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    At the heart of Capital: The Process of Capitalist Production as a Whole lies a stark tension between the hidden, cooperative labor that produces social wealth and the competitive surface of markets where that wealth reappears as profits, interest, and rent, a tension that organizes production on a massive scale even as it obscures its own origins, fuels recurring conflict and instability, and converts collective human activity into seemingly autonomous movements of money, prices, and rates of return, binding households, firms, and states to rhythms they experience but do not control, and compelling readers to question how social cooperation can appear as the outcome of impersonal forces rather than design.

In genre, this is a work of political economy and social theory, the third volume of Karl Marx’s Capital, edited from manuscripts and prepared for publication by Friedrich Engels and first published in 1894 amid the industrial transformations of late nineteenth‑century Europe. Rather than a narrative with characters and scenes, its setting is the world of factories, finance, and landownership, examined through categories and evidence drawn largely from European capitalism. It develops a systematic critique of classical economists by tracing how production, exchange, and distribution interlock, extending the project launched in the first volume and bringing the analysis closer to capitalism’s everyday appearances.

Readers encounter a rigorous, dialectical investigation into how underlying relations of value and exploitation take on the forms of profit, interest, and rent, and into how competition and credit knit disparate enterprises into a contradictory whole. The voice is analytic and exacting, attentive to logical derivation and to empirical illustration, with occasional flashes of sardonic wit. The style is dense yet methodical, moving from abstract determinations to more concrete forms. The tone remains critical without becoming merely polemical, inviting patient engagement, margin notes, and rereading, as key definitions from earlier volumes are mobilized to clarify phenomena that confront us as familiar business facts.

Among its central themes are the transformation of surplus value into profit, the formation of an average rate of profit through competition, and the emergence of prices of production that mediate between labor-values and market exchange. The book probes how merchants’ and bankers’ activities redistribute surplus, how rent structures the relation between capital and land, and how credit accelerates accumulation while amplifying fragility. It analyzes the illusions that arise when social relations appear as natural properties of things, and it examines the temporal dynamics of turnover, risk, and depreciation that shape calculation and strategy, linking the logic of the factory to the pulsations of markets and finance.

For contemporary readers, its relevance lies less in fixed predictions than in a framework for interpreting capitalism’s persistent features: widening inequalities in income and wealth, recurrent booms and busts, the power of finance, and the entanglement of production with real estate and resource claims. The analysis of how competition equalizes profit rates offers tools for thinking about global supply chains and corporate concentration. The account of credit and interest clarifies why innovations in finance can lubricate expansion yet breed instability. Its treatment of rent illuminates urban development and land scarcity, while its insistence on social labor encourages scrutiny of how value is generated and appropriated today.

Because it was assembled posthumously from Marx’s manuscripts, sometimes condensed or rearranged by Engels, the text can shift registers and proceed unevenly, alternating compact proofs with broader syntheses. Approaching it with Volume I in mind is helpful, yet this volume also stands as an investigation into forms that most directly meet the eye of business and policy. Readers will benefit from pausing over definitions, tracking how a category is reformulated as it moves across contexts. The payoffs are cumulative: concepts introduced early illuminate later discussions, and the book’s architecture rewards sustained attention more than quick consultation of isolated chapters.

Ultimately, Capital: The Process of Capitalist Production as a Whole remains vital because it teaches a way of thinking that refuses to accept surface appearances as final explanations. By reconstructing how profits, interest, and rent are historically specific forms of a social process, it equips readers to interrogate dominant narratives about markets, incentives, and efficiency. Its influence across economics, sociology, history, and critical geography reflects that methodological power. Whether one agrees or disagrees with its conclusions, engaging this work sharpens questions about who controls production, how wealth is distributed, and what kinds of collective arrangements might better align economic means with social ends.
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    Karl Marx’s Capital: The Process of Capitalist Production as a Whole, published posthumously in 1894 and edited from manuscripts by Friedrich Engels, constitutes Volume III of his critique of political economy. It examines the capitalist mode of production in its totality by focusing on how surplus value generated in production is distributed as profit, interest, and rent. Building on the analyses of commodity, value, and circulation from earlier volumes, Marx recasts familiar market phenomena as expressions of underlying social relations. The book’s aim is explanatory rather than descriptive: it seeks to connect the inner mechanisms of production with the outward forms through which capitalism appears to operate.

The exposition begins by tracing the conversion of surplus value into profit. Marx distinguishes between a commodity’s value and its cost price, showing how the latter conceals the unpaid labor embodied in the former. This concealment gives rise to the rate of profit, which appears to capitalists as a return on their total outlay rather than as a function of exploitation. The analysis then moves to the formation of a general rate of profit, forged through competition among capitals. Profit thereby takes the form of an average return, setting the stage for a broader account of price formation and distribution.

With the general rate of profit established, Marx develops the concept of prices of production. These are long-run centers of gravity for market prices that equalize profit rates across industries with different compositions of capital. He argues that individual prices can systematically diverge from labor-values while the total sum of prices equals the total sum of values, and total profit equals total surplus value. This framework seeks to explain how competition redistributes surplus value among sectors without creating it anew. It also clarifies why some branches tend to sell above or below value, linking these deviations to structural features of capitalist production.

Competition serves as the mechanism that enforces this redistribution. Capital flows toward high-profit spheres and away from low-profit ones, pushing profit rates toward an average. Marx examines how differences in capital composition, turnover times, and market barriers influence this process. The tendency of supply to adjust to profitability conditions explains long-term movements of prices around prices of production. At the same time, persistent asymmetries—such as monopolies, natural constraints, and uneven technical conditions—can shape how competition operates. The analysis emphasizes that market regularities are outcomes of social forces among capitals rather than expressions of natural prices independent of those relations.

Having established the distributional pattern of average profit, Marx investigates systemic dynamics that affect profitability. Central is the tendency of the rate of profit to fall as productivity increases the share of constant relative to variable capital. He treats this as a tendency laden with countertendencies, including the cheapening of means of production, intensification of labor, expansion of markets, and periodic devaluation of capital. The discussion does not reduce crises to a single cause; instead, it locates cyclical disruptions in the contradictions of accumulation, where technological advance, competition, and valorization interact to produce both growth and instability.

Marx then turns to commercial capital and merchant’s profit. He argues that trade and circulation do not create surplus value but participate in its distribution by reducing selling and realization time for industrial capital. Commercial profit represents a portion of the total surplus value allocated to merchants for performing necessary functions of circulation. The analysis distinguishes between productive and unproductive labor in this context, treating commercial costs as deductions from surplus rather than sources of new value. This clarifies why prices must cover these costs and how the turnover of commodities affects the division of profit between industrial and commercial capitals.

The inquiry proceeds to interest-bearing capital and the credit system. Marx separates the profit of enterprise from interest, showing how the lending of money-capital yields a claim on surplus value. He analyzes banks as institutions that concentrate and allocate loanable capital, enabling the scaling of production and the centralization of control. Joint-stock companies exemplify the separation of ownership from management, while securities embody claims on future surplus—what he terms fictitious capital when market valuations detach from immediate production. Credit accelerates accumulation and competition, but also amplifies disproportions and vulnerabilities, shaping both expansionary phases and periods of contraction.

Marx’s treatment of land and ground rent addresses how landed property mediates the distribution of surplus value. He distinguishes differential rent, arising from variations in fertility and location or successive investments on the same land, from absolute rent, grounded in the exclusivity of landownership and barriers to capital equalization. Prices of production for agricultural and extractive goods incorporate these rents when demand, cost, and competition conditions permit. The account links rent to the social organization of land as property, not merely to natural qualities, thus explaining why rent persists and how it modifies the allocation of surplus value between industrial capitalists and landowners.

The work culminates in an examination of how profit, interest, and rent appear as independent, self-originating revenues alongside wages—a configuration Marx calls the trinity of distribution. He argues that these forms obscure their common basis in the social organization of labor under capital. By connecting production, circulation, and distribution, Volume III offers a systematic picture of capitalist society, in which market appearances are anchored in specific social relations. Its enduring significance lies in providing a framework to analyze how profits arise, how they are apportioned, and why capitalist dynamics exhibit both developmental power and recurrent tensions.
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    In the mid-nineteenth century, Britain stood at the center of industrial capitalism. Steam-driven factories, railways, and mechanized mills transformed production and urban life, while London functioned as a world hub of commerce and finance. Karl Marx, exiled from the continent after 1849, settled in London and conducted extensive research in the British Museum Reading Room. The Bank of England and the London Stock Exchange coordinated credit and investment across an expanding world market. Telegraph networks and rail infrastructure accelerated information and commodity flows. This environment supplied Marx with empirical materials and institutional examples that framed his analysis of capitalist production and circulation.

The mid-century was punctuated by severe commercial crises that exposed the volatility of credit. The 1847 crisis followed railway speculation and credit contraction under the Bank Charter Act of 1844. The Panic of 1857 spread from the United States through Britain and continental Europe, disrupting trade and banking. In 1866, the collapse of Overend, Gurney and Company triggered panic in London money markets. The Vienna crash of 1873 inaugurated a prolonged international downturn often called the Long Depression. These events, widely documented in parliamentary inquiries and financial journalism, provided concrete cases for Marx's treatment of interest-bearing capital, speculation, and the systemic character of capitalist crises.

Legal and institutional innovations reshaped enterprise and labor. The Limited Liability Act of 1855 and the Joint Stock Companies Act of 1856 facilitated the proliferation of corporations and joint-stock banks, later consolidated by the Companies Act 1862. The Bank Charter Act of 1844 regulated note issuance but was suspended during emergencies in 1847, 1857, and 1866 to preserve liquidity. Factory Acts in 1833, 1844, and the Ten Hours Act of 1847 imposed limits on work hours and child labor. Government "Blue Books" and factory inspectors' reports amassed data on wages, hours, and safety. Marx mined these sources to study accumulation, competition, and the mediated power of capital over labor.

Working-class organization gained strength as industrialization advanced. Chartism mobilized mass petitions and strikes in 1839, 1842, and 1848 for universal male suffrage and political reforms. After the revolutions of 1848, Marx lived in London, wrote journalism for international newspapers, and participated in debates among émigré and British radicals. In 1864, he helped found the International Workingmen's Association in St. Martin's Hall, fostering cross-border labor coordination until the mid-1870s. The Paris Commune of 1871, though short-lived, intensified arguments about state power and class rule. This political milieu sharpened Marx's attention to the relations between production, class organization, and the institutions that stabilize bourgeois society.

Capitalist development became increasingly global. Britain repealed the Corn Laws in 1846 and signed the Cobden–Chevalier Treaty with France in 1860, advancing freer trade. The U.S. Civil War (1861-1865) disrupted cotton supplies, causing the Lancashire Cotton Famine and redirecting sourcing to India and Egypt. Gold discoveries in California (1848) and Australia (1851), the expansion of steamship lines, and the Suez Canal's opening in 1869 accelerated world-market integration. Grain from North America and Russia, textiles from Lancashire, and metals from global mines moved through imperial and commercial networks. Such shifts in inputs, markets, and prices informed Marx's discussion of competition, world money, and the movement of capital.

Marx's critique engaged and opposed classical political economy. Adam Smith and David Ricardo had analyzed value, distribution, and growth; John Stuart Mill systematized liberal economic doctrine in 1848. German historical and philosophical traditions, including Hegelian dialectics, framed Marx's theoretical method. By the 1870s, the marginalist "revolution" (Jevons, Menger, Walras) reoriented mainstream economics toward subjective value and equilibrium analysis. Marx, however, pursued a historically grounded, macro-structural account of accumulation and crisis, drawing on official statistics, factory reports, and financial records. The coexistence of these approaches underscored sharp debates about profit, interest, rent, and the social forms through which production and exchange were organized.

The composition and publication of Capital were protracted. Volume I appeared in Hamburg in 1867 with Otto Meissner. Marx continued revising and expanding his manuscripts during the 1860s and 1870s, but ill health impeded completion. After Marx's death in 1883, Friedrich Engels prepared Volume II (1885) and Volume III (1894) from extensive drafts, notebooks, and tables, supplying editorial bridges and annotations. Volume III, issued in German as The Process of Capitalist Production as a Whole, arranged Marx's materials on profit, interest, commercial capital, and ground rent. The editorial history itself reflects the complexity and scope of the subject matter and the evolving capitalist institutions under examination.

Capital: The Process of Capitalist Production as a Whole reflects a mature industrial order marked by concentrated enterprises, joint-stock finance, imperial trade, and recurrent crises. Written from London with global evidence, and published posthumously amid cartelization and new banking combines, it synthesizes decades of observation into a systematic critique of capitalist social relations. The work addresses how profit, credit, and landed property mediate production and distribution in the nineteenth-century world economy. Its method and materials tie analysis to verifiable institutional change, offering not prophecy but a historically anchored account of capitalism's dynamics at the height of Britain's economic predominance and the rise of international markets.
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    Karl Marx (1818–1883) was a German philosopher, economist, journalist, and political theorist whose work profoundly shaped modern social thought. Writing amid the upheavals of nineteenth‑century industrialization and revolution, he advanced a systematic critique of capitalism and a materialist theory of history centered on class struggle. Best known for co‑authoring The Communist Manifesto and for his multi‑volume project Capital, Marx sought to explain how production, property, and power are organized and contested. His analysis influenced labor movements, political parties, and academic disciplines, and remains a touchstone—whether embraced, revised, or criticized—for understanding economic development, social conflict, and the dynamics of modernity.

Marx studied law and philosophy in the German universities of Bonn and Berlin in the late 1830s, ultimately earning a doctorate from Jena with a thesis on ancient atomism, focusing on Democritus and Epicurus. In Berlin he engaged with the Young Hegelian milieu, absorbing and contesting G. W. F. Hegel’s dialectical legacy. Key intellectual influences included Ludwig Feuerbach’s materialism, classical political economy in the tradition of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, and strands of French socialism and communism circulating in Parisian debates. These sources shaped Marx’s development of a “critique of political economy,” combining historical inquiry, social theory, and philosophical reflection.

Marx’s early career unfolded through journalism and polemic. As an editor of the Rheinische Zeitung in Cologne, he confronted censorship and sharpened his critique of authoritarian politics and property relations. After relocating to Paris in the mid‑1840s, he met Friedrich Engels, beginning a lifelong intellectual partnership. There he wrote works probing alienated labor, civil society, and religion, including the Economic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and essays critiquing Hegel’s legal philosophy. Expelled from France, he moved to Brussels, where his collaboration with Engels deepened. Together they drafted The German Ideology, an extensive, unpublished manuscript elaborating a materialist conception of history and social production.

In the revolutionary wave of 1848, Marx and Engels helped reorient a small émigré circle into the Communist League and were commissioned to write its platform, The Communist Manifesto. Marx returned to the Rhineland to edit the Neue Rheinische Zeitung, advocating democratic and social reforms amid the uprisings. With reaction ascendant, the paper was suppressed and Marx went into exile, settling in London in 1849. He sustained himself partly through journalism, notably as a correspondent for the New York Daily Tribune. During this period he produced political analyses such as The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, interpreting the coup of 1851.

From the 1850s onward, Marx concentrated on the long study that culminated in Capital. Working largely in the British Museum, he examined factory reports, trade statistics, and economic literature to analyze value, exploitation, and accumulation. A preliminary synthesis appeared in A Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy (1859), followed by Capital, Volume I (1867), which dissected the commodity, surplus value, and capitalist dynamics. He left extensive drafts toward subsequent volumes; after his death, Engels edited and published Volumes II (1885) and III (1894). Related manuscripts, including the Grundrisse and Theories of Surplus Value, later illuminated his conceptual development.

Marx also pursued international organizing. In 1864 he joined and helped shape the International Working Men’s Association (the First International), drafting its inaugural address and statutes. He argued for independent working‑class politics and engaged rivals, notably in controversies over strategy and organization. His defense of the Paris Commune of 1871 in The Civil War in France presented it as a pioneering, if fragile, experiment in proletarian self‑government. In the 1870s he critiqued tendencies within German socialism in the Critique of the Gotha Programme, while continuing research on capital, the state, and world markets amid recurring illness and financial strain.

Marx spent his final years in London, revising manuscripts and following global developments, before his death in 1883. Posthumous editions assembled by Engels and later editors broadened access to his unfinished materials. Marx’s work reshaped political movements across Europe, the Americas, and beyond, informing trade unions, social democracy, revolutionary parties, and anticolonial critiques. In the twentieth century, regimes and movements claimed his legacy with divergent interpretations, prompting ongoing scholarly debate. Beyond politics, his concepts influenced sociology, history, economics, and cultural theory. His analysis of inequality, crises, and commodification remains a recurrent reference in contemporary discussion of capitalism’s possibilities and limits.
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1. Cost Price and Profit
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In earlier study production was isolated, then circulation; now the combined motion is traced to the concrete shapes capital assumes on society’s surface, where production and circulation appear as mere facets. Every commodity bears the value formula C = c + v + s. Removing the surplus s leaves only the equivalent covering the capital outlay c + v. Suppose an article absorbs 20 for wear, 380 for materials, 100 for labor, while surplus-value stands at 100 percent; its value totals 600, of which 500 simply replaces the advanced capital and therefore constitutes the commodity’s cost price.

Yet the capitalist’s cost and the commodity’s real cost differ sharply. The part counted as surplus costs him nothing because it springs from unpaid labor, but once labor-power is hired, he regards himself as sole producer, so the cost price k appears as the total cost. Hence C becomes k + s, and since k = C – s, cost price is always smaller than value. The label ‘cost price’ mirrors capitalist production by measuring expense in capital not labor, and although it guides the constant reconversion of commodities into fresh means of production, it reveals nothing about how value or surplus originate.

Consider the same article expressed in labor time. At six shillings per ten-hour day, the 400c + 100v equals 1,666⅔ days: 1,333⅓ crystallized in materials and wear, 333⅓ in labor-power. The process adds another 666⅔ days, creating a new value of 200, half of which replaces variable capital, half remains as surplus. The constant part merely transfers its prepaid value; the variable part creates fresh value. Therefore raising or lowering the price of means of production moves cost price and total value together, whereas a wage change shifts only the ratio between v and s, leaving the commodity’s value unmoved; both elements replace advanced capital.

From the capitalist’s angle facts appear reversed. The wage form makes the value of labor-power look like the value of labor itself, so the variable part of capital seems a fund paid for all work. Picture a ten-hour social day worth six shillings. One hundred pounds thus equal the product of three hundred-thirty-three and one-third such days, yet the hired hands toil twice as long, six hundred-sixty-six and two-thirds days, adding two hundred pounds. The ledger shows five hundred pounds advanced—four hundred for means, one hundred for wages—and a commodity value of six hundred, split into a five-hundred-pound cost and a one-hundred-pound surplus.

Within this accounting the difference between constant and variable fades; the whole cost-price of five hundred merely mirrors the capital laid out. All that matters is whether an item is fixed or circulating. Suppose machinery worth twelve hundred is employed; twenty pounds wear away, while eleven hundred-eighty remain in the workshop. Materials absorb three-hundred-eighty, wages a hundred: circulating capital totals four-hundred-eighty. The total advance therefore reaches sixteen-eighty—twelve hundred fixed plus four-eighty circulating—yet the produced goods carry only five hundred of that sum, namely twenty for depreciation and the full four-eighty consumed. Cost-price thus reflects only capital actually used, never the untouched eleven hundred-eighty.

Because wages stand beside cotton and coal as circulating costs, exploitation stays hidden and the process appears self-expanding. Surplus-value is all above the five-hundred-pound cost. Though born from change in variable capital, it shows up as gain on the entire outlay. Formula c + v becomes (c + v) + s: before work starts the capitalist holds five hundred; after, the same sum plus one hundred more. Counting the full investment he begins with sixteen-eighty, twelve hundred lodged in machines; production leaves eleven hundred-eighty intact and yields six-hundred-pounds of goods, totaling seventeen-eighty, so that identical hundred augments both consumed and total capital.

The capitalist sees a value that was absent at the start suddenly present at the finish, so every element—machines, materials, wages—appears equally fruitful because each merely re-enters the product as cost. Whether the whole £500 is spent on wages or entirely on equipment, the commodity still leaves the shop worth £600, £100 above its outlay. Surplus thus seems fastened to the entire advance, not to any special part, and both fixed and circulating funds look fertile. From this illusion springs the notion of profit, for, as Malthus[1] says, "The capitalist expects equal returns on all parts of the capital advanced by him.".

Since value equals cost-price plus surplus, cost-price is always the smaller figure. Selling a commodity at its full value therefore yields the entire surplus, yet gain still appears when it is sold for any sum above the outlay. In the example, cost is £500, value £600; priced at £510, £520, £530, £560 or £590, the article brings profits of £10 to £90 while standing £90 to £10 below value. The broader the surplus element, the wider this field of play, explaining everyday battles of underselling, sudden cheap markets and the hidden law that later fixes a general rate of profit.

Since sale below cost would eat his capital, the employer treats cost-price as the commodity’s true value and thinks any excess is born in circulation. Torrens declares: "The natural price cannot possibly include any profit," calling it absurd to count the surplus as expense; finished goods must hold more value than the raw means advanced. He thus moves the miracle of gain to consumers. Ramsay replies that exchange cannot add what does not exist, while Malthus invokes Torrens, a notion thin as phlogiston. Even peasants absorb the spell: Balzac’s farmer toils gratis for his usurer, thinking sweat costs nothing while the spider tightens its web.

Proudhon parades a hollow marvel: treat cost-price as full value and imagine surplus appears only when a product is priced above the outlay for means of production plus wages. He builds his People’s Bank on this trick. Yet 20 lbs of yarn worth 30s—24s machinery, 3s labour-power, 3s surplus—shows the flaw. One tenth, or 2 lbs, embodies surplus. Sell the yarn at 27s and the buyer pockets those 2 lbs gratis; the worker still gave the same extra labour, it merely enriches the buyer instead of the capitalist. Universal cost-price sales would never level surplus, for unequal capital compositions yield unequal surplus values.





2. The Rate of Profit
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Capital begins as money hurled into circulation to return enlarged as M–C–M’. The owner cares nothing for a commodity’s use, only for the excess of its value over the sum he advanced. To draw that excess he must buy living labor and the gear that anchors it—machines, tools, raw stuff. Only by owning those material requirements and confronting a worker who owns nothing but labor-power can he set production in motion. Variable and constant portions are therefore laid out together, not to be merely restored, but to breed surplus-value over and above the original stake.

Whether he fronts wages to animate machine and cotton, or buys machine and cotton to exploit wages, the calculation remains one: all capital must be advanced to secure gain. Although only variable capital creates the increment, it can act only alongside the constant mass, so in his mind the elements blur. Profit looms as the ratio of surplus to the whole outlay, s over c plus v, while the deeper rate of surplus-value, s over v, stays hidden. What he must recover is the cost-price he paid; what costs him nothing, yet sells, forms his profit.

In circulation the surplus is realized or lost amid rival capitals, bargaining, time lags, and price swings. Working hours collide with selling intervals, clouding the origin of gain; profit seems to spring from market luck, an excess above intrinsic cost-price, rather than from appropriated labor-time. Overpayments or discounts merely shuffle the surplus among owners, yet the disguise grows. Wages hide unpaid labor as a simple saving, like cheaper materials or slower wear. Thus every element of capital poses as a fountain of profit, and the inversion of subject and object deepens until capital appears active and labor inert.

Treating the rate of profit as an immediate outcome of the rate of surplus-value, or the reverse, repeats the error of the Ricardians. In the capitalist’s mind the two melt together, yet the formula s / C merely marks how much the total advance expands itself, comparing the variation of variable capital to the whole outlay. The size of that whole bears no inner tie to the size of surplus-value. Constant capital—machines, tools, materials—exists only as the physical shell labor must enter. Technical conditions decree how many instruments and materials accompany a given quantum of labor, not how much value they embody.

If six hours of necessary work secure wages, the worker must toil twelve to yield another six of surplus labor, doubling the means of production consumed. Yet the surplus-value compressed into those extra hours relates only to the labor, not to the cost of yarn or spindle exhausted. What matters is the mass: so many pounds of cotton for each hour. Knowing that one hour spins x pounds costing a shilling lets one infer that twelve hours swallow twelve x pounds priced at twelve shillings, and so calculate surplus-value against that figure; but price here merely names quantity, revealing no causal link.

Given a fixed rate of surplus-value, the rate of profit is simply the same excess reckoned against the total capital instead of the wages fund. In the marketplace, however, one meets the reverse: an overplus above cost price appears first, its birthplace concealed. Whether it springs from factory exploitation or sales trickery stays uncertain, yet accountants still set this excess beside the whole advance to judge how far capital has enlarged itself. That operation blurs every inner difference within capital save the split between fixed and circulating portions, because fixed value enters costs only through wear yet enters the denominator whole.

Profit and surplus-value coincide in size, yet profit masks its own genealogy. Presented as a gain annually squeezed from the total capital, it makes the original sum seem to be relating only to itself: principal on one side, self-generated increment on the other. The real exchange with living labor disappears behind this self-moving spell, so the expansion of capital looks like a property hidden within capital alone. The deeper one traces the circuit of production and circulation, the thicker the fog grows. For now only the rates diverge numerically; later the metamorphosis will extend to the quantities themselves.





3. The Relation of the Rate of Profit to the Rate of Surplus-Value[2]
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We equate a capital’s profit with the full surplus-value it yields during one circulation period, leaving aside later splits into interest, rent or taxes and the future average rate of profit. Total capital C divides into constant c and variable v; surplus-value s equals s'v where s' is the rate of surplus-value. Calculated on C, s appears as profit p, yielding p' = s/C = s'v/(c+v). Hence p' stands to s' as v to C, always lower than s' unless the fanciful case v = C eliminates constant capital. Money value is fixed, turnover postponed, and normal social productivity presumed.

Length of working day, labor intensity and wages determine v and s. With 80c+20v producing 20s, the ten-hour day gives s' at 100% and p' at 20%. Extend the day to fifteen hours, wages unchanged, the product rises to 60, s to 40: 80c+20v+40s, s' 200%, p' 40%. Keep the ten hours but cut wages to 12; value remains 40, yet v becomes 12, s 28: 80c+12v+28s, s' 233⅓%, p' roughly 30.4%. Thus longer or harder work or cheaper labor raise surplus-value and profit, dearer labor lowers them. Changes in these factors always alter v, s and p'.

Constant capital matters only for its price, whether many cheap tons or few dear ones; profit moves inversely to that value. Variable capital differs: the outlay buys labor yet simultaneously drives surplus hours, and the smaller v becomes, the greater the surplus it sets free. A ten-hour day priced at ten shillings yields five shillings surplus if necessary labor costs five; cut necessity to four and surplus rises to six. We now test p' = s'v/C: with s' fixed we vary v/C, comparing capitals C and C₁ with variable parts v and v₁, obtaining p' = s'v/C and p₁' = s'v₁/C₁.

Set the relations C1/C = E and v1/v = e, hence C1 = EC and v1 = ev; replacing these in the basic equation yields p1' = s' ev/EC. From the same starting point form the proportion p' : p1' = s' v/C : s' v1/C1, which simplifies to v/C : v1/C1. Turning both denominators into 100 lets v/C become v/100 and v1/C1 become v1/100; dropping equal denominators leaves p' : p1' = v : v1. Therefore, whenever two capitals share the same surplus-value rate, their profit rates stand in the same ratio as their variable capitals expressed as percentages of total capital.

Because C equals c plus v and rates are given in percentages, imagine c and v summed to 100. A capital of 15 000 made of 12 000 c and 3 000 v, producing 3 000 s, can just as well be written 80 c + 20 v + 20 s; either way s' is 100 % and p' 20 %. Compared with a second capital of 10 800 c and 1 200 v (90 c + 10 v + 10 s), the percentage form reveals s' still 100 % but p' only 10 %. Yet when the same capital changes composition, percentages hide whether c rose, v fell, or both, so figures become indispensable.

Hold s' and total C fixed while v varies. When v changes by ±d, c alters by ∓d so C stays constant; s follows v since s = s' v. Thus p' : p1' = v : v1. Example: I) 12 000 c + 3 000 v + 3 000 s gives p' 20 %; II) 13 000 c + 2 000 v + 2 000 s yields p' 13⅓ %, matching 3 000 to 2 000. If v rises from 20 to 30 within a 120 capital, c drops to 90 and surplus climbs to 15. More hands, lower efficiency, or higher wages stretching day may explain it; the reverse—fewer workers, more machinery—lowers profit.

Lowering variable capital from 30 to 20 while staffing and hours stay constant keeps the commodity value at 45, but surplus now reaches 25 and the surplus-rate 125%, contradicting the required 50%. To regain that ratio, surplus must drop to 10; the total product falls to 30, achievable only by shortening the day one-third, leaving 100c + 20v + 10s, C = 120, s′ = 50%, p′ = 8⅓%. Such a wage cut matched by a shorter day never occurs, yet isolation of variables demands the experiment. The discussion turns to case 2, where s′ stays fixed while v alone shifts, altering the size of C.

Begin with 100c + 20v + 10s, C = 120, s′ = 50%, p′ = 8⅓%. Raising v to 30 gives 100c + 30v + 15s, C = 130, p′ = 11 7⁄13%; the reverse move restores the first form. Productivity has halved, for the same 100 of constant capital now needs half again as much labor, a situation typical of exhausting soil. Because c is held, enlarging v ties up extra funds, while shrinking v releases them. In the third scenario s′ and v freeze, c alone moves; p′ varies inversely with C. Examples I 80c + 20v + 20s, II 100c + 20v + 20s, III 60c + 20v + 20s yield 20%, 16 ⅔%, 25%. If c vanished entirely, profit-rate would equal s′ itself.

Keep s′ steady and let every other term vary: p′ = s′ev/EC. Profit falls when constant capital grows faster than variable; 80c + 20v + 20s becoming 170c + 30v + 30s drops p′ from 20% to 15%. It stays level if both rise proportionally, as in 160c + 40v + 40s. It climbs when v overtakes C, turning 80c + 20v + 20s into 120c + 40v + 40s and lifting p′ to 25%. Mixed shifts break into these simpler paths: adjust proportion first, then treat the residue as a single change. When numbers remain yet wages climb, 20v hires only sixteen hands; the day must lengthen to keep surplus. Cheaper wages add workers and shorten toil.

All variants of c and v being exhausted, attention shifts to surplus-value. Setting p' = s' v/C and p1' = s1' v1/C1 yields p1' = s1'/s' × v1/v × c/c1 × p'. First, keep v/C fixed: then p' to p1' matches s' to s1'. Two capitals of identical composition therefore earn profits proportional to their surplus-values, as 80c+20v+20s versus 160c+40v+20s shows, 20 % against 10 %. With equal totals the ratio also mirrors the mass of surplus-value: 80c+20v+20s compared with 80c+20v+10s gives 20 % against 10 %. Differences arise only through wages, labor intensity, or working time under identical machinery and materials conditions.

Unchanged composition, machinery, day length, and vigor yield three wage scenarios. If fifteen workers at ten hours earn 1⅓, they create 30, leaving 10 for surplus. Wages falling to one pound let twenty workers produce 40, surplus 20. At two-thirds, thirty workers make 60, surplus 40, confirming “profits would be high or low, exactly in proportion as wages would be low or high.” Next, keep wages but vary force: the same twenty workers, same hours, produce 30, 40, or 60 units as effort rises, leaving 10, 20, or 40 surplus. Third, extend the day to nine, twelve, or eighteen hours, generating identical value ratios.

When variable capital moves with surplus-value while constant capital stands, profit follows the mass of surplus-value itself. If v falls and s' rises equally, 80c+20v+10s and 90c+10v+20s each embody value 30, labor conditions unchanged. Unequal shifts alter both product and wages, as 72c+28v+20s and 84c+16v+20s show; any difference now reflects changed numbers, hours, or intensity. Joint movement in the same direction magnifies effects: 90c+10v+10s, 80c+20v+30s, 92c+8v+6s yield values 20, 50, 14. Let all three terms vary, apply the general formula. Ultimately profit may mirror, exceed, lag behind, oppose, or ignore changes in surplus-value, depending on how v/C moves.

The final case demands detail. Identical surplus-value ratios once produced divergent profits; conversely identical profits may rest on divergent surplus-value. With s′ fixed, altering the ratio of variable to constant capital shifts profit; if s′ moves, an opposite change in v/C is required to hold profit steady, a rarity within one capital. Example: 80c + 20v + 20s, total 100, s′ = 100 %, p′ = 20 %. Wage fall lets the same workforce cost 16v, giving 80c + 16v + 24s, total 96, s′ = 150 %, p′ = 25 %. To keep p′ = 20 %, capital must expand to 104c + 16v + 24s = 120, an unlikely coincidence limited to industries using fixed capital and nature-given materials alone, under ordinary conditions.

In comparing nations, identical profits commonly rest on different surplus-value rates. Surveying all five cases reveals every combination: profit may rise, fall, or stay flat beside any movement of surplus-value, and vice versa. Profit depends on two factors—surplus-value rate and capital composition—whose interplay allows concise rules. Two capitals share equal profit: 1) when their compositions match and surplus-value rates coincide; 2) when compositions and surplus-value differ but the product s′ × v (mass of surplus-value as percent of capital) is equal, factors moving inversely. Profits diverge: 1) same composition, unequal surplus-value; 2) equal profit, different composition, profits following v; 3) different composition and profit, profits following s′v.





4. The Effect of the Turn-Over on the Rate of Profit
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Because capital must wait through production and circulation, part always lies idle as money, stock, warehoused goods, or unpaid bills, so the fund actually extracting surplus-value is reduced. Shortening the turnover period shrinks this fallow share and enlarges surplus-value, thus lifting the profit rate. Faster production arises chiefly from higher labour productivity that does not demand equally higher outlays: Bessemer, Siemens and Gilchrist-Thomas steel, or synthetic alizarin, compress long routines into weeks at modest cost. Faster circulation stems from railways, steamers, telegraph and the Suez Canal, slashing Asia’s trip from twelve months to weeks and multiplying commercial capital’s efficiency.
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