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Chapter 2: The Rate of Profit 
I  The motivation of the capitalist1

The ‘general formula’ for capital is M–C–M′; put into words, value is cast into circulation in order that a greater sum 
be extracted from it. This greater sum is created by production but realised in circulation. The ‘in order’ in the previous 
sentence is important here: what the capitalist is interested in is the excess value over that advanced. Other than 
being the means to this end the capitalist is disinterested in the product as a product; she is also disinterested in ‘the 
different roles that [...] [the] components [of the capital advanced] will play in the production of surplus-value.’

 

2

To put this another way, the capitalist, as a capitalist, does not need to know whence profit arises, all the capitalists 
as a capitalist needs is that there be one. As Marx is about to go on to discuss the illusions (‘that inversion of subject 
and object’

 The 
capitalist is disinterested in these two things because it makes no difference to what she does as a capitalist: 
independently of her initial intentions, a capitalist producing commodities cannot survive as a capitalist – cannot 
continue to produce commodities – without producing surplus-value; and, in order to do this, the capitalist needs to 
advance capital in the form of means of production and labour-power and recuperate the cost of this capital 
advanced in addition to realising a surplus (i.e. profit). 

3), let us be clear here that thus far nothing illusory has occurred. None of the capitalist’s indifference to 
the source of profit stems from a misunderstanding of capitalist production, only from the practical necessities of 
what she, as a capitalist, needs to do. Illusions (through which ‘the capitalist relation is mystified’4) arise when these 
practicalities are taken as themselves sufficient for the explanation of the source of profit; for, as Marx will go on to 
comment,5
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 analysis is necessary to identify and separate out ‘origin’ and ‘form of appearance’, for, through the latter, 
the former is ‘veiled and obliterated’. 

 

II  The illusions of the capitalist 

What then are the illusions that arise (without ‘analysis’; without identifying how the form of appearance obscures 
the origin)? Marx identifies two. 

Given: 

(a) that surplus-value, although produced in production, is realised in circulation; 

(b) the possibility of selling commodities above or below their value in the market; and 

(c) the way that circulation and production ‘constantly run into one another and intertwine, [...] [such that] 
their distinguishing features are continuously blurred’,6 i.e. the ‘evanescent’7

it appears that the excess value of the commodity over its cost price (which, as we saw in chapter 1,

 nature of production itself; 
8
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 appears 
to the capitalist as the intrinsic – ‘real’ – value of the commodity) derives from the circulation process (either 
instead of, or in combination with, production). 

It appears that ‘the actual degree of [...] [the capitalist’s] profit is determined in relation not to his variable 
capital but to his total capital.’9

                                                 
1 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
2 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3  (Harmondsworth, 1981) [hereafter C3], p. 132. 
3 C3, p. 136. 
4 C3, p. 136. 
5 C3, p. 139. 
6 C3, p. 135. 
7 C3, p. 135. 
8 C3, p. 128 
9 C3, p. 133; not, observes Marx, anticipating, ‘by the rate of surplus-value but by the rate of profit […]’. 

 Hence, ‘the extortion of unpaid labour appears simply as an economy in the 
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payment of one of the articles that comprise [...] [the] costs [of production] [...], an economy similar to that 
made when raw material is bought more cheaply or wear and tear of material is reduced.’10

Now, even if one might derive a relation between the physical quantities of means of production to set a certain 
quantity of labour-power to work, i.e. to produce a certain quantity of new value in production (and hence the 
profit to be produced), there is no necessary relation between the value of the constant capital advanced (and hence 
the total capital advanced) and the profit produced, for the former can change. A relation between the value of 
means of production an profit only appears to hold insofar as the price of the former can serve as an indicator of its 
physical magnitude, i.e. assuming that its price does not change. ‘There is [...] no inner and necessary relationship 
between the value of the constant capital and the surplus-value, nor, hence, [...] between the value of the total 
capital [...] and the surplus-value.’
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It is the transformation of surplus-value into profit that is derived from the transformation of the rate of surplus-
value into profit rate, not the other way round. [...] [T]he rate of profit is the historical starting point. Surplus-
value and the rate of surplus-value are, relative to this, the invisible essence to be investigated, whereas the rate of 
profit and hence the form of surplus-value to profit are visible surface phenomena.

 

We already know why this is. The value of the commodity product is equal to the labour time contained in it: the 
labour objectified in means of production, the necessary labour and the surplus labour – the labour beyond the 
value of the labour-power advanced as variable capital – expended in its production. The cost of the commodity to 
the capitalist is the cost of the capital advanced. Profit – surplus-value – is the difference between the two. 

This excess value can be related to the variable capital advanced, and to the total capital advanced: respectively  , 

the rate of surplus-value, and  ,  , the rate of profit. While the latter is historically prior to the former, the former 

is categorically determining: 
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In surplus-value, the relationship between capital and labour is laid bare. In the relationship between capital and 
profit, i.e. between capital and surplus-value as it appears on the one hand as an excess over the cost price of the 
commodity realised in the circulation process and on the other hand as an excess determined more precisely by 
its relationship to the total capital, capital appears as a relationship to itself, a relationship in which it is distinguished, 
as an original sum of value, from another new value that it posits. It appears to consciousness as if capital creates 
this new value in the course of its movement through the production and circulation processes. But how this 
happens is now mystified, and appears to derive from hidden qualities that are inherent in capital itself.

 

Hence: 
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10 C3, p. 136. ‘All sections of capital equally appear as sources of the excess value.’ 
11 C3, p. 138. 
12 C3, p. 134. 
13 C3, p. 139. 

 


