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Chapter 16: The Turnover of Variable Capital 
1  The Annual Rate of Surplus-Value 

Let us consider a circulating capital of £2,500,  of which, £2,000, is constant capital, and  , £500, variable capital. 
The turnover period is five weeks: four weeks working period + one week circulation period. Capital I is thus 
£2,000, £1,600 constant and £400 variable capital; capital II is £500, £400 constant and £100 variable capital. In 
each working week, £500 is laid out. In a year of 50 weeks, an annual product of 50  500 = £25,000 is produced. 
Capital I is turned over , i.e. 12  times; 12   £2,000 = £25,000. Of this £25,000,  , £20,000, is constant capital, 

and  , £5,000, variable. The total capital of £2,500 turns over  = 10 times. 

Both the constant circulating capital and the variable circulating capital can serve again in the circulation process of 
capital to the extent that the product in which their value is reproduced is transformed from commodity capital and 
thence into money capital (unlike fixed capital, which maintains its function in production in its old shape through a 
cycle of turnover periods of the circulating capital). 

In the last chapter we dealt, in accordance with these properties, with the constant and variable parts of circulating 
capital together. The first phase of the circulation of circulating capital C′–M′ is common to both the constant and 
variable parts; in the second phase they separate. Here, we shall be dealing with the variable alone. We shall also 
deal with surplus-value. 

£100 variable capital is laid out each week; we shall assume a rate of surplus-value1

 

 of 100 %: £100 per week, £500 
over the turnover period of five weeks. But over the course of the year – 10 turnovers – £5,000 variable is laid out, 
and £5,000 surplus-value produced. But the capital advanced is £500. Hence the annual rate of surplus-value =  = 
1,000 %, in other words the rate of surplus-value produced by the variable capital in one turnover multiplied by the 
number of turnovers of the variable capital, i.e. 100 %  5. 

Let us compare two different cases, which we shall label variable capitals A and B: 

 

variable capital A variable capital B  

size £500 £5,000 1 

turnover time 5 weeks 50 weeks 2 

nº of turnovers/year 10 1 3 

variable capital laid out/week £100 £100 4 

variable capital laid out/year £5,000 £5,000 5 

rate of surplus-value 100 % 100 % 6 

surplus-value/week £100 £100 7 

surplus-value/year £5,000 £5,000 8 

annual rate of surplus-value 1,000 % 100 % 9 

 

Ignoring files 2 and 3, the turnover time of the capital advanced and the number of turnovers per year, it may 

                                                 
1 Rate of surplus-value =  = -  . Cf. Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990) [hereafter C1], pp. 

323-4, 668-72. 
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appear ‘as if the rate of surplus-value did not depend only on the amount of variable capital and the rate of 
exploitation of labour-power set in motion by it, but also on inexplicable influences deriving from the circulation 
process’.2

‘The turnover time [...] modifies the ratio between the capital advanced for the production process [...] and the 
capital applied for any given period [...].’

 

But we are not comparing like with like. If B were wholly spent on labour-power in the same interval as A then 
£5,000 would be paid out in five weeks, £1,000 a week, £50,000 in a year. Given the rate of surplus-value of 100 %, 
the annual rate of surplus-value would now be  , or 1,000 %, the same as A. Hence, if the annual rates of 

surplus-value for A and B are the same; the masses of surplus-value produced stand in the same ratio as the capitals 
advanced, i.e. 10:1. 

The labour process is measured by time; a production period consists in a definite working day, a definite number 
of workers and a definite number of working days. Variable capitals of the same size are applied if equal amounts of 
labour-power are set in motion for the same interval of time.  

The difference between A and B lies not in the variable capital applied but in the variable capital advanced. In the 
case of A, £500 is advanced for five weeks, and £100, applied each week; in that of B £5,000 is effectively advanced 
for the same period, but in five weeks only  is applied. For the second five-week period £4,500 is advanced, and 
so on. But that which is advanced, but not applied, is, for the labour-process, non-existent. 

The mass of surplus-value produced over a period of time is governed by the capital applied during that time, not 
that advanced.  

What is striking is that, in the case of B, the rate of surplus-value and the annual rate of surplus-value are the same: 
100 %; it is not in fact B that needs to be explained, but A. 

3 The latter, the capital applied for the given period, is given by the value of 
the capital advanced multiplied by the number of turnovers for that period.4 The ‘real rate of surplus-value’5

A capital value, therefore, is precisely not spent, but advanced, which means that once it has passed through its 
cycle it returns to its starting point to begin the cycle (and, moreover, enriched with surplus-value): ‘capital by its 

 only 
expresses the mass of unpaid labour variable capital sets in motion in a given period, and takes no account of the 
quantity of variable capital advanced. 

Hence, if 

 

 

 

 

Then,  

And     if   

And     if   

 

                                                 
2 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 2  (Harmondsworth, 1978) [hereafter C2], p. 373. 
3 C2, p. 377, italicisation added. 
4 Obviously, this also says that the capital advanced for a given period is given by the capital applied for that period divided by 
the number of turnovers during that period.  
5 C2, p. 379. 
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very nature only maintains its capital character [...] by functioning as capital in ever repeated production processes.’6

Whatever the social form of the production process, it has to be continuous, it must periodically repeat the same 
phases. [...] When viewed, therefore, as a connected whole, and in the constant flux of its incessant renewal, 
every social process of production is at the same time a process of reproduction. [...] As a periodic increment of 
the value of the capital, or a period fruit borne by capital-in-process, surplus-value acquires the form of a revenue 
arising out of capital.

 

 

2  The Turnover of an Individual Variable Capital 
Marx here quotes himself from volume 1: 

7

The variable capital advanced, £500, is converted, in its first turnover period, into labour-power, at the 
rate of £100 a week 

 

Taking our example of capital A, Marx walks us through the steps of its turnover: 

 

↓ 

At the end of this period, the £500 spent on labour-power, having been converted into wages, ceases to 
be capital. 

↓ 

The workers convert it into means of subsistence, which are consumed, from the workers’ point of view, 
unproductively.8

↓ 

 

The capitalist, however, consumes the labour-power productively in the labour-process, at the end of five 
weeks’ of which not only £500, the reproduced value of the variable capital, but another £500, newly 

created surplus-value, of product have been brought into existence. 

↓ 

Thus the labour-power is consumed, and passes to exist as product; the labour-power active yesterday is 
different to that active today – yesterday’s does not exist as labour-power but as commodity product, 

which is then sold, i.e. converted into money and thence into variable capital. 

↓ 

Therefore, the £500 spent in the second turnover as variable capital is not the same as the £500 spent 
as variable capital in the first, for the latter has been consumed. 

 

Ignoring surplus-value, that £500 exists anew for the capitalist ‘conceals the fact that he is operating with a newly produced 
capital.’9

What is attained by the ten-fold turnover of the variable capital advanced, therefore, is not that this capital of 
£500 can be productively consumed 10 times over or that a variable capital hat suffices for five weeks can be 
applied for 50. In fact, 10  £500 of variable capital is applied in the 50 weeks; the capital of £500 is only ever 

 The same is, of course, for the third, fourth, etc. turnovers. 

                                                 
6 C2, p. 382. 
7 C1, pp.711-12. 
8 And it does not matter here if a part of this money is saved, it is still not capital. 
9 C2, p. 385, italicisation added. 
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sufficient for five weeks, and must be replaced at the end of these five weeks with a newly produced capital of 
£500.10

In the case of capital B, however, at the end of five weeks, even though £500 has been advanced and spent; even though 
this value has been converted into labour-power and replaced by newly produced product; this replacement value 
does not exist in the form necessary for it to be set in motion, i.e. it exists, but not in the form of variable capital.

 

In the case of capital A, after its first five-week production period, £500 of variable capital exists in the form 
(money, converted commodity product) necessary for it to be set in motion. 

11

The earlier or later transformation of the replacement value into money, and hence into the form in which the 
variable capital is advanced, is evidently a circumstance quite immaterial to the production of surplus-value. The 
latter depends on the magnitude of the variable capital applied, and on the level of exploitation of labour. But the 
circumstance mentioned above does modify the size of the money capital that has to be advanced to set in motion a definite 
amount of labour-power in the course of the year, and in this way does affect the annual rate of surplus-value.

 
Hence, in the case of B, at the end of five weeks another £500 of the £5,000 advanced needs to be set in motion. 

In the case of A, the variable capital set in motion over the 50 weeks is paid for successively by the renewed money 
form of the replacement value produced every five weeks. In the case of B, the variable capital deployed over the 
course of the 50 weeks is paid for from the capital value advanced of £5,000. 

Hence, with the same rate of exploitation of labour – the same rate of surplus-value – the annual rates of surplus-
value of A and B stand in inverse proportion to the quantities of money capitals advanced. 

capital A =  = 1,000 % 

capital B =  = 100 % 

But 500v : 5,000v = 1 : 10 = 100 % : 1,000 % 

12

In the cases of both A and B 100 workers are employed over the year (£100 a week for 100 workers); each works 
60 hours a week. Per week 100 workers perform 6,000 hours’ labour; per year, 300,000. ‘This labour-power is 
requisitioned by A and B, and cannot be spent on anything else’;

 

 

3  The Turnover of Variable Capital Considered from the Social Point of View 
Now we consider the matter from the point of view of the whole of society. Suppose: 

1 worker costs £1 a week 

the working day = 10 hours 

13

In the case of A, the money the workers cast into circulation is not just the money form of the value of their 
labour-power but, immediately from the second turnover period the money form of their own value product of the 
preceding production period. In the case of B, payment for labour by means of the value product of the workers 
themselves can only begin from the second year, and takes the form of payment with the value product of the 

 this circumstance is the same for both A and B. 
In addition, in both cases, 100 workers receive a total annual wage of £5,000, and withdraw means of subsistence 
(weekly) from society, casting into circulation in return a monetary equivalent. In what lies the difference between 
A and B? 

 

First difference 

                                                 
10 C2, p. 385. 
11 Precisely, although does not say so explicitly at this point, because B has not completed its turnover. 
12 C2, p. 387, italicisation added. 
13 C2, p. 388. 
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previous year. 

Hence, the shorter the turnover period of capital, one, the sooner is the variable capital originally advanced 
transformed into the money form of the value product created by the worker as a replacement for this variable 
capital; two, the shorter is the time for which the capitalist has to advance money from her own funds; as a 
consequence, three, the smaller is the total capital, all else being equal, to be advanced for a given scale of 
production; and, four, the greater is the mass of surplus-value, given the rate of surplus-value, relative to this. ‘At a 
given scale of production, the absolute size of the variable money capital advanced [...] is reduced in proportion t 
the brevity of the turnover period [...].’14

In the cases of both capitals, A and B, the workers pay for means of subsistence with variable capital transformed 
into means of circulation: commodities are withdrawn from the market, and replaced with money. In the former 
case, this money is the money form of the workers’ own value product; in the case of B, therefore, no commodity 
which this money could buy is sent to market during the year: hence, labour-power, means of subsistence, fixed 
capital, and production materials are withdrawn from the market, and money cast into it, considerably before any 
product able to replace the material elements of production (and, the greater the turnover time, the greater is this 
period), with consequences for the money market. At the same time, withdrawing the elements of productive 
capital from the market and replacing it not with more product but with money alone forces up demand without 
providing extra supply.

 

 

Second difference 

15

[Contradiction in the capitalist mode of production. The workers are important for the market as buyers of 
commodities. But as sellers of [...] labour-power capitalist society has the tendency to restrict them to their 
minimum price. Further contradiction: the periods in which capitalist production exerts all its forces regularly 
show themselves to be periods of over-production; because the limit to the application of the productive powers 
is not simply the production of value, but also its realisation. However the sale of commodities, the realisation of 
commodity capital, and thus of surplus-value as well, is restricted not by the consumer needs of society in 
general, but by the consumer needs of a society in which the great majority are always poor and must always 
remain poor.

 

[Max here inserts a note – ‘for future elaboration’ – into the manuscript. 

16

                                                 
14 C2, p. 389. 
15 ‘If we were to consider a communist society […] then money would immediately be done away with, and so too the 
disguises that transactions acquire through it.[…] [S]ociety […] [would have to] reckon in advance how much labour, means 
of production and […] subsistence it can spend, without dislocation […]. In capitalist society […] where any kind of social 
rationality asserts itself only post festum, major disturbances can and must occur constantly.’ C2, p. 390. 
16 C2, p. 391. 

] 

 

Third difference 

Insofar as turnover time is determined by working time, the greater the number of turnovers in a year the more is 
facilitated the supply of variable or constant capital by way of its own product, as in the case of the production of 
coal or ready-made clothes, for example. 

 


