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Chapter 5: Circulation Time1 
The passage of capital through production and the two stages of circulation occur successively in time. Let us call 
the time that capital spends in the sphere of production its production time, and that it spends in that of circulation 
time its circulation time. The total time it takes to describe its cycle is therefore production time + circulation time. 

 

I  Production time2 

In what does production time consist? Evidently, it consists in the labour process, but we also need to take into 
account: 

• that a part of constant capital exists in instruments of labour3 which serve over the course of numerous 
labour processes until they wear out. 

• periodic interruptions (at night, for example) of the labour process interrupt the functioning of the objects 
of labour while not affecting their stay in the place of production. 

• that the capitalist needs to hold a stock of raw and ancillary (etc.) materials to be able to manage ‘accidents 
of daily supply’: this stock is only consumed gradually. 

Thus a capital’s production time is not the same as its ‘functioning time’. The production time of means of 
production consists in: 

1  the time they function as means of production in the production process 

2  interruptions which impede the above 

3  the time they are held in reserve in function of being productive capital. 

Thus we can see here a distinction between the process of production and the sphere of production. But neither is it 
the case that the production process and the labour process are identical in terms of time, for the latter may be 
exposed to intervals in which the object of labour is exposed to processes without the addition of human labour.4 
Here we see a distinction between production time and working time (during which former time productive capital is 
‘latent’). 

That capital might be idle does not make it unproductive, if its idleness is a condition for the uninterrupted flow of 
the production process – in the case, for example, of the buildings, etc. that are necessary to store the productive 
reserve (latent capital) – for it creates surplus-value: it makes the product dearer, but a part of this labour is not paid 
for. ‘Labour always carries over the value of the means of production, to the extent that it actually consumes these 
deliberately as means of production.’5 

Thus interruptions, even normal interruptions, in the productive process create neither value not surplus-value 
(hence the drive towards night work). An excess of production time over labour time – whatever the reason – 
results in means of production failing to absorb labour. Hence the tendency of capitalist production to approximate 
production time to working time. Nevertheless, production time always includes working time, and the excess is a 
condition of the productive process: ‘production time is always the time that capital takes to produce use-values and 
valorise itself, hence to function as productive capital, although it includes time in which it is either latent or 

                                                 
1 To a certain degree the content of this chapter overlaps with that of chapter 14 (Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 2  (Harmondsworth, 
1978) [hereafter C2], pp. 326-33), which was extracted from a different manuscript. 
2 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
3 ‘Arbeitsmittel’. 
4 In the case of tanning, corn which has been sown, wine which has to ferment, and so on . 
5 C2, p. 202. 
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produces without being valorised.’6 

 

II  Circulation time 

In circulation capital exists as commodity capital and money capital. The two circulation processes consist in capital 
transforming itself from commodity form to money form and from money form to commodity form. These 
transformations are processes of simple commodity metamorphosis. 

‘Circulation time and production time are mutually exclusive’7 (circulation is an interruption in production); during 
circulation capital does not function as productive capital and produces neither commodities not surplus-value. 
‘The expansion and contraction of the circulation time [...] acts as a negative limit on the contraction or expansion 
of the production time, or of the scale on which a capital of a given magnitude can function.’8 The more the 
circulation metamorphoses are notional,9 i.e. the more circulation time tends to zero.10 

Circulation time restricts production time and it does so in function of its duration. How does classical political 
economy (even that current within it that Marx denotes as ‘scientific economics’11) see the matter? Deceived by 
appearances, ‘the effect of the circulation process on the valorisation process of capital in general’,12 it conceives the 
restriction as positive because its effects are positive. In this way, it holds to the illusion of that capital possesses a 
mysterious power to self-valorisation independent of production and the exploitation of labour. This illusion is reinforced by: 

1 the capitalist manner of calculating profit, in which in relation to capitals in different spheres of 
investment, in which only circulation times differ, longer circulation time, being the basis for higher price, 
contributes to the equalisation of profit; 

2 that circulation time forms only one moment of turnover time; but this latter includes production (or 
reproduction) time; 

3  that the conversion of commodities into variable capital is conditioned by their previous transformation 
into money, i.e. in the circulation process; such that accumulation arising therefrom appears due to 
circulation time itself. 

Circulation is composed of two acts, C–M and M–C, of which, as we have seen,13 the most problematic is the 
former. Even so, M–C, the conversion of money into the elements of production, may be affected by a range of 
unpredictable circumstances not immediately visible in the simple form M–C,14 and which can affect the circulation 
                                                 
6 C2, p. 203. 
7 C2, p. 203. 
8 C2, p. 203. 
9 Marx says ‘ideell’. Cf. Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C1], pp. 189-90, where Marx talks about 
how the prices of commodities are fixed in terms of gold, without the presence of actual gold. Marx here uses the same term – 
‘ideell’ – to talk  about the price form. In his annotations (‘Annotations to Karl Marx’s “Capital”’, 
<http://www.econ.utah.edu/~ehrbar/akmc.htm>),  Hans Ehrbar comments: ‘Marx says here something about the price 
form which is true for all value forms of a commodity: it is “notional.” The German word translated here by “notional” is 
“ideell”. It is incorrect to translate “ideell ” with “ideal.” Marx makes a strict distinction between the German terms “ideal” and 
“ideell.” Something which is ideal is by definition not real, it is an idealization of something real. The price of a commodity is 
not ideal in this sense. Marx held the view that social relations are real forces [...]. One should not be confused by this 
formulation and think Marx wanted to deny their reality.’ (p. 724) 
10 For example, in the case of a capitalist who works to order, receives payment on the delivery of her product, is paid in her 
means of production. 
11 C2, p. 204. 
12 C2, p. 204. 
13 C1, pp. 198-209. 
14 For example, the necessary means of production may not be available on the market, or may have to be procured from 
distant markets; there may be dislocations in supply; there may be variations in price; etc. 
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time. In addition, C–M and M–C are frequently separated not only in time but also in space. 

Circulation is as necessary for production and reproduction as production itself; but for this there is no reason to 
confuse the circulation agents with the production agents just as there is none to confuse the function of 
productive capital with those of money and commodity capital. 

There is another distinction between C–M and M–C which arises from the nature of capitalist production: C–M is 
also C′–M′, the realisation of the surplus-value in C′. Sale is thus more important than purchase. ‘M–C is [...] a 
necessary act for the valorisation of the value expressed in M, but it is not a realisation of surplus-value; it is a 
prelude to its production, not an appendix to it.’15 

The circulation of commodity capital C′–M′ is delimited by the fact that it must be realised, under pain of spoilage, 
within a given interval of time. The absolute limits to this time is imposed by the perishablity of the product. 

Use-values remain the bearers of perennial and self-valorising capital value only insofar as they are constantly 
renewed [...]. Their sale in their finished commodity form, i.e. their entry, mediated through sale, into productive 
and individual consumption, is however the constantly repeated condition for their reproduction. They must 
change their old use form within a certain time, and continue their existence in a new one. It is only through this 
constant renewal of the body that the exchange-value maintains itself.16 

                                                 
15 C2, p. 205. 
16 C2, p. 206. 


