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Chapter 5: Economy in the Use of Constant Capital 
‘The time which the value of machinery and other components of fixed capital takes for its reproduction is 
determined in practice not by their own effective duration, but by the duration of the labour process in which they 
function and are used.’1

With an extension of surplus-labour through the lengthening of the working day (increase in absolute surplus-value) 
while variable capital (and thus the number of workers and their wage) remains the same the ratio of constant fixed 
capital falls relative to both total capital and variable capital: no new expenditure is required on the fixed capital 
because of a mere extension of the working day, while its value is reproduced in shorter turnover periods and the 
period for which it needs to be advanced in order to make a profit is reduced. 

  

If the working day is constant, however, a growth in the surplus-value produced is accompanied by a growth in the 
constant capital – both fixed and circulating – deployed. 

Cooperation in production, arising from the concentration of means of production in one place and their 
employment on a massive scale, necessarily involves the division of labour and machinery as a function of the social 
character of labour: the conditions of labour ‘are consumed in common in the production process, consumed by 
the collective worker instead of being consumed in fragmented form by a mass of unconnected workers or workers 
directly cooperating only to a small degree.’2

Given the rate and mass of surplus-value produced, an increase in the rate of profit can be effected by reducing the 
value of the constant capital necessary for the production of the commodity product. The effect on profit obtained 
through the cheapening of means of production is effected through an increase in the productivity of labour in the 
production of the means or production: in this way, the costs of objectifying a certain quantity of labour and hence 
appropriate a certain quantity of surplus-labour fall. 

 

[The] cheapness or otherwise [of ‘the commodity that emerges from one branch of industry as a product [and 
which] enters another branch as means of production’] depends on the productivity of labour in the branch of 
production from which it emerges as a product, and is at the same time a condition not only for the cheapening 
of the commodities into the production of which it enters as means of production, but also for the reduction in 
value of the constant capital whose element it now becomes, and therefore for an increase in the rate of profit. 

The characteristic feature of this kind of economy in the constant capital, which proceeds from the progressive 
development of industry, is that here the rise in the profit rate for one branch of industry depends on the 
development of labour productivity in another. The benefit that accrues here to the capitalist is once more an 
advantage produced by social labour [...].3

Here, the benefit that accrues to the capitalist arises from social labour, including intellectual (scientific) labour. 

 

With regard to fixed capital, in addition to its cheapening through the increase in the productivity in its own 
production, economies are also made through improvements in the suitability and durability of the materials uses in 
its production, technical improvements which permit the more efficient utilisation of already-installed machinery, 
and the reduction of wastage through more the deployment of more efficient machinery. 

Everything that reduces the depreciation of machinery, and of the fixed capital in general, for a given period of 
production, not only cheapens the individual commodity, since each individual commodity reproduces its aliquot 
share of the depreciation in its price, but also reduces the aliquot capital expenditure for this period.4

                                                 
1 Marx, Capital, vol. 3  (Harmondsworth, 1981) [hereafter C3], p. 171. 

 

2 C3, p. 172. Marx also notes, and will expand on the detail of the point later (C3, pp. 195-8), that the concentration of 
production allows the reutilisation of the waste of production as new means of production, again reducing the cost of 
constant capital relative to variable. 
3 C3, pp. 174-5. 
4 C3, p. 174. 



2 
 

Hence, increases in the rate of profit arising from economies  the use of constant capital are achieved not only 
through the cheapening of the production of constant capital but also through economies in its employment. And 
these latter too arise in function of the concentration of production. 

Given the value of the constant capital, determined by the productivity of labour in its own production, insofar as 
this constant capital is involved in the production of another commodity product, the exploitation of labour now 
depends not on the exchange-value of the constant capital deployed but on its use-value: once put to work, given 
the productivity of labour, the quantity of labour the constant capital will absorb in production depends not on its 
value but either on its quality, or on the quantity in which it is present, or both factors. 

Given that we are assuming that the mass and rate of surplus-value are given, here it is irrelevant as to how the 
value of the constant capital raises the rate of profit whether this occurs in those sectors of production which 
produce luxury commodities, means of subsistence or means of production themselves; this last consideration is of 
importance only to the extent that affects the value of labour-power through changes in the value of the workers’ 
subsistence. 

We should also be conscious here that not only is it the case that a relative cheapening of the value of means of 
production may accompany a growth in its absolute value, but that given that this cheapening is a function of the 
productivity of labour the absolute scale on which this capital is deployed and that on which production itself is 
carried on will necessarily increase, and extraordinarily, with the increase in the productivity of labour. In this way, 
an individual capitalist thus benefits not only from gains in the productivity of labour in her own form but also 
from those achieved by other capitalists in theirs. 

Insofar as economy in the use of means of production appears to the capitalist merely as the achievement of a 
certain result at the least possible expense, it appears as such as a power inherent to capital itself, rather than a 
function of the social character of productive labour. This perception of the capitalist, within which the worker 
appears as no more than just another element of production, also to be economised, is reflected by that of the 
worker herself, for whom means of production stand as no more than use-values of production. For the worker, 
changes in the value of the materials she works with and on are as much an irrelevance insofar as her relationship 
with the capitalist is concerned as they are for her own relationship with the means of production. For the worker, 
the social character of productive labour, given that this is a power that is a property that belongs to another, stands 
as something that is alien to her, and, as such, economies in the use of means of production a matter, outside of the 
externally imposed discipline of the work process, a matter of indifference. 

[I]n as much as the productivity of labour in one branch of industry has the effect of cheapening and improving 
the means of production in another, and thus serves to increase the rate of profit, this general connection of 
social labour presents itself as something completely alien to the workers, something that simply concerns the 
capitalist, in as much as he alone buys these means of production and appropriates them. Though he buys the 
product of the workers in a different branch of industry with the product of the workers in his own branch, and 
thus disposes of the product of other workers only insofar as he has appropriated the product of his own 
workers without payment, this is a relationship that is concealed by the circulation process [...].5

Marx concludes the chapter with a detailed set of examples of  how developments in the generation and 
transmission of power, the reuse of industrial waste, and inventions, have lead to economy in the use of constant 
capital, preceded by a description of the horrific effects such developments have on working conditions. The details 
of these accounts need not detain us here, save this one pertinent observation: 

 

If we consider capitalist production in the narrow sense and ignore the process of circulation and the excesses of 
competition, it is extremely sparing with the realised labour that is objectified in commodities. Yet it squanders 
human beings, living labour, more readily than does any other mode of production, squandering not only flesh 
and blood, but nerves and brain as well. In fact it is only through the most tremendous waste of individual 
development that the development of humanity in general is secured and pursued, in that epoch of history that 
directly precedes the conscious reconstruction of human society. Since the whole of the economising we are 

                                                 
5 C3, p. 179. 
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discussing here arises from the social character of labour, it is in fact precisely this directly social character of 
labour that produces this waste of the workers’ life and health.6

                                                 
6 C3, p. 182. 

 


