
1 
 

Chapter 3: The Circuit of Commodity Capital 
The cycle under consideration is 

  C′–M′–C ... P ... C′ 

The premise of the cycle is C′; if there is reproduction on an expanded scale, the concluding C′ is greater than the 
starting C′, hence C′′: 

  C′–M′–C ... P ... C′′ 

 

 

I  The circulation of commodities as the premise of the cycle1

It is important to grasp here that the commodity capital form is that assumed by the capital value as the commodtiy 
product C′, and not the commodities purchased by the capitalist as factors of production (means of production and 

labour-power); i.e. as C′, and not C.

 

The first thing that we see as specific to this cycle is that it begins with the entire circulation movement, in its two 
opposing phases. In the cycle of money capital (M–C ... P ... C′–M′) the circulation was interrupted by production; in 
the cycle of productive capital (P ... C′–M′–C ... P) the circulation mediated the reproduction process. 

 

II  Already expanded capital value as the premise of the cycle 

In the money and productive capital cycles the manner of the production of the points of departure (M′ and P(P′) 
respectively) vanish as the cycle repeats. Both M′ and P′ begin the new cycle as M and P. In the cycle under 
consideration here, the starting point can only be C′, never C. Unlike the other two cycles, the cycle of commodity 
capital always opens with not just capital value, but with expanded capital value in commodity form, i.e. it includes 
from the start not only the circuit of the capital value present in the commodity form, but also that of the surplus-
value. 

 

III  The distinction between the commodity form of capital value and commodity capital as the point of 
departure of the cycle 

2 Marx’s argument is that the act M–C is M–C<
L

mp , and both L and mp confront 

the capitalist as buyer merely as commodities, and not capital. mp may certainly be C′, i.e. commodity capital for its 
seller (in the act C′–M′); L, on the other hand, is always just a commodity for the worker, and only becomes capital in 

the hands of its buyer, as a component part of P: C<  L

mp can never function in the the cycle of capital as commodity 

capital; it can only function within the cycle as capital in commodity form, and, as such, only more or less fleetingly.3

                                                 
1 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
2 In other words, there is no cycle C ... P ... C′–M–C. Apparently, Marx did, in at least one point in his manuscripts, consider 
such a cycle, but did not pursue the idea (see Christopher J Arthur, ‘The Fluidity of Capital’, in Christopher J Arthur and Geert 
Reuten (eds.), The Circulation of Capital: Essays on Volume Two of Marx's Capital (London and New York, 1988), pp. 119-124). 
3 In effect, in the movement M–C ... P, C, as elements of production, is subsumed into the process of production as productive 
capital rather than assuming a fixed capital form in itself. As Marx will later (Capital, vol. 2  (Harmondsworth, 1978) [hereafter 
C2], p. 234, my italicisation) remark, discussing again the cycle of productive capital, ‘the capital value P advanced in the form of the 
elements of production forms the point of departure.’ Nevertheless, when Simon Mohun, in his entry on ‘Capital’ in Tom 
Bottomore (ed.) A Dictionary of Marxist Thought (Oxford and Malden, MA, 1991), p. 69, identifies C explicitly as ‘productive 

capital’, he goes too far in my opinion in conflating productive capital, as it were, ‘at rest’, in the form C< L
mp , and productive 

capital, in process, in the form P. 
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The commodity product C′, the commodity product, is however commodity capital properly so called; and as such it 
has a dual aspect. As use-value, as the product of the function of P, fashioned from its elements mp and L; as value, it 
is the capital value P plus the surplus-value m produced in the function of P. 

 

IV  The separation between the component parts of the capital value within the cycle 

As a consequence, the separation capital value and surplus-value, between the capital advanced, that C which is equal 
to P, and the surplus-value, necessarily takes place within the cycle (whether they are actually separable – as is the case 
with the yarn in the example we have been following in these chapters – or not – as is the case with our machine – 
for they become so in any case as soon as C′ is converted into M′). 

We shall use as an example for that our commodity product the yarn we have seen in the numerical example we have 
been following, so that we have a product that is divisible into independent and homogeneous parts. 

 

(1) If the act C′–M′ can occur as a sum of successively performed sales the capital value C can separate itself off from 
C′ before the surplus-value is realised (i.e. before C′ is realised in its entirety). For example, of the 10,000 lb of yarn 
with a value of £500, 8,440 lb (£422) = the capital value (C), while 1,560 lb (£78) = surplus-value. By selling the 

former before the latter, the capitalist would realise C– M–C<
L

mp 

(3) This division into c+v+s

before the circulation c–m–c. 

 

(2) Alternatively, if 7,440 lb (£372) is sold, then 1,000 lb (£50), and then 1,560 lb (£78), the capitalist would 
successively replace the constant capital, then the variable capital, before realising the surplus-value. 

 
4

etc.

 can also be carried out for aliquot parts of the commodity product. 1 lb of yarn, with a 
value of 1/- (i.e. 12 d) can be broken down as: 

 c = 0.744 lb = 8.928 d;  v = 0.100 lb = 1.200 d;  s = 0.156 lb = 1.872 d 
5

In the cycle of money capital, production is bounded by two complementary and mutually opposed stages of the 
circulation of capital. Money is advanced as capital, converted into the elements of production, then transformed 
into the commodity product and finally again into money. ‘This is a finished and complete cycle of business, the result 
being money which can be used by anyone for anything.’

 

 

V  The specificities of the three cycles 

(a) the object of the money capital cycle: valorisation 

6

In the cycle of productive capital, circulation follows the first P and precedes the second; but the first P is productive 

 The cycle’s repetition is no more than a possibility. 
Nevertheless, it is evident that valorisation is the object of the process. 

 

(b) the object of the productive capital cycle: reproduction 

                                                 
4 To whit, constant capital, variable capital and surplus-value. 
5 The buyer is of course disinterested in all this. She is interested in, first, the price (1/- per lb), and, second, the quantity she 
needs, and this depends on the composition (both technical and in value terms) of her own capital, not on that of the seller. 
Marx here (C2, p. 171) reminds us that we are assuming identity between value and price, and that this is an assumption: ‘It is 
[...] decisive for C′, as a functional form in the circuit of this individual capital, whether and to what extent price and value 
diverge from one another in the sale, but here, where we are merely considering distinctions of form, this is of no concern.’ 
6 C2, p. 172, italicisation added. 
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capital in its function of production, while the second is only the renewed existence of industrial capital in its 
productive capital form. Nevertheless, the prior conversation of the capital value into L and mp means that the 
concluding P – be it P  or P′ – must function as productive capital, i.e. must accomplish the production process. This 
is why the general form of the cycle P ... P is the form of reproduction (and, as such, that valorisation is the purpose of 
the process is not indicated7

The cycle of commodity capital in its normal functioning presupposes the consumption of the entire commodity 
product: as accumulation of surplus product (productive consumption), as the individual consumption on the part of 
the worker (also productive consumption, since ‘labour-power is the permanent product, within certain limits, of the 
worker’s individual consumption’

). 

 

(c) the object of the commodity capital cycle: the consumption of the entire commodity product 

The cycle of commodity capital under consideration here opens with the two stages of the circulation process. Both 
this cycle and that of productive capital are incomplete in that they do not end with M′, with the valorised capital 
value converted back into money; as such, both need to be continued further, and hence presuppose reproduction. 

What is specific about the cycle of commodity capital is that it is the only one in which an already valorised capital 
value necessarily appears as the starting point of its own valorisation. As a consequence of this, the cycle includes 
from the beginning both the cycle of the capital and that of the surplus-value, and, on average, surplus-value must be 
partly spent as revenue, passing through c–m–c and function as an element of capital accumulation. 

8), as ‘individual consumption [...] necessary for the existence of the capitalist’9, and 
that ‘individual consumption – other than is necessary for the existence of the individual capitalist – [which] is 
presupposed only as a social act’.10 The division of valorised capital, the cycle’s starting point, into money marks the 
division of its movement into the movement of capital and the movement of revenue. In this way, ‘[t]he division of 
the total social product, as well as the particular division of the product of every individual commodity capital, into 
an individual consumption fund on the one hand and a reproduction fund on the other [...].’11

{First, he notes that M ... M′ allows for expanded reproduction, depending on how much m enters the new cycle. In 
the case of P ... P and C′ ... C′ the end point of the prior cycle may start the next one on an expanded scale with the 
same value or even less value as the starting point of the first if, for example, commodity elements are cheapened by 
a rise in the productivity of labour. The converse also holds.

 

{Marx’s next two remarks at this point appear to me tangential, if not uninteresting. 

12

{Second, Marx notes that in C′ ... C′ the commodity form is not only the premise of the whole cycle, it reappears as a 
premise as the second C in that if this C is not yet produced or reproduced (as the C′ of another capital) the cycle is 

 

                                                 
7 Which is why, observes Marx, classical economics, ignoring the specifically capitalist form of the capitalist production process, 
painting it instead as driven by the intention to produce to exchange (M–C) and consume (m–c). In this way the peculiarities of 
money and money capital could be ignored, the production process appearing as something natural. 
8 C2, p. 173. 
9 C2, p. 173. 
10 C2, p. 173. 
11 C2, p. 174. One could also say that non-productive individual consumption assumes a social character as a consequence of 
C′–M′–C< L

mp , i.e. the conversion of the commodity product into money which is then transformed into the elements of 
production (although Marx does not explicitly say this).  
12 But are we not here confusing material expansion with expansion in value terms? In the case of M … M′, even if M′ > M 
under operating assumptions (identity of value and price) a sufficient fall in the productivity of labour would also result in a 
materially contracted reproduction. What does seem clear is that M′ < M would be impossible under operating assumptions, but, 
given these (and let us remind ourselves of what they are (C2, p. 109): that commodities are sold at their values; that the 
circumstances in which commodities are sold do not change; and that no changes of value occur during the movement of 
capital), it must also be the case that, despite Marx’s remarks, none of the other cycles – ‘if the movement takes its average 
course, and this is all the general formula can express’ (C2, p. 159) – could end with less value than it started with. 
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inhibited: the commodity form is ‘a permanent condition for the reproduction process.’13

the circuit of the individual money capital does not presuppose the existence of money capital as such, and the 
circuit of the individual productive capital does not presuppose the existence of productive capital [...]. In form I, 
M may be the only money capital, and in form II P  may be the only productive capital, that appears on the 
historical scene.

} 

 

VI  The commodity capital cycle as the general form of industrial capital 

All 3 circuits share that they finish with the same capital as that with which they start, and that this form is the 
transformed form of a preceding functional form that it is not the starting form. 

Thus: form I (M ... M′) finishes with M′, a transformed form of C′, and form II (P ... P) P, a transformed form of M. 
The transformation in both cases is effected by commodity circulation, by a change of position between commodity 
and money. But in form III (C′ ... C′) C′ is the transformed form of P, the productive function: here, the 
transformation, first, does not just affect the functional form of the capital but also the magnitude of its value; and, 
second, the transformation is not the result of a formal change of position in circulation but a real transformation of use 
form and value in production. 

Evidently, the concluding form of each cycle is both produced and determined by the transformations that precede 
it. In form I, M′, the transformed form of C′ presupposes the existence of M in the hands of the buyer outside of the 
cycle and brought into it by the sale of C′; while in form II, P, the transformed form of C (L and mp), presupposes 
the existence of L and mp outside the cycle and brought into it by the closing stage M–C. But beyond this 

14

{ {     

 

C is presupposed outside the cycle twice: as the C in C′–M′–C <

 

But in form III, i.e., 

 

L

mp 

In addition to this, insofar as ‘the capitalist mode of production [...] [is] the prevailing mode, all commodities must be 
commodity capital in the hands of their sellers.’

which, insofar as it consists of means of 

production, is a commodity in the hands of its seller, is, insofar as it is the product of a capitalist production process, 
itself commodity capital (and if it is not appears as such in the hands of a merchant); as the second c of c–m–c, which 
must already be present as a commodity in order to be bought. In both cases, L and mp, and the second c of c–m–c 
commodities are the elements of the formation of C′, and must be replaced by equivalent commodities in the course 
of circulation. 

15

It is in this form, that of commodity capital, that C appears as a premise of C, i.e. that the existence of commodities 
is premised on the existence of commodities. And this is because the cycle opens with capital in commodity form; the 

 

In addition, L and mp possess, as the form of the existence of P, in which they are united and now able to function as 
productive capital, a different form to that they held on the market. 

                                                 
13 C2, p. 174. In fact, this remark could be read as an anticipatory summary of the more developed point Marx is about to make. 
14 C2, p. 175. 
15 C2, p. 176. Marx continues: ‘They continue to be so in the hands of the merchants, or they become so if they were not so 
previously. Alternatively, they can be commodities such as imported articles, which replace original commodity capital, hence 
simply give it another form of existence’ This point is of general importance. 

C – 
– M′ 
 c – 

M– C<
L

mp ... P ... C′ 
 
m– c 

C′ 
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circulation stage – C′–M′–C <
L

mp – comprises both the entire circulation process and its result, and the result of the 

circulation is P, whose function is production, and it is as a result of this – not as the result of circulation – that C′ 
appears at the close of the cycle in the same form as its opening. In the other forms, the closing forms (M′ and P) are 
the result of circulation, with the consequence that it is only at the end of the cycle that M′ and P are supposed to 
have passed into the possession of others: neither opening form, neither M nor P, necessarily presuppose someone 

else’s money and someone else’s production process. But C′ ... C′ directly presupposes C′–M′–C <  

For these reasons, the commodity capital cycle ‘demands to be considered not only as the general form of the 
circuit, i.e. as a social form in which every individual industrial capital can be considered (except in the case of its 
first investment), hence not only a form of motion common to all individual industrial capitals but at the same 
time as the form of motion of the sum of individual capitals, i.e. of the total social capital of the capitalist class, a 
movement in which the movement of any individual industrial capital simply appears as a partial one, intertwined 
with the others and conditioned by them.’

L

mp  , i.e. C = L + 

mp, commodities in the hands of others, as its premise. C′ ... C′ thus presupposes the existence of commodities (C = 
L + mp) as someone else’s capital. 

16

C′ ... C′ describes the movement of industrial capital in its totality: not only of the capital that replaces productive 
capital but the surplus-value produced (which is in part spend in revenue, and in part accumulated, and, insofar as 
the former, individual consumption is also encompassed by the cycle).

  

17

First, he notes that, given that the cycle of commodity capital describes the movement of ‘the total capitalistically 
produced general product’,

 

To summarise: M ... M′ indicates only the value aspect, i.e. valorisation of capital advanced; P ... P indicates the 
capitalist production process as a reproduction process. C′ ... C′, which already announces itself through its extremes 
as capitalist commodity production, also comprises both individual and productive consumption from the start. 

Marx concludes the chapter with three miscellaneous remarks. 

18

if attention is fixed exclusively on [...] [the commodity capital cycle] all the elements of the production process 
seem to proceed from commodity circulation and to exist only as commodities. This one-sided conception 
overlooks the elements of the production process that are independent of the commodity elements.

 to grasp its movement in all its particularities, that the metamorphoses C′–M′ and M–C 
are functionally defined metamorphoses of a capital which are linked to those of other capitals must be augmented 
by grasping how these metamorphoses are linked between capitals and with the total social product. This is why the 
study of individual industrial capitals is based on the first two forms: 

19

                                                 
16 C2, p. 177. 
17 ‘[E]very capitalistically produced article is commodity capital, irrespective of whether its use form destines it for productive or 
individual consumption, or both.’ C2, pp. 177-8. 
18 C2, p. 178. 
19 C2, p. 179. 

 

Second, if C′ ... C′ describes the movement of the total social product, expanded reproduction, with no change in the 
level of productivity, can only occur if the material elements for additional productive capital are to be found within 
that part of surplus-value that is to be capitalised. This means that, insofar as the production of one period serves as 
the basis for the next, surplus product is immediately produced in the form that permits it to function as additional 
capital. A rise in labour productivity will increase the material substance of capital, but not its value; it will, however, 
create additional material for valuation. 

Third. Marx notes that it is Quesnay’s credit that in his Tableu Économique that he selected C′ ... C′ in opposition to M 
... M′, and not P ... P. 


