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Chapter One

Labor, Value, and the Search for a Better Economics


Every society is built on work. We hardly even think about it: food shows up on shelves, electricity flows at the flip of a switch, apps update on our phones. But behind every convenience there are people. People bent over in fields, sweating in factories, sitting in front of glowing screens into the night. At its core, economics is just the arrangement of that work and the division of its results. Yet, if you strip away the stories we tell about innovation and entrepreneurship, you discover a harsher truth: the majority of people, across history, have rarely kept the full value of what they produced. . . . Enslaved cotton pickers in the American South, tenant farmers in the years after emancipation, and modern employees at sprawling corporations all share something in common. They create more than they receive. The forms of labor and the language of justification shift, but the pattern holds.


That pattern is what this short book is about. It begins in the cotton fields, where human beings were worked under the most brutal conditions imaginable, producing one of the world’s most profitable commodities.[1] It moves through the transition to sharecropping and wage labor, showing how the whip was replaced by the ledger and then by the paycheck, but always with the same imbalance intact. From there it turns to Karl Marx’s attempt to explain why this gap between effort and reward seems to persist, and whether his theory of surplus value can still help us make sense of our own time. Finally, it asks what alternatives might look like, whether it is possible to imagine a system where the people who create value are allowed to keep it.


Cotton is an especially clear window into this problem. In the nineteenth century it was known as King Cotton, the single most valuable export of the United States and the raw material for European textile mills.[2] The historian Sven Beckert calls cotton the foundation of modern industrial capitalism.[3] Every shirt, every bolt of cloth, every spool of thread that passed through Liverpool or New England bore the imprint of enslaved hands in the American South. Cotton was both an economic engine and a human catastrophe.


Field hands were expected to pick one hundred to three hundred pounds of cotton a day,[4] dragging sacks that grew heavier with every row, under the burning sun. A single cotton boll weighs only a few grams. Meeting the quota meant pulling up to twenty thousand bolls each day, often one every second or two, from dawn until dark. Overseers enforced this pace with violence. Passing out from heatstroke was treated not as a medical emergency but as evidence of laziness. People were whipped to their feet, forced back to the row. In this system, workers received nothing in wages — only the bare subsistence necessary to keep them alive enough to keep going. All of the value flowed upward. Surplus extraction was total.


Emancipation did not undo this logic. It simply changed its form. Sharecropping emerged as the dominant arrangement across the South,[5] binding freed people and poor whites to the land in contracts that promised a share of the harvest. On paper it looked fairer, but in practice it was a new cage. A worker might pick two hundred pounds of cotton and earn four or five dollars, while the landowner sold that cotton for three to five times more. Because most tenants had to buy seed, food, and tools on credit at the landowner’s store, they almost always ended the season in debt. The cycle rolled forward: debt was carried into the next year, ensuring that laborers could not leave. The whip was gone, but the ledger had taken its place.


Even today, the same pattern persists in subtler disguise. Workers in warehouses, offices, and gig platforms generate far more value than their wages reflect. Data from the OECD shows that in wealthy countries workers receive a little over half of national income, while the remaining forty percent is captured as profit, rent, interest, or reinvestment.[6] Corporations themselves often brag about how efficient they are with labor costs. A retail chain may spend only ten or fifteen cents of every sales dollar on wages.[7] In the tech sector, where salaries are higher, labor may account for forty percent.[8] But no matter the figure, the truth remains: wages are only a portion of the value created. The rest is surplus siphoned elsewhere.


This continuity is what Marx was trying to name. He argued that only living labor creates new value. Machines, raw materials, and capital simply transfer the value of past labor into the present. Wages cover only what is necessary to keep a worker alive and able to return the next day. Everything beyond that — the surplus — is taken by the capitalist. Whether you agree with Marx’s prescriptions or not, his framework makes the through-line visible: slavery, sharecropping, and wage labor all rely on workers producing more than they are allowed to keep.


Why does this matter now? Because the question of who gets the value of work still defines the world we live in. A handful of billionaires accumulate fortunes greater than entire nations, while millions struggle with rent, healthcare, and basic security. Companies announce record profits in the same breath as layoffs. New technologies threaten to magnify this imbalance, promising vast productivity while raising the specter that workers will see little of the gain.


If economics is really the study of how we arrange our work, then it must also be the study of justice. History shows us that a system can extract every ounce of value (slavery), most of it (sharecropping), or a significant portion (wage labor). The question now is whether we can imagine a system that gives more back to the people who actually produce.


Marx himself offered more critique than blueprint, but the lesson of the past is clear. Exploitation is not an accident or a series of bad actors; it is structural. Changing the form of labor does not guarantee justice. Any hope for a better economics will have to confront directly the gap between what workers make and what they are allowed to keep.


Work is not just toil. It is also the creative force of humanity, the means by which we shape the world and ourselves. The tragedy is how often this creativity has been exploited. The hope — faint but real — is that by studying these patterns honestly, we might find a way to build something better.
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    Sally Fairfax is the pen name of an author who prefers anonymity. Behind the pseudonym is a writer who believes ideas matter more than identities. Fairfax’s slim volumes — including The Art of Lying, Attracting Women 101, and The Making of a Best-Seller — are less about expertise and more about provocation.
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