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Chapter Seven: The Labour Process and the Valorisation Process 
1  The Labour Process 
1.1  Labour in General1

The use-value of labour-power is labour;

 
2

What is labour? It is the interaction between humans and nature, ‘the process by which man, through his own 
actions, mediates, regulates and controls the metabolism between himself and nature.’

 its buyer consumes it by setting the seller to work. For the worker, to 
embody her labour in commodities she must embody it in use-values: that is what she is set to work to do by the 
capitalist. We start here, then, by first considering the labour-process itself, in a general sense, independently of 
its manifestation in any concrete social formation. 

3 It is significant (in my 
mind at least) that Marx does not fundamentally characterise labour as simple human control over nature, but as 
control over humans’ relationship with nature. The relationship between humans and nature is not formally 
oppositional, it is dialectical, both oppositional and unified. ‘[Man] confronts the materials of nature as a force of 
nature. He sets in motion the natural forces which belong to his own body [...] in order to appropriate the 
materials of nature in a form adapted to his own needs. Through this movement he cats upon external nature 
and changes it, and in this way he simultaneously changes his own nature.’4

In what way is human labour different from the labour of other animals? In the nature of human consciousness: 
for humans, labour is not simple bodily reflex, but something that is carried out consciously: ‘A spider conducts 
operations which resemble those of a weaver, and a bee would put many a human architect to shame by the 
construction of its honeycomb cells. But what distinguishes the worst architect from the best of bees is that the 
architect builds the cell in his mind before he constructs it in wax.’

 

5

From Marx’s remark, ‘the less he [i.e. ‘man’] is attracted by the nature of the work and the way it has to be 
accomplished, and the less, therefore he enjoys it as the free play of his own physical and mental powers, the 
closer his attention is forced to be’,

 

6 we can infer a number of points. For Marx, labour has the potential to be 
enjoyed ‘as the free play of his own physical and mental powers’, but, for Marx, unlike other theorists of the 
relationship between labour and what Marx wouldn’t call ‘human nature’ this potential of labour remains just 
that, a potential, realisable according to historical and social determinants. The less free the labour, the more it is 
externally imposed, the less enjoyable and fulfilling its is. And, as we are on the point of seeing, in the capitalist 
production process labour, although governed by a formal juridical free equality in the market place, is, beneath 
this surface state of affairs, far from free and very much imposed upon the worker, both in what is to be done 
and also in how.7

                                                 
1 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
2 Karl Marx, Theories of Surplus Value (New York, 2000), p. 156: ‘[...] [T]he use-value of labour-power to the capitalist as a 
capitalist does not consist in its actual use-value, in the usefulness of this particular concrete labour – that it is spinning 
labour, weaving labour, and so on.  He is as little concerned with this as with the use-value of the product of this labour as 
such, since for the capitalist the product is a commodity (even before its first metamorphosis), not an article of 
consumption. What interests him in the commodity is that it has more exchange-value than he paid for it; and therefore 
the use-value of the labour is, for him, that he gets back a greater quantity of labour-time than he has paid out in the form 
of wages.’ 
3 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 283. 
4 C., p. 283. 
5 C., p. 284. 
6 C., p. 284. 
7 This single passage, one paragraph long and barely a page in print, should be compulsory reading for anyone tempted by 
the notion of some kind of ‘epistemological break’ between the young and the mature Marx. The resonance between the 
concepts here expressed and those to be found in the 1844 Economic and Philosophical Manuscripts is striking. 
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1.2  The Elements of the Labour Process 

Marx now moves on. With what do human beings work. ‘The simple elements of the labour process8 are (1) 
purposeful activity [...], (2) the object on which that work is performed, and (3) the instruments of that work.’9

‘Instruments of labour’ Marx defines as ‘the thing, or complex of things, which the worker imposes between 
himself and the object of his labour, and which serves as a conductor, directing is activity onto that object’,

 

Following this list, and labour now dealt with, we move on to consider the other elements of the labour process. 
With regards to the objects of labour, Marx makes a technical distinction (for reasons which will become clear 
shortly, if they are not already so) between those materials already to hand, which merely require labour to 
separate them from nature, but none in their production, and materials which have ‘been filtered through 
previous labour.’ These latter Marx terms ‘raw materials’ (using the term in a technical sense foreign to everyday 
use). 

10 the 
‘things through which the impact of labour on its object is mediated.’11 They include, obviously, tools, but also 
what Marx calls ‘the objective conditions necessary for carrying on the labour process’,12 such as workshops, 
roads, canals, etc. As Marx notes, studied historically, ‘instruments of labour not only supply a standard of the 
degree of development which human civilisation has reached, but they also indicate the social relations within 
which men work.’13

We have discussed the general nature of human labour; but what is its role in the production process? Given 
what we have so far established, we can fairly precisely define this by saying that labour effects a preconceived 
alteration in an object of labour via instruments of labour. The product that emerges is a use-value, and labour 
has been objectified in it. But other, already produced, use-values also enter into the finished product (either as 
instruments of labour, or objects of labour, or both). Such use-values as these are simultaneously products of 
labour and means of production. ‘Products are therefore not only results of labour, but also its essential 
conditions.’

 

 

1.3 Labour in the Production Process in General 

14

A concrete use-value may function as raw material, instrument of labour, or final product depending on the 
specificities of the particular production process under consideration. But insofar as a use-value is to enter into 
the production process it must be brought into it by labour, and consumed by labour. ‘Living labour must seize 
on these things, awaken them from the dead, change them from merely possible into real and effective use-
values.’

 

15

Marx concludes this survey of production in general with a further comment on human beings and their 
capacity for labour. The labour process, he notes, ‘is purposeful activity aimed at the production of use-values. It 
is an appropriation of what exists in nature for the requirements of man. It is the universal condition for the 

 In their consumption, the past labour they contain is extinguished, and passed on. Productive 
consumption of use-values distinguishes itself from individual consumption of use-values by virtue of the fact 
that, as means of subsistence for labour it results in a product distinct from the consumer, while for the latter, 
private consumption, means of subsistence for the individual, the product is the consumer herself. 

                                                 
8 I.e. the ‘forces of production’. 
9 C., p. 284. It is significant that Marx includes labour itself as an ‘element of the labour process’, i.e. within the category of 
forces of production. 
10 C., p. 285. 
11 C., p. 286. 
12 C., p. 286. 
13 C., p. 286. 
14 C., p. 287. 
15 C., p. 289. 
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metabolic interaction between man and nature, the everlasting nature-imposed condition of human existence, 
and it is therefore independent of every form of that existence, or rather it is common to all forms of society in 
which humans live.’16

How, then, does the labour process within capitalist production distinguish itself from the labour process in 
general? Marx qualifies his remarks by pointing out that the general features of the labour process are not 
changed by the fact that the worker now works for the capitalist rather than for herself, not that the particular 
techniques involved in the various branches of production are not ‘immediately’ altered by the intervention of 
the capitalist.

 

 

1.4 Labour in Capitalist Production 

17

Thus, ‘the labour-process [...] [becomes] a process between things the capitalist has purchased, things which 
belong to him.’

 

This noted, Marx proceeds to enumerate two characteristic features of the labour process when it is the process 
by which the capitalist consumes labour-power. 

1. The worker works under the control and supervision of the capitalist, to whom, for the duration of the time 
for which she has sold her labour-power, she now belongs. 

2. Not only is the use-value of the worker’s labour-power, i.e. her labour, the property of the capitalist, but the 
product of that labour too. 

18

We have just examined production as a labour-process which produces use-values; we must now consider 
production as a valorisation process, as a process of creating value.

 

 

2  The Valorisation Process 
Why does the capitalist produce? She produces use-values, but only because of and insofar as they are bearers of 
exchange-value; and, in addition, an exchange-value of greater value than the sum of values used to produce it. 

19

Two conditions must be fulfilled for the value of the objects and instruments of labour to count in the final 
product. First, it is necessary for the instruments and objects of labour genuinely to have served in the finished 
product: ‘Value is independent of the particular use-value by which it is borne, but a use-value of some kind has 
to act as its bearer.’

 For just as a commodity is a unity of use-
value and exchange-value, so the production process is a unity of the labour process and the process of creating 
value. 

What is the role of labour in this process? Here, we now consider it, unlike with regard to the labour process, 
not as concrete labour, but as abstract social labour; and not only that labour incorporated in the new product, 
but that labour also expended in the production of instruments and objects of labour. 

20

                                                 
16 C., p. 290. 
17 The word ‘immediately’ is important here, for Marx goes on to comment that ‘the transformation of the mode of 
production itself which results from the subordination of labour to capital can only occur later on,’ and that this is a matter 
we shall return to in the Appendix to Volume 1, ‘Results of the Immediate Process of Production’. 
18 C., p. 292. 
19 These two terms are not exactly synonyms, as we shall see in a moment. 
20 C., p. 295. 

 Second, the labour-time expended both in the instruments and objects of labour ‘must not 
exceed what is necessary under the given social conditions of production.’ If, for example, a producer of yarn 
‘has a foible for using golden spindles instead of steel ones, the only labour that counts for anything [...] remains 
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that which would be requires to produce a steel spindle, because no more is necessary under the given social 
conditions.’21

Marx uses the following example. A manufacturer of yarn buys raw cotton at the price of 1 shilling a pound; 
10lb, therefore, is 10 shillings (and we assume for simplicity’s sake here that price = value, and that equivalents 
are being exchanged

 

22

The secret, of course, is this. The day’s labour-power, which cost half a day’s labour to buy (we continue with 
the assumption of a 12-hour working day), which is to say that half a day’s labour is objectified in it, and the 
living labour it can perform during one day, are not the same thing. The seller of labour-power does what each 
and every seller of commodities does, she realises its value and alienates its use-value, which now belongs to the 
capitalist, who can dispose of it for a whole day of 12 hours, not half a day of 6, whatever its value may be. ‘This 
circumstance is a piece of good luck for the buyer, but by no means an injustice towards the seller.’

). 

We assume (as in Chapter 6 above) that the value of one day’s labour-power, i.e. the value expended in 
producing one-day’s labour-power, is 6 hours’ labour, or, in  money terms, 3 shillings. 

We also assume that our worker is capable, in line with the prevailing social conditions, of turning cotton into a 
yarn at a rate of 1 and 2/3 lb per hour. In 6 hours, therefore, she will turn 10 lb of cotton into 10 lb of yarn. 

Let us also factor in the depreciation of the instruments of labour (for which will stand representative the 
spindle). In the production of 10 lb of yarn we assume the wear and tear as 2 shillings. 

Thus, over 6 hours, once 10 lb of cotton has been turned into 10 lb of yarn, the value (here price) of the yarn 
amounts to 10 shillings (the value passed on from the cotton), plus 2 shillings (the value of the depreciation of 
the spindle passed on to the yarn), plus 3 shillings (the value of the day’s labour-power performed by the 
spinner): 15 shillings in total, exactly what the capitalist paid for the constituent commodities, the cotton, the 
spindle and the labour-power. 

23

This whole course of events, the transformation of money into capital, both takes place and does not take 
place in the sphere of circulation. It takes place through the mediation of circulation because it is conditioned 
by the purchase of labour-power in the market; it does not take place in circulation because what happens 
there is only an introduction to the valorisation process, which is entirely confined to the sphere of 
production.

 

Thus the worker finds herself in the situation of having to perform a further 6 hours’ work, and converts 
another 10 lb of cotton into yarn, giving us a final product of 20 lb yarn, whose price (i.e. here value) amounts to 
20 shillings from the cotton, plus 4 shillings from the spindle, and 6 shillings – 12 hours of labour imparted – 
from the spinner. The value of the 20 lb of finished product is thus 30 shillings, but now the outlay of the 
capitalist – 20 shillings (cotton), plus 4 shillings (spindle), plus 3 shillings (labour-power) – only amounts to 27 
shillings. Twenty-seven shillings have been turned into 30 shillings, and money into capital. 

24

If we compare the process of creating value with the labour process, we see that the latter – the movement of 
production viewed qualitatively – bases itself on useful labour, which produces use-values, while the former – 

 

If we compare the process of creating value with the process of valorisation, we see that the latter is nothing but 
the former carried beyond that point at which the value paid by the capitalist for the labour-power is equal to 
the value created by the use-value of that labour-power. 

                                                 
21 C., p. 295 
22 ‘We have no need at present to investigate the value of this cotton, for our capitalist has, we will asume, bought it at its 
full value […].’ C., p. 293. 
23 C., p. 301. 
24 C., p. 302. 
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the movement of production viewed quantitatively – bases itself on abstract social labour, producing 
commodities. 

Finally, if we now consider the production process as the unity of the labour process and the process of creating 
value – a unity itself based on the unity of the commodity formed by its conflicting elements, use-value and 
exchange-value; and of labour itself, by private, particular, labour, and social, abstract, labour – we have in its 
essence the capitalist process of production. 

 


	Part Three
	The Production of Absolute Surplus Value

