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Chapter 23: Interest and Profit of Enterprise 

If the product of capital is surplus-value, manifested as profit, for the (industrial or commercial) capitalist who 
operates with borrowed capital, the profit she accrues is not profit but profit minus interest. This – actually 
accruing profit – ‘appears [...] as the product of capital in its actual functioning [...].’1 This (part of the) profit, 
which takes the form of industrial or commercial profit, we shall call ‘profit of enterprise’.2 

If interest is to be paid, the capital used by the industrial/commercial capitalist is borrowed: she is not, therefore, 
its owner. The part of gross profit that accrues to her appears as the function of capital in its operation, in the 
process of reproduction, ‘especially [...] the functions that [s]he performs as an entrepreneur in industry or 
trade.’3 Interest, on the other hand, presents itself as a property of the ownership of capital – rather than its 
operation. Hence, in the division of gross profit into profit of enterprise and interest a ‘quantitative division [...] 
is transformed [...] into a qualitative one [...].’4  

This is, moreover, no mere illusion: 

[T]his qualitative separation is in no way merely the subjective conception of the money capitalist on the one 
hand and the industrial capitalist on the other. It rests on objective fact, for interest accrues to the money 
capitalist, the lender, who is simply the owner of the capital and thus does represent mere property in capital 
before the production process and outside it; while profit of enterprise accrues to the merely functioning 
capitalist, who is not the owner of capital.5 

Thus, the division between interest and profit of enterprise, rather than presenting itself as different portions of 
total profit, distributed to different people, appears as that between two different categories of profit, in a process 
that Marx describes as the ‘mutual ossification and autonomisation of the two parts of the gross profit’.6 Interest 
now appears as a property of  money capital itself, independently of whether it is borrowed for productive or 
unproductive consumption.7  

What now differentiates the industrial/commercial capitalist from the money capitalist? The former is 
distinguished by the accrual of profit of enterprise, and profit of enterprise presents itself as that part of gross 
profit left over after interest has been deducted, the last of this appearing, though the operation of the rate of 
interest, as ‘an empirically given quantity.’8 But what differentiates the industrial/commercial capitalist who 
operates with borrowed capital from the one who operates with her own? Simply the fact that the latter pockets 

                                                 
1 Karl Marx, Capital volume 3 (Harmondsworth, 1981) [hereafter C3], p. 496. 
2 ‘Unternehmergewinn’. 
3 C3, p. 497. 
4 C3, p. 497. 
5 C3, pp. 497-8. ‘The profit on any capital, and thus also the average profit based on the equalisation of capitals among 
themselves, breaks down or is divided into two qualitatively different, mutually autonomous and independent parts, 
interest and profit of enterprise, which are both determined by particular laws.’ (italicisation added) Again, the determination of 
interest is governed by laws – even if these laws are distinct from those that govern the determination of profit. 
66 C3, p. 498. 
7 ‘The circumstance that loan capital yields interest whether it is actually applied as capital or not – even if borrowed only 
for consumption – confirms the conception that this kind of capital is quite independent.’ C3, p. 499. In addition, there is 
also a legitimising historical factor. ‘Historically, [...] interest-bearing capital exists as a ready-made form handed down, and 
hence interest as a ready-made subordinate form of the surplus-value produced by capital, long before the capitalist mode 
of production and the conceptions of capital and profit corresponding to it come into existence. In the popular mind, 
therefore, money capital or interest-bearing capital is. still seen as capital as such, capital par excellence.’ 
8 C3, p. 500. 



2 

the interest herself.9 

In fact, each individual capitalist has the choice between lending her capital out as interest-bearing capital or 
valorising it herself as productive (industrial or commercial) capital. Of course, this is not the case on the scale 
of total social capital. 

It is utter nonsense to suggest that all capital could be transformed into money capital without the presence 
of people to buy and valorise the means of production, i.e. the form in which the entire capital exists, apart 
from the relatively small part existing in money. Concealed in this idea, moreover, is the still greater nonsense 
that capital could yield interest on the basis of the capitalist mode of production without functioning as 
productive capital, i.e. without creating surplus-value, of which interest is simply one part [...].10 

Of course, this is the field on which the forces of competition that determine the rate of interest operate: 

If an inappropriately large number of capitalists sought to transform their capital into money capital, the 
result would be a tremendous devaluation of money capital and a tremendous fall in the rate of interest; many 
people would immediately find themselves in the position of being unable to live on their interest and thus 
compelled to turn themselves back into industrial capitalists.11 

The separation of profit into interest and profit of enterprise is another factor which masks the real underlying 
mechanisms of capitalist social reproduction. 

Interest – whether reaped by the money capitalist or the functioning capitalist who owns (rather than borrows) 
her own capital) – is the product of capital as property, i.e. it is accrued by virtue of owning capital. If the 
transformation of money (value in general) into capital is the permanent result of the process of capitalist 
production, then its existence as capital is this process’s constant presupposition. Capital itself presupposes – 
owing to the ever-present possibility of its being transformed into means of production – the command over 
unpaid labour and the transformation of the production of commodities into the production and appropriation 
of surplus-value. Yet if interest, the property of the ownership of capital, expresses the transformation of value 
in general social form into the means of the appropriation of unpaid labour, it at the same time occludes the 
antithesis between capital and wage-labour, for, with the separation out of the category of interest what is 
antithetical now is not capital and wage-labour but interest-bearing capital and actually functioning capital.12 

This antithesis expresses itself like this. 

1 Given average profit, what determines the rate of profit of enterprise is not wages but the rate of interest. 

2 From where does the actually functioning capitalist derive her actual profit, i.e. profit of enterprise? For her, 
from the function of capital, as opposed to its character as ‘inert property’.13 ‘Profit of enterprise arises from 
the function of capital in the reproduction process, i.e. as a result of the operations and activity by which the 
functioning capitalist mediates these functions of industrial and commercial capital.’14 In other words, profit 
of enterprise requires effort on the part of the functioning capitalist. 

In opposition to interest [...] his profit on enterprise presents itself to him as independent of his property 
in capital and rather as the result of his functions as non-owner, as a worker. He inevitably gets the idea 
into his head, therefore, that his profit of enterprise – very far from forming any antithesis with wage-
labour and being only the unpaid labour of others – is rather itself a wage, ‘wages of superintendence of 

                                                 
9 ‘Interest is [...] established in such a way that it does not appear as a division of the gross profit that is irrespective of 
production, taking place only incidentally when the industrialist operates with the capital of others. Even when he operates 
with his own capital, his profit is divided into interest and profit of enterprise.’ C3, pp. 498-9. 
10 C3, p. 501. 
11 C3, p. 501. 
12 ‘Interest-bearing capital is capital as property as against capital as function.’ C3, p. 503. 
13 C3, p. 503. 
14 C3, p. 503. 
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labour’, a higher wage than that of the ordinary wage-labourer, (1) because it is complex labour, and (2) 
because he himself pays the wages.15 

Marx now expands on this last point. Interest appears to derive solely from the ownership of capital, from, as it 
were, capital as capital. Profit of enterprise, therefore, appears to derive not from capital as capital, but rather 
from the production process itself. ‘However, the production process, when separated from capital, is simply the 
labour process in general.’16 Hence the actually functioning capitalists appears (and not least to herself) not as an 
owner of capital but a mere ‘functionary’ of it.  

Interest represents mere ownership of capital as a means of appropriating the product of other people’s 
labour. But it represents this character of capital as something that falls to it outside the production process 
and is in no way the result of the specifically capitalist character of this production process [...]. It presents 
it[self] [...] [as] merely as a relationship between one capitalist and another [and] [t]hus as a capacity that is 
external and indifferent to the actual relationship between capital and labour. [I]nterest [...] [is] the particular 
form of profit in which the antithetical character of capital acquires an autonomous expression, [but] it [...] 
[is] so in such a way that this antithesis is completely obliterated [...]. Interest is a relationship between two 
capitalists, not between capitalist and worker.17 

                                                 
15 C3, pp. 503-4. 
16 C3, p. 505. 
17 C3, p. 506. ‘Exactly the same thing takes place here in the consciousness of the capitalist [...].’ 


