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Chapter Nine: The Rate of Surplus Value 
1  The Degree of Exploitation of Labour-Power 
If 

C      =   total capital advanced, 

 c       =    the portion of capital advanced which is turned into constant capital, 

 v       =    the portion of capital advanced which is expended on labour-power, 

 s       =     surplus labour, and  

 C΄    =     the value of the final product, 

then, evidently, 

 C   =   c + v, and 

 C΄  =  (c + v) + s 

But where does s come from? From the expenditure of the labour-power in production over and beyond the 
limit set by its price (i.e., here, value). So 

 C΄ - C (or ΔC) = s 

The task facing us here is to establish a direct measure of the rate of exploitation of the worker by the capitalist. 
Since, between C΄ (value of the final product) and C (the original capital advanced) both c (constant capital) and 
v (variable capital) are unchanged, we shall for the time being ignore them. We get then 

 rate of exploitation = 
s
v 

The ratio of surplus-value to the total capital advanced, the rate of profit, is clearly also an important measure. But 
this will be dealt with in Volume 3. For now, Marx observes that ‘we shall see [...] that the rate of profit is no 
mystery, when one knows the laws of surplus-value. But if one works in the reverse direction, one comprehends 
neither the one nor the other.’

, 

i.e., the surplus value divided by that part of capital expended on labour-power. 

1

Let’s put all this another way. The worker spends one part of her day in which she produces value equivalent to 
the value of here labour-power. This, all else being equal, she would do anyway, if she worked on her own 
account. But, working for the capitalist, she also works part of the day beyond this limit, during which the value 
she creates is surplus-value. This surplus-value is, of course, nothing but crystallised labour.

 

2 We can thus 
calculate the degree of exploitation like this. If we call the part of the working day spent producing the value 
equivalent to the value of the labour-power ‘necessary labour’ and the part dedicated to producing surplus value 
‘surplus labour’, we arrive at: 

 rate of surplus value = 
surplus labour

necessary labour  = 

                                                 
1 Karl Marx, Capital vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C.], p. 324, n. 3. 
2 And Marx comments here, significantly if pregnantly, ‘What distinguishes the various economic formations of society – 
the distinction between, for example, a society based on slave-labour and a society based on wage-labour – is the form in 
which this surplus is in each case extorted from the immediate producer [...].’ C., p. 325. 

  

We have expressed the same value in two ways: one, with regard to real labour, the other with regard to objectified 
labour. 

s
v
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Let us just note here that the rate of surplus-value tells us nothing about the magnitude of surplus-value. A 
working day of 2 hours, with one hour dedicated to producing surplus-value, yields the same rate of surplus-
value as a day of 12 hours with 6 spent producing surplus-value, i.e. 100%. 

 

2  The Representation of the Value of the Product by Corresponding Proportional Parts 
of the Product 
We can also look at all this in a different way again. 

Let us return to our spinner, who turns 20 lb of cotton into 20 lb of yarn in a 12-hour working day. The 
necessary labour of her spinning amounted to 6 hours, and the surplus labour 6 hours, giving us a rate of 
surplus-value of 100%. 

The finished value of 20 lb of yarn is 30 shillings. Eight tenths of this value, 24 shillings, or 16 lb of yarn, 
represents the reappearance of the value of the means of production (20 lb cotton, 20 shillings; deterioration of 
the spindle, 4 shillings), i.e. represent constant capital. The remaining 2 tenths, 6 shillings or 8 lb of yarn, 
represent the new value created in the spinning process: half, 3 shillings, 4 lb of yarn, stands as the equivalent of 
the value of the labour-power; half, another 3 shillings, 4 lb of yarn, is the surplus. 

We can represent the finished yarn like this: 

 

cotton spindle labour-power surplus 

20 shillings 4 shillings 3 shillings 3 shillings 

13
3
1  lb 2

3
2  lb 2 lb 2 lb 

 

In addition, we can represent all this by time, rather than ‘spatially’. 

Since 12 hours of spinning labour are objectified in 6 shillings, and since the value of the finished yarn is 30 
shillings, it follows that the 20 lb of finished yarn is the objectification of 60 hours labour. This breaks down like 
this: 16 lb of cotton is the materialisation of 48 hours labour (already expended before the spinning process), the 
remaining 4 lb the objectification of the 12 hours’ labour expended in the spinning process itself. 

But let us look at the matter like this. The worker produces 20 lb of yarn in one 12-hour day. She produces, 
therefore, 13

3
1  lb in 8 hours, a partial product equal in value to the entire cotton spun. In the next hour and 36 

minutes, the 2
3
2  lb of yarn represents the depreciation of the spindle. In the next hour and 12 minutes she 

produces 2 lb of yarn, worth 3 shillings, a value equal to the whole value she creates in her 6 hours of necessary 
labour. In the last hour and 12 minutes, the famous ‘last hour’, she produces another 2 lb of yarn, whose value is 
equal to the surplus created over the course of half a day. 

Are we to assume from this then that our spinner only produces the surplus in the ‘last hour’ (with the obvious 
conclusion that shortening the working day by only 1 hour would at a stroke wipe out the entire profit)? It may 
appear so, but the error is a grave one. For we have assumed that the entire value of the finished yarn is created 
in the 12 hours that the spinner spins. But this is not so: the value contained in the means of production, all 24 
shillings of it, was not created by our spinner, but simply passed on (in the two ways that we saw above). The 
value created by the spinner was only 6 shillings, or 12 hours; all the other value, 24 shillings, or 4 days, had 
already been created before the spinning begins. 
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Thus the argument of the ‘last hour’ breaks down once it is understood that what the worker does in her last 
hour is what she does in all the others, is produce 5 hours’ worth of yarn, 4 of which already existed. The worker 
just added 1 hour of labour, in so doing also transferring 4 hours of already existing value to the yarn. This 
transfer of these hours of previously created value is a consequence not of the quantity of her labour but of its 
quality.  

 

3  Senior’s Last Hour 
In which Marx gives us a concrete example of how not to calculate the degree of exploitation of labour; not, that 
is, without the intention of legitimising that labour’s very exploitation. Lamenting the 1833 Factory Act, and the 
subsequent agitation for the 10-hour day, the establishment economist Nassau W Senior built a case against the 
shortening of the working day precisely on the argument that profit was produced in the ‘last hour’. The details 
of Marx’s brutally effective refutation of Senior’s case are not reproduced here. 

 

4  The Surplus Product 
The portion of the product that represents surplus-value is the surplus product. Just as the rate of surplus-value 
is determined by its relation not to the total sum of capital but to the variable part of it, so the relative amount of 
surplus product is determined not by its ratio to the total product but by its relation to that part of it 
incorporating necessary labour. 

 


