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Chapter 51: Relations of Production and Relations of Distribution 
The relations of distribution account for the way that value newly created in production is divided up 
into the revenues of wages, profit and rent and passed on to the owner of labour power, the owner of 
capital and the owner of land. The appearance within capitalist society is that these relations are ‘natural 
relations [...] arising from the nature of all social production, from the laws of human production pure 
and simple’;1

The truth in this conception is that once there is any kind of production the social product always 
assumes two parts: one that is destined for direct consumption by the producers (and their dependents) 
and one – ignoring for the moment productive consumption – that is ‘surplus labour’, i.e. that serves to 
satisfy general social needs. From this point of view social distribution does indeed take on the same 
form across historical epochs, but all that says is that if we abstract from what makes historical epochs 
different they are all the same.

 even when, in pre-capitalist society, relations of distribution take on other forms, this is 
explained away as underdevelopment. 
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Marx argues for the ‘specific historical determinacy’

 
3 of the capitalist mode of production. Like all 

modes of production ‘it assumes a given level of social productive forces and of their forms of 
development as its historical precondition’.4 The relations of production –  ‘relations into which men 
enter in their social life-process, in the production of their social life’5 – which correspond to this 
historically determined mode of production are themselves historically transient. The relations of 
distribution ‘are essentially identical with these relations of production, the reverse side of the same 
coin, so that the two things share the same historically transitory character.’6

It would be an error to deal with capitalist relations of distribution simply from the appearance that the 
annual value product is divided into wages, profit and rent. The social product is divided into capital 
and revenues. One revenue – wages – assumes the form of revenue after assuming the form of capital. 
The fact that the direct producers under capitalism face the conditions of labour and the products of 
labour as capital gives the material conditions of production an immediate specific social character and 
conditions the specific relationship among the workers and between the workers and the owners of the 
conditions of production.
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1 Karl Marx, Capital volume 3 (Harmondsworth, 1981) [hereafter C3], p. 1017. 
2 ‘A more developed and critical awareness concedes the historically developed character of these relations of 
distribution, holds all the more firmly to the supposedly constant character of the relations of production 
themselves, as arising from human nature and hence independent of all historical development.’ (C3, p, 1018; 
Marx references John Stuart Mill’s Some Unsettled Questions of Political Economy in a footnote.) 
3 C3, p. 1018. 
4 C3, p. 1018. 
5 C3, p. 1018. 
6 C3, p. 1018. 

 (It is also the case that the transformation of the conditions of labour into 

7 This sentence is my rendering of ‘Das Gegenübertreten der produzierten Arbeitsbedingungen und der 
Arbeitsprodukte überhaupt als Kapital, gegenüber den unmittelbaren Produzenten, schließt von vornherein ein 
einen bestimmten gesellschaftlichen Charakter der sachlichen Arbeitsbedingungen gegenüber den Arbeitern, und 
damit ein bestimmtes Verhältnis, worin sie in der Produktion selbst zu den Besitzern der Arbeitsbedingungen 
und zueinander treten.’ ((Karl Marx, Das Kapital: Kritik der politischen Ökonomie, Dritter Band, in Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, Werke, vol. 25 (Berlin, 1964), pp. 885-6) In C3 (p. 1018) it appears as: ‘The confrontation 
between the produced conditions of labour and the products of labour all together as capital, and the immediate 
producers, gives the material conditions of labour right from the start a specific social character vis-à-vis the 
workers, and hence sets up a specific relationship which the workers enter into, in production itself, to the 
owners of these conditions of labour and to one another.’ In Karl Marx, Marx’s Economic Manuscript of 1864–1865, 
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capital also involved the expropriation of the immediate producers from the land, and thus conditioned 
a specific form of landed property.) The fact that one part of the social product assumes the forms of 
wages profits and rents is a consequence of the fact that the other part is transformed into capital. 
Further than this, this social form of the conditions of production is not only the precondition of 
capitalist production, it is reproduced by it as well: capitalist production ‘not only produces the material 
products, but constantly reproduces the relations of production in which these are produced, and with 
them also the corresponding relations of distribution.’8

First, that its product assumes the dominant and determining – as opposed to occasional and 
epiphenomenal – form of commodities. One consequence of this is that ‘the worker appears only as a 
seller of commodities, and hence as a free wage-labourer – i.e. labour generally appears as wage-
labour.’

 

(Marx makes a distinction between the ‘distribution’ supposed by the process of ‘primitive 
accumulation’ (the expropriation of workers from the means of production, the concentration of these 
in the hands of a minority of individuals, the exclusive ownership of the land by other individuals) – the 
foundation of particular social functions which are ascribed to specific agents of production within the 
relation of production itself, as distinct from the immediate producers – and the subject of our inquiry 
here: the relations of distribution of a historical character which compose the different rights to the part 
of the social product that falls to individual consumption.) 

There are two characteristics that are immediately constitutive of the capitalist mode of production. 
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It is unnecessary after the argument already developed to demonstrate once again how the 
relationship of capital and wage-labour determines the whole character of the mode of production. 
The principal agents of this mode of production itself, the capitalist and the wage labourer, are as 
such simply embodiments and personifications of capital and wage-labour – specific social 
characters that the social production process stamps on individuals, products of these specific social 
relations of production.
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Once we identify the commodity form as the form of the social product and the nature of the 
commodity as the product of capital then the relations of circulation (the ‘specific social process which 
products must pass through and in which they assume specific social characters’

 

11) are themselves 
circumscribed. In addition, the characterisation of the social product as the commodity product of 
capital ‘give[s] rise to the entire determination of value and the regulation of the total production by 
value.’12 Labour here becomes valid only as social labour; but the process of its social validation is left 
to the accidental and reciprocally countervailing motives of the individual capitalist producers.’13

                                                                                                                                                                  
trans. Ben Fowkes, ed. Fred Moseley (Leiden and Boston, 2016), p. 940-4, the sentence reads: ‘The 
confrontation between the produced conditions of labour and the products of labour all together as capital, and 
the direct producers, gives the material conditions of labour right from the start a specific social character vis-à-vis 
the workers, and hence sets up a specific relationship which the workers enter into, in production itself, with the 
owners of these conditions of labour and with each other.’ 
8 C3, p. 1019. 
9 C3, p. 1019. 
10 C3, pp. 1019-20. 
11 C3, p. 1020. 
12 C3, p. 1020. 
13 C3, p. 1020. 

 The 
validation of social labour hence operates through competition, the ‘reciprocal pressure’ of one 
capitalist on another. In this way, what is socially determined in capitalist production presents itself as 
natural and transhistorical and what is material appears as socially specific. 
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Second, that the object and purpose of production is the production of surplus-value. ‘Capital 
essentially produces capital, and it does this only as long as it produces surplus-value.’14 The powers of 
capital assert themselves autonomously with respect to the worker and against the latter’s own 
development. ‘Production for value and surplus-value involves a constantly operating tendency [...] 
show, to reduce the labour-time needed to produce a commodity, i.e. to reduce the commodity’s value, 
below the existing social average at any given time.’15

Even though the social character of production confronts the mass of immediate producers as a strict 
governing authority, and the labour process is as a consequence articulated as a tightly controlled 
hierarchy,

 

16 amongst ‘the capitalists themselves, who confront one another simply as owners of 
commodities’,17 ‘the most complete anarchy reigns’.18

In the relations of distribution, ‘[t]he wage assumes wage-labour, profit assumes capital.’

 This just reinforces the appearance of the social 
interconnection of production as some kind of natural law. 

It is these two conditions – that the social product is the commodity product of capital and that 
production occurs for the sake of surplus-value – that demarcates the historical specificity of the 
capitalist mode of production. 

However, even though the specific form taken by labour in capitalist production is wage-labour it is not 
wage-labour that determines value; rather, what determines value is social labour-time, the total quantity 
of labour that society has at its disposal. It is the way that this labour is absorbed by different 
commodities that determines these latter’s social weight. But given that wage-labour is the only basis on 
which commodity production can become the general form of social production that social labour 
determines value coincides with labour assuming the form of wage-labour. 

19

The division of profit into profit of enterprise and interest also appears a question of distribution of 
revenue, but as it arises from the nature of capital as valorising, surplus-value producing value, this 
specific social form, through the operation of credit and credit institutions enters into price as a 
determining element of production. 

 The forms of 
distribution (the ‘revenues’) assume the specific social characters of the agents of production. In each 
case, the specific relation of distribution does no more than express the historically determined relation 
of production. 

In the case of profit, for example, even though it appears to the capitalist that she could consume the 
whole profit as revenue: the limits imposed by the insurance and reserve fund, by the laws of 
competition impress upon her that profit is more than simply the distribution of product for individual 
consumption. In addition to this, the governing production prices are themselves governed by the 
distribution of capital among social spheres of production in the profit equalisation process: profit in 
this case is therefore not just a factor in the distribution (and consumption) of the product but is also 
inseparably connected to production. 

                                                 
14 C3, p. 1020. 
15 C3, p. 1021. ‘The authority that the capitalist assumes in the immediate production process, as personification 
of capital, the social function he dons as manager and ruler of production, is essentially different from authority 
on the basis of production with slaves or serfs, etc.’ 
16 ‘[T]hough this authority accrues to its bearers [the capitalists] only as the personification of the conditions of 
labour vis-à-vis labour itself, not to them as political or theocratic rulers as in earlier forms of production.’ (C3, p. 
1021) 
17 C3, p. 1021. 
18 C3, p. 1021. 
19 C3, p. 1022. 
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When it comes to ground-rent, even though, since landed property as such performs no function in the 
capitalist process of production, this is at first sight no more than a form of distribution, given that, 
first, rent itself is limited by the excess of profit over the average, and, second, that the specific position 
the landlord occupies in capitalist society is itself a specific historical result of the capitalist mode of 
production, rent here is more than it is under other modes of production, i.e. just the name given to the 
landowner’s income. 

The so-called relations of distribution, therefore, correspond to and arise from historically particular 
and specific social forms of the production process and of the relationships which men enter into 
among themselves in the process of reproducing their human life. The historical character of these 
relations of distribution is the historical character of the relations of production, and they simply 
express one side of these.20

                                                 
20 C3, p. 1023. ‘Insofar as the labour process is a simple process between man and nature, its simple elements 
remain common to all social forms of its development. But each particular historical form of this process further 
develops the material foundations and social forms. Once a certain level of maturity is attained, the. particular 
historical form is shed and makes way for a higher form. The sign that the moment of such a crisis has arrived is 
that the contradiction and antithesis between, on the one hand, the relations of distribution, hence also the 
specific historical form of relations of production corresponding to them, and, on the other hand, the productive 
forces, productivity, and the development of its agents, gains in breadth and depth. A conflict then sets in 
between the material development of production and its social form.’ 

 


