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“Exploitation” and the Labor Theory of Value

Abstract

This paper reexamines the relationship between the Marxian concept of exploitation and the labor theory of
value, aiming to clarify exploitation’s original theoretical meaning. Exploitation is often understood as the capi-
talist appropriation of value produced by workers but not returned as wages, or as a matter of unpaid labor and
moral injustice. However, this view does not fully explain why Marx used the labor theory of value to analyze
exploitation.

The paper argues that the labor theory of value should be understood not merely as a theory measuring
commodity value by labor time, but as a theory showing how social relations of labor are mediated by value rela-
tions in capitalist society. As the means of production and the means of subsistence are commodified and
thereby separated from workers, labor power is commodified. Since only money owners can combine labor
power with means of production, production necessarily takes a capitalist form. Through private property as
defined by commodity exchange, products come to belong to capitalists and profit arises. Exploitation is there-
fore not simply a moral criticism ; through the commodification of all products of labor, it is a concept that sys-
tematically explains capitalist production, profit, and class structure.
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