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Chapter Thirteen: Co-operation 
A large number of workers working together, at the same time, in one place (or, if you like, in the same field 
of labour), in order to produce the same sort of commodity under the command of the same capitalist, 
constitutes the starting-point of capitalist production. This is true both historically and conceptually.1

1 

 

The first stages of capitalist production (what Marx calls ‘manufacture’) are distinguished from guild handicraft 
production only quantitatively. But, even so, the fact that production – and producers – now act not only in a 
concerted way, but physically in the same space, impacts on the mode of production. 

By cancelling out individual differences (through averaging) ‘the law of valorisation therefore comes fully 
into its own for the individual producer only when he produces as a capitalist and employs a number of 
workers simultaneously, i.e. when from the outset he sets in motion labour of a socially average character.’2
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There is an immediate effect of economy of scale in relation to the use of means of production (for 
example, buildings). For this to happen it is not necessary for the workers to assist each other, simply that 
they work side by side: ‘a portion of the instruments of labour acquires this social character before the 
labour process itself does so.’3 The economy of scale of the application of means of production has two 
consequences: (1) it cheapens commodities and therefore the value of labour-power; (2) it alters the ratio of 
surplus-value to the sum of capital advanced, i.e. it impacts of the rate of profit.4 Marx dubs this type of 
production process – ‘when [...] workers work side-by-side in accordance with a plan [...]’5 – ‘co-operation’.6

Whether the combined working day, in a given case, acquires [...] increased productivity because it heightens 
the mechanical force of labour, or extends its sphere of action over a greater space, or contracts the field of 
production relatively to the scale of production, or at the critical moment sets large masses of labour to work, 
or excites rivalry between individuals and raises their animal spirits, or impresses on the similar operations 
carried on by a number of men the stamp of continuity and many-sidedness, or performs different operations 
simultaneously, or economises the means of production by use in common, or lends to individual labour the 
character of average social labour – whichever of these is the cause of the increase, the special productive 
power of the combined working day is, under all circumstances, the productive power of social labour.

 
Primitive divisions of labour develop; labour can be concentrated where it is most needed; the scale of 
production can be expanded; and the arena of production contracted. 
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The precondition for all of this is that workers are brought together, are assemble in one place: are employed 
simultaneously by the same capital. Hence, the ‘concentration of large masses of the means of production in the 
hands of individual capitalists is a material condition for the co-operation of wage-labourers [...]’
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1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 439 
2 C., p. 441. 
3 C., p. 442. 
4 But this second aspect will not be addressed until Volume 3. With respect to this, here Marx makes an interesting 
methodological point: ‘The particular course taken by our analysis forces this tearing apart of the object under 
consideration [i.e. relegating relevant material to a later part of the exposition]; this corresponds to the spirit of capitalist 
production’ (C., p. 443.); i.e. that the system of Marx’s exposition is not arbitrary, but takes its structure of priority from 
the logic of capitalist production itself. 
5 C., p. 443. 
6 More than being a mere technical matter, co-operation, which is a form of social labour, acquires the character it does 
because people are fundamentally how they are: ‘mere social contact begets [...] a stimulation of the “animal spirits” [...]. 
This originates from the fact that man, if not as Aristotle though a political animal, is at all events a social animal.’ (C., 
444.) ‘When the worker co-operates in a planned way with others, he strips off the fetters of his individuality, and develops 
the capabilities of his species.’ (C., p. 447.) 
7 C., p. 447. 
8 C., p. 448. 
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Once this state of affairs arises, the work of ‘directing, supervising and adjusting’ the labour process becomes 
one of the functions of capital. This develops its own characteristics. It is at the same time both a special 
function arising from the fact  of a social labour process, and a function conditioned by the necessity to exploit 
the labour participating in that process. The twofold nature of the capitalist production process – being both a 
social process directed at the production of a product and a process of the self-valorisation of capital – leads 
itself to the twofold character of capitalist direction. Nevertheless, its form is universally despotic. Capitalist 
production develops its own command structure: an army of special workers under the command of the 
capitalist – managers, foremen, overseers – who command in the name of capital. 

The antagonistic nature of the production process is also revealed though the circumstances of the worker. The 
capitalist may set 100 persons to work; but she does not buy the combined labour of 100 people, rather she 
enters into 100 separate contracts with 100 unconnected workers. For the worker co-operation begins and ends 
with the labour-process, by which point they belong not to themselves, but to capital. The socially productive 
power of the workers remains undeveloped until her labour is possessed by capital, i.e. until it appears as a 
productive power inherent in capital itself. 

Capitalist co-operation distinguishes itself from other historical occurrences of co-operation in production, 
which characteristically either take the form of common ownership of the means of production, or – as in the 
case of antiquity, medieval co-operation or co-operative labour in the colonies – are based on coerced labour, 
principally in the form of slavery. Capitalist co-operation is, on the other hand, predicated on the existence of a 
free wage-labourer. As such, it does not appear as another historical from of co-operation, but as a form peculiar 
to capitalism: co-operation now presents itself as the productive power of capital itself, not the productive 
power of social labour. 

 


