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Chapter 3: The Relationship between Rate of Profit and Rate of Surplus-Value 
I  Rate of profit and rate of surplus-value1

Here we shall work under the assumption that profit = surplus-value, i.e. we shall ignore for now the division of 
surplus-value into ‘subordinate’ forms (interest, ground-rent, taxes, etc.).

 

2

  = rate of surplus-value, δ

 

 C = total capital 

 c = constant capital 

 v = variable capital 

∴ C = c + v 

 s = surplus-value 

3

  =  = rate of profit, π

 

Since δ =  , s = δv  

4

Given that π =  and s = δv , then π =  , such that  =  , which we can express as π : δ = v : C . In other words, 

‘rate of profit is to rate of surplus-value as variable capital is to total capital.’

 

5

For the sake of exposition we shall abstract away from the following factors (which affect the magnitudes of c , v 
and s ‘in a decisive way’

 

We should note that it is necessarily the case that π < δ . π = δ when v = C, i.e. when c = 0 . π > δ would require 
that v > C , i.e. that c be negative, which is impossible. 

6

1 

). 

The value of money7

2 

 

This is assumed constant. 

Turnover 

π =  holds for a single turnover period of v. Considering the annual turnover of v, π =  , where n = the 

number of times v turns over in a year.8

3 

 We ignore this here (but return to it in the next chapter). 

Productivity of labour 

The productivity of labour impacts on both the rate of surplus-value and the rate of profit.9

                                                 
1 Where I insert my own subheads they appear, as here, in sans serif type. 
2 How this is not the case will become clear in part 2 of the volume. 
3 Marx uses the symbol s′. 
4 Marx uses the symbol p′. 
5 Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 3 (Harmondsworth, 1981) [hereafter C3], p. 142. 
6 C3, p. 142. 
7 I.e. the value of the money commodity; effectively here Marx assumes a constant productivity of labour in the sphere of the 
production of precious metals. 
8 See Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 2  (Harmondsworth, 1978), pp. 369-93. 

 Here, we assume 

9 See Karl Marx, Capital, vol. 1 (Harmondsworth, 1990), pp. 429-38 and ff. 
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that commodities are produced under normal social conditions and are sold at value; we assume that the 
productivity of labour remains constant. 

We also disregard the fact that the value composition of capital,  , insofar as it expresses a specific ratio of 

constant and variable capital, expresses a certain productivity of labour; changes in the value composition not 
due to changes in value of the material components of c, or to changes in wages, are synonymous with changes 
in the level of productivity. Changes in the relative proportions of c, v and s necessarily involve changes in the 
productivity of labour. 

 

II  The effect of the length of the working day, the intensity of labour and wages on the mass and rate of 
surplus-value 

There are three more factors that influence both the mass and the rate of surplus-value: (1) the length of the 
working day; (2) the intensity of labour; and (3) wages. 

For example, let us take 80c + 20v + 20s , with 20 workers working a 10-hour day (producing 40(v + s) ). 

Let us now extend the working day to 15 hours. Given that 10 : 15 = 40 : 60 the workers now produce 60(v +s) ; 

supposing constant wages 20v + 40s . 

Previously, π,  , =  = 20 % ,  and δ,   , =  ; now, π =  and δ =  . 

Now, instead of changing the working day (which we maintain at 10 hours), the wage falls from 20v to 12v . The 

workers still produce 40(v + s) , but this now breaks down as 12v + 28s (hence 80c + 12v + 28s ) , with π =  = 

 = 30  , and δ =  = 233  . 

Conclusions: the extension of the working day (or an increase in the intensity of labour) and a fall in wages both 
necessarily increase both the mass and the rate of surplus-value. Evidently a decrease in the working day and a rise 
in wages produce the opposite effect. Therefore, changes in the length of the working day, intensity of labour and 
wages must involve changes in v and s, and their proportions; and necessarily therefore the proportions s : v and s : 
(c + v), hence δ and π. The converse is also true: changes in the ratio s : v must involve a change in at least one of 
the length of the working day, the intensity of labour and wages. 

This all illustrates ‘precisely the special organic connection that the variable capital has with the movement of the 
capital as a whole and its valorisation, as well as its distinction from the constant capital.’10

But what counts with respect to variable capital is not the value objectified in it (the value of its reproduction), but 
the quantity of labour it sets in motion. The value of labour-power only serves as a measure

 

From the point of view of the formation of value, what counts with respect to the constant capital is its value. The physical 
quantity of material which this value represents is here irrelevant. 

11

                                                 
10 C3, p. 144. 
11 Marx uses the word ‘index’ (‘Index’): C3, p. 144. 

 of this labour set in 
motion. 

The difference between the latter and the former – between the labour paid for in variable capital and the total 
labour set in motion – is surplus-value; hence, once this measure changes – once the labour objectified as labour-
power, i.e. the value (price) of labour-power stands in a different relation to the mass of labour set in motion – both 
the mass of surplus-value and therefore the rate of surplus-value change in the opposite direction and in inverse 
proportion. 



3 
 

III  The relations between the rate of profit, rate of surplus-value, and total capital deployed 

We now turn to examine the relation π =  , changing its individual factors (δ, v and C) in turn to see their effect 

on the rate of profit. (And when, in so doing, we compare capitals, we do so either in the sense of successive changes 
in time in the case of the same capital, or between different capitals existing contemporaneously). 

Given that Marx’s investigations are somewhat laborious, it may be well here to anticipate his conclusions. At the 
end of his exposition, he will have demonstrated: 

1 That the rate of profit is determined by both the rate of surplus-value and the variable proportion of the total 
capital: the rate of profit will rise (or fall) in proportion to a rise (or fall) in the rate of surplus-value, but will 
also rise in proportion to a rise in the value proportion of the total capital.  

2 Hence, there is no direct link between rate of surplus-value and rate of profit: ‘a rising profit rate can 
correspond to a falling or a rising rate of surplus-value, falling profit rate can correspond to a rising or a 
falling rate of surplus-value, and a rate of profit that remains the same can also correspond to a rising or a 
falling rate of surplus-value.’12

 

I  δ constant,  variable 

In other words, a constant rate of surplus-value, variation in the value composition of capital. 

First, we need to develop the two equations we will need for our comparisons. 

 

1  We consider two capitals, C1 and C2 .
13

But v1 and v2 are absolute values. If we express them as percentages of C, such that µ = 100  ,

 The rate of surplus-value, δ, is common to them both. Variable capital and 
rates of profit are v1 and v2 , and π1 and π2 respectively. So: 

 π1 =   

π2 =   

If we now let E =  and e =  , then C2 = EC1 and v2 = ev1 . 

If we now substitute these last two equations into π2 =  we get π2 = δ   

2  If π1 =   and π2 =  , 

then    =    =   .   =    

14

                                                 
12 C3, p.161. 
13 Marx denotes the capitals C and C1; for reasons of clarity of exposition, my subscripts are therefore different throughout. 
14 Marx confuses the derivation by using the same symbol, v, to represent variable capital both as an absolute value and as 
variable capital as a percentage of C. 

 then 

v1 =   and  v2 =  . 
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Substituting these values into   =   , we get   =    =    =   

Hence: π1 : π2 = µ1 : µ2 

In other words: ‘given any two capitals functioning with the same rate of surplus-value, the rates of profit stand in 
the same proportion as the variable components of the capitals, each calculated as a percentage of its total capital.’15

If C is constant, v can vary if c varies by the same amount in the opposite direction;

 

We should note here that while c and v can be expressed both as absolute values or as percentages of C when 
comparing the rates of profit and surplus-value between contemporaneously existing capitals, when it comes to the 
case of the same capital over time expressing c and v as percentages obscures whether differences in their 
proportions arise from changes in the absolute magnitude of c, or v, or both. 

 

1  δ and C constant, v variable  
16

Now, if π =  , π1 : π2 =  :   = v1 : v2 . In other words, ‘with the rate of surplus-value and the total capital both 

remaining the same, the original profit rate is related to the new profit rate arrived at by a change in the variable 
capital, as the original variable capital is to the new variable capital.’

 and if δ is constant, if v 
changes, since s = δv, s must change too. 

Hence, given π1 =  and π2 =  , π1 ≠ π2 because v1 ≠ v2 . We need to find π2 , the new rate of profit. 

17

A 

 For example: 

  I: C  = 15,000 = 12,000c + 3,000v (+ 3,000s ) 

II: C  = 15,000 = 13,000c + 2,000v (+ 2,000s ) 

C = 15,000 

δ = 100 % 

πI = 20 % and πII = 13  % . 

20 % : 13  % = 3,000vI
 : 2,000vII 

Let us imagine a case in which v rises. The starting conditions are I: 100c + 20v + 10s 

 C = 120 

 δ = 50 % 

 πI = 8  % 

Suppose that v rises to 30 (while C and δ stay the same): II: 90c + 30v + 15s . Now πII= 12  % . To confirm 

our earlier observation, 20vI
 : 30vII

 = 8  % : 12  % (= 1 : 2) 

Why did v rise here? If we assume no change in wages, length of working day and intensity of labour, then an 
increase in the number of workers has occurred; but, at the same time, c has fallen: we have before us a case 

                                                 
15 C3, p. 146. 

16 c + v being ‘cost price’, k, as we defined it in chapter 1 (C3, p. 118); while  is the organic composition of capital (C1, p. 762). 

17 C3, p. 148. 
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of a simultaneous fall in both labour productivity and constant capital. This, in the case of an individual 
capital (even in the case of the fall in c being occasioned by a fall in the price of constant capital), would 
occur only under ‘exceptional conditions’.18

Dropping our supposition of constant wages, however, the rise in v could be explained by a rise in wages. 
But now, the working day must increase, for the same number of workers, producing the same amount of 
value (30(v +s) ), would now only reproduce their labour-power, and there would be no surplus-value: 30(v +s) 

= 30v + 0s . To maintain δ = 50 % , 15s must be produced, i.e. v + s must = 45, an increase of 50 %, which 
must mean the working day has increased by 50 % also.

 However, if we imagine we are comparing different capitals, in 
different branches of industry and/or in different countries, different numbers of workers working with 
more or less expensive and/or plentiful means of production (i.e. comparing more labour intensive and less 
fixed capital intensive industries) would not be an unusual circumstance. 

19

B 

 The fall in c here might be explained by a fall in 
price (we should note that instruments of labour would remain the same in physical quantity while raw 
materials and ancillaries, again in physical quantity, would need to increase). 

Now let us look at a case in which v falls: we shall do this by reversing I and II above, thus: 

  I: 90c + 30v + 15s 

II: 100c + 20v + 10s  

Now, the reverse is true: πI = 12  % and πII = 8  % . 

Under what conditions might this occur? If v falls and c rises, this means no more than a rising productivity 
of labour: fewer workers operating with more means of production.20

II: 100c + 20v + 10s

 

But what if the fall in v is due to a fall in wages? To maintain our operating assumptions (constant δ) we have 
to allow that the length of the working day is cut (otherwise, if the same new value is created, but v falls, s 
must rise). If v falls by a third, then the working day must be cut by a third, giving us (again): 

21

This – a fall in working hours plus a fall in wages – would not, Marx observes, occur in practice.

 
22

 

2  δ constant, v variable, C altered by variation of v [i.e. c constant] 

 

Now, we maintain c constant; the distinction between this case and the previous one is ‘only in degree’: ‘under 
today’s conditions of huge-scale industry and agriculture, variable capital is only a relatively small portion of the 

                                                 
18 C3, p. 149. Marx explains: ‘In agriculture and the extractive industries, where a decline in labour productivity and a 
consequent increase in the number of workers employed is easy to comprehend [because of declining productivity of land or 
increasing scarcity of extractable materials], this process – within the confines of capitalist production, and on its basis – is 
linked not with a decline in constant capital but with an increase.’ 
19 Marx does not say so, but the intensity of labour may instead have increased by the same factor; or the working day may 
have been lengthened and the intensity of labour increased to give an equivalent combined factor. 
20 And, Marx notes (C3, p. 150), later we shall see that such a change is ‘necessarily bound up with a simultaneous fall in the 
rate of profit.’ 
21 c falls to maintain C = 120. 
22 Might it not occur if, say, a factory went on short-time working? Then one would expect c to fall, unless; however, a rise in 
price compensated for a fall in material quantity. 
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total capital and hence any reduction or growth in the total capital that is brought about by a change in the variable 
capital is also relatively slight.’23

what has happened is a decline in the productivity of labour (   has changed from 5 to 3  ), but a rise in both 

mass

 

If we pass from: 

 I: 100c + 20v + 10s [C = 120, δ = 50 %, π = 8  %] 

to: 

II: 100c + 30v + 15s [C = 130, δ = 50 %, π = 11  %] 

24

Earlier,

 and rate of profit; a rise in productivity produces a fall in both the mass and rate of profit. 

 

3  δ and v constant, c and therefore also C variable 

In other words, expenditure on means of production rises (or falls) while both wages and rate of surplus-value (= 
rate of exploitation) stay constant. 

25

In other words, ‘with the same rate of surplus-value and the same variable capital, the profit rate stands in inverse 
proportion to the total capital.’

 we saw that π =  . Hence the change we are investigating here is from  

π1 =  (1) 

to π2 =  (2) 

From (2) δ =  

Substituting this into (1) we get: 

 π1 =  .  =  

Therefore  =  , or π1 : π2 = C2 : C1  

26

                                                 
23 C3, p. 151. 
24 Maintaining our starting assumption that profit = surplus-value. 
25 C3, p. 141. 
26 C3, p. 152. 

 

Let us take three capitals (or the same capital in three temporally differentiated states): 

  I: 80c + 20v + 20s [C = 100, δ = 100 %, π = 20 %] 

 II: 100c + 20v + 20s [C = 120, δ = 100 %, π = 16  %] 

III: 60c + 20v + 20s [C = 80, δ = 50 %, π = 25 %] 

100CI : 120CII = 16  % [πII] : 20 % [πI] and 120CII : 80CIII = 25 % [πIII] : 16  % [πII] , i.e. π1 : π2 = C2 : C1 
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Conclusion: if v is constant, and δ (  ) is constant, a rise in c (which is a rise in the ratio c : v, i.e. a rise in the organic 

composition of capital) decreases the rate of profit π in proportion to the consequent rise in C. 

The new π is given by π2 = δ  . But e =  ; assuming constant v, e = 1. Therefore π2 = δ  .27

1  c can maintain itself in value even though representing different physical quantities of means of production 
corresponding to changed conditions. A change in value of the elements of c, increasing (or decreasing) certain 

 

We should note that if v is constant and δ is constant, s ( = δv) must be constant. 

A rise in c may result either from a change in the value of c, or from a change in the productivity of labour, i.e. an 
increase in the physical quantity of c worked by the same quantity of v. In the latter case, a rise in the productivity of 
labour would pass through the numerical example given above III→I→II, over the course of which π progressively 
falls. 

 

4  δ constant, v, c and C all variable 

Here we shall use the formula for the new rate of profit π2 = δ  . 

(1) If E > e, i.e. if   >  , π falls. E > e, i.e.  >  means a rise in C in which the rise in c is greater than the rise in 

v, i.e. in which the ratio  rises. (2) The converse, naturally, is also true. (3) If E = e, π does not change. What is thus 

critical here is  , as these three examples show. 

(1) E > e 

 I: 80c + 20v + 20s [C = 100, δ = 100 %,   = 5, π = 20 %] 

  II: 170c + 30v + 30s [C = 200, δ = 100 %,  = 6  , π = 15 %] 

(2) E < e 

 I: 80c + 20v + 20s [C = 100, δ = 100 %,   = 5, π = 20 %] 

  II: 120c + 40v + 40s [C = 160, δ = 100 %,  = 4, π = 25 %] 

(3) E = e 

 I: 80c + 20v + 20s [C = 100, δ = 100 %,   = 5, π = 20 %] 

  II: 160c + 40v + 40s [C = 200, δ = 100 %,  = 5, π = 20 %] 

Hence, if  falls, π rises, and if  rises, π falls. This allows us to simplify cases in which C, c and v simultaneously 

change. 

Marx concludes this section with some summary remarks: 

                                                 
27 Or, given that s = δv, π2 =   .  And, given that E =  , π2 =   (for a percentage rate,  100).  
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elements while leaving the value of c unaltered, as long as no change in v is effected, affects neither rate of profit nor 
rate of surplus-value. 

2  Alterations in the ratio between v, c and C can cause the rate of profit to rise or fall while the rate of surplus-value 
remains unchanged. 

3  We have also seen cases (fall in v while C is constant above – case 1 B above – due to a fall in wages) in which 
variation in v would suppose a change in δ. We need now to examine cases in which δ does vary. 

 

II  δ variable 

First we need to generate an equation by which we can find the new π corresponding to changes in δ, 

independently of changes in  . 

Since π =  , π1 =  and π2 =  

∴   =   

=   

=   

=   

=       

And ∴ π1 = π2        

 

1  δ variable,  constant 

If  is constant,  =  ,28

In other words, given no change in  , ‘[t]he rates of profit for two capitals of the same composition are in direct 

proportion to their respective rates of surplus-value.’

 and, since  .   =   .   =     ,   .  = 1 

∴ π1 = π2    ,  =  , and π1 : π2 = δ1 : δ2 

29

                                                 
28 Without it necessarily being the case that v1 = v2 or C1 = C2. 
29 C3, p. 156. 

 

 I: 80c + 20v + 20s [C = 100, δ = 100 %, π = 20 %,  =  ] 

  II: 160c + 40v + 40s [C = 200, δ = 50 %, π = 10 %,  =  ] 

π1 : π2 = 100 % : 50 % = 2 :1 
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δ1 : δ2 =  20 % : 10 % = 2 :1 

However, if v1 = v2 and (and consequently C1 = C2 ) , then given that δ =  ,   =    =      =   .   =   , i.e. 

π1 : π2 = s1 : s2 In other words, if v and C are the same magnitude, ‘the profit rates also stand in the same ratio as the 
masses of surplus-value.’30

1 

 

 I: 80c + 20v + 20s [δ = 100 %, s = 20, π = 20 %] 

  II: 80c + 20v + 10s [δ = 50 %, s = 10, π = 10 %] 

π1 : π2 = 20 % : 10 % = 2 : 1 

s1 : s2 = 20 : 10 = 2 : 1  

 

This can happen in three different ways. 

variation of wages. If, in case I, 15 workers are employed at a wage of £  for ten hours producing 30(v + s) 

(20v + 10s ), and wages fall to £1, then 20 workers are employed for the same time to produce 40(v + s) 

(20v + 20s ), i.e. case II. If wages further fall to £  , then 30 workers are employed to produce 60(v + s) (40v 

+ 20s ). Thus here we have a case of a constant value composition of capital, constant working day, 
constant intensity of labour, with a change in δ brought about through changes in wages.31

2 

 

varying the intensity of labour. If, in case I, 20 workers make 30 commodities, in case II 40 commodities, and 
in case III 60, working a 10-hour day with the same means of labour in each case, and with each 
commodity representing a new value of £1 over the value of the means of production consumed in it, 
then, since 20 commodities (= £20), in  case I surplus-value = 10 commodities (£10), in case II = 20 
commodities (£20), and in case III = 40 commodities (£40). 

3 varying the length of the working day. If, in case I, 20 workers work with a given intensity for 9 hours, for 12 
hours in case II and for 18 hours in case III, the total product of their labour will stand respectively in a 
ratio of 9 : 12 :18, i.e. 30 : 40 : 60, and, after subtracting wages, we are left with a surplus-value of 10, 20 
and 40. 

Therefore: ‘[a] rise or fall in wages thus effects an opposite change in the rate of surplus-value, while a rise or fall in 
the intensity of labour, or an extension or reduction of the working day, both effect a change in the same direction, 
and with  constant, the rate of profit is therefore similarly affected.’32

                                                 
30 C3, p. 156. 
31 As Marx notes, a case anticipated by Ricardo. 
32 C3, p. 158. 

 

 

2  δ and c variable, C constant 

If π =  ,    =    =    

But δ =  , so   =    =   , such that π1 : π2 = s1 : s2 
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In other words, when the combined sum of constant and variable capital is constant, but the variable component 
and the rate of surplus-value vary, ‘[t]he rates of profit stand in the same ratio as the respective masses of surplus-
value.’33

1 

 

A change in δ (=  ), with v constant, necessarily means a change in both the mass and the distribution of the new 

value created in the labour process. A change in both δ and v also necessarily means a change in the distribution of 
the new value, but not necessarily a change in the mass of new value created. Marx identifies three cases. 

v and s change in opposite directions but by the same amount (i.e. new value created, v + s, is constant).34

2 

 

 I: 80c + 20v + 10s 

II: 90c + 10v + 20s 

In both I and II c + v (= 100) and v + s (=30) are constant. δI =  = 50 % and δII =  = 200 % , while πI 

=  = 10 % and πII =  = 20 % . 

Marx comments that the value product, and hence the quantity of labour performed, is the same in both 
cases; what is different is the wages paid. Simultaneous and equal and opposite variation of v and s here 
leaves the number of workers, the intensity of labour intensity and the length of the working day unaffected. 

v rises in relation to s (and δ falls), or v falls in relation to s (and δ rises).35

3 

 

  I: 80c + 20v + 20s ; δ = 100 % ; π = 20 %  

 II: 72c + 28v + 20s ; δ = 71   % ; π = 20 % 

III: 84c + 16v + 20s ; δ = 125 % ; π = 20 % 

In cases II and III the value product is respectively greater and less than in case I; hence the quantity of 
labour performed ins respectively greater and less, a change that must come about through a change in the 
number of workers employed, the duration of their labour, its intensity, or some combination of these 
factors. Note that, since the total capital deployed is the same in the three cases, as is the surplus-value 
produced, π is constant. 

v and s both rise or fall together36

                                                 
33 C3, p. 158. 
34 This is appears erroneously as ‘variations in v and s′ [Marx’s symbol for δ] tak[ing] place in opposite directions, but by the 
same amount’ (C3, p. 158). Evidently, this is logically impossible, since v is a mass and s′ (δ) is rate. Even if we take v as a 
proportion of total capital, or its ratio to constant capital, v : C or v : c respectively, it is still not the case in Marx’s numerical 
examples that v and δ change ‘in opposite directions, but by the same amount’. What the example illustrates should be read as 
‘variations in v and s tak[ing] place in opposite directions, but by the same amount’. 
35 Here (C3, p. 159) the case is presented as ‘[t]he variations in s′ [i.e. δ] and v still occur in opposite directions, but not to the 
same extent in each case’. 
36 In Marx’s title, ‘s′ [i.e. δ] and v both vary in the same direction’. 

 

  I: 90c + 10v + 10s ; δ = 100 % ; π = 10 %  

 II: 80c + 20v + 30s ; δ = 150 % ; π = 30 % 

III: 92c + 8v + 6s ; δ = 75 % ; π = 6 % 
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Here, the effect of a rise (or fall) in both v and δ means that the effect of one reinforces that of the other; a 
rise in both v and δ brings about a rise in π as well. As the value product (v + s) changes, there has been either 
a change in the number of workers involved, or a change in the duration or intensity of labour, or a 
combination of these.37

 

IV  Summary and conclusions 

Marx now summarises the results of his investigations into the relationship between the rates of surplus-value and 
profit, and draws some general conclusions. 

 

Summary 

 

1 If the ratio between v and C is unchanged (i.e. if the organic composition of capital is constant), the rates of 
profit and surplus value rise or fall together: in the same direction, and proportionally; i.e., in the case of two 
capitals, I and II, given a constant organic composition, δI : δII = πI : πII . 

Example:      I: 80c + 20v + 20s ; µ
38

2 

 = 20 % ; δ = 100 % ; π = 20 %  

                             II: 80c + 20v + 10s ; µ = 20 % ; δ = 50 % ; π = 10 % 

µI = µII ; [δI : δII = 100 % : 50 % = 2: 1] = [πI : πII = 20% : 10 % = 2 : 1] 

In other words, given a constant organic composition of capital the rate of profit rises in proportion as the rate of surplus-value 
rises, and falls as in proportion as the rate of surplus-value falls. 

If v rises as a proportion of C (i.e. if the organic composition of capital falls), and the rate of surplus-value 
rises, then the rate of profit rises faster than the rate of surplus-value. In other words, in the case of two 
capitals I and II, if the percentage rate of change of the rate of surplus-value between the two capitals (δ′ ) is 

given by  
–   100 , and that of the percentage rate of change of the rate of profit (π′ ) by  

–
  

100, if µI < µII [rise in v as a proportion of C], and δI < δII [rate of surplus-value rises], then π′ > δ′ [rate of 
rise of rate of profit is greater than rate of rise of rate of surplus-value]. 

Example:      I: 80c + 20v + 10s ; µ = 20 % ; δ = 50 % ; π = 10 %  

                             II: 70c + 30v + 20s ; µ = 30 % ; δ = 66  % ; π = 20 % 

[µI = 20 %] < [µII = 30 %] 

[δI = 50 %] < [δII = 66  %] 

[π′ = –   100 = 100 %] > [δ′ = 
–

   100 = 33  %]  

Here, a fall in the organic composition accompanied by a rise in the rate of surplus-value multiplies the accompanying rise in the 
rate of profit.39

                                                 
37 And Marx here (C3, p. 159) notes that setting all of δ, v and C as variable throws up nothing new that has not already been 
covered. 
38 Variable capital expressed as a percentage of C =  (see my page 3 above). 
39 Naturally, the converse is also true. If v falls as a proportion of C, i.e. if the organic composition of capital rises, and the rate 
of surplus-value also falls, then the rate of profit falls faster than the rate of surplus-value. 
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3 If v falls as a proportion of C (i.e. the organic composition rises) while the rate of surplus-value rises, but v 
falls at a lesser rate than the rise in the rate of surplus-value, then the rate of profit rises at a rate less than 
that of the rise in the rate of surplus-value. 

Thus, if the percentage rate of change of v as a proportion of C when v falls (µ′ ), given by 
–

  100 ,40

4 

 

is less than δ′ , then δ′ > π′ . 

Example:      I: 80c + 20v + 10s ; µ = 20 % ; δ = 50 % ; π = 10 %  

                             II: 90c + 10v + 15s ; µ = 10 % ; δ = 150 % ; π = 15 % 

[µ′ = –   100 = 100 %] < [δ′ = –   100 = 200 %] > [π′ = –   100 = 50 %] 

Here, a rise in the organic composition of a capital inhibits the rate of change of the rate of profit with regard to that of the rate 
of surplus-value. 

If v falls as a proportion of C and the rate of surplus-value rises, but the rate of the fall of v is greater than the 
rate of the rise of the rate of surplus-value, then, despite this latter, the rate of profit will fall. 

Example:      I: 80c + 20v + 20s ; µ = 20 % ; δ = 100 % ; π = 20 %  

                             II: 90c + 10v + 15s ; µ = 10 % ; δ = 150 % ; π = 15 % 

[µ′ = –   100 = 100 %] > [δ′ = –   100 = 50 %] ; π′ = –   100 = –25 % 

Now, if the organic composition of capital rises above a certain level, a level given by the rate of rise of the rate of surplus-value, 
the rate of profit may fall even though the rate of surplus-value has risen. 

5 If v falls as a proportion of C (organic composition rises) and the rate of surplus-value rises in the same 
proportion, or if v rises as a proportion of C (organic composition falls) and the rate of surplus-value falls in 
the same proportion, the rate of profit remains unchanged. 

We saw above,41

                                                 
40 In other words, effectively measuring the percentage rise of   . 

41 C3, pp. 145ff. 

 in the cases where δ was held constant, that the same rate of surplus-value can find 
expression in a range of rates of profit: with δ constant, any change in v as a proportion of C produces a 
change in the rate of profit. Now, however, for π to remain constant, any change in δ must be balanced by an 
equal but opposite change in of v as a proportion of C. When this occurs, the mathematical product of the 
variable proportion of capital and the rate of surplus-value (µ  δ) is equal between the two capitals. This is 
possible in two cases. 

Take a single capital, thus: 

  I: 80c + 20v + 20s ; µ = 20 % ; δ = 100 % ; π = 20 % [µ  δ = 2,000] 

Now let us assume that wages fall from 20 to 16, although all else remains equal. This gives us: 

 II: 80c + 16v + 24s ; µ = 16  % ; δ = 150 % ; π = 25 % 

To give us a rate of profit of 20 % again, C must increase to 120, with a c of 104: 

III: 104c + 16v + 24s ; µ = 13  % ; δ = 150 % ; π = 20 % [µ  δ = 2,000] 
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From I to III, [µ′ = 
–

  100 = 50 %] = [δ′ –   100 = 50 %] 

In other words, the same rate of profit within the same capital over different times, or between different contemporaneous 
capitals, may result from different rates of surplus-value and different organic compositions of capital. 

This, Marx observes, may occur exceptionally within a single capital (if, for example, a change in the 
productivity of labour coincided with a fall in wages; or if the value of the constant capital changed 
fortuitously). 

However, when comparing rates of profit between different countries, the same rate of profit expresses ‘in 
most cases’42

 

Conclusions 

 different rates of surplus-value. 

1 The rate of profit is determined by two factors: the value (organic) composition of capital, and the rate of 

surplus value, i.e. π =  . 

2 This multiple determination means that ‘a rising profit rate can correspond to a falling or a rising rate of 
surplus-value, falling profit rate can correspond to a rising or a falling rate of surplus-value, and a rate of profit 
that remains the same can also correspond to a rising or a falling rate of surplus-value.’43

3 

 The direct link 
between rate of surplus-value and rate of profit has been cut. 

The rates of profit between two capitals44

4 

 are the same if either (1) they share the same composition of capital 
and rate of surplus-value; or (2) when the rate of surplus value and the value composition of capital stand in 
inverse proportion to one another (such that the mathematical product of the rate of surplus-value and the 
variable proportion of capital (µ  δ) is equal in both cases). 

The rates of profit between two capitals are different if either (1) they share the same composition of capital but 
different rates of surplus-value (in which case the rates of profit stand in the same relation as the rates of 
surplus value); or (2) they share the same rates of surplus-vale but different value compositions (in which case 
the rates of profit stand in the same relation as the variable component of the capitals; or (3) given different 
rates of surplus-value and value composition of capital, in which case they stand in the same relation as the 
different mathematical products of the rate of surplus-value and the variable proportion of capital (µ  δ). 

 

 

                                                 
42 C3, p. 161. 
43 C3, p.161. 
44 Either between different capitals or between two successive states of the same capital. 


