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Labor is a part of life that most everyone will experience. For the overwhelming majority, labor is an integral part of life, engaging in it almost daily. In most cases, the individual does not labor for their own enjoyment, but rather to provide a service for which they receive compensation. In principle, this compensation is intended to be of equivalent value to the labor that has been done. In reality however, this is rarely the case. The question then becomes, why is it difficult to place value on labor? This issue arises because labor value is entirely subjective to the individual who is benefiting from the labor itself. Due to it being subjective, this means that labor has no intrinsic value.


 This lack of natural value for labor has caused people to view labor value differently. At one end of the spectrum, there is Stephen Duck, the poet who wrote The Thresher’s Labour. In this poem, Duck goes into great detail about his life working in the field for a wealthy landowner and discusses his labor that brings him very little. On the other hand, there is John Locke, the English philosopher who views labor as having incredible value, going as far as to say it’s the only thing that can give property any value at all. Now it appears that these two authors would greatly disagree with each other when it comes to labor value. However, when looked at with the idea that labor itself is valueless, it becomes prevalent that the two do not oppose each other as much as they originally appear to.


Stephen Duck’s Thresher’s Labour is an excellent example of why labor holds no intrinsic value. Duck works year round, working exceptionally long hours every day. To him, this is a cycle that has no end, writing “No respite from our Labor can be found: Like Sysiphus, our Work is never done…” Needless to say, Duck works and labors much longer than the average individual. If labor itself had value, Duck would more than likely be a rich man. This is far from the case however, making just enough to support himself. While Duck is not wealthy, this does not mean that his work is all for nothing. From a monetary perspective, Duck’s labor is of high value to the landowner for he continues to pay Duck for his work. It must also be considered that an individual can benefit from labor in ways other than money. Throughout the poem, Duck is focused on the beauty that is around him and how working in the fields allows him to see. So to Duck, his labor holds a different kind of value from just monetary, highlighting the fact that labor value comes directly from the individual’s perception.
In his Second Treatise of Government, Locke writes “ labour then which puts the greatest part of value upon land, without which it would scarcely be worth any thing.” To Locke, labor holds great value and gives property and land its worth. Wile this appears to be the opposite of the belief that labor is valueless, it must be remembered that for majority of his paper, and the section where he makes this claim, Locke is writing about an individual working for themselves. If the individual who is going to benefit directly is the one working, then it is understandable to believe that individual would place great value on his work. This is especially true in Second Treatise on Government, where he is speaking about working to obtain only what is necessary to survive. For these individuals, laboring is literally a matter of life and death. Therefore, the labor would have the highest of values. 

Attempting to establish value for labor is an immensely difficult task. This complication arises because labor by itself is valueless, and that the value placed on labor is entirely subjective. It is this subjectivity that leads to some, like Locke, believing that labor holds great value, while others, Duck, would have a very different opinion. And because of this disagreement, it supports the notion that labor has no intrinsic value.
