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The subjective theory of value which emerged in the latter part of the nineteenth 
century, and subsequently rose to dominance during the twentieth century, offers a 
striking contrast with the objective approach to value, severally taken by the classical 
authors from Petty to Marx. The subjective approach reached its high point in the 
decades following World War II, in the research programme of general equilibrium 
theory – a programme which, at least from a constructive point of view, proved to be 
a failure. It was unable to provide a plausible account of relative prices, along 
‘demand-and-supply’ lines, for a decentralised market economy (vide Kirman 1979). 
The classical approach, on the other hand, culminated in Ricardo and Marx;1 and the 
conception of relative price determination as being grounded in production conditions 
(and distribution) came to be identified with the labour theory of value. This, 
notwithstanding that Ricardo and Marx were very much alive to its lack of validity in 
explaining the determination of production prices independent of the general 
profitability of capital (or real wage). The labour theory of relative prices also loses 
any general validity in a decentralised economy, though for reasons somewhat 
different from those which ended up compromising the subjective approach. 

The announced purpose of Peter Dooley’s book is to trace the pedigree of 
the labour theory, uncovering its origins and formation. In doing so, he seeks to 
distinguish the question of the ‘regulation’ of value – what I have meant above by the 
labour theory of value – and the origin and the measurement of value (p. xiv). The 
book has twelve chapters. Following an introduction, nine chapters deal with Petty, 
Locke, Cantillon, Quesnay, Hutcheson, Hume, Smith, Ricardo and Marx 
respectively. Then the penultimate chapter considers ‘classical relics in neoclassical 
thought’ (p. 210), followed by a conclusion. Dooley wishes to treat all three of these 
issues under the cover of the labour theory of value – indeed it is offered as a strength 
of the book that it does so (p. xiv). Much more could be said about this book than 
what follows; but anything further would not generally be favourable. In short, it is 
not well conceived as a whole and wrong in many particulars of interpretation. 

In terms of the overall conception, one may raise a general question of an 
epistemological kind: what does the ‘origin’ of value really mean? That is to say, 
what sort of knowledge or information is one seeking when one asks the question, 
what is the ‘origin’ of the ‘value’ of any particular thing? To be sure, the 
‘regulation’ of value – or equivalently, the determination of relative commodity 
prices – has a distinct meaning, and different from the measurement of value, which 
also has a distinct meaning. But does ‘origin’ of value signify anything meaningful, 
not already contained in the notion of determination of value? I don’t think so (nor, 
apparently, does Dooley, but he thinks the classical authors posed such a question). 
Or if it does, it is of a rather trivial kind, in terms of its economic content. The so-
called ‘origins’-of-value part of Dooley’s story turns out to have no more genuine 
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substance than the mere observation by various of the writers under consideration 
(in various, somewhat different terms) that any particular commodity is the result of 
processes in which labour and natural resources of various kinds have been 
combined and manipulated in various ways – a mere description of a technological 
fact. But for some of these writers Dooley makes the stronger claim that they had a 
labour-only explanation of the ‘origin’ of value. 

Consider the following examples. We are told that Hume ‘proclaimed a 
labour theory of the origin of commodities’ and we are offered the following quote 
from Hume: ‘Every thing is sold to skill and labour; and where nature furnishes the 
materials, they are still rude and unfinished, till industry, ever active and intelligent, 
refines them from their brute state, and fits them for human use and convenience’. 
This is merely a statement that labour refashions natural materials to better suit 
human purposes; but still, the natural materials are part of the final product. Dooley 
follows the quote with the comment: ‘Labour is….the active agent that transforms 
raw materials….’ (p. 113). Quite right; but still again, the natural materials are 
acknowledged. (Hence, the qualifier, ‘active’ – here as elsewhere – is not incidental). 
Dooley seeks to reinforce his argument by adding (and again, also elsewhere) that 
‘[l]and is simply a free gift of nature’. But even if this is meaningful,2 it does not 
remove the fact that non-human matter persists in the final product, a fact that neither 
Hume nor any of the others would deny (cf. p. 245, n. 9, on Smith). 

Similarly with regard to Smith, who is said to have begun the Wealth of 
Nations ‘with the bold assertion that national wealth is due to labour’, supported with 
the quotation: ‘The annual labour of every nation is the fund which originally 
supplies it with all the necessaries and conveniences of life….’ (my emphasis; there is 
more quoted). Dooley adds that this conveys the principle that ‘labour produces all 
commodities’ (p. 127). If this is meant to imply production by labour alone then of 
course it is false: on the following page, Dooley makes explicit his desired inference 
that ‘Smith dropped land as a source of value’ (p. 128; also pp. 135; 246, n. 13). But 
in any case, Smith speaks of labour supplying commodities, not producing 
commodities. It is simply a brute fact, or definition, that natural resources – whether 
or not improved by human labour before being consumed – require human effort for 
at least their appropriation by humans. Smith nowhere makes a claim that unassisted 
labour is, by itself, capable of producing commodities. Dooley is so in thrall to his 
misreading of Smith that at p. 146 he quotes Smith as follows – ‘[t]he whole annual 
produce of the land and labour of every country….naturally divides itself….’ and so 
on (my emphasis; there is more quoted) – and adds the comment: ‘Thus, Smith 
reasserted his theory that labour produces the whole national product….’. The very 
quotation itself explicitly repudiates this view! 

On the other hand, the labour explanation of relative price determination 
(or ‘regulation’) introduces costs and distribution. When Locke writes as he is 
quoted on pp. 45-6, concerning natural resources as ‘almost worthless’ compared 
with the value added by labour, what is he talking about – use value or exchange 
value? If the former, how does he make such a division? If the latter, it is really a 
reflection of high labour productivity in natural resource extraction (or low cost of 
appropriating natural resources), not the worthlessness of natural materials. When 
Locke tells us that one hundredth of the value of commodities is due to nature or 
the natural materials, and ninety-nine hundredths due to labour, why can Dooley 
not expose this to some critical consideration? If the proposition is indeed intended 
to be about the physical commodity, or its use value (rather than its exchange 
value) – which is surely the case – then its utter meaninglessness should be 
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exposed. Consider this: if nature provides 1% of the use value, and labour 99%, 
then if we remove the element that nature provides, we should be left with 99% of 
the value. But of course, if we remove the element that nature provides, we are left 
with, not 99% of the use value or commodity, but….nothing! 

It is almost inconceivable to think of a commodity that unassisted labour 
could produce, without any element of natural resources. (On the other hand, as 
Smith is absolutely clear about in his chapter on rents, it is very much easier to 
think of ‘commodities’ produced, almost,3 by unassisted nature.) This points to the 
essential emptiness of Locke’s presumption4 that the contributions of nature and 
labour to production of physical commodities (or their use values, in some sense or 
other) are separable and additive. It is not so. And the suggestion that this Lockeian 
argument is the basis of classical value theory is not sensible (p. 57): ‘The notion 
that labour produced most of the [use?] value of commodities became the 
philosophical foundation of the labour theory of [exchange!] value. Smith, Ricardo 
and Marx each presented a variation on this theme’. Even under conditions wherein 
the labour theory of relative prices holds, this outcome for rates of commodity 
exchange is entirely consistent with also supposing, at the same time, that the 
physical commodities (or their ‘use values’, if one prefers – but not the same as 
‘utility’) are a result of labour plus natural resources.5 Marx himself actually makes 
this point – and Dooley quotes it (p. 251, n. 5), himself adding the endorsement, 
‘[i]t goes without saying….that nature is the source of material things’ (p. 188; 
emphasis added). I agree. 

It is also entirely fanciful to suggest that the Aristotelian tradition 
somehow belongs to the same line of thought as the subjective marginalist 
approach of the late nineteenth century onward (pp. 7-8, 102-3). Nothing 
resembling marginal utilities (or marginal rates of substitution) is to be found there. 
The so-called reciprocal demand notion does not even determine any definite 
relative price. If a person α has a surplus of ‘corn’ (over and above own-wants) and 
a deficit of ‘iron’ (with respect to own-wants), and a person β has an analogous 
deficit of corn and a surplus of iron, then this happy coincidence of reciprocal 
wants is certainly congenial to an exchange occurring. But at what rate any such 
exchange will take place, cannot be determined from this characterisation of the 
situation alone. (Of course, if there is capitalist production of corn and iron, under 
competitive conditions, then one can know the likely rate of exchange under normal 
conditions – Smith’s ‘ordinary’ relative price). As it happens, Dooley at one point 
actually indicates the genuine Aristotelian notion of use value (the use value of a 
hat is covering the head, the use value of a chair is sitting, and so on): ‘The owner 
of a shoe….could either wear it, which was its value in use, or….’ (p. 126). Nor 
does the Aristotelian characterisation of the situation suggest or imply that 
qualitatively different use values are reducible to a homogeneous substance, 
‘utility’. (On p. 190 Dooley notes in relation to Marx that ‘[u]se value is 
qualitative’). The sense in which wants, or desires, or pleasures even, enter into 
accounts of exchange by pre-utilitarian (and anti-utilitarian) writers is generally the 
sense in which Smith conceives of the issue, accurately stated by Dooley at one 
point: ‘use value is essential to exchange value, but does not regulate it’ (p. 127).6 

Some examples of further particular errors and infelicities provide some 
additional sense of the overall character of the book under review. Here are seven 
instances, from among a larger set which could be offered. 
1) For Petty, we are told, ‘the interest rate equals the rate on the most secure 
investment, which was land, plus a risk premium. He overlooked the illiquidity of 
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land’. (p. 37) In fact, the risk premium is for Petty in part a reflection of the relative 
illiquidity of land as an investment – which means that the capital value is at less 
risk of loss. (A borrower of money may default on both the interest and the 
principal; but a renter of land can default only on the rent). 
2) Frequently, in many chapters, Dooley takes for granted that a writer’s referring 
determination of market prices to some variant of demand and supply, is equivalent 
to a primitive version of marginalist (especially Marshallian) market price 
determination. This is by no means at all clearly the case: commonly these writers 
are merely articulating a kind of commonsense law of markets, in which 
supply/demand imbalances cause price fluctuations – a proposition entirely 
consistent with the objective approach to price theory. 
3) The assertion that Smith regards labour employed in the production of durable 
consumption commodities as ‘productive labour’ is not true, as such (p. 130): 
consumption durables may or may not serve as capital. 
4) Here is one among a number of quaintly ahistorical statements, requiring no 
commentary: ‘Frances Hutcheson….was Adam Smith’s professor of economics’ 
(p. 233, n. 7). 
5) Here is another: ‘David Ricardo is best known today for the economic policies 
that are popularly called monetarism and globalization’; ‘[t]he political influence of 
David Ricardo is actively felt today under the names of monetarism and 
globalization’ (pp. 177, 230). 
6) At p. 237, n. 18, we are offered various ‘authorities’ on John Locke. In relation 
to the monographs there listed, no page references are provided. Most bizarre is the 
citation of ‘Keynes (1936)’: in fact, Keynes provides just three pages of casual 
commentary, evidently largely (perhaps exclusively) a secondhand account based 
on Heckscher. 
7) At p. 247, n. 26, we are told that the Glasgow edition of the Wealth of Nations is 
‘useful’, which will no doubt greatly comfort the editors of that remarkable and 
excellent scholarly edition. 

As indicated above, there is much more in Dooley’s book which could be 
discussed. But it is not just space limitations which make this undesirable. It is also 
the case that each of the chapters on particular writers actually involves an extended 
coverage of the economic thought of the person under consideration, and is not 
limited to aspects only directly pertinent to Dooley’s issue, the labour theory of value 
(as he understands that). That is to say, there is much that is of no direct relevance to 
the supposed theme of the book. But perhaps the reader will excuse me for one 
further comment, in relation to a reference to my own work in the book (p. 64). I am 
said to have claimed that in Cantillon ‘[u]nits of labour can be converted into units of 
land, because labour can be measured in terms of land’, Dooley adding: ‘but a 
measure of value is distinct from a determinant of value’. In fact, my view – which 
would be clear to any attentive reader of the cited work by me – is that Cantillon did 
not only measure value by way of land input; he sought to explain value (relative 
prices) by land input, with labour reduced to the commodities it consumes, and those 
commodities in turn reduced to the land input directly and indirectly required to 
produce them. This is just one particular instance – albeit one close to this reviewer’s 
heart – of the author apparently not grasping the significance of even the literature he 
has consulted. If Dooley had more carefully engaged with even just that literature, he 
would not have been led into writing a book like this one. 

In his Preface Dooley explicitly eschews any modern relevance for his 
study: ‘This book….does not ask what we derived from classical economics that is 
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valid today’ (pp. xiv-xv). That is a pity since the successive, failed classical 
attempts at an objective theory of value were finally resolved in an analytically 
satisfactory manner in a number of twentieth-century contributions – in particular, 
in the work of P. Sraffa and J. von Neumann.7 Dooley also comments that the book 
is ‘not a commentary on modern commentaries’ (p. xv). Up to a point, this may be 
an acceptable stance; but one cannot so easily walk away from responsibility to 
take account of other writings pertinent to the domain of one’s scholarship. Many 
works are cited in the book, but usually only in general terms (commonly, no 
specific page citations, nor discussion of them). The author is strangely disengaged 
from most of the secondary literature, even from serious studies of direct relevance 
to his subject. That disengagement has not proven costless, in relation to the 
usefulness of the product of his own labours, in this deeply flawed book. 
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Notes 

1 At least in a certain sense. This is taken up further below. 
2 However, it is not meaningful. Was there really a person called ‘nature’ giving away 
parts of itself to humans at some previous point in history? Was the process ‘gift 
giving’, or was it perhaps rather more like ‘conquest’? But, after all, such metaphors 
can take one only so far. 
3 I say ‘almost’, because if one treats the act of mere human appropriation as (part of) 
labour required to ‘produce’ a commodity, then even a piece of fruit which is the 
spontaneous produce of nature, by definition requires labour in order to become a 
commodity. 
4 Or is it, perhaps, a conscious pretence? 
5 This would remain so even if the latter were supposed as making 99.99% of the 
contribution to the commodity or ‘use value’ – if one wishes (foolishly) to persist in 
thinking of the labour and nature contributions in such terms (that is, as separable and 
additive). 
6 Dooley is happy to patronise the classical economists’ approach to value as a 
‘materialist fallacy’ and ‘metaphysical’ (pp. 27-8, 78-9, 190, 208, 226-8). It apparently 
has not occurred to him that an explanation of relative prices in terms of ‘utility’ (or 
preferences) is a recourse to ‘explanatory’ (using the term advisedly) parameters for the 
theory of relative prices, which are unobservable even in principle. How ‘metaphysical’ 
is that? In this context, one could usefully consider the non-substitution theorem, for 
what it points to about the analytical relation between the classical and marginalist 
approaches to relative prices. 
7 Hence my use of ‘culminated’ advisedly, in the opening paragraph above, in relation 
to Ricardo and Marx as the end of the classical tradition. 
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