overdetermined by other moments of
said structure. Although this already goes a long way toward moving beyond es-
sentialist assumptions, it leaves open an important question. After all, even if ab-
stract labor is an overdetermined moment of an articulated whole, then how
exactly does it establish equivalence among differential elements if not by refer-
ence to a metaphysical essence of labor? In other words, the question remains how
the universality of abstract labor is socially constructed.
This essay will answer this question by drawing on the work of Ernesto Laclau.

This may come as a surprise, given Laclau’s remarks that “little remains of the
labor theory of value the way it was presented by Marx” (2006b, 659) insofar as
it “was shown to be plagued by all kinds of theoretical inconsistencies” (2006a,
104). But I will argue that Laclau’s theory of hegemony can be used to understand
the universality of abstract labor as a contingent hegemonic formation. Indeed,
the significant parallels between Marx’s value theory and Laclau’s logics of differ-
ence, equivalence, and the empty signifier will allowme to explain the constructed
universality of abstract labor in contingent poststructuralist terms.
While the relation between the respective traditions of the critique of political

economy and Laclauian discourse theory is notoriously tense—with accusations
of determinism (Laclau 1990, 23; Marchart 2018, 40) and idealism (Geras 1987)
flying back and forth—this essay rather aims to articulate the theory of hegemony
as a continuation of the formalistic aspects of Marx’s value theory. It will do so by
developing its argument over the course of four sections. Section 1 will briefly con-
sider previous contributions that aim to tease out the nonessentialist dynamics of
Marx’s work. It will become clear that this discussion has not yet fully explored
the concept of abstract labor. In order to show its relevance for discussion on
Marx’s value theory, section 2 will explore Moishe Postone’s (1993) account of ab-
stract labor as a social mediation. Once it has become clear that abstract labor
denotes a set of social relations, section 3 will adopt Laclau’s work to interpret
these relations along the lines of the logics of equivalence and difference. This
shows that abstract labor, from a Laclauian perspective, emerges as a constructed
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universality. Of course, within the theory of hegemony, such an equivalential
structure can only emerge on the basis of antagonistic exclusion. For that
reason, section 4 will look for the dimension of antagonism in Marx’s discussion
of primitive accumulation. All in all, the conclusion will interpret abstract labor as
a hegemonic formation, constituted through the antagonistic exclusion of directly
useful forms of work.

1. Value Theory and Abstract Labor

The key to moving beyond the kinds of essentialism, determinism, or reduction-
ism of which Marx’s work is often accused is to approach his work as revolving
around the overdetermined constitution of social relations rather than as a
logical analysis of stand-alone concepts (Balibar 2007, 30).1 In the value theory
debate, Roberts (1996, 204) has adopted this standpoint to argue that value does
not exist as a separate concept independent of price, and that neither can be
directly reduced to abstract-labor expenditure as if this were a separate entity.
In the overdetermined whole of capitalist society, value and the extraction of
surplus value should rather be considered as part and parcel of the social
context of commodity production, and of the relations of paid and unpaid labor
where exploitation becomes visible (206). Kristjanson-Gural (2009) argues along
similar lines when he stresses the importance of taking into account the Althus-
serian distinction between the synchronic and diachronic dimensions of the
theory of value. As Marx’s argument develops to include ever more dimensions
of capitalist society, the concepts introduced earlier in his analysis gain in com-
plexity and acquire a more multifaceted meaning. So abstract labor is first intro-
duced as simply homogeneous labor but later grows more complex and takes on
the additional aspect of labor “as an aliquot part of total social labor” commens-
urated in exchange (21). Abstract labor, then, insofar as it emerges through ex-
change value, is not an essence but an overdetermined part of the exploitative

1. Althusser adopted the concept of overdetermination from Freud’s psychoanalytical work to
distinguish between Marx’s and Hegel’s understanding of dialectics. According to Althusser
(1965, 101–2), Hegel’s dialectics amount to a “cumulative internalization,” the different
moments of which cease to have a determining effect of their own insofar as they have
become integrated into a totality reflecting a “unique internal principle.” In Marx’s dialectics,
however, the different moments are never fully absorbed but rather retain a determining
effect as part of a social structure, which in turn also determines them. This means that
Marxian dialectics, for Althusser, revolve around tracing the relations of overdetermination
that constitute both the elements and the totality (111). In the context of the value-theory
debate, Roberts (2011b, 181) argues that capitalism should be approached as an overdetermined
exploitative class process revolving around mutually interdependent value transfers: “Each step
of the way Marx seeks, quantitatively and not merely qualitatively, to analyze these value trans-
fers as successive ‘layers’ of a redistributive class process, with the various layers or types of
revenue understood as distinctively different but still unified by their common origin in the
unpaid labor of productive workers.”
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social structure of capitalist commodity production (Roberts 2011b, 181). This
shows that it is very well possible to retain Marx’s value theory while avoiding re-
ductionist or essentialist assumptions.
It is possible to go further in exploring the nonessentialist aspects of Marx’s

value theory. Garnett (1995, 47) picks up on the “postmodern” thread in Marx’s
work that seeks to move beyond classical political economy by trying to actually
explain the phenomenon of “abstract-equal labor itself as an object of analysis.”
But in addition to efforts to grasp the “non-universal nature of the commodity
economy,” Garnett still identifies “modernist” essentialism where Marx speaks
of the law of value and the centrality of labor (52). Further developing the post-
modern thread would require seeing how abstract labor is articulated together
with “cultural, political, and natural aspects of the concept of value,” aspects
that overdetermine the contingent totality of capitalist exploitation and commod-
ity production (Kristjanson-Gural 2011, 211). Amariglio and Callari (1989, 42) make
explicit the discursive undertones of this line of reasoning when they argue that
the concepts of Marx’s value theory can be approached as signifiers articulated
in a historically specific discourse. Their discursive approach, however, remains
located at the level of general concepts such as value, economy, and ideology
and has yet to reach the more detailed level of individual commodities or labor
acts. This raises the question of how concepts such as abstract labor may them-
selves emerge through a discursive logic of articulation. Indeed, Diskin and
Sandler (1993, 44) note the importance of reconstructing central value concepts
such as labor power in order to grasp the specificity of economic spaces against
the backdrop of Laclau and Mouffe’s discursive intervention. That is, the point
is to trace the contingent emergence of value-theory components from a post-
structuralist perspective.
In this regard, Žižek’s work is very instructive. Adopting a Lacanian perspective

allows him to ground Marx’s value theory in the notion of constitutive lack. In a
decidedly nonessentialist move, this leads to a conception of a chain of commod-
ities as signifiers that find expression in a “reflective signifier” as general equiva-
lent (Žižek 2008, 24). This argument zooms in on the constitutive dynamic
between the particular and the universal of commodity exchange, but the dimen-
sion of abstract labor itself remains out of sight. In fact, this account presupposes
the qualitative equivalence of abstract labor because without it there would be no
basis for exchange, but such equivalence is left unexplained. This also becomes
clear when Žižek (1989, 18) argues that universal exchange of equivalent commod-
ities is predicated upon the appearance of one commodity—labor power—that
simultaneously negates equivalent exchange and thereby enables it. Although
this argument is very helpful in attempting to reconceptualize value theory on
a discursive basis, it also leaves open important questions. The problem is that
the argument is located at the level of circulation and exchange without reaching
down to the level of production; as a consequence, labor itself may appear as a
“presocial space” (Trenkle 2014, 8). If abstract labor is part of this presocial
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space, it could still provide qualitative equivalence as the essence of labor as
such. To put it differently, Žižek focuses on the question of quantitative equiva-
lence between different commodities in the sphere of circulation: that is, a
chair, a loaf of bread, a computer, and then labor power. But the more fundamen-
tal question to ask is how the qualitatively different kinds of concrete labor of car-
pentry, baking, and computer assembly are equivalent as qualitatively
homogeneous abstract labor. That is, the crucial question is how abstract labor
emerges through the contingent and overdetermined articulation of social labor
relations.
There has also been a more specific debate about abstract labor itself. In a way,

the starting point for this debate is Rubin’s (1973, 135) famous claim that abstract
labor cannot be a physiological expenditure of human energy but must rather
be a social phenomenon “connected with a determined social form of production”:
that is, capitalism. By contrast, Kicillof and Starosta (2007, 16) insist that abstract
labor is a generic material expenditure of energy. Capitalism’s specificity is that
in this form of society abstract labor becomes the substance of value. As such,
they attribute some transhistorical validity to abstract labor, which is disputed
by others. De Angelis (1995, 57) argues that abstract labor is directly caught up
with the specific character of labor in capitalism, and specifically with the class
relation that imposes abstract labor on workers. Arthur (2001, 20) also stresses
the specifically capitalist character of abstract labor insofar as “industrial capital
treats all labours as identical because it has an equal interest in exploiting
them.” As such, these accounts seek to grasp the specific social form of abstract
labor, avoiding transhistorical assumptions (see also Bonefeld 2010). Nonetheless,
the question about the qualitative equivalence of abstract labor remains open:
how are different labors equivalent if not as a transhistorical essence?

2. The Social Relations of Abstract Labor

It has already become clear in the previous section that discussions about abstract
labor are closely connected to questioning the specificity of capitalist society as
such. To develop my argument about abstract labor as a hegemonic formation,
I will draw on Moishe Postone’s theoretical framework, which answers this ques-
tion in a rather unorthodox way. That is to say, for a large part of Marxian theory,
class is the obvious starting point for an analysis of capitalist society. Althusser
(1991, 21), for instance, argues that class structure and class exploitation character-
ize this particular social formation. Postone (1993, 5), however, seeks to move
Marxian theory away from this predominant focus on class dynamics because
this often amounts to a critique of capitalist society “from the standpoint of
labor.” According to Postone, such a critique adopts a transhistorical concept of
human labor and then criticizes capitalist society for the way it exploits that
labor. In this account labor is analyzed mostly in terms of antagonistic conflicts
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between workers and capitalists over wealth distribution arising from the market
and private property. The risk here, as Postone says, is that the focus on distribu-
tional conflict implicitly posits production as a “purely technical process” (9). This
is problematic because in such an approach, labor, as the central category in the
production process, is not the object of critique. This makes Marxian analysis vul-
nerable to the charge that it is based on transhistorical thinking, in particular with
regard to the central category of abstract labor, which could be mistaken for the
human “essence” that drives history forward. As such, in order to avoid the crit-
icism of transhistorical and essentialist thinking, Postone’s aim is to develop a cri-
tique of labor in capitalism.
Postone (1993, 150) uses Marx’s theory of value to explain why labor assumes

such a central position in capitalist society, and his resulting understanding of
capitalism accords significant weight to abstract labor. He argues that the distin-
guishing feature of capitalism is that, in this particular form of society, labor con-
stitutes a “social mediation,” a social framework of labor relations. In capitalism,
labor is more than just a purposeful activity that produces useful goods. Capitalist
society sees the emergence of a historically specific form of labor called abstract
labor, which assumes the function of a general social framework. In this interpre-
tation the well-known understanding of abstract labor thus goes beyond that
which all commodities have in common, that which makes it possible to exchange
them as equivalents (Marx 1976, 128). Indeed, as the previous section showed, the
risk with this interpretation is that it could seem as if abstract labor were the
essence of labor as such. Against such an essentialist understanding of abstract
labor, Postone (1993, 158) argues that abstract labor actually constitutes a particular
form of social interdependence in which labor relations and value production
structure people’s position in capitalist society. The question about abstract
labor is thus directly connected to the question as to how social relations are con-
stituted in capitalism. As will become clear later, this brings Marxian value theory
much closer to Laclau’s theory of hegemony.
For Postone, then, understanding capitalism is not first and foremost a question

of class and exploitation but rather about the social framework of abstract labor.
This is also how he approaches the question that sets Marx’s (1976, 173) analysis
apart from classical political economy, that of why labor in capitalism assumes
the form of a commodity. A (rather stylized) comparison between capitalist and
feudal societies helps to illustrate this point. In feudal society, a fixed social hier-
archy binds people together in social relations that originate in the authority of
God and from there extend down through the monarch to the lords, vassals,
serfs, and so on. These social relations also determine labor, in the sense that
someone’s position in the feudal hierarchy also obliges them to certain labor
tasks (Stoetzler 2004, 263). Now, capitalist society replaces the fixed feudal hierar-
chy and concomitant power relations with relations between formally free and
equal individuals. As the pyramidal structure of feudal relations disintegrates,
the question is how social relations and coherence are established instead. And
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this is where labor comes in. In capitalism, (doubly) free individuals relate to each
other on the basis of their labor, and it is through labor itself that social relations
emerge (Postone 1993, 172). Instead of the overt social relations of feudalism, the
interdependence of free individuals who produce value for exchange with
others constitutes a social framework in capitalism (150). This, then, is where
the equivalence of abstract labor relations emerges.
The advantage of Postone’s work is not just that it avoids essentialist claims

about labor but is also that its focus on the historically specific constitution of
labor relations in capitalist society brings the Marxian critique much closer to
poststructuralist theory about the contingent institution of society. And poststruc-
turalist theory, in turn, can help to fortify Postone’s argument.
There is a particularly interesting parallel to be drawn here with the work of

Claude Lefort (1988, 17), who famously argued that modern society is characterized
by the empty place of power after the demise of feudalism and the absolute mon-
archy. Along with the prince and transcendental power, the fixed hierarchy of
feudal society also disintegrated. Modern society and its social relations are
thus not anchored to a transcendental-metaphysical pole but emerge contingently
through partial attempts to institute society politically (Marchart 2010, 129).
Instead of a fixed feudal hierarchy that locks societal relations firmly in place, mo-
dernity sees “the emergence of a purely social society in which the people, nation
and the state take on the status of universal entities, and in which any individual
or group can be accorded the same status. But neither the state, the people nor the
nation represent substantial entities. Their representation is itself, in its depen-
dence upon a political discourse and upon a sociological and historical elabora-
tion, always bound up with ideological debate” (Lefort 1988, 18). The crucial
point here is that, according to Lefort, contingent attempts at constructing
social totalities will replace the “naturalized” social relations that prevailed previ-
ously. Against the backdrop of Postone’s work outlined above, it becomes clear
that one of the ways in which this political institution of social relations and
society manifests itself is through the political constitution of abstract labor
relations.
From this perspective, the question about abstract labor in capitalism becomes

a rather poststructuralist question: if modern society is characterized by the
absence of a metaphysical foundation, then how is society possible at all?
Postone (1993), drawing on Marx, answers this by pointing out that the social re-
lations of abstract labor constitute a social framework in modern society, a frame-
work that does not emerge from an outside metaphysical foundation. Crucially, he
says that what “makes labor general in capitalism is not simply the truism that it is
the common denominator of all various specific sorts of labor; rather, it is the social
function of labor which makes it general” (151). The equivalential relations of abstract
labor, which allow generalized commodity exchange, thus emerge from social re-
lations. This nonessentialist approach is very much in line with Marx’s (1976, 166)
argumentation in Capital, where he stresses that the equivalence of abstract labor
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emerges through the material practices of actual people. As such, abstract labor,
insofar as it expresses the common equivalence of qualitatively different things, is
a politically articulated universality (Laclau 2000, 301). Combining Postone’s work
with poststructuralist theory, this account thus puts forward an understanding of
capitalist society as emerging through the contingent articulation of the social
framework of abstract labor relations.
The understanding of capitalism that emerges here shifts the main focus away

from class struggle and zooms in on the social framework of abstract labor that,
through commodity production, mediates relations between people. Commodity
production certainly already occurred in precapitalist society in more “petty” form
(Wood 2002, 38). But isolated commodity production did not detract from the
overarching social structure of direct domination in feudalism. Abstract labor in
capitalism, on the other hand, has become a generalized form of social mediation
that replaces such direct relations of feudal domination on a broad societal level.
Indeed, Marx’s (1976, 152) point that the limitations of classical Greek society pre-
vented Aristotle from discovering labor as the common element in commodities
underscores that it is only in capitalist society that abstract labor assumes the
function of generalized social mediation.2 Moreover, a crucial distinguishing
feature of abstract labor as social mediation, according to Postone (1993, 160), is
the specific form of abstract domination that comes along with it, which is also
specific to capitalism. The point of abstract labor relations is to produce value
and surplus value, and it is thus crucial to understand how inextricably caught
up it is with exploitation and with the domination of labor by the abstract and
alienated structures of value production. Abstract labor relations are dominated
by the “nonmanifest” domination of ever-increasing productivity that arises
from the valorization process (308). The peculiarity of abstract labor in capitalism
is thus that labor mediates relations between people and also unfolds an abstract,
alienated form of domination that dominates itself through the valorization
process. It is this combination of labor as a social mediation and abstract form
of domination that, according to Postone, distinguishes capitalism from other
forms of society (150).
With this understanding of capitalism, Postone aims to move Marxian theory

away from a focus on class domination to focus instead on an abstract domination
by time. However, this move is not entirely unproblematic even within Postone’s
own framework because abstract domination itself is caught up with value,
surplus value, and exploitation and as such includes a crucial class dimension
that Postone does not flesh out. Indeed, Postone (1993, 395) admitted that a

2. As Marx (1976, 152) points out, ancient Greek society was based on the labor of enslaved people
and a concomitant structure of social inequality. This society was structured around direct rela-
tions of domination, and there was no general equality of people or their labor, and hence no
social framework of abstract labor relations oriented toward value production, as in capitalist
society (Postone 1993, 159).
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question left unanswered is how abstract-labor mediation is constituted by people
through a structure-agency dynamic. Bonefeld (2004, 104) has picked up on this
and turned it into a point of criticism that goes to the core of Postone’s work, ex-
plaining that he “presupposes what needs to be explained: he presupposes the
class-divided human being as a personification or a character-mask—that is, as
a human attribute of things.” Furthermore, as Roberts (2011a, 344) argues, the
equivalence of different concrete labors as abstract labor coincides with “the com-
mensuration of different use values as equivalents in exchange,”meaning that ab-
stract-labor mediation, exchange, and surplus distribution mutually
overdetermine each other. So class is here, too, an inextricable part of abstract
labor relations. It seems, then, that Postone was perhaps too quick to try and
move Marxian theory beyond class.

3. Empty Signifiers and Money

Marx introduces the notion of abstract labor right at the beginning of Capital, but
fully grasping its nonessentialist character requires taking into account the full
“diachronic,” analytical arch of the book (Althusser and Balibar 1970, 68). In the
remainder of this essay, I will develop an understanding of abstract labor as a heg-
emonic formation. Avoiding essentialism and conceiving of the social relations of
abstract labor as a socially constituted universality is possible by approaching
Marx’s value theory from a Laclauian perspective. The whole point of Laclau’s
work has been to explain the social articulation of universalities, the radical con-
struction of “the people,” and the contingent constitution of society (Stavrakakis
2017, 547). Using Laclau to read the theory of value in a poststructuralist way
makes it possible to answer the question Postone left unanswered: namely, that
of how the social mediation of abstract labor is socially constituted. At the same
time, adopting such a poststructuralist framework requires incorporating more
concepts from Capital: notably, money and so-called primitive accumulation.
The notion of hegemony is central in this context. In their efforts to move away

from what they considered the essentialism of significant parts of Marxian theory,
Laclau and Mouffe gave center stage to Gramsci’s writings on hegemony. For
Gramsci (1971, 12), hegemony denoted the alliances and ideological constructions
that bind parts of the working class to the “dominant group” of society. Insofar as
this dominant group manages to present its own interests and aims as those of
society in general, its hegemony contains a moment of political representation.
Conversely, a successful working-class strategy would also depend on a
moment of “hegemonic universalization” that constructs a broader political struc-
ture (Laclau 2014, 120). Gramsci’s intervention is important for Laclau and Mouffe
because it signals a shift away from a teleological understanding of history of
which the proletariat would be the universal historical agent and instead under-
scores the crucial importance of politics for historical change. At the same time,
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they criticize Gramsci for holding on to a “last redoubt of essentialism”: that is, the
idea that the working class is the “articulatory core of a historical bloc” (Laclau
and Mouffe 2014, 76). Laclau and Mouffe develop the idea of hegemony further
but insist that there is no articulatory core or last instance that grounds it. In
their poststructuralist version, then, hegemony grasps the political construction
of society as a “decision taken in an undecidable terrain” (xi).
The central analytical building blocks of Laclau and Mouffe’s theory of hege-

mony are the logics of difference and equivalence along with the empty signifier.
Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, these typically poststructuralist notions already
feature prominently in the first chapter of Capital. Marx approaches the constitu-
tion of abstract-labor equivalence as a question of the relational identities between
commodities: commodities are different as concrete labor/use values but equiva-
lent as abstract labor/exchange values (Aumeeruddy and Tortajada 2015, 6). The
“purely social” character of abstract-labor values is thus a matter of relations of
difference and equivalence (Marx 1976, 139). Importantly, this differential charac-
ter of value shows itself insofar as commodities can only express their value in
other commodities. In other words, the relative value of commodity A requires
the relation to commodity B in the equivalent form to manifest itself (140).
Since commodities only express their “identity” as equivalent values in the rela-
tions to other commodities, it is possible to say that their identity only emerges
through the articulation of differential relations.
Where Marx speaks of differences between commodities, Laclau speaks of dif-

ferences between signifiers. Indeed, this apparent correspondence between the
commodity and the signifier has been noted before (Tomšič 2015, 29). The
central interest here, however, is whether this correspondence can be expanded
to analyze relations of equivalence as well. After all, it is only through establishing
equivalence between differential elements that a social structure with a certain
systematicity can emerge. But Laclau and Mouffe themselves seem to rule out
any correspondence between their understandings of equivalence and Marx’s.
In Hegemony and Socialist Strategy, they write that this Marxian equivalence
between commodities—insofar as it is still based on the positive difference
between the exchange value of commodity A and the use value of commodity B
—does not correspond to the “complete cancellation of differences implied by a
relation of total equivalence” (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 114). As such, this would
seem to be the end of the correspondence between Marxian and discourse-theo-
retical accounts of equivalence and difference. Marx’s (1976, 143) relational move
in his discussion of value consisted in saying that the value of one commodity
(e.g., five social-labor hours) can only be expressed in the use value of another.
Anything else would be tautological since it would not make sense to express
value in terms of value and say that the value of five labor hours is five labor
hours. But here Laclau and Mouffe turn this argument against Marx and claim
that, insofar as it rests on the positive difference between use value and exchange
value, Marx’s account of commodity equivalence falls short of total equivalence.
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At this point it would seem that discourse theory and the critique of political
economy once more must part ways. However, this is not yet the full story.
Laclau and Mouffe’s critique of this Marxian equivalence only applies to the iso-
lated form of value, which concerns relations between just two commodities. But
the full reach of Marx’s theory of value only unfolds with his account of money
and the general equivalent. Crucially, it is only with the development of money
as general equivalent that generalized commodity exchange takes shape and
the concomitant social structure of abstract labor relations emerges (Postone
1993, 168).
Continuing the discussion about abstract labor and commodity equivalence

thus means looking beyond the isolated form of value and drawing a comparison
that Laclau and Mouffe apparently failed to see when they wrote Hegemony and
Socialist Strategy. This is the comparison between the general equivalent and
the empty signifier. The Marxian general equivalent fulfills, by and large, the
same function as the empty signifier. For Laclau (1996, 39), full equivalence
among differential elements is only possible if one element emerges from the
chain to represent “the system as pure Being” by emptying itself of its content.
The empty signifier, by delineating the system of signification as such, establishes
full equivalence between differential elements of the system. Now, for Marx,
something similar happens with the general equivalent. In the fully developed
form of value, all commodities are equal to each other as abstract labor insofar
as they express their relative value in a general equivalent, which is “one single
kind of commodity set apart from the rest” (Marx 1976, 158). Just like the empty
signifier, then, the general equivalent (money) expresses equivalential relations
among different elements and in that way delineates a social system of value.
Furthermore, the general equivalent empties itself of its concrete content

insofar as it has no relative value of its own anymore (Marx 1976, 159). The com-
modity that assumes the form of the general equivalent and thereby becomes
money is the only one that has no relative value, whereas all other commodities
express their relative value in money and thereby can no longer function as equiv-
alent values (161). This already weakens Laclau and Mouffe’s critique that the full
equivalence of commodities as abstract-labor values depends on a positive differ-
ence. Money expresses the total equivalence of commodities as abstract-labor
values. An “endless series” of commodities emerges here, expressing their ab-
stract-labor value in money while, on the other hand, “against this, money has
no price. In order to form a part of this uniform relative form of value of the
other commodities, it would have to be brought into relation with itself as its
own equivalent” (189). Indeed, in his later work, Laclau (2005, 39) compared the
money form to the empty signifier: the latter represents a chain of demands “in
the same way as gold, without ceasing to be a particular commodity, transforms
its own materiality into the universal representation of value.” Through money,
then, the universality of abstract labor manifests itself.
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All in all, the general equivalent mirrors the function of the empty signifier:
both establish a chain of equivalence insofar as one element disconnects from
its own differential identity in order to represent the universality of the system
of differences as such. In this sense, then, the formal-ontological structure of
Marx’s value theory lives on in Laclau’s discourse theory. At one point, Laclau
(2000, 304; emphasis added) himself even goes so far as to use “general equivalent”
and “empty signifier” interchangeably: “All the preceding considerations show
clearly why universality, for us, is the universality of an empty signifier: for the
only possible universality is the one constructed through an equivalential chain.
The more extended this chain is, the less its general equivalent will be attached
to any particularistic meaning.” Money, as an empty signifier, thus expresses
the universality of a chain of commodities that are equivalent, as abstract labor,
and different, as concrete labor. This suggests that the formalistic structure of
Marx’s value theory anticipates Laclau’s logics of difference, equivalence, and
the empty signifier.
It is important to note that this discussion of how the equivalence of commod-

ities as values expresses itself in money is at the same time a discussion of how the
equivalential social relations of people in capitalism manifest themselves. Crucial
in this regard, of course, is Marx’s (1976) account of commodity fetishism. In cap-
italism the social relations between free individuals—precisely for the reason that
they are free and not, as in feudalism, locked in a fixed hierarchy—take shape
through the products of their labor, which means that the social relations
between people assume “the fantastic form of a relation between things” (165).
Money, as that which expresses the relations of equivalence in the fetishized
domain of commodities, therefore also reflects the structure of abstract labor re-
lations between people who produce those commodities. As such, it is possible to
say that abstract labor is a social formation of (surplus)-value-producing people,
the equivalential relations of which manifest themselves in the empty signifier
of money. This connection between money and social relations chimes rather
well with Marx’s (1973, 157) argument that the free individual of capitalist
society “carries his social power, as well as his bond with society, in his pocket.”
Just as the empty signifier is crucial for the emergence of equivalential relations
in constructing popular subjects, so money is central in the constitution of abstract
labor relations between value-producing people.
The close correspondence between the functionality of money and that of the

empty signifier, which suggests that abstract-labor equivalence among commodi-
ties can be understood as a chain of equivalence, reveals that Laclau’s thinking has
not strayed too far from Marx’s value theory. At the same time, however, in terms
of its formal argumentative structure, Laclau’s work goes beyond Marx’s value
theory in a crucial regard. For Laclau, the empty signifier that binds elements to-
gether in a chain of equivalence can only emerge through the antagonistic exclu-
sion of something that it is not. Only in this way can positive difference be avoided
and full equivalence among the elements be established. This means that money
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as an empty signifier cannot refer to abstract labor as “something positive”
because this would once more risk positing it as a positive essence of labor (see
Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 114). From a Laclauian perspective, therefore, the equiv-
alence of abstract labor relations can only be established through an antagonistic
exclusion as something that it is not. In order to fully develop an understanding of
abstract labor as a hegemonic formation, it is therefore necessary to look at the
crucial dimension of antagonism in the context of the theory of value. In this
way the Laclauian approach complements Lacanian conceptualizations of
money as master signifier (Kordela 2007, 102), insofar as the former can connect
the empty signifier, through antagonism, back to the social relations of abstract
labor.

4. Value, Labor, and Antagonism

Before anything else, it is first necessary to lay out Laclau’s understanding of an-
tagonism. It is well-known that for Laclau the question about antagonism is a
question about establishing the limits of a social system of signification. If all iden-
tity emerges through the play of differences, this play must be halted in some way
so as to establish a form of systematicity and order. In other words, the system of
signification within which individual elements acquire meaning only emerges
with the establishment of these limits, which cannot be signified as another differ-
ence because then they would be just that: yet another difference, unable to halt
the play of differences. For this reason, Laclau (1996, 37) says that the “limits
cannot be themselves signified, but have to show themselves as the interruption
or breakdown of the process of signification.” Such a breakdown of signification
presupposes an exclusion that ensures a radical discontinuity between both
sides of the limit. This is where the question of antagonism comes in; as Laclau
says, with a radical exclusion there are “authentic limits because the actualization
of what is beyond the limit of exclusion would involve the impossibility of what is
this side of the limit” (37). This means that the limits and the equivalential rela-
tions of a system emerge on the basis of negativity, in their common antagonistic
opposition to that which is excluded.
From this account, Laclau’s concept of antagonism clearly goes beyond its col-

loquial meaning as a conflict between two groups. For Laclau and other discourse
theorists, antagonism rather revolves around a dimension of radical negativity
that grounds the social on the basis of a “fundamental incommensurability”
(Marchart 2018, 44). Importantly, this also indicates the importance of taking
the question of antagonism beyond distributional conflict between workers and
capitalists. This is a point on which Laclau and Postone agree. Laclau (1990, 9)
argues that the relation between worker and capitalist is not inherently antagonis-
tic, which implies that it cannot be constitutive of the identities of worker and cap-
italist. Postone (1993), for his part, says that the labor-capital antagonism is internal
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to the social relations of value production, which also implies that it cannot be
constitutive. Indeed, he goes so far as to say that “capital could conceivably
exist without capitalists, but it could not exist without value-producing labor”
(357). The implication is that the point of discussing antagonism in the context
of abstract labor relations should be to “finally release class antagonism from
its customary association with the positivity of transparent interests and actions
and to re-conceptualize it as an irreducible negativity, as the limit of the unstable
and dynamic constitution of the production and division of social surplus” (Özsel-
çuk and Madra 2010, 333). So the task is to connect abstract labor to the antagonis-
tic dimension of limits, threat, and negativity.
In other words, what would threaten the being of the social formation of ab-

stract labor relations? Abstract labor, as a social framework, constitutes a particu-
lar form of organizing social labor relations among people. These social labor
relations are oriented toward the production of value. Value, as an abstract
form of wealth measured in social-labor-time expenditure, is different from the
material wealth of commodities, which revolves around their use values
(Postone 1993, 193). In the capitalist social organization of labor, the use values
people need to live their lives also function as the “material bearers” of value
(Marx 1976, 126). As such, people’s material needs, as well as their concrete
work processes, are subject to the dynamic of value production and capital accu-
mulation. At the same time, people’s labor remains necessary for value production
and capital accumulation (McNally 2004, 202). From the perspective of people
who sell their labor power and produce commodities, labor functions as a
means to acquire the goods they need. But as soon as they do so, their labor
becomes part of the social framework of abstract labor, and as such it becomes
subject to the pressures of value production and the abstract domination of
time. In this context Macherey (2015, 10) argues that selling their labor power sub-
jects workers to a social labor process that surpasses their own existence.
There is a clear tension between the imperatives of value production and

capital accumulation, on one hand, and the experience of working people
engaged in value production to meet their daily needs, on the other. For one
thing, they are subject to the domination of time, which sets a productivity
norm that has to be met. For another, the search for surplus value continuously
reduces the share of labor in production processes as productivity rises
(Postone 1993, 283). Thus, the dual character of labor in capitalism, structured as
it is between the logics of concrete and abstract labor, means that the useful di-
mension of people’s labor, around which a large part of their everyday lives is con-
centrated, is subordinated to the imperatives of abstract-labor value production
(Holloway 2010, 915). The crucial point with regard to the constitutive role of an-
tagonism in this context is that any form of social labor that would be oriented
toward the production of directly useful things rather than commodities (in
which case the useful dimension is “indirect” insofar as use value is secondary
to value production) would pose a threat to the being of the social formation of
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value production. A form of social labor that would directly produce material
wealth (useful things) would obviate the social necessity for people to engage in
the production of value to gain mediated access to use values. Therefore, para-
phrasing Laclau’s discussion of antagonism, it is possible to say that directly
useful work is on the other side of the antagonistic limit that would involve the
impossibility of this side of the limit: namely, abstract-labor value.3

This means that abstract-labor value depends on the antagonistic exclusion of
directly useful forms of work. Put simply, if enough people engaged in directly
useful kinds of work and produced useful things rather than value, the hegemony
of value would be destabilized. At first sight, it is perhaps difficult to see what it
would mean to say that abstract labor constitutes itself in antagonistic opposition
to directly useful work because the articulation of abstract-labor value has become
so “sedimented” that it “has blurred the traces of its own contingency” (Laclau
1996, 103), but at the origin of capitalist value production lies the process of so-
called primitive accumulation. Primitive accumulation, and the concomitant ex-
propriation of the agricultural population, had the effect of disrupting an agrarian
system of social work organization that, for all its defects, offered direct access to
useful goods (Marx 1976, 878). The exclusion of this directly useful form of social
work through primitive accumulation paved the way for the institution of value
production and the social relations of abstract labor.
The process of primitive accumulation separated labor from its means and in

this way created the social necessity for people to sell their labor power. But
the importance of this process, despite its name, is not restricted to its originary
or primitive stages. Indeed, Bonefeld (2002, 81) argues that the separation of
labor from its means is crucial at any stage of capitalist society because in this
way the products of human labor are transformed into value and capital.
Insofar as primitive accumulation denotes the process that separates labor from
access to directly useful work, it also grasps the antagonistic exclusion of directly
useful work that constitutes the social necessity of abstract-labor value produc-
tion. Now, there certainly is a strong class component to the discussion of primi-
tive accumulation and expropriation. At the same time, it is important not to
reduce the antagonistic exclusion of directly useful labor to a conflict between

3. Engels welcomed the distinction between the English words “labor” and “work,” which was
not available in Marx’s native German, insofar as this distinction made it possible to separate
capitalist labor that produces value from other work activities that result in the production of
useful things (see Marx 1976, 138n). This essay specifies the distinction just a bit more and
uses “directly useful work” for those kinds of activities people engage in to produce useful
things they need to live their lives—for example, household work. Directly useful work
stands in an antagonistic relation to value-producing labor. This capitalist labor process,
insofar as it produces commodities that have a use value in addition to exchange value, also in-
cludes a dimension oriented toward usefulness. But to the extent that the use-value side of the
commodity, produced through concrete labor, is subordinated to the overarching aim to produce
surplus value, use value is not a direct aim in itself but is mediated by value production and ab-
stract labor.
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capital and labor. Antagonism, as Marchart (2018, 63) argues, “cannot be absorbed
into the image of two opposing camps as would be typical for conflicts of war or
class struggle.” Instead, the point is to ask what this exclusion says about antago-
nism as a fundamental incommensurability that grounds the social.
In this regard the crucial insight is that the exclusion of directly useful labor is

the moment of negativity that constitutes the equivalence of abstract labor rela-
tions as something that it is not (Laclau and Mouffe 2014, 114). If abstract labor rela-
tions make up a central social framework of capitalist society, then this is only
insofar as those relations are predicated on the radical exclusion of directly
useful work. This means that the centrality of labor in capitalism does not
derive from a positive essence of labor as such but rather emerges through a
moment of antagonism that grounds labor relations on the basis of an incommen-
surability: that is, through excluding a different form of social work that would
imply its impossibility. And this is very much in line with Laclau’s (2014, 106)
claim that, in the case of antagonism, the moment of negativity persists and is
not sublated into a higher identity, as would be the case with a dialectical oppo-
sition, which means that the universality of abstract labor that emerges through
the exclusion of directly useful work does not constitute itself as a full objectivity.
Butler (2000, 11) says that hegemonic formations “are constituted through exclu-
sions that return to haunt the polities predicated upon their absence.” That
means in this case that abstract-labor universality is prevented from ever becom-
ing fully identical with itself as value-producing labor because the excluded pole
of directly useful work “returns” as the concrete labor people perform to be able to
meet their daily needs. From a different perspective, this is also the moment
where the potential for class conflict shows itself, insofar as the importance of
the use-value dimension for working people indicates that labor in capitalism is
not fully reducible to value and commodity production (Balibar 1996, 117).
Moreover, the antagonistic relation between value-producing labor and directly

useful work is also apparent in a different way in more contemporary settings. The
social relations of abstract-labor value are dependent on a whole range of directly
useful work activities that are not part of the production of value but nonetheless
remain essential to it. Abstract labor, then, is dependent on a dissociated sphere of
household and caring activities, traditionally performed by women (Scholz 2014,
128). As Federici (2014, 75) has argued, the devaluation of women’s social status
in the historical process of primitive accumulation coincided with a devaluation
of labor power itself. Furthermore, this antagonism between value and directly
useful work shows itself in the antagonistic contestation over which kinds of
labor count as value and which work remains outside of the commodity chain
of equivalence (Gibson-Graham 1996, 245). If actualized on a large scale, these
other forms of directly useful work would threaten the social being of value pro-
duction. This means that their continued antagonistic exclusion is required for the
hegemony of abstract labor relations to persist. Abstract-labor hegemony
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therefore does not fully eclipse or absorb useful work directly but rather emerges
through a balancing act of hegemonic contestation.
Abstract labor, as a hegemonic universality, is therefore not a full objectivity but

rather a contingently constituted one. Any universality that manages to become
hegemonic will emerge as a collective desire for the imaginary fullness represent-
ed by its empty signifier (Nonhoff 2006, 148). As argued above, the empty signifier
that expresses the equivalence of abstract labor relations is money. Through
money, the social relations of abstract labor manifest themselves as equivalential
relations between people who produce value. True to form, the contingent univer-
sality of abstract labor thus emerges along with a desire for its absent fullness rep-
resented in money. Indeed, there never is enough money (Marx 1976, 231). Money
as an empty signifier that gives rise to an endless desire thus corresponds to the
absent fullness of the contingent framework of abstract labor relations. At the
same time, the fact that abstract labor relations are expressed through money
once again shows that money is closely connected to exploitation and class dimen-
sions. The social relations of abstract labor, insofar as they are connected to
money, are part of the logic of capital and the production of surplus value
(Milios 2009, 267). Abstract labor relations are therefore overdetermined by
capital as a social relation.

Conclusion

The overarching aim of this essay has been to complement nonessentialist readings
of Marx’s value theory by interpreting abstract labor as a Laclauian hegemonic for-
mation. Abstract labor is not a metaphysical essence but rather a dislocated social
structure of labor relations. By drawing on Laclau’s discourse theory to develop this
argument, the essay also makes a second contribution insofar as it works toward re-
integrating post-Marxist theory and the Marxian critique of political economy. As
has become clear various times throughout the essay, further research could
explore the dimensions of struggle that come along with the social relations of ab-
stract labor, whether they be, for instance, class struggle, feminist struggle, or their
interrelation. This holds especially with regard to the question of the continued and
contested reconstitution of the hegemony of abstract labor. Because as soon as ab-
stract labor is no longer a metaphysical essence but rather a contingent social for-
mation, the crucial question becomes how this hegemonic formation is at the same
time upheld and contested through social practice.
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