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Productivity of Labor and Nonmaterial Commodities 
 

[US] Erwin Marquit 
 

Is a computer software designer, for instance, or a waiter in a tourist resort, a member 
of the working class? Is their labor productive or unproductive? In this paper I address 
some longstanding prejudices about the class identification of workers employed in the 
production of nonmaterial commodities or in sectors usually categorized as services. My 
hope is that a re-examination of some aspects of accepted, and often unquestioned, 
definitions of the terms working class and productive versus unproductive labor will give a 
sharper focus to current political decisions. 

Marxist political parties have historically considered the working class as their class 
basis and have oriented their policies primarily on the interests of this class. They have paid, 
and continue to pay, special attention to recruiting members from the working class and 
concentrate on mobilizing these workers for the class struggle in defense of their interests. 
This traditional working class, however, constitutes only one part of those who, not 
possessing their own means of production, are forced to sell their labor power to sustain 
themselves and their families.  

The distinction made by Marx between productive and unproductive labor has long 
served as a key to the class identification of those earning wages and salaries. Marx used 
the term productive labor to describe the labor that gives rise to surplus value—the unpaid 
labor appropriated from the worker’s labor by the capitalist. Marx and Engels concluded 
very early on that the working class (or proletariat, to use their preferred term) would form 
the core of the revolutionary movement for the transformation of society from capitalism to 
socialism because their objective class character placed the members of this class in an 
irreconcilable conflict of interest with the bourgeoisie: 

The mode of production of material life conditions the general process of social, 
political and intellectual life. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their 
existence, but their social existence that determines their consciousness. (Marx 1987, 263)  

The revolutionary Marxist movements have, therefore, focused on bringing a socialist 
consciousness to the proletariat, knowing that such a socialist consciousness expresses the 
objective class interest arising from the material conditions of life of the proletarians. No 
other class in a society dominated by the capitalist mode of production has such a clear-cut 
material interest in the replacement of capitalism by socialism. 
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A socialist consciousness does not emerge spontaneously from the class struggles of 
the proletariat. Experiences acquired by workers through participation in class struggles 
facilitate their understanding of the dynamics of the social forces at work in capitalist 
society. A socialist consciousness can then be awakened in them by supplementing their 
class-struggle experiences with theoretical education provided by the political parties of the 
working class on the true nature of exploitation by capital. This scientific understanding of 
the process of societal development is necessary because the working class does not 
accumulate material resources for seizing power from the bourgeoisie as the bourgeoisie 
was able to do in effect the transition from feudalism. Only masses of workers organized as 
a material force can form the basis for the transition from capitalism to socialism. “Material 
force,” wrote the young Marx, “must be overthrown by material force; but theory becomes 
a material force as soon as it has gripped the masses” (1975, 182). During the lifetimes of 
Marx and Engels, and well into the twentieth century, the industrial proletariat formed the 
overwhelming majority of those sections of the proletariat participating in organized class 
struggle. As a result, revolutionary Marxist organizations concentrated their activities 
around the struggles of the industrial proletariat.  

This focus on the industrial proletariat has led to a tendency in some Communist 
parties to regard only industrial workers as proletarians. It was this definition of working 
class that led the French Communist Party, at its Twenty-Ninth Congress in 1996, to declare 
that it was dropping the “working class” as the class basis of the Party. The reason it gave 
was that the working class no longer constituted the majority of wage earners. The French 
Communist Party applied the term worker (ouvrier) to manual industrial workers and 
distinguished them from wage earners (salariés), applying this latter term to nonindustrial 
wage earners. 
Another question of class identity arises with the great increase in the number of workers 
employed in the knowledge and information branches of the economy as well as in the 
service sector. Do these workers have the same class interest as industrial workers? The 
answer is not self-evident.  

It is useful in this context to consider the class character of several types of wage 
earners who are not industrial workers. Here is how Karl Marx defined productive workers: 

Since the direct purpose and the actual product of capitalist production is surplus 
value, only such labor is productive, and only such an exerter of labor capacity is a 
productive worker, as directly produces surplus value”(1994, 442). 

Thus Marx’s sole criterion for what constitutes productive labor under the capitalist 
mode of production is the labor performed under conditions in which surplus value is 
appropriated by the capitalist employer. Any worker whose labor leads to the appropriation 
of surplus value is a proletarian, or equivalently, a member of the working class. In 
distinguishing productive from unproductive labor in relation to the production of surplus 
value, Marx was not characterizing unproductive labor as useless labor 
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Let us now consider the distinction between wage earners and proletarians. Are there 
wage earners who are not proletarians? By wage earner I mean generally a person who is 
engaged to perform labor by hire. Two principal groups of wage earners need to be 
considered. One group consists of wage earners within an enterprise who are primarily 
employed by capital for the extraction or realization of surplus value in the course of 
producing nonmaterial commodities. We can put aside for the moment the special category 
of corporate executives or others who are paid annual salaries as direct representatives of 
the capitalist employer. Wages of most workers are calculated on the basis of the hours 
worked. When the wages of workers are calculated on a longer period—monthly or yearly, 
for example—they are often referred to as salaried workers. This terminology can have a 
bearing on how such workers perceive their class status, but it has no bearing on their 
objective class identity. 

To begin our consideration of workers producing nonmaterial commodities, I will 
draw on an article about such production that I coauthored some years ago (Knutson and 
Marquit 1996, 344). We cited Marx’s brief discussion, in which  
he pointed out that productive workers were not only industrial workers: He gave as 
examples “a literary proletarian who produces books . . . at the instructions of his 
publisher,” “a singer . . . engaged by an entrepreneur,” “a schoolmaster who is engaged as a 
wage laborer in an institution along with others”—in brief, people who are employed for 
wages to perform services that are turned into material or nonmaterial commodities in order 
to provide surplus value to the person or establishment that employs them (Marx 1994, 
442–52). 

Marx, however, cautioning against giving too much weight to such capitalist 
investments, noted, “Here capitalist production is applicable on a very restricted scale” 
(451). Today, of course, capital investments in the employment of wage labor for providing 
material services as commodities (for example, for-profit hospitals and nursing homes, 
hotels and motels, restaurants and fast-food providers) and various forms of nonmaterial 
services and products (private schools, computer software, consultancies, systems 
management) make up a significant portion of all new investment arising in the process of 
expanded reproduction of capital. The overwhelming majority of wage earners in the 
industrialized countries, despite the changes in the character of labor, remain productive 
workers, and as such are part of the working class. Consequently, Communist parties have 
had, in general, no problem in recognizing the working-class character of wage laborers 
employed in the production of nonmaterial commodities and services. 

Let us consider computer software industry as an example of an industry producing 
nonmaterial commodities. Produced for sale or exchange, the product of this industry is 
essentially a nonmaterial commodity, even if its form of transfer is a material object such as 
a computer disk. It has all the attributes of a commodity. It is produced for sale. It has a use 
value. The exchange value of a computer program is determined by the socially necessary 
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labor time embodied in its production. The price differs from the exchange value in the 
same manner as in the case of material commodities. The availability of competitive 
products can be affected by copyrights in a manner similar to the protection of the right to 
produce material commodities by patents. It is subject to depreciation—although not by use, 
but by becoming antiquated with the passage of time. The U.S. Internal Revenue Service 
sets three years as the useful life of computer programs for the purposes of calculating 
depreciation for tax purposes. The difference between productive and unproductive 
employees in this industry (that is, between those who produce surplus value and those who 
do not) can be determined in the same way as in the case of the production of material 
commodities. 

Software companies as well as many companies producing computer hardware 
frequently have personnel serving as support teams to assist users of their products when 
the instruction manuals do not suffice. This is not unique to the computer industry, but the 
scale of such service increased dramatically with its growth because of the large-scale 
distribution and intrinsic complexity of the product. Moreover the outsourcing of such 
services has become almost an industry in itself with the establishment of call centers in 
countries with lower wage costs to serve clients in higher wage countries. 

Support workers working for companies that produce computer hardware (a material 
commodity) or computer software (a nonmaterial commodity) are essentially serving as 
extensions to the instruction manual that is normally provided with the product. The 
instruction manual is a component of the product since it can be a necessary component of 
its use value. As such, the writer of the manual is a productive worker producing a 
nonmaterial commodity (distinct from the physical aspect of the manual). Even though the 
product has already been purchased, the availability of the support service is implicit in the 
purchaser’s understanding of his or her ability to realize the use value of the product. The 
labor of the support worker, therefore, must be considered part of the socially necessary 
labor embodied in the production of the commodity, regardless of whether the producing 
firm charges separately for such support. The labor of the support worker is should be 
regarded as productive labor. 

The class character of the labor of what are referred to as service workers—for 
example, hotel employees—is not as obvious as in the case of software programmers. The 
dynamics of the extraction of surplus value from the labor of the hotel staff is somewhat 
different from that in industrial production. If we neglect the labor of the hotel employees 
not engaged in housekeeping services, we can look at the exchange value of the room rental 
as primarily consisting of two factors: replacement of depleted constant capital and value 
added by the labor of the housekeeping staff (which includes, for this purpose, room 
equipment and maintenance staff). The daily housekeeping can be viewed as replenishment 
of the disturbed furnishings, which can be considered to be similar to the replacement of 
depreciated objects of constant capital in industrial production. In industrial production, the 
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replacement of depreciated constant capital does not serve as a source of surplus value, but 
is transferred to the exchange value of the commodity. In the case of hotel rooms, however, 
the daily replenishment of the room furnishings to the state needed for room rental has a 
twofold character. The exchange value represented by replenishment of material objects 
such as soap, shampoo, body lotions, and other toiletries, and replacement of any worn-out 
towels, sheets, furniture, etc. (including building depreciation) is transferred to the 
exchange value of the room rental. The exchange value that represents the socially 
necessary labor time of the housekeeping staff necessary for the daily replenishment of the 
condition of the room constitutes another part of the exchange value of the room rental, but 
is less than the wages paid to the housekeepers for their labor; the difference represents the 
surplus value extracted from their labor.  

I will not attempt here a discussion of the character of the labor of other employees 
such as porters, staff at the registration desk, bookkeeping staff, and reservation clerks. 
Each must be examined separately. Although surplus labor time is extracted from all of 
them, not all of them are producers of surplus value. This will be clearer as we discuss 
some other types of labor not producing material commodities. The discussion here, 
however, can readily be applied to custodial workers in rental properties such as apartment 
and office buildings.  

The determination of the productive or unproductive character of service workers in 
restaurants and other establishments that process and provide food involves more complex 
theoretical issues. Insofar as the food is prepared on order (or pre-prepared in anticipation 
of the order), the labor involved in processing the food order can be productive labor if it is 
done for the purpose of converting capital into surplus value by its processing. The 
character of the labor involved in taking the order and the handing over the food so 
prepared to the customer either by the server in a restaurant, or worker at the counter or 
takeout window and accepting payment for it is not so readily classified if one follows 
Marx’s discussion of the selling and buying of commodities. 

In Capital II and III, Marx discusses the costs of circulation of commodities and 
commercial profit (1997, 133–55; 1996, 270–300).* Industrial capitalists usually sell their 
products to merchants, who in turn either sell the commodities to the ultimate consumer or 
to a succession of other merchants until they are sold to the ultimate consumer. Marx calls 
the costs incurred here the costs of circulation—Marx’s discussion of the economics of this 
stage in the process of extended capital reproduction can be readily applied to the case in 
which the industrial capitalists market their commodities to the ultimate consumer. With the 
sale of the commodity, the capitalist converts to monetary form the constant and variable 
capital transferred to the commodity by productive labor, as well as the surplus value 
extracted from the worker, so that the proceeds can be reinvested as industrial capital in the 
process of expanded reproduction.  

The circulation costs have a twofold character. They may involve necessary operations 
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such as transportation, storage, and any further processing in form so that the ultimate 
consumer can consume the product’s use value. These extensions of the production process 
require both constant and variable capital, the variable labor giving rise to additional 
surplus value. Other circulation costs such as advertising, repackaging in form to promote 
or facilitate sales to other merchants or to make the product attractive in retail trade, and 
bookkeeping to maintain the integrity of the capital as the product is bought and sold from 
merchant to merchant or even to the final consumer, add no value to the commodity. The 
merchant’s profit is obtained from the difference between the exchange value of the 
commodity and the price. In this way, the merchant’s profit is derived by reduction of the 
amount of surplus value that is retained by the industrial capitalists and that was created by 
the labor power of the workers employed in the production of the commodity. The 
circulation costs that do not produce value include the cost of labor employed by the 
merchant. The wages of the workers employed by the merchant in unproductive labor are 
similarly derived from reduction of the surplus value retained by the industrial capitalist by 
the mechanism of difference between exchange value and price. But these workers receive 
as wages only some fraction of the socially necessary labor time they put at the disposal of 
the merchant, just as in the case of the industrial worker. The merchant’s exploitation of the 
labor of the mercantile workers augments the merchant’s profit and facilitates the ability of 
commercial capital to achieve the average rate of profit without any surplus value being 
generated by the merchant’s employees. Nevertheless, the merchant’s workers are exploited 
in the same manner as the employees of the industrial capitalist. Here is Marx’s summary: 

The difficulty as concerns mercantile wage workers is by no means to explain how 
they produce direct profits for their employer without creating any direct surplus value (of 
which profit is but a converted form). This question has, indeed, already been solved in the 
general analysis of commercial profits. Just as industrial capital makes profit by selling 
labor embodied and realised in commodities, for which it has not paid any equivalent, so 
merchant's capital derives profit from not paying in full to productive capital for all the 
unpaid labor contained in the commodities (in commodities, in so far as capital invested in 
their production functions as an aliquot part of the total industrial capital), and by 
demanding payment for this unpaid portion still contained in the commodities when making 
a sale. The relation of merchant's capital to surplus value is different from that of industrial 
capital. The latter produces surplus value by directly appropriating the unpaid labor of 
others. The former appropriates a portion of this surplus value by having this portion 
transferred from industrial capital to itself. 

It is only through its function of realising values that merchant's capital acts as capital 
in the process of reproduction, and hence as functioning capital draws on the surplus value 
produced by the total capital. The mass of the individual merchant's profits depends on the 
mass of capital that he can apply in this process, and he can apply so much more of it in 
buying and selling, the more the unpaid labor of his clerks. The very function, by virtue of 
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which the merchant's money becomes capital, is largely done through his employees. The 
unpaid labor of these clerks, while it does not create surplus value, enables him to 
appropriate surplus value, which, in effect, amounts to the same thing with respect to this 
capital. It is, therefore, a source of profit for him.  

In Marx’s view, workers in the retail branch of the economy are therefore not 
productive workers in the sense that they do not generate surplus value for their employers. 
The nature of their exploitation, however, is so similar to that of productive workers that 
their class interests should not be considered to be separate from those of industrial workers. 
Many jobs in commerce (and other branches of the economy such as finance and insurance, 
not discussed here) are of such a nature.  

Marx did not discuss retail store employees in great detail. Their labor can involve a 
certain degree of productive labor. Imagine a society that has already attained a stage where 
distribution of the product is based on need rather than profit. Some sort of distributive 
labor will be necessary to match the needs of the consumer to the products that are 
available. To the extent that the labor of a retail store employee has this character, it can be 
considered as the completion of the production process. Whether engaging in productive or 
unproductive labor, retail store employees have the same class interests as industrial 
workers.  

To return now to the work of food-service employees, we see that insofar as the work 
involves the transfer of the food from the preparer to the consumer, the labor is productive 
labor. To the extent the labor involves inducing the potential customer to order one or 
another type of product, the labor is unproductive. 

The last group of workers that I will discuss here comprises workers in the advertising 
industry. If an industrial capitalist establishes an advertising department within the 
enterprise, Marx would not consider the labor to contribute to the production of surplus 
value in the commodity. The constant capital costs and the cost of labor connected with 
such advertising are not transferred to the commodity, but detract from the surplus value 
added to the commodity by the productive workers. Suppose, however, the industrial 
capitalist outsources the advertising to an advertising firm, established to provide 
promotional material to industrial, commercial, or financial enterprises. The promotional 
material has a use value to the clients of the advertising firm. The use value of advertising 
is the procurement of sales. Although the promotional material will generally have a 
material form for transferring its message, it is largely a nonmaterial commodity. 
Employees of such firms producing promotional material are indeed productive workers in 
the same manner that software programmers can be productive workers, or, to go back to 
Marx’s original example, a singer employed by an impresario. Similar arguments can be 
made for other workers employed in the production of nonmaterial commodities that do not 
add to the value of commodities produced by firms that “consume” their use values. 

The growth of the mass of capital and the accompanying technological development 
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continue to lead to increases in the number of wage earners engaged in productive and 
unproductive labor. The decline of the relative percentage of workers in the manufacture of 
material commodities in relation to nonmaterial commodities and the growth of the 
percentage of workers in involved in unproductive labor have not led to the decline in the 
percentage of wage earners exploited by capital.  

What political conclusion can be drawn from this analysis? Narrow and outdated 
definitions of working class, and speculation about where the mass of surplus value is 
produced, cannot guide effective political action. Political parties of the working class must 
attempt to understand where the character of the labor process lends itself most strongly to 
the development of advanced concepts of class struggle among the workers. Failure to 
grasp the common quality of exploitation faced by productive and unproductive workers 
can lead to the erroneous conclusion that only class struggles in industries producing 
material commodities have the potential to contribute to social change. A view that arose in 
United States in the 1980s maintained that almost all surplus value was produced in the 
mass production industries, so that only strikes in that sector could force capital to make 
concessions to the working class. In the present, and for the foreseeable future, this view is 
untenable. If the workers processing credit card transactions were to strike, it would disrupt 
the capitalist economy more (although their labor is unproductive), and capital would be 
more concerned, than if an auto works were to strike.  

Marxist political parties should not focus policies of labor concentration on levels of 
production of surplus value. Rather they should seek those sectors of the economy where 
the living and working conditions of the workers, and the character of socialization of the 
labor process, enable the greatest number of workers to be brought into militant class 
struggle. 

 

NOTE 
 

* A good summary of Marx’s discussion of circulation costs and commercial capital 
can be found in Murray Smith’s article on socially necessary unproductive labor (1993).  
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