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Chapter Ten: The Working Day 
1  The Degree of Exploitation of Labour-Power 
Let us assume a given value of labour-power, say, 6 hours of labour-time a day (i.e. 6 hours of labour-time are 
socially necessary to produce the daily subsistence of the worker). These 6 hours are represented below by the 
line A – B. The line B – C represents the time which the working day is prolonged beyond this necessary labour 
of 6 hours: 

Day 1 (7 hours)  A – – – – – – B – C 

Day 2 (9 hours)   A – – – – – – B – – – C 

Day 3 (12 hours)  A – – – – – – B – – – – – – C 

Evidently, the ratio BC/AB gives us the rate of exploitation of labour, the rate of surplus-value, which, 
respectively, above amounts to 162
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The working day as a whole is thus a variable quantity, ‘capable of being determined, but in and for itself 
indeterminate.’

%, 50%, and 100%. 

1

[...] leaving aside certain extremely elastic restrictions, the nature of commodity exchange itself imposes no 
limit to the working day [...]. The capitalist

 But it can only be varied within certain limits. On the one hand, it must be longer than A – B, 
i.e. it must be longer than the labour-time necessary to reproduce the labour-power. On the other, it has to a 
maximum limit, in turn determined by two conditions: (1) the physical limits to labour-power (the physical need 
to rest, sleep, feed, etc.); and (2) the ‘moral’ limits, set and conditioned by the ‘general level of civilisation’. But 
these determinants are by their nature elastic. 

How long therefore is the working day?  

2 maintains his rights as a purchaser when he tries to make the 
working day as long as possible [...]. On the other hand, the peculiar nature of the commodity sold implies a 
limit to its consumption by the purchaser, and the worker maintains his right as a seller when he tries to 
reduce the working day to a particular normal length. There is therefore an antinomy, of right against right, 
both equally bearing the seal of the law of exchange. Between equal rights, force decides. Hence, in the 
history of capitalist production, the establishment of a norm for the working day presents itself as a struggle 
between collective capital, i.e. the capitalists, and collective labour, i.e. the working class.3

We should note that surplus-labour is not a phenomenon created by capital, but something that exists wherever 
one ‘part of society possesses the monopoly of the means of production.’

 

4 However, in pre-capitalist social 
formations, where use-value rather than exchange-value predominates, surplus labour remains confined to a 
specific and limited set of needs. Capitalism, on the other hand, produces ‘a boundless lust for surplus labour 
[that] [...] arise[s] from the character of production itself.’5

What now follows is a descriptive, historical account, with respect to nineteenth-century British (principally 
Irish, Scottish and English) factory conditions, of the rapacious drive on the part of the manufacturers to 
lengthen the working day, the consequences of this, and efforts, both ‘class-struggle’ efforts and legal efforts, to 

 

                                                 
1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 341. 
2 ‘[...] capital personified. His soul is the soul of capital. But capital has one sole driving force, the drive to valorise itself, to 
create surplus-value, to make its constant part, the means of production, absorb the greatest possible surplus-labour. 
capital is dead labour which, vampire-like, lives only by sucking living labour, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks. 
The time during which the worker works is the time during which the capitalist consumes the labour-power he has bought 
from him. If the worker consumes his disposable time for himself, he robs the capitalist.’ C., p. 342. 
3 C., p. 344. 
4 C., p. 344. 
5 C., p. 345. 
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restrict this lengthening.6

Marx makes a distinction, with regard to emergent capitalism, between its form and its content. ‘[...] capital [...] is 
at first indifferent to the technical character of the labour process it seizes control of. At the outset, it takes it as 
it finds it.’

 For our purposes here, the details of this account can be passed over; we shall 
consequently limit ourselves to observations of a strictly theoretical import. 
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The principal obstacle to lengthening the working day is the worker herself. ‘The establishment of a normal 
working day is the result of centuries of struggle between the capitalist and the worker.’

 

8 ‘The establishment of a 
normal working day is therefore the product of a protracted and more or less concealed civil war between the 
capitalist class and the working class.’9 From the fourteenth century until well into the eighteenth the role played 
by the state was to try to lengthen the working day: the pretensions of capital in its embryonic state, in its state of 
becoming, when it cannot yet use the sheer force of economic relations to secure its right to absorb a sufficient 
quantity of surplus labour, but must be aided by the power of the state’, is to impose its will by extra-economic 
force. ‘Centuries are required before the “free” worker, owing to the greater development of the capitalist mode 
of production, reaches a voluntary agreement, i.e. is compelled by social conditions to sell the whole of his active 
life, his very capacity for labour, in return for the price of his customary means of subsistence, to sell his 
birthright for a mess of pottage.’10

There may also be philanthropic tendencies. But the weight of economic logic is unbearable: either way, nothing 
depends ‘on the will, either good or bad, of the individual capitalist. Under free competition, the immanent laws 
of capitalist production confront the individual capitalist as coercive forces external to him.’
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We return now to where we left off at the end of Chapter 6, at the market, that ‘realm of Freedom, Equality, 
Property and Bentham’.

 

The specific content of capitalist production is the production of surplus-value. The subordination of labour to 
capital in turn leads to the reconstruction of the mode of production.. But the sequence of cause and effect is 
exact. At first, the drive by capital for an unbounded extension of the working day was witnessed in those 
industries which were the first to be revolutionised by water-power, steam and machinery (namely textiles: 
cotton, wool, flax and silk). The changes wrought by the new material mode of production on social relations 
led first to ‘outrages without measure’, then legal normalisation of the working day. But these first legal measures 
took the form of legislation of exceptions. As other branches of manufactures enter the factory system proper, 
factory legislation stripped itself of its exceptional character. 

12

In the market, as owner of the commodity labour-power, he [the worker] stood face to face with other 
owners of commodities, one owner against another owner. The contract by which he sold his labour-power 
to the capitalist proved in black and white, so to speak, that he was free to dispose of himself. But when the 
transaction was concluded, it was discovered that he was no ‘free agent’, that the period of time for which he 
is free to sell his labour-power is the period of time for which he is forced to sell it, that in fact the vampire 
will not let go ‘while there remains a single muscle, sinew or drop of blood to be exploited.’
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6 This chapter, along with others that follow later, should be compulsory reading for anyone taken with the idea that ‘social 
history’ was a later twentieth-century invention. 
7 C., p. 358. 
8 C., p. 382. 
9 C., pp. 412-3. 
10 C., p. 382. 
11 C., p. 381. 
12 C., p. 280. 
13 Quotation from Engels’ ‘Die englische Zehnstundenbill [The English Ten Hours’ Bill]’. 

 For ‘protection’ 
against the serpent of their agonies, the workers have to put their heads together and, as a class, compel the 
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passing of a law, an all-powerful social barrier by which they can be prevented from selling themselves and 
their families into slavery and death by voluntary contract with capital.14

                                                 
14 C., pp. 415-6. 

 

 


