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Chapter 17: The Circulation of Surplus-Value1

In the case of the capitalist A of the last chapter, excepting the first turnover period of her business, consumption 
is met out of the production of surplus-value; capitalist B has to wait for her surplus-value to be realised and hence 
has to recourse to her own funds not only for consumption but also, when the need for extra capital arises during 
production,

 
I  The use of capitalised surplus-value as capital advanced 

2

Accumulation requires an expansion in the scale of production, which can be achieved in various ways (or 
combinations of ways, including: raising the productivity of labour already deployed; increasing its intensive 
exploitation; extending the working day), in addition to speculation in raw materials, etc. In these ways, 
accumulation ‘soaks up’ realised surplus-value. With shorter turnover periods bringing more frequent realisations of 
surplus-value surplus-value needs to be accumulated as money before it can enter production. Hence, ‘[b]esides real 
accumulation, or the transformation of surplus-value into productive capital [...] there is thus accumulation of 
money, scraping together a part of the surplus-value [...] to function as additional capital later on, when it has 
attained a certain volume.’

 to advance capital as well. The capital necessary to carry on production on a given scale, in effect part 
of capital advanced, may therefore come from the capital really originally advanced (B) of from capitalised surplus-
value (A). 

 

II  The relation between capital advanced and capitalised surplus-value, and credit 

The relation between capital advanced and capitalised surplus-value becomes more intricate with the development 
of the credit system. If A is lent productive capital, surplus value deposited by D, E and F, by banker C, although 
for A, the money is no more than money, and not accumulated surplus-value, for D, E and F A is an agent who 
capitalises the surplus-value they themselves have appropriated. 

 

III  The accumulation of surplus-value as money 

3

Marx at this point quotes at length from Irish utopian socialist William Thompson, to the effect that ‘“The mass of 
real accumulated wealth [...] ... is [...] utterly insignificant when compared to the powers of production [...].’”

 

 

IV  The accumulation of surplus-value as money and the credit system 

From the social point of view, alongside the development of capitalist production there arises a system of credit, in 
which money capital that the capitalist can not yet apply for her own benefit is employed by others: with an 
increasing frequency of turnovers and an increasing scale of production of surplus-value the money as capital 
placed on the money market, and the degree to which this is absorbed into production, grows. 

4

(We should note that from here up to part IX below we are assuming simple reproduction.) 

 

 

V  The production of money 

                                                 
1 The title here is misleading, for what this chapter deals with is principally the circulation of money. In addition, it is 
fragmentary in the extreme, consisting in a series of digressions only loosely related to each other and even less with the 
preceding discursion. I have therefore dispensed with subheadings as they appear in the book, which only serve to imply a 
greater coherence than is actually present, and have throughout inserted my own. 
2 As is the case with maintenance and repair costs: see Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 2  (Harmondsworth, 1978) [hereafter C2], p. 
255. 
3 C2, p. 396. 
4 C2, p. 397. 
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The mass of metallic money existing in a country must be sufficient to cope with fluctuations in the circulation of 
money (fluctuations caused by fluctuations in the velocity of circulation, in prices, in the proportions in which 
money functions as means of payment and means of circulation). 

The total mass of money in existence is the sum of  money in circulation and money existing in the form of hoard 
(although the proportions of these two categories may, and do, change). 

For simplicity’s sake here we are going to assume production of gold and silver within the country itself, rather than 
conceive of the matter as an international transaction between the country in question and the gold and silver 
producing countries. 

Ignoring production for luxury items, the annual production of gold and silver must be as a minimum equal to the 
annual wear and tear of the money metals occasioned by circulation; it must also grow with the growth in value of 
the mass of commodities annually produced (insofar as this is not compensated for by an increase in the velocity of 
circulation or an increase in the mutual settlement of sales and purchases). 

Capitalists who produce gold and silver, therefore, assuming simple reproduction, cast their surplus-value into 
circulation in the natural form of the product, not its transformed form; in addition, wages are not replaced by sale of 
product but rather directly by a product whose natural form is money. The same applies to that part of the product 
equal in value to the (fixed and circulating) constant capital consumed. 

The turnover of capital in this sector can be represented by M–C ... P ... M′ . The product M′ consists in money 
equal to the variable capital plus circulating constant capital plus fixed capital used up plus surplus-value (if it were 
less than this then either the mines in question would be unprofitable or, if generally the case, the value of gold 
would rise, prices would fall so that the money laid out in M–C would be less). 

The M advanced here is cast into circulation to purchase labour-power and materials of production; this particular 
capital cycle does not withdraw this money again, for its product is already money, needs not be converted into 
money, but back into productive capital. But under our assumptions, the money produced here only replaces the 
wear and tear of the social stock of money. 

The total quantity of money in existence (‘[a]ccording to the law of commodity circulation’5

If the producers all possessed their means of production independently, there would then be circulation between 
the direct producers themselves. Ignoring the constant part of their capital, we could divided their annual surplus 
product, by analogy with the situation under capitalism, into two parts: part (a), which simply replaces their 
necessary means of subsistence, and part (b), which they partly consume as luxury products, and partly apply to 
the expansion of production.

) is equal to the quantity 
of money necessary for circulation plus that sum existing as hoard; this latter increases or decreases in function of 
the contraction or expansion of circulation, and serves in particular for the reserve fund of payment. 

What is paid in money – excepting direct balancing of accounts – is the value of commodities; that a part of this 
value is surplus-value is irrelevant. 

6

                                                 
5 C2, p. 403. 
6 C2, p. 404. 
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VI  How can a capitalist withdraw more money from circulation than she throws into it? 7

We assume a total social (i.e. of the capitalist class) circulating capital of £500 advanced in money form, and a 
surplus-value of £100. £600 is thus cast into circulation in commodity form: but ‘the extra money needed for the 
circulation of this additional commodity value [i.e., the £100 surplus-value] is not provided by the same operation.’

 

‘Bourgeois economics’ takes surplus-value – the formation of which is the real secret – for granted, thus also for 
granted that the capitalist casts an excess in the form of commodity capital over and above her capital into 
circulation. This is not the problem to be solved here: the question here is not where surplus-value comes from, but 
where the money into which it is turned comes from, i.e., from where does the money come to allow the 
commodity capital (including the surplus-value) to be reconverted into productive capital by being sold? 

8

Here are some of the incorrect explanations (‘plausible subterfuges’

 
9

While one capitalist is selling her commodities another is buying means of production, for example. Yet we have 
already seen

) of the matter. 

(a)  Capital is not laid out all simultaneously 

10

The answer, Marx argues, is this: for a mass of commodities of value x to circulate the quantity of money necessary 
is independent of whether, and to what degree, this value contains surplus-value – ‘of how much or how little of 
this value accrues to the direct producers of these commodities.’

 that a given sum of money, by acting alternately as the money fund for different productive capitals, 
sets productive capital of a greater value in motion. Hence this solution presupposes what it seeks to explain, i.e. the 
existence of the money. 

(b)  The delay between the outlay and reflux of the money advanced for the payment of wages 

Before the reflux of this money, it can serve to convert surplus-value into money. But if the workers buy 
commodities with this money the surplus-value contained in them must also be converted into money; in addition, 
capitalist unproductive consumption also casts money into circulation so as to spend their surplus-value as revenue. 
Money must be withdrawn from circulation to facilitate this. Again, the question remains: where does it come from? 

(c)  The gradual withdrawal of the money cast into circulation by the first investment of fixed capital 

But the surplus-value contained in the commodities that serve as fixed capital must also converted into money in 
payment. Again, where does this money come from? 

11 The question is really: where does the quantity of 
money needed in a ‘country’12

In fact, it is the capitalist class that casts into circulation the money that serves for the realisation of surplus-value: 
but it casts this money in as money, and not as capital. Let us assume a capitalist (a farmer) who advances £4,000 in 
constant capital and £1,000 in variable (the rate of surplus-value = 100 %). She also has to live, so she advances as 

 for the circulation of commodities – in general – come from? 

                                                 
7 This section is a polemic directed at an (unnamed) ‘opponent of Tooke’ (C2, p. 404). Thomas Tooke was a prominent 
opponent of the Currency School (the monetarists of their day), who Marx commented favourably had been ‘compelled [...]to 
recognise that the direct correlation between prices and the quantity of currency presupposed by this theory is purely 
imaginary, that increases or decreases in the amount of currency when the value of precious metals remains constant are 
always the consequence, never the cause, of price variations, that altogether the circulation of money is merely a secondary 
movement and that, in addition to serving as medium of circulation, money performs various other functions in the real 
process of production.’ Karl Marx, ‘A Contribution to a Critique of Political Economy’, Marx Engels Collected Works vol. 29 
(London and Moscow, 1987), p. 415. When Tooke died Marx commented to Engels that he had been ‘the last English 
economist of any value.’ ‘Marx to Engels, 5 March 1858’ Marx Engels Collected Works, vol. 40 (London and Moscow, 1987), p. 
325. 
8 C2, p. 405, italicisation added. 
9 C2, p. 405. 
10 In volume 1, chapter 3. 
11 C2, p. 407. 
12 The term is Marx’s; it is problematic, but we shall pass over it here. 
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money £1,000 on means of subsistence. This money is cast into circulation and withdrawn in the form of commodity 
values: through their consumption the value of these products is destroyed. At the end of the year he releases a 
commodity product of value £6,000, and through its sale withdraws from circulation £6,000 in money. But by the 
end of the year she has cast into circulation £6,000 too: £5,000 in capital advanced and £1,000 on means of 
subsistence. The ‘extra’ money (on means of subsistence) ‘is not cast into circulation by the capitalist as capital. 
However, it certainly pertains to the character of the capitalist that he should be capable of living off the means of 
subsistence in his possession until the reflux of his surplus-value.’13

That the production of gold takes place in another country does not change the matter. In country A a part of the 
social labour-power and means of production is transformed into a product and exported to gold-producing 
country B to buy gold. ‘The productive capital thus applied in country A no more throws commodities onto the 
market in country A, as opposed to money, than if it had been directly applied in gold production.’

 And if it is suggested that it is fortuitous that 
the amount of money spent of the means of subsistence of an individual capitalist exactly equals surplus-value is 
fortuitous, then it is not so, on the assumption of simple reproduction, for the capitalist class as a whole. 

The capitalists who produce gold possess their product (including surplus-value) in form that is already money, and 
is cast into circulation to withdraw products: one part of the capitalist class casts into circulation a commodity value 
greater (by surplus-value) than the money capital advanced, while another casts into circulation a greater (by 
surplus-value) money value than the commodity value they withdraw. Although a part of the value of the gold 
commodity product consists in surplus-value, the size entire product is determined by the replacement of the 
money necessary for the circulation of commodities (see part V above). 

14

But – it is argued – a rise in the share of wages with respect to surplus-value means a greater quantity of money in 
the hands of the workers, hence greater demand for means of subsistence, and a rise in the price of commodities. 
Now, while a temporary rise in prices may well occur, that the demand for subsistence commodities rises and that for 
luxury goods falls (because of the fall in surplus-value, i.e. in the share of the social product falling to the capitalists) 
a greater part of the social capital will be directed to the production of the former and a lesser part to the latter.

 

 

VII  The effect of a rise in wages on prices 

All else remaining equal, changes in the length of turnover time change the amount of capital advanced necessary to 
maintain production on the same scale. Monetary circulation must be sufficiently elastic to accommodate this 
phenomenon. 

If we assume no change in the size, intensity and productivity of the working day, but a changed division of the 
value product between wages and surplus-value, no change in the quantity of money necessary for circulation is 
effected, since the size of the value product is the same. Hence a general rise in wages – and consequent general fall 
in the rate of surplus-value – causes the money value advanced as variable capital to rise, but the size of the surplus-
value to be realised to fall by the same amount. 

15 
All that would occur would be some ‘temporary oscillations’.16

                                                 
13 C2, p. 410. 
14 C2, p. 411. 
15 Even if the rise in wages leads to a rise in consumption of luxury goods on the part of the workers this does not change the 
fundamental direction of the process. 
16 C2, p. 414. 

 

It is also argued that a rise in the quantity of money in the hands of the workers would permit the capitalists to raise 
the prices of commodities, to which Marx counters that were it within the will of the capitalists to raise their prices 
at will they would do so anyway, under any conditions. 

Marx now summarises: 
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1 If the sum of the prices of goods in circulation rises – whether through a growth in volume or a rise in prices 
– all else remaining the same, the quantity of money in circulation also rises. ‘The effect is then taken for the 
cause.’17

2 

 But if wages rise with the increase in price of means of subsistence their rise is the result of the rise in 
prices, not the cause. 

A partial or local rise in wages may result in a partial or local rise in prices. 

3 A general rise in wages provokes a rise in prices in those branches of industry in which variable capital 
predominates and a fall in those in which constant or fixed predominates. 

 

VIII  The distinction between the circulation of money and its cycle18

The process of circulation, therefore, unlike the direct exchange of products, does not disappear from view once 
the use-values have changed places and changed hands. The money does not vanish when it finally drops out of 
the series of metamorphoses undergone by a commodity. [...] When one commodity replaces another, the money 
commodity always sticks to the hands of some third person. Circulation sweats money from every pore.

 

In volume 1 we saw that 

19

Hence ‘the constant retention of a part of capital in the form of money capital, and the constant presence of a part 
of the surplus-value similarly in money form in the hands of the proprietor.’

 

20

But this, money’s ‘constant removal from its starting point’,

 
21

variable capital: 

 refers to the circulation of money, which needs to be 
distinguished from the cycle of money, its return to its starting point. The accelerated turnover of capital through its 
nature involves an accelerated circulation. 

If a money variable capital of £500 turns over 10 times in a year then this aliquot part of the 
money in circulation circulates 10 times its sum of values. 

constant capital: If the constant part of capital = £1,000, with 10 annual turnovers, i.e. that the commodity 
product is sold 10 times a year, then the constant circulating part of this value circulates too. In 
addition means of production are also bought 10 times in a year. Hence, with £1,000 of money 
£10,000 of commodities are sold by the industrial capitalist and £10,000 of other commodities 
are bought. 

surplus-value: An accelerated turnover leads to quicker circulation of that quantity of money that realises 
surplus-value. 

On the other hand, an increase in the rate of monetary circulation does not lead to a more rapid turnover of capital, 
i.e. does not impact on the speed of renewal of the reproduction process. More rapid circulation of money occurs 
when an increased volume of transactions is carried out with the same quantity of money. This can occur – for 
technical reasons – without a change in the reproduction period; the volume of transactions can increase (through 
speculation on stock market futures, for example) without an increase a real replacement of commodities. 

 

 
                                                 
17 C2, p. 415, i.e. the change in the quantity of money is seen to cause the rise in prices. 
18 Respectively, ‘Umlauf’ (‘circulation’) and ‘Kreislauf’ (‘cycle’). See my comments in the fourth footnote to my notes for chapter 
1 of this volume. 
19 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C1], pp. 207-8. 
20 C2, p. 416. 
21 C1, p. 210, italicisation added. 
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IX  The monetary preconditions of capitalist production 

The capitalist mode of production, given that its basis is ‘wage-labour, and therefore also the payment of the worker 
in money and the general transformation of services in kind into money payments’,22

• a more efficient use of the money already in circulation 

 can develop on a large scale 
only given the existence of a quantity of money sufficient for circulation and the hoard formation required by this 
circulation But the formation of a preconditional hoard develops simultaneously with the mode of production. 
Nevertheless, a historical precondition of all this is a supply of precious metals, hence the fact that he increased 
supply of these from the sixteenth century onwards was of such importance for the development of capitalist 
production. The additional commodities to be transformed into money find the precious metals necessary because 
these are cast into circulation by production itself. 

 

X  Where does the extra money necessary for increased productive capital under expanded reproduction 
come from? 

(From this point on we are now considering expanded production.) 

In the case of expanded reproduction an additional money capital is necessary for the function of increased 
productive capital: this is supplied by the part of realised surplus-value cast into circulation by capitalists as money 
capital, instead of the money form of revenue. With respect to the additional mass of commodities released into 
circulation, a part of the money needed for their realisation is also released insofar as the value of these 
commodities contains the value of the productive capital realised in their production. The question arises again: 
where does the extra money to realise the extra surplus-value come from? 

Since the total price of the mass of commodities in circulation has increased because the mass has increased (not 
because of prices) the additional money must be created by either 

• an acceleration of the circulation of the money already in circulation 
• the transformation of the money hoard23

To the extent that these means are insufficient, there is also an increased production of gold.

 
24

                                                 
22 C2, p. 418. 
23 Marx here quotes himself from the Contribution: ‘So that money as coin [i.e. money in its function of means of circulation] 
may flow continuously, coin must continuously congeal into money. The continual movement of coin implies its perpetual 
stagnation in larger or smaller amounts in reserve funds of coin which arise everywhere within the framework of circulation 
and which are at the same time a condition of circulation. The formation, distribution, and reformation of these funds 
constantly changes; existing funds disappear continuously and their disappearance is a continuous fact. This unceasing 
transformation of coin into money and of money into coin was expressed by Adam Smith when he said that, in addition to 
the particular commodity he sells, every commodity-owner must always keep in stock a certain amount of the general 
commodity with which he buys. We have seen that M–C, the second member of the circuit C–M–C, splits up into a series of 
purchases, which are not effected all at once but successively over a period of time, so that one part of M circulates as coin, 
while the other part remains at rest as money. In this case, money is in fact only suspended coin and the various component 
parts of the coinage in circulation appear, constantly changing, now in one form, now in another. The first transformation of 
the medium of circulation into money constitutes therefore merely a technical aspect of the circulation of money.’ 
‘Contribution’, Collected Works, vol. 29, p 360. 
24 Or a part of the extra product is exchanged directly for gold. 

 

 

XI  Credit and the productivity of labour 

Insofar as it involves the withdrawal of means of production and consumption from the production of ‘real wealth’, 
the production of precious metals to serve as money counts as an item of social faux frais; insofar as the existence of 
mechanisms of credit reduce the costs of the mehanism of circulation it increases the social productive forces. 
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XII  Surplus-value formed into hoards 

Let us now consider the case where, instead of actual accumulation, a part of realised surplus-value is stored as a 
monetary reserve fund. 

Where the money thus accumulated is extra money, it can only have come from the precious metal-producing 
economy. If the quantity of money remains the same, the money that is stored up has flowed in from circulation, 
changing its function. The money stored up is the money form of the surplus-value of sold commodities; a 
capitalist who stores up money is a capitalist who has sold without buying. 

Under conditions of general accumulation on the part of the capitalist class the following happens. The workers 
spend their wages – converted variable capital on commodities: thus this money flows back to the capitalist class. 
But this sum, variable capital, can never permit the workers to buy back that part of the product equivalent to 
constant capital or surplus-value. 

Money capital stored up for later use consists in: 

• bank deposits25

• government papers (‘outstanding claims on the nation’s annual product’
 

26

• shares: titles of ownership to real capital, and drafts on the surplus-value that flows in from this. 
) 

In none of these cases is there any real storage of money. 

Under capitalist production, ‘the formation of a hoard as such is never a purpose, but rather a result [...]’,27

If one part of surplus-value is hoarded, then another part is transformed into productive capital: ‘storage in the 
money form never occurs simultaneously at all points.’

 of either 
stagnation in circulation, or of the storage required for turnover. A hoard can also be latent money capital. 

28

                                                 
25 But, as Marx remarks, in monetary terms these are small quantities. Banks do not store money, but monetary claims. 
26 C2, p. 423. 
27 C2, p. 423. 
28 C2, p. 423. 

 


