
[image: Cover]



The Automatic Fetish





BEVERLEY BEST works on Marx’s critique of political economy and teaches in the department of Sociology and Anthropology at Concordia University, Montreal. She is the Vice-President of the Marxist Literary Group.





[image: image]





First published by Verso 2024

© Beverley Best 2024

All rights reserved

The moral rights of the author have been asserted

1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2

Verso

UK: 6 Meard Street, London W1F 0EG

US: 388 Atlantic Avenue, Brooklyn, NY 11217

versobooks.com

Verso is the imprint of New Left Books

ISBN-13: 978-1-80429-480-2

ISBN-13: 978-1-80429-481-9 (UK EBK)

ISBN-13: 978-1-80429-482-6 (US EBK)

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Names: Best, Beverley, author.

Title: The automatic fetish : the law of value in marx’s capital / Beverley Best.

Description: London ; New York : Verso, 2024. | Includes bibliographical references and index.

Identifiers: LCCN 2023055299 (print) | LCCN 2023055300 (ebook) | ISBN 9781804294802 (trade paperback) | ISBN 9781804294826 (ebook)

Subjects: LCSH: Marxian economics. | Capital. | Marx, Karl, 1818-1883. Kapital.

Classification: LCC HB97.5 .B3937 2024 (print) | LCC HB97.5 (ebook) | DDC 335.4/12—dc23/eng/20231229

LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023055299

LC ebook record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2023055300

Typeset in Minion by Hewer Text UK Ltd, Edinburgh

Printed and bound by CPI Group (UK) Ltd, Croydon CR0 4YY

[image: image]





Crisis, for us, is no longer a rare state in our movement, but the current state of our movement. Hence those theories that wish to pull us in from the storm. They are all regressive. They coax us back to minimal slopes, to historical curves that are nearly flat. But this would mean returning to the ancient reservoirs, to the general stores of weak circulations. In a word, quitting fire and water to recover air and earth: leaving industry and its energies for agriculture and its slow meta-stabilities. Sailing and tilling. The proposed choice between perpetual movement, impossible without destruction, and a perennial invariance. Materially, either fire or earth. Equilibrium or dynamism.

The new science [of the Commune] escapes the dilemma. Everything is conceived by it as a deviation from equilibrium. It is no longer archaic constancy nor the movement produced by the destruction of equilibria; it is the instance, understood as disparity. This is what life does to elude death temporarily; this is how material substances subsist in spite of degradation. Theory and practice of circumstance, space of renaissance.

Michel Serres, The Birth of Physics

For ordinary perception declares by itself that corpus exists. Unless trust in perception is firmly founded and flourishes, in the case of hidden things there will be nothing to which we can refer to prove anything at all with the reasoning power of the mind

Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, 1.422–5 (trans. Thomas Nail)
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Introduction

Unreconstructing Marx: The Perceptual Physics of Capital


In the social production of their life, men enter into definite relations that are indispensable and independent of their will; these relations of production correspond to a definite stage of development of their material forces of production. The sum total of these relations of production constitutes the economic structure of society – the real foundation, on which rises a legal and political superstructure and to which correspond definite forms of social consciousness. The mode of production of material life determines the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness.

– Karl Marx



This passage from the preface to Marx’s Contribution to the Critique of Political Economy is one of the most scrutinized statements in Marx’s vast oeuvre. It is also often dismissed as one of Marx’s most dogmatic. The opinion, therefore, that there could be nothing more to say about it is understandable, as is the wish that no one would say anything more about it. Marx’s figure of structure and superstructure (or, more commonly, base/superstructure) has caused havoc among commentators, having been rejected by Marxist, non-, or post-Marxist thinkers alike for whom, for different reasons, the rare use of the metaphor is still one time too many. After the preface, Marx returns only rarely to the base/superstructure metaphor verbatim. However, my argument in this book is that the dynamic it seeks to capture remains at the heart of Marx’s critique of political economy, in Capital, and in his critical theory of capitalist sociality, tout court.

This book sets out to elaborate this dynamic by following Marx’s critique in Capital III, step by step, through the material prepared for that volume. What we find is that the question of determinacy is at the heart of the matter throughout and provides the bridge between volumes I, II, and III.1 In fact, it is precisely what is found objectionable in the preface, namely, the so-called economic determinism of the base/ superstructure metaphor that orients and coheres the analysis in Capital III – even if we will need to name and characterize it differently than have Marx’s reconstructors.

What sort of social dynamic does Marx articulate in this passage? Its animating force, according to Marx, is the social production of material and conscious life, a collective doing and making that inadvertently invents a world – a mode of sociality that excretes an assemblage of objectivities taken to be natural and intractable. This observation begins and ends Marx’s description of what is common to all modes of social reproduction, past or present.2 From here forward, Marx’s analysis will submit only one mode of social life – the capitalist assemblage, per se – to the power of abstraction. In the following passage from Capital III – one that virtually restates the formulation in the preface – Marx pivots between, on the one hand, a capitalist mode of production that shares with every other mode of production (once existing or conceivable) the fact that it emerges contingently from particular historical conditions, and, on the other hand, a capitalist mode of production that represents, once standing on its feet, a departure from every other preceding mode of production. In other words, capital’s one commonality with all other modes of social life is its radical historicity, which, in the case of capital, has produced a mode of sociality distinct from any other to date:


The scientific analysis of the capitalist mode of production proves … that this is a mode of production of a particular kind and a specific historical determinacy; that like any other particular mode of production it assumes a given level of social productive forces and of their forms of development as its historical precondition, a condition that is itself the historical result and product of a previous process and from which the new mode of production proceeds as its given foundation; that the relations of production corresponding to this specific and historically determined mode of production – relations into which men enter in their social life-process, in the production of their social life – have a specific, historical and transitory character. (118)3



That capital is radically historical is a point on which most readers of Marx agree; we do not need to labour it. Instead, it is the grounds of capital’s distinction from preceding modes of production that I want to underscore: according to Marx, capital constitutes a specific mode of historical determinacy. The illustration of that specific-to-capital mode of determinacy is the thrust of Marx’s critique of political economy and, as we will see – spoiler alert! – the movement of value and value’s social forms is at its core. Reading the preface from the hindsight of Capital (Capital III in particular, as I will show), it becomes clear that the base of the base/superstructure is the singular dynamic that Marx calls ‘capital’ itself – a social relation that invents a world in its image, a particular mode of sociality that we can also call ‘value’. Capital is value-in-motion; capital is a value-machine. What makes capital unique is that its base (concept, essence), while an objective outgrowth of its historical conditions, is nonetheless formless: immaterial, invisible, supra-sensible. To invoke a world, it must take form.4 But the movement of the capital-base taking form is also the movement of its disappearance into its phenomenal forms. The social substance of a capitalist society disappears into its worldly forms: into naturalized economic categories; into legal and political formations; into forms of social consciousness (thought-objects, personifications, origin and surface stories, and so on). In other words, the capitalist base disappears into its superstructure. Acts become objects, which now confront their makers as autonomous forces, subjecting their makers in the double sense of the term.5 The real autonomy of the social forms in which capital moves in the world, however, is precisely what Marx thinks against in the passage from the preface. In Capital III, the through line of analysis is the illustration of this very same dynamic. Here, Marx does not simply posit that surplus-value disappears into profit; he demonstrates how, and why, it is that profit must subsequently disappear into its own derivative surface-forms. Social forms beget social forms, and in Capital III we learn why they do.

The base/superstructure figure is sometimes dismissed, either as part of or in response to the charge of economic determinism. The formulation in the preface, cited above, is certainly emphatic and unequivocal: ‘The mode of production of material life determines the social, political and intellectual life process in general. It is not the consciousness of men that determines their being, but, on the contrary, their social being that determines their consciousness.’ Rather than read this passage as an early iteration of an analysis that will become more nuanced as it develops, more open to a model of mutual determination or ‘conditioning’ of relative constituents (or, at least, open to reconstruction along these lines), Capital III is the protracted demonstration of these same social physics, just as described in the preface. In other words, Marx means exactly what he says. However, if capitalist social physics constitute a mode of determinism, it is not one of ‘the economy’ in the everyday understanding of that sphere and its constitutive activities.6 Instead, the defining feature of this determinism is that it appears not to be one; its movement is value-in-motion, and value, let us recall, disappears.

The charge of economic determinism is, in fact, an overly hasty characterization of Marx’s theory of value. The movement of value determines a specific, delimited range of possible expressions taken by value’s forms, rather than determining, directly or mechanically, any single one – a movement that dissimulates value as the centre of gravity of capitalist sociality altogether. This mode of value determinism is endemic to ‘capital full-blown’.7 Capital is a regime of social averages and tipping points: socially average labour time constitutes value and serves as value’s unit of measurement; value is measured as productivity, which is, again, a social average – the ratio of total social labour time (living labour, abstracted) to total social product (dead labour, living labour objectified). Value exerts its determining force as productivity because productivity determines the costs of things: it determines the range of things that can be, and are, produced; the scale of production (also a delimited range); and, finally, the range of possibilities for the distribution of the product. As we will see, the movement of value, which takes form as productivity, pre-empts any real relativism between the differentiated parts of the capital machine, even if that is the working appearance of things. The derivation of capital’s forms (i.e., the function of abstraction) moves in one direction only. Social substance and its forms of expression (base and superstructure, if you like) are not mutually determining or conditioning. Since the 1970s, the configuration of capital has told a story about the dissolution of the performative boundaries that once demarcated the economy from the zones of politics, culture, science, art, and so on. This surface story is real; it is the outward, always-changing face of the particular, historical stage of development of capitalist accumulation (i.e., of global productivity, as we will see) that emerges in the second half of the twentieth century. It does not, however, signal the obsolescence of value and its determining operation. As always, in capital, ‘modern economics [and the stories it tells are] the theoretical expression of the capitalist mode of production’ (917):


The specific economic form in which unpaid surplus labour is pumped out of the direct producers determines the relationship of domination and servitude, as this grows directly out of the production itself and reacts back on it in turn as a determinant. On this is based the entire configuration of the economic community arising from the actual relations of production, and hence also its specific political form. It is in each case the direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the immediate producers – a relationship whose particular form naturally corresponds always to a certain level of development of the type and manner of labour, and hence to its social productive power – in which we find the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social edifice, and hence also the political form of the relationship of sovereignty and dependence, in short, the specific form of state in each case. This does not prevent the same economic basis – the same in its major conditions – from displaying endless variations and gradations in its appearance, as the result of innumerable different empirical circumstances, natural conditions, racial relations, historical influences acting from outside, etc., and these can only be understood by analyzing these empirically given conditions. (927–8)



This passage from Capital III elaborates what Marx, slightly earlier, calls ‘economic base’ as ‘the direct relationship of the owners of the conditions of production to the immediate producers … the innermost secret, the hidden basis of the entire social edifice’. The economic base is a relationship; we can also describe it as a dynamic, or movement, that congeals into ‘endless variations and gradations in its appearance’ – variations that are limited only by the contingencies of the historical development of capital and, therefore, not at all random but virtually unlimited and always exceeding any accounting of them. Capital, as social content, is always other than any one of its forms of appearance, even when, taken together, as the movement of content/form, they constitute the capitalist totality.

Why insist on Marx’s dialectical determinism – on situating value-in-motion as the ineluctable centre of gravity of capitalist social life? Capturing Marx’s analysis matters only from the standpoint of the future anterior, for the matter of theorizing capital’s transformation as a virtual but unrealized possibility. Marx’s analysis of capital’s drive to burst through its own constraints and turn into something else, however distant or unrealizable that possibility appears, is punctual and persistent throughout Capital III. To detect capital’s own radical alterity, one must grasp both the distinction between capital’s secret, hidden dynamic and its forms of appearance, as well as their ultimate identity as two standpoints on a singular historical process. As the direction of determination moves from value to its social forms, so the obsolescence of capital as social formation can only be a function of the abolition of the social relation at its core, whether that remains an imaginary, aspirational development or otherwise.

The Perceptual Physics of Capital


This book is an exegesis of Marx’s analysis in Capital III. When one reads volume III consecutively in one stretch, the unswerving consistency of the book’s analytical objective is abundantly clear across its significant (and unfinished!) length.8 Particularly striking is the relentlessness of the illustration of the study’s central thesis, as stated in the very first paragraph of the book:


Our concern is … to discover and present the concrete forms which grow out of the process of capital’s movement considered as a whole. In their actual movement, capitals confront one another in certain concrete forms, and, in relation to these, both the shape capital assumes in the immediate production process and its shape in the process of circulation appear merely as particular moments. The configurations of capital, as developed in this volume, thus approach step by step the form in which they appear on the surface of society, in the action of different capitals on one another, i.e. in competition, and in the everyday consciousness of the agents of production themselves. (117)



As stated, Marx’s concern is to demonstrate how the movement of capital, as social relation, takes particular forms of appearance in the world as it actually is – forms that, from any individual, discrete standpoint on the capital formation, mystify the actual, essential character of capital’s movement. The narrowness and explicit delimitations of Marx’s object of analysis are often mistaken: this is not an analysis of the capitalist formation, of capitalist society in its theoretically infinite variations. Rather, this is a study of capital’s hidden, inner movement and the identification of its historical conditions of emergence. It is a study of the formation and determinacy of what Marx calls the concept of capital – of that which becomes, once capital is standing on its feet, the centre of gravity of capitalist sociality. This gravitational force generates phenomenal forms that (to be even more precise) invert capital’s own internal movement. Capital’s forms are real; they are objective incarnations that carry capital’s equally objective, if immaterial and ‘suprasensible’, content: ‘objectified labour in its general social form’ (502). The exposition of this dynamic of essence-appearance constitutes the through line of Capital III; it is the trunk that articulates each of the book’s extended analytical branches.

In this exegesis of Marx’s analysis, I characterize this dynamic as a ‘perceptual physics’.9 The term is meant to capture a theory of value and its disappearance into its social forms as a theory of motion. As such, this is a dynamic specific to the capitalist mode of production and its particular excrescences. Capital is unique in its dissimulating movement: it excretes naturalized economic objectivities – and a zone conventionalized as ‘the economy’ – that congeal into a social world of inverted and mystifying appearances. This dynamic can also be characterized as a function of abstraction that moves to the core of capitalist sociality; it is a movement that carries the question of mediation to every aspect of the capitalist formation, without exception, for the length of capital’s zombie-span.10 However strange it may sound to contemporary ears, for Marx, value’s dissimulating movement (i.e., capital’s concept) can be mapped with scientific and even mathematical precision. Today, the idea of a science of social forms sounds outmoded and anachronistic. One of the objectives of this book is to explore what the scientific analysis (in Marx’s terms) of the movement of capital’s forms involves, and to demonstrate its ongoing relevance and necessity, whatever we call it. Capital’s forms of appearance are not produced in people’s heads as faulty ideas; they are produced in the world and confront the everyday consciousness of capital’s bearers – the very same agents whose activity creates them in the first place – challenging, and setting the terms for, their very survival.11

The perceptual physics of capital captures the processes that Marx calls, on the one hand, mystification and, on the other, the fetish character of value’s social forms. In Marx’s analysis, the process of mystification and its kin, the movement of the capital fetish, pertain to the two aspects of capitalist accumulation: the production of surplus-value and its distribution. The systematic process of obscuring, in the immediate appearance of things, the means by which value expands – that is, the means by which value becomes capital – is inherent to capitalist accumulation, as we will see. A gravitational pull on capital’s bearers towards a certain way of seeing, categorizing, and understanding the world is an objective dimension of the movement of capital. Capital generates a pantheon of self-representations that inform by both betraying and confirming (on different registers) our experiences in the world. At the same time, people are constantly challenging, analysing, and disassembling these surface stories. The capacity to do so is universal; the time and space to undertake the work is limited and rare.

Both mystification and fetishization involve the perceptual delinking of the phenomenon of profit from its social substance, surplus-value. Throughout Capital III, Marx articulates this formulation in a number of ways, using a number of terms, stabilizing the point through a combination of repetition and expositional variation. In each variation – historical or hypothetical case study, scenario, series of tables of calculations, and so on – the point remains consistent: in the world as it actually is, surplus-value appears (and disappears) in the form of profit. The mystification of surplus-value as profit – where profit simultaneously is, and is not, surplus-value – is the perceptual movement that stabilizes capital as a mode of domination; it facilitates the perceptual delinking of profit and surplus-value in everyday life, in the quotidian semblance of things. The significance of this perceptual delinking is central to the critical analysis of capital where surplus-value is the link between abstract wealth (value) and living human labour in cooperation as the singular generating source of that wealth, without exception.

The means by which surplus-value is created and becomes profit – that is, the property of owners of the means of production – are well understood by readers of Capital I: surplus-value is the abstraction/ socialization of surplus labour. Abstract labour is the social form taken by living, cooperative labour, objectified in the commodity, in the goods and services produced under conditions of capitalist production – goods destined for exchange. In the continuous process of capitalist production-circulation, a series of content-form derivations unfurl in capital’s reproduction: an unpaid portion of living, human cooperative labour takes the form of surplus abstract/socialized labour, which takes the form of surplus-value, which takes the form of profit. In the course of its distribution, profit takes the form of revenues: profit of enterprise, interest, rent, wages. In this book, we follow the movement of each one of these derivations in closer detail. What we find is that, despite appearances to the contrary, the gravitational force of value holds at every moment of capitalist accumulation. Every theoretical excursion Marx takes in Capital III, throughout each one of the book’s seven parts, serves to illustrate this point. At the same time, the book lays out a singular, sustained analysis, step by step, each step incorporating and building on the one before.

For this reason, in order to grasp the holism of the analysis, it is important to maintain the sequence of the exposition in Capital III. Therefore, in our reconstruction of Marx’s full theory of the movement of value, we follow the analysis step by step, in its organic sequence. Each chapter of this book takes up the material in one of the seven parts of Capital III and, in turn, works through it. To illustrate the internal consistency of Marx’s analysis in Capital III, I have limited the discussion to this text only; however, I have quoted the text extensively in order to demonstrate that everything I attribute to it is there – indeed, it is all there. What readers will find surprising is just how much is there, and how much of the analysis speaks to contemporary debates and problematics in the wide field of critical social theory. Because this book focuses almost exclusively on Capital III, and intends to be of service to groups of people reading the book together, all in-text page references are to the easily accessible 1981 Penguin edition. Any references to other texts are cited in the footnotes.





PART I

The Physics of Capital and the Mystification of Surplus-Value





1

Rate of Profit: Production


Cost Price – Fixed Capital and Circulating Capital – The Social Factory and So-Called ‘Free Labour’ – Conclusion: The Physics of Perception, Conception, Consciousness



Marx undertakes a deceptively substantial amount of groundwork in elaborating capital’s perceptual physics in the seemingly slight and inconsequential opening two chapters of Capital III, ‘Cost Price and Profit’ and ‘The Rate of Profit’. In these two chapters, the observation that becomes the book’s refrain is articulated early on: On the one hand, profit and surplus-value are identical in substance and magnitude; both are constituted by unpaid surplus labour congealed in the social form of money. On the other hand, profit and surplus-value, ‘in the world as it actually is’ (117; 134), will never appear as what they are, two expressions of the same social substance; rather, surplus-value will systematically disappear into the empirical form of profit. The dissimilation of profit and surplus-value, in the world and therefore in the mind, thwarts the potentially subversive comprehension that the living labour of the proletariat is the singular source of capitalist wealth – wealth that is surreptitiously (but also legally and ‘transparently’) appropriated by the capitalist class. Further, this dissimilation conceals an even more potentially subversive understanding: if the human activity of producing goods, when that activity is carried out in the form of wage labour, is the only activity that produces value and consequently all wealth in a capitalist society, that means that a great portion, even a majority, of human and non-human activity – creative, innovative, nurturing, cultivating, life-producing and sustaining, inventive, entrepreneurial, and so on – falls outside of the conditions required for it to take the form of social wealth altogether.1 In other words, in a capitalist mode of production, when human activity is not mobilized directly by capital, it does not – cannot – count as wealth (as value) in the narrow and increasingly exclusionary conditions of capitalist accumulation. The ‘how’ and ‘why’ of this dynamic cannot be read directly from the experience of it, even though experiential accounts illustrate the complexities of its lived realities. Nonetheless, Marx argues, ‘it is completely wrong-headed to seek directly to present the laws of the profit rate as laws of the rate of surplus-value, or vice versa’ (136). Rather, theoretical analysis (specifically, what Marx calls science, or the power of abstraction) is needed in order to arrive at the totalizing point of view that can hold capital’s contradictory, individual standpoints – its numerous possible narrative and analytical entrées – in the head (and in the body, as an aesthetic experience) simultaneously.

The nature and means of capitalist extortion may be hidden (even as their social consequences are blatant and ubiquitous), but they can be revealed through analysis. This is the political subtext of an analysis that is, prima facie, an ‘economic’ one and, even, as Marx states, a mathematical one. The mathematical comportment of the analysis returns us to the question of the significance of the category of cost price in the exposition in chapters 1 and 2 and elaborated in the remaining five chapters of part I of Capital III.

Cost Price

At this early stage of the analysis, we bring to the table what we know from Capital I: commodities are forms of value constituted in the continuity of their production and circulation, as goods produced for the purpose of sale and consumption as both means of subsistence and means of further production. ‘Cost price’ refers to the value sum of the elements that the capitalist must procure and consume in order to produce a certain commodity – elements such as machinery, raw and ancillary materials, and labour-power. The value composition of a manufacturer’s product remains the same whether we speak of a single commodity, the aggregate product of a ‘batch’ or production cycle, or a manufacturer’s product for a year. With this in mind, we can say that the cost price of a commodity is the sum of the value of those elements that represent the capitalist’s investment in both constant and variable capital, that is, the sum of capital laid out for both means of production and labour-power. We also recall from Capital I the importance of the distinction between constant capital (c) and variable capital (v) as categories that facilitate a ‘totalizing analysis’ of the means of value’s expansion in the ‘hidden abode of production’. We return to this important analytical distinction shortly. From the standpoint of the capitalist owner of the means of production, however, there is no distinction between constant and variable capital, between capital invested in raw material and capital invested in labour-power. From the point of view of the capitalist manufacturer, there are simply the various costs associated with production. In chapter 1 of Capital III, then, Marx designates cost price as k, where c + v = k, to represent the appearance of the costs of production from the standpoint of the capitalist (the purchaser of the means of production), and which corresponds to a more generalized appearance of how the business of manufacturing goods or services is carried out.

Whatever cost price (k, or undifferentiated productive capital) is perceived to be by the capitalist – capital investment, production costs, and so on – it is an imposing figure: cost price is the ‘minimum limit to the sale price of a commodity’ (128); it marks the borderline between a profitable and an unprofitable production cycle. If the value that returns to the capitalist after circulation is greater than the cost price of production, the capitalist appropriates that surplus of value above cost price as profit. If the value that returns to the capitalist is less than the cost price of production, then the capitalist has lost that diminished portion of capital from the initial investment. Cost price represents the minimum magnitude of value that must return from circulation in order to repeat the production cycle at its present scale: ‘If [the commodity] is sold beneath this cost price, the components of productive capital that were expended cannot be fully replaced from the price of sale’ (128). Cost price is, therefore, a disciplining objective appearance of capitalist production; as we will see, it is a deceptive appearance from the vantage of the totality of the capital dynamic, but it is a material appearance nonetheless. It consequently assumes what Marx calls an ‘independence’ as a category of production: decisions are made and production is organized around the need to generate returns on capital that surpass cost price. Further, cost price as objective appearance achieves its independence, or ‘autonomy’, more widely in capitalist society as a figure of common sense. The understanding that private enterprise must make a profit – that returns from doing business must exceed the costs of doing business, else the venture is pointless and unviable – is ‘common knowledge’ for employers and employees alike. As Marx states with respect to the materiality of cost price:


The independence that this portion of value acquires makes itself constantly felt in practice in the actual production of the commodity, as it must constantly be transformed back again into the form of productive capital by way of the circulation process, i.e. the cost price of the commodity must continuously buy back the elements of production consumed in its production. (118–19)



Throughout Capital III, Marx reiterates this formulation like a refrain: value’s social forms (in this case cost price) move with an abstracted, yet material, independence. In variations of Marx’s articulation of the process, he describes this independence as a process of externalization or, more often, as a process of autonomization. The repetitive and slightly varied characterizations of the process reinforce a singularity of movement: value’s appearances are disarticulated from the social dynamics/ relations that generate them, allowing the appearances – the categories, the forms – to achieve a quasi-autonomy, a provisional, self-referential logic that informs practice and perception in a capitalist mode of production. The effect of the movement, which Marx unfurls step by step, is the perceptual (and conceptual) delinking of profit and surplus-value:


In this Part, the rate of profit is taken as numerically different from the rate of surplus-value; profit and surplus-value on the other hand are treated as numerically identical magnitudes, different only in form. In the following Part we shall observe the further development of the externalization by which profit presents itself as a magnitude distinct from surplus-value in a numerical respect as well. (139–40, my emphasis)



The question is, then, what essential mediation is concealed by the disarticulated category of cost price? We know from Capital I that the value of a commodity is not simply the sum of the value of the constant capital (means of production) and the variable capital (labour-power) mobilized in its production. In purchasing labour-power, the capitalist instead receives the value of the product of living labour expended in production. In Marx’s words, ‘In place of the value of the labour-power, which is what figures in the capital advance, we have the living, value-creating labour-power that actually functions as productive capital’ (120). Living, value-creating labour produces a greater magnitude of value than the value of labour-power itself; it can be represented as the value of labour-power, plus a portion of that value in surplus, say, 50 percent, or 100 percent, and so on. The actual value of the commodity (C) is therefore the sum of the constant capital (c) and variable capital (v) plus the surplus-value (s) generated on variable capital, or, C = c + v + s. Since we have established that c + v = cost price (k), we can also say that a commodity’s value is the sum of the commodity’s cost price and the surplus-value generated in its production, or, C = k + s.

Again, as we know from Capital I, surplus-value generated in production, through the application of living labour, is not paid for by the capitalist; it is the workers’ ‘free gift’ to the capitalist and, as we will see, more precisely, to the capitalist class. The commodity’s cost price refers to the ‘cost’ to the capitalist to produce it; cost price measures an expenditure of capital. The commodity’s value, on the other hand, refers to the cost of producing a commodity from the totalized standpoint of the system; it measures, as Marx states, an expenditure of labour and, in this way, the cost of the commodity to its direct producers:


What the commodity costs the capitalist, and what it actually does cost to produce it, are two completely different quantities. The portion of the commodity’s value that consists of surplus-value costs the capitalist nothing, for the very reason that it costs the worker his unpaid labour … The capitalist cost of the commodity [its cost price] is measured by the expenditure of capital, whereas the actual cost of the commodity [its value] is measured by the expenditure of labour. (118)



The immediate significance of cost price to the capitalist initiates a series of subsequent appearances that present an inverted picture of the inner movement of the process (121). Marx states, ‘Cost price … in the economy of capital, present[s] the false semblance of an actual category of value production’ (119). Cost price appears to have a determining role in the amount of profit that returns to the capitalist as an outcome of the production-circulation cycle: a commodity can be sold on the market for a certain price; given this fact, it appears as though the more aggressively the manufacturer can reduce the capital advanced for the production of that commodity, the greater their profit on its sale. Two distorted appearances are at work here, each undermining the perception of the continuity between the value identified as profit and the surplus-value created by living labour in production: ‘From the standpoint of capitalist production, however, this actual state of affairs necessarily appears upside down’ (121).

First, it appears as though the rationalization of cost price to the greatest extent possible has a direct impact on the amount of profit generated in enterprise, when, in fact, cost price has no bearing on the magnitude of value generated in production and realized in circulation. As we know from Capital I, the value of the means of production (constant capital) is transferred to the finished commodity without a change in magnitude; it is what Marx calls ‘reappearing value’ (119). If the value of constant capital invested is lowered in one way or another, then a lesser amount of value will reappear in the finished commodity, whose total value will be relatively lower accordingly. The magnitude of surplus-value generated in production, however, remains unchanged whether the value of constant capital increases or decreases.2 Second, the immediate appearance of the determining significance of cost price for the capitalist creates the impression that profit is generated in circulation rather than where it is actually generated, in production:


The excess of value or surplus-value realized with the sale of the commodity thus appears to the capitalist as an excess of its sale price over its value, instead of an excess of its value over its cost price, so that the surplus-value concealed in the commodity is not simply realized by its sale, but actually derives from the sale itself. (128)



It appears as though profit is the result of selling the commodity for more than it cost to produce, that profit is the result of the ‘sales effort’ involved in selling the commodity above its value. If cost price is the cost to the capitalist of producing the commodity, then the higher the selling price above cost price, the greater is the amount of profit that falls to the seller. However, we know from Capital I that this is not the case: commodities are not sold at their cost prices but, rather, at their values, and surplus-value is already a portion of the commodity’s total value.3 Surplus-value may be realized in circulation when the commodity is sold, but it is congealed as a portion of the commodity’s value in the production process. So long as the commodity is sold above its cost price, it can be sold below its value and still return a profit to the seller. Competition, in fact, will drive capitalists to do exactly that, to undersell competitors while still selling above cost price: ‘The basic law of capitalist competition … depends … on this difference between the value and the cost price of commodities and the possibility deriving from this of selling commodities below their value at a profit’ (128). Under favourable circumstances (that, for structural reasons, are only ever provisional), it is also possible to sell commodities above their values, which inflates profit above the amount of surplus-value congealed in the commodity. Nonetheless, for any individual production cycle, regardless of the circumstances in which it proceeds, returning profit will be a portion of the surplus-value already congealed in the commodity. That portion could be 90 percent, 100 percent, or 110 percent – in other words, profit will be a portion of surplus-value that constitutes a lesser, equal, or greater magnitude of the commodity’s surplus-value.

To understand how this can be the case, and why it is an index of the perceptual movement of capital more generally, we look beyond the frame of the individual enterprise and individual production cycle to the wider frame of capitalist competition in general – one investment of capital confronting other capital investments in the marketplace.4 If the profit that a commodity realizes in the marketplace can be either greater or lesser than its surplus-value (and this is almost always the case; it is a coincidence when commodities are sold at their real values), the question is, how do we account for that greater or lesser portion of value that falls to the seller? In the case of a commodity sold for less than its value, a portion of its surplus-value ends up in the pocket of the purchaser, taking the form of money not spent. In the case of a commodity sold for more than its value, the entirety of the commodity’s surplus-value ends up in the pocket of the seller, plus an extra portion of already-existing value from the purchaser’s pocket. This extra portion from the purchaser’s pocket is not newly created surplus-value but, rather, a portion of value that already exists, either as another capitalist’s capital advanced to buy the means of production or as a portion of a worker’s wages used to buy the means of subsistence.

The significant point is that the only newly created value in the circuit of capital is the surplus-value created in production. The fact that a capitalist’s profit may be greater or lesser than the amount of surplus-value contained in the commodity merely obfuscates the reality that surplus-value is generated solely in production and never in circulation. This reality also conceals the fact that surplus-value, and therefore the entirety of capitalist wealth, is produced by workers:


The immediate process of production is itself simply an evanescent moment which is constantly passing over into the process of circulation, and vice versa, so that any inkling of the source of his profit, i.e. of the nature of surplus-value, which dawns more or less clearly on the capitalist in the production process itself, appears at the most as an equally valid moment alongside the notion that the excess that is realized stems from a movement that is independent of the production process itself and derives from the sphere of circulation, a movement therefore that capital possesses independently of its relation to labour. These phenomena of circulation are even adduced by modern economists such as Ramsay, Malthus, Senior, Torrens, etc. as direct proofs that capital in its mere material existence, independently of its social relation to labour (which is precisely how it comes to be capital), is an autonomous source of surplus-value alongside labour and independent of it. (135–6)



In Marx’s analysis of the perceptual physics of capital, cost price is the initial category from which all others will derive, not unlike the expositional function of ‘the commodity’ in Capital I. We will discover, for instance, that cost price is the foundational category on which Marx builds an analysis of the rate of profit in the rest of part I, the general rate of profit in part II, and the falling rate of profit in part III.

As we have established, cost price represents the capital advanced in production and therefore the minimum magnitude of value that must return to the capitalist to buy back the means of production and reinitiate the cycle. To illustrate the way this objective requirement for the capitalist operates a ‘sleight of hand’ for capital, we follow Marx in the assumption that commodities are sold at their values, and that profit and surplus-value will therefore coincide as magnitudes at each stage of the analysis and/or of capital’s circuit of reproduction. The surplus-value that is generated in production over and above cost price constitutes the capitalist’s profit; the ratio of this surplus-value (s) to cost price (c + v) is, therefore, the rate of profit, or, [image: image]. For the capitalist, the rate of profit is the mathematical translation of the singular purpose of enterprise. However, from the point of view of capital’s movement as a whole, the magnitude of surplus-value generated in production is unaffected by the magnitude of constant capital (c); constant capital is simply reappearing value that is transferred by productive labour to the commodity unaltered in magnitude and can therefore be removed from the equation. The magnitude of surplus-value, rather, is determined entirely by the magnitude of variable capital (v); the rate of surplus-value is therefore surplus-value in relation to variable capital, or, [image: image]: ‘We have already seen how … s, the surplus-value, derives only from a change in the value of v, the variable capital, and is therefore originally simply an increment to the variable capital’ (124).

Therefore, despite profit and surplus-value being identical in substance and magnitude from the vantage of capital’s circuitry, the rate of profit and the rate of surplus-value will be systematically different. Rate of profit and rate of surplus-value will always depart as numerical figures. The only apparent exception is where the value invested as constant capital (c) is zero – which is not a genuine exception because, while rate of profit and rate of surplus-value will converge numerically, they will depart in concept and configuration. Meanwhile, even though it is the rate of surplus-value that determines the magnitude of profit generated in production, for the capitalist the category of the rate of surplus-value has no meaning or reality; for the capitalist there is only the magnitude of capital invested and the rate of return on that investment. Therefore, the capitalist approaches cost price as k, rather than as c + v, eliminating any distinction between means of production and labour-power with respect to the roles they play in production and, along with that distinction, the concept for understanding the real nature of valorization:


[For the capitalist,] the portion of capital laid out on labour is distinguished from that laid out on means of production such as cotton or coal only by the fact that it serves as payment for a materially different element of production and in no way by the fact that it plays a functionally different role in the process of forming commodity value, and therefore also in the valorization process of capital … What we see here [on the surface of things] are only finished and existing values – the value portions of the capital advanced which enter the formation of the product’s value – and not an element that creates new value. The distinction between constant and variable capital has disappeared. (122)



The disappearance of the functional distinction between constant and variable capital generates the surface appearance that the additional value that falls to the capitalist at the end of the cycle is the justified outcome of their own enterprising activity – of simply the possession of (or access to) capital in the first place, but also an outcome of effective management decisions, a creative sales effort, and so on:


It is clear enough to the capitalist that this additional value derives from the productive activities which he undertakes with his capital, i.e. that it derives from the capital itself … As far as the capital actually used up in the course of production is concerned … surplus-value appears to derive equally from the different value elements of this capital, both means of production and labour. For these elements are both equally involved in the formation of the cost price. They both add their values, present as capital advances, to the value of the product and are not distinguished as constant and variable magnitudes. (125)



The collapse of variable and constant capital into cost price, according to Marx, causes great ‘confusion … in the minds of economists’ and ‘the valorization process of capital [to be] completely mystified’ (124). Here, we arrive at the first of many characterizations of the process of mystification. The different characterizations capture different aspects of the process, yet each reveals something consistent about the movement and the appearances it generates, namely, the obfuscation of the identity of profit and surplus-value, and the subsequent obfuscation of the source of all capitalist wealth in the cooperative labour of workers. Concealing the identity of profit and surplus-value also mystifies the location of the production of wealth. While the creation of value takes place exclusively in production, the everyday appearance of things suggests it is generated in circulation, in the course of buying and selling, as a function of an effective ‘sales effort’.5

Fixed Capital and Circulating Capital

Cost price designates the sum of value invested in production that reappears in the value of the finished commodity; it includes, as a portion of c (constant capital), the value lost by the instruments of labour – the wear and tear on machinery, for example – which congeals as a component of the commodity’s social substance. The commodity represents ‘circulating capital’; however, its production requires an advance of capital that comprises both circulating and fixed capital. The categories of fixed and circulating capital make it possible to name, and thus theorize, a distinction that serves to further mystify the source of surplus-value in living labour.6 In the course of production, fixed capital – buildings or machinery – is applied in its entirety, all at once; even when the entirety of its value is not transferred, the whole of any machine is engaged in the production of each commodity:


In its material capacity, the entire capital serves to form the product, the means of labour as much as the production materials and labour itself. The entire capital is materially involved in the labour process, even if only a part of it is involved in the process of valorization. (126)



While all surplus-value consists of appropriated surplus labour, the process cannot proceed without the application of the entire capital advanced. Labour-power in the form of variable capital does not generate surplus-value simply as a consequence of its consumption in production; the process is facilitated by the means of labour, represented by an investment in fixed capital. Fixed capital may contribute only a small portion of its overall value to the cost price of any single commodity, but it is applied as a whole to the production of every commodity and to the formation of surplus-value (126; 132). Marx quotes English economist Thomas Malthus to capture the practical assumption of the capitalist and economist, that ‘surplus-value springs simultaneously from all parts of the capital applied’: ‘The capitalist … expects an equal profit upon all the parts of the capital which he advances.’ In analysis, we can see that surplus-value is factored on variable capital; however, in the upside-down world of capitalist competition in practice, profit is factored on a sum of value that demands a different category of production: ‘applied capital in general’ (126). ‘Applied capital in general’ captures the material appearance – described by Malthus above – that capital, in and of itself, has the capacity to generate profit simply by virtue of its being put into motion. Once again, we arrive at the central thesis of Capital III: profit is the mystified form – the ‘transformed form’ – of surplus-value, and the particular capacity of living labour to produce surplus-value is mistaken for the capacity of the automatic subject of capital itself:


As this supposed derivative of the total capital advanced, the surplus-value takes on the transformed form of profit … Profit, as we are originally faced with it, is thus the same thing as surplus-value, save in a mystified form, though one that necessarily arises from the capitalist mode of production. Because no distinction between constant and variable capital can be recognized in the apparent formation of the cost price, the origin of the change in value that occurs in the course of the production process is shifted from the variable capital to the capital as a whole. Because the price of labour-power appears at one pole in the transformed form of wages, surplus-value appears at the other pole in the transformed form of profit. (126–7)



Machinery, in the form of fixed capital, enacts the subject–object inversion that characterizes the movement of capitalist development more generally. Marx unfurls this formulation most explicitly in the Grundrisse: machinery as the ‘accumulation of knowledge and of skill, of the general productive forces of the social brain’, is ‘absorbed into capital, as opposed to labour, and hence appears as an attribute of capital.’7 The phrase ‘as opposed to labour’ has two meanings. First, the force of accumulated knowledge and skill – the force of the social brain – appears as an attribute of capital rather than as an outcome of human beings building knowledge in collaboration, directly or indirectly, over time. In Capital III, Marx refers to the collaborative building of knowledge – an evanescent, utopian spin on what collective human activity is at its core despite its truncated expression in a capitalist mode of production – as ‘universal labour’ and distinguishes it from ‘communal labour’ or directly cooperative engagement:


Universal labour is all scientific work, all discovery and invention. It is brought about partly by the cooperation of men now living, but partly also by building on earlier work. Communal labour, however, simply involves the direct cooperation of individuals. (199)



The second meaning is that accumulated knowledge and skill, objectified in machinery, in its capitalist integument, stands in opposition to the workers, who become appendages to the means of production in the workplace, but also more widely in the formation of a surplus population made redundant to the production process in the course of its progressive mechanization. In this image, machinery is the objectification of social, subjective capacities and agencies that, when organized by capitalist production relations, can be mobilized only by capital, administered by its collective proprietor, the capitalist class. As such, machinery – the objectification of ‘society’s science’ – appears as a force brought to bear on the world and its creative enterprise by capital itself, a force antagonistic to the embodied source of human ingenuity that created it.8

Here, we can invoke Marx’s formulation of the fetish, in this case, the fetish character of fixed capital: fixed capital, ‘whose physical presence or use value is machinery’, generates the ‘semblance of validity’ around the objective illusion that fixed capital itself ‘creates value and hence also surplus-value’ for its proprietor.9 Marx characterizes fetishization as the process whereby capital’s social forms accrue to themselves, in the general consciousness of capital’s bearers, the value-creating capacity that is, in reality, an attribute of living labour alone. The fetish is a dynamic that emerges with ‘the full development of capital’, the achievement of a sufficient degree of systemic maturity whereby


the entire production process appears as not subsumed under the direct skilfulness of the worker, but rather as the technological application of science. [It is] hence, the tendency of capital to give production a scientific character; direct labour [is] reduced to a mere moment of this process.10



In part II of Capital III, we will see that the fetish character of the category of ‘applied capital in general’, where value appears to be created by capital in any particular form simply by virtue of its being applied as capital, expresses ‘the basic law of capitalist competition … the law that governs the general rate of profit and the so-called prices of production determined by it’ (127–8). More specifically, the category of ‘applied capital in general’ facilitates the appearance that the world of capitalist competition is a struggle between capitalists – a heroic battle of entrepreneurial wits and ingenuity undertaken by individual enterprises against the field of all other competing enterprises – rather than what it actually is: a struggle between capital and labour, between the collective capitalist (or capitalist class) and the collective worker (or working class).11


Rate of Profit

In chapter 1 of Capital III, Marx theorizes the identity/nonidentity of surplus-value and profit; using Marx’s typical dialectical formulation, we could say that profit both is and is not surplus-value:12 identical as objectified social labour time, surplus-value and profit are mutually repelled as objective thought forms. Profit is the transformed form of surplus-value, as well as its mystification, such that surplus-value’s potential for unlocking the secret that the source of wealth is living labour is obliterated along with the category itself. The category of profit, meanwhile, points to the opposite conclusion, that the source of wealth is capital, in any form, applied in general: ‘Since all sections of capital equally appear as sources of the excess value (profit), the capital relation is mystified’ (136). The dynamic of the capital formation itself generates this unresolvable contradiction between profit and surplus-value; suspending the contradiction in analysis is therefore adequate to its object, as the grasping of irreducible vantage points on the process as a whole. The dialectic is a method of theorizing that is both generated by capital and required by it, in order to grasp capital’s movement in concept. It is a mode of thinking through abstraction – itself an expression of capital’s mediation of object of analysis and method of analysis.

However, in chapter 2 of Capital III, we learn that the dialectical relationship between surplus-value and profit is derived from another essence-appearance dynamic that is presupposed by – or logically prior to – the transformation of surplus-value into profit, namely, the transformation of rate of surplus-value into rate of profit:


It is the transformation of surplus-value into profit that is derived from the transformation of the rate of surplus-value into the profit rate, not the other way round. In actual fact, the 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 as profit are visible surface phenomena. (134)



Marx’s famous instructions for materialist analysis, as minimal as they are, tell us to begin where bourgeois thinkers typically end up: with the chaotic conception of the imagined concrete, that is, with visible surface phenomena.13 In this case, we begin with the interests of individual capitalists as they, themselves, perceive them to be, according to the terms of competitive private enterprise. From the vantage of the capitalist, the value that returns over and above cost price is profit. This ratio, the ratio of the cost of doing business against the revenues from doing business – the difference representing profit – is a code, a hieroglyph, that contains the hidden source of capital’s perceptual distortions. This ratio, rate of profit, is ‘ground zero’, the movement from which the capitalist’s inverted thought-forms derive. These perceptual physics – objective abstractions and their subsequent autonomization – are systemic to capitalist accumulation. They bludgeon their way into a form of ‘common sense’ and inform how capital’s bearers perceive their own material interests, collapsing world-making, and life-making, into profit-making. On its face, determination of the rate of profit is a ‘purely mathematical’ question (141). Behind its mask, however, it is political; it is the mathematical expression of class struggle:


As far as the individual capitalist is concerned, it is evident enough that the only thing that interests him is the ratio of the surplus-value, the excess value which he receives from selling his commodities, to the total capital advanced for the production of these commodities, whereas not only do the specific ratios of this excess value to the particular components of his capital, and its inner connections with them, not interest him, but it is actually in his interest to disguise these particular ratios and inner connections.


Even though the excess value of the commodity over its cost price arises in the immediate process of production, it is only in the circulation process in as much as in the world as it actually is, the world of competition, i.e. on the market, it depends on market conditions whether or not this excess is realized and to what extent. It needs no further elaboration here that, if a commodity is sold above or below its value, there is simply a different distribution of the surplus-value, and that this distribution, the altered ratio in which various individuals partake of the surplus-value, in no way affects either the magnitude or the character of the surplus-value itself. Not only is the circulation process, for its part, the scene of those transformations that were considered in Volume 2, but these also coincide with actual competition, the purchase and sale of commodities above or below their value, so that as far as the individual capitalist is concerned, the surplus-value that he realizes depends just as much on this mutual cheating as on the direct exploitation of labour. (134)



One of capital’s advantages in class struggle is consolidated in the disjunction of production and circulation, in the way that capitalist production both is and is not circulation. Exploitation – the extraction of surplus-value – without exception (and to this day), takes place in production, but its process is realized, animated, and given social form in the sphere of circulation, the sphere of competition – the sphere of ‘mutual swindling and cheating among the capitalists’ – where the battle between capital’s representatives conceals the antagonism between capital and labour (235).

Let us look more closely at the mathematical configuration of this fundamental antagonism. The all-important ratio from the vantage point of the capitalist is surplus-value over total capital advanced: [image: image], or the rate of profit. However, the all-important ratio from the dialectical vantage point of the capitalist system is surplus-value over variable capital: [image: image], or the rate of surplus-value. As we know from Capital I, the rate of surplus-value is the ratio of unpaid (extorted) labour time over paid labour time – the ratio that congeals into the material form of every commodity as an exchange-value, and the process of congealing and concealing that constitutes the commodity’s fetish character. This ratio, the logical, mathematical expression of class struggle, expresses the value-generating capacity of the total social capital and the distribution of that total social capital – the portion that falls to the capitalist class over the portion that falls to the working class at any historical conjuncture of the system.

The core argument in Capital III is that the movement of capital as a whole throws up barriers to its undistorted perception and comprehension that inhibit generalized consciousness of living labour as the source of capitalist wealth and, therefore, of the legitimate claim of the working class (including those who ‘produce’ workers!) – not just on the surplus-value generated in production but on the whole kit and caboodle!14 The point made in chapter 2 is that this impediment to comprehension stems logically from the systematic difference between the two ratios in question, the rate of profit and the rate of surplus-value. Despite the fact that s, as the excess value that returns to the capitalist in the culmination of production-circulation, is identical in substance and magnitude in the case of each ratio (rate of profit as [image: image] and rate of surplus-value as [image: image]), the ratios themselves will always depart as both figures and percentages. In other words, as a result of their structural composition, rate of profit and rate of surplus-value will always be different mathematical values. Even if the value of c in the rate of profit is zero, and the numerical values in the case of the two percentages are thus contingently aligned, the compositional distinction between the two figures persists:


Thus even if the rate of profit is numerically different from the rate of surplus-value, while surplus-value and profit are in fact the same and even numerically identical, profit is still for all that a transformed form of surplus-value, a form in which its origins and the secret of its existence are veiled and obliterated. In point of fact, profit is the form of appearance of surplus-value, and the latter can be sifted out from the former only by analysis. 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 realized 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.

The further we trace out the valorization process of capital, the more is the capital relationship mystified and the less are the secrets of its internal organization laid bare. (139)



As a mathematical figure, the rate of profit is inherently different from the rate of surplus-value; they represent ‘two different standards for measuring the same quantity’ (134). In other words, without the concept of the difference between c and v, one cannot arrive at the concept of the identity of surplus-value and profit, nor at the concept of surplus-value as the value-expression of the capacity belonging solely to living labour to create more value than the value objectified in its own commodified form as labour-power. This comprehension is precisely what is obscured in the category of the rate of profit, the only working category for the capitalist – the ruling class – and consequently the ‘ruling idea’ about the purpose of commodity production altogether. With the category of rate of profit, the excess value that returns to the capitalist appears to be as much a consequence of the investment in c (means of production) as v (labour-power), undermining the crucial distinction between these two capital investments: only one – labour-power – will become a spring of fresh surplus-value in its productive consumption. The distinctiveness of labour-power from the other means of production, which only transfer their value to the value of the product, is mystified when these two capital investments are collapsed into the undifferentiated expenses that form the capitalist’s cost price of production.

In chapters 3 through 7, which make up the bulk of part I, Marx illustrates the theoretical postulates introduced in chapters 1 and 2. These chapters consist of case studies, both hypothetical and historical, that illustrate the changes to the rate of profit when there is a change in any of its constituent variables: a rise or fall in the cost of raw material, ancillary material, and/or machinery (constant capital); a rise or fall in the cost of labour (wages); a change in the intensity of labour (a change in the rate of surplus-value by means other than a rise or fall in wages); and so on. In each of these case studies, Marx demonstrates the guiding argument of part I: at this stage of the analysis, where the substance and magnitude of surplus-value and profit are identical, rate of surplus-value and rate of profit as ratios/percentages will systematically depart numerically:15


We have dealt with all possible cases of variation of v, c and C in our equation. We have seen how the profit rate can fall, rise, or remain the same, with the rate of surplus-value constant throughout, in so far as the slightest alteration in the ratio between v and c or C is sufficient to alter the profit rate as well. (155)



While the rate of surplus-value is determined by the value and productivity of the combined worker (the collective worker), the rate of profit is determined by the rate of surplus-value and the value composition of the capital – the ratio and sum of c and v (161). Case by case, Marx isolates each of the equation variables while altering one or both of the remaining variables in order to demonstrate the impact of every possible modification. What becomes apparent is that the identity of surplus-value and profit cannot be rendered empirically. Every possible variation in the rate of surplus-value (rising, falling, or constant) may correspond to any possible variation of the rate of profit (rising, falling, or constant):


It results from all these … cases, therefore, that a rising profit rate can correspond to a falling or a rising rate of surplus-value, a 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. We have already shown … that a rising, falling or unchanged rate of profit can also correspond to a rate of surplus-value that remains the same. (161)



The situation consolidates the deep mystification of the source of capitalist profit in living labour:


But if we start from this rate of profit, we can never establish any specific relationship between the excess [s] and the part of capital laid out on wages [v] … What the rate of profit as such shows is rather a uniform relationship of the excess to equally important parts of the capital [means of production and labour], which from this point of view exhibits no internal distinctions apart from that between fixed and circulating. (138)



From the standpoint of the capitalist, the only calculation of concern (the only calculation that exists!) is rate of profit – the immediate form of appearance that today dictates global production and commerce across the world market. While the value of constant capital has no bearing on the rate or magnitude of surplus-value, it does have a direct impact on the rate of profit: a decrease in the cost of c relative to the other variables increases rate of profit. For this reason, the first priority of the capitalist, in both consciousness and practice, is to diminish the cost of raw material and machinery, or the cost of the use of raw material and machinery. Marx explores the various means by which the capitalist attacks this objective (and its attending consequences on the production process and labour conditions) in chapter 5, ‘Economy in the Use of Constant Capital’, documenting strategies ranging from methods of utilizing raw materials more rationally in production and thereby cheapening their cost (good-quality raw material tends to absorb labour more rationally and effectively, thereby augmenting the rate of profit), to the development of economies of scale, to inventing new uses for (as well as selling) waste materials, to methods for reducing the depreciation of machinery, to the dogged pursuit of free trade agreements that lower duties on imported raw materials. The training and disciplining of workers, apart from having a potential impact on the productivity of labour, also serves the rationalized use of raw material, thereby potentially increasing the rate of profit:



The fanaticism that the capitalist shows for economizing on means of production is now comprehensible. If nothing is to be lost or wasted, if the means of production are to be used only in the manner required by production itself, then this depends partly on the workers’ training and skill and partly on the discipline that the capitalist exerts over the combined workers, which would become superfluous in a state of society where the workers worked on their own account … The same fanaticism is also expressed inversely in the form of skimping on elements of production, which is a major way of lowering the value of the constant capital in relation to the variable and thus of increasing the rate of profit. (176)



For the capitalist, reducing the cost of the means of production augments the relative profit that returns at the end of the production-circulation cycle; once again, it appears as though this fact has nothing at all to do with labour and is, rather, a power inherent to capital itself:


Yet the economical use of constant capital still appears to the capitalist as a requirement completely alien to the worker and absolutely independent of him, a requirement which does not concern the worker in the least … To a still higher level than is the case with other powers intrinsic to labour, this economy in the use of means of production, this method of attaining a certain result with the least possible expense, appears as a power inherent in capital and a method specific to and characteristic of the capitalist mode of production. (177–8)



The attribution of social power to capital constitutes capital’s perceptual physics – its real appearance as self-valorizing value, as the ‘automatic subject’.16 Meanwhile, if increasing the rate of profit through the economical use of constant capital can appear as though it has nothing to do with labour, the consequences for labour of such economization cannot be hidden. Economizing strategies have an impact on working conditions that is brutal and direct, and section 2 of chapter 5 (‘Savings on the Conditions of Work at the Workers’ Expense’) is dedicated to this illustration:


Just as the capitalist mode of production promotes on the one hand the development of the productive forces of social labour, so on the other hand does it promote economy in the use of constant capital.

Yet there is more to this than the alienation and indifference that the worker, as the bearer of living labour, has towards the economical, i.e. rational and frugal use of his conditions of labour. The contradictory and antithetical character of the capitalist mode of production leads it to count the squandering of the life and health of the worker, and the depression of his conditions of existence, as itself an economy in the use of constant capital, and hence a means for raising the rate of profit. (179)



In this section, Marx reproduces reports that were made throughout England on working conditions and worker health in mines, factories, and other enclosed workspaces, documenting the ‘destruction of life, limb and health’ that resulted from inadequate drainage and ventilation, ill-constructed shafts and roadways, overcrowding of workers in cramped spaces, the suppression of precautionary safety measures, and the ‘profitable use of children’. Marx contrasts the extreme frugality in the use of dead labour objectified in means of production with the equally extreme squandering of living labour, of flesh and blood, of brains and muscles, that typifies capitalist production to this day: ‘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’ (182). This ongoing and yet unimaginable inversion – the sacrifice of living labour for the sake of securing dead labour – is an expression of the ineluctable need to increase the rate of profit of enterprise.

The Social Factory and So-Called Free Labour

There is a partial (or immediate) verity in the practice of calculating profit on capital investment in both c and v: labour, as ‘applied’ labour-power, only creates value in the course of transferring the value of c to the finished product: ‘In order that a definite quantity of labour may be realized in commodities, and therefore form value, a definite quantity of materials and means of labour is required’ (137). In other words, labour creates value solely through the process of working with and on means of production, in working up raw material into commodities:


Even though it is only the variable part of capital that creates surplus-value, it does so only under the condition that the other parts are advanced as well, i.e. the conditions of production for labour. Since the capitalist can exploit labour only by advancing constant capital, and since he can valorize the constant capital only by advancing the variable, these are both one and the same in his eyes, and this is all the more so in that the actual degree of his profit is determined in relation not to his variable capital but to his total capital; not by the rate of surplus-value but by the rate of profit, which as we shall see, may remain the same while expressing different rates of surplus-value. (133)



An analysis of the necessary, if indirect, role played by constant capital in the formation of value can be brought to current theories of so-called free labour: everyday activities performed voluntarily – usually involving digital platforms, including social media – that provide companies with media content, data, and ears/eyes on advertising, all of which become a basis for privatized profit-making. Some commentators use the term ‘prosumer’ to characterize the consumer-become-producer – the unpaid digital labourer who ‘works’ through consuming, and whose voluntary labour is exploited by capitalist enterprise under the aegis of leisure-time and/or the administration of everyday life.17 Some commentators, including the critical communications theorist Christian Fuchs, argue that this ‘unpaid digital labour’ produces surplus-value for the capitalist and is therefore subject to Marx’s critique of productive labour – a crucial category in the analysis of the value form:



Users spend time on corporate Internet platforms that are funded by targeted advertising capital accumulation models. The time spent on corporate platforms is the value created by their unpaid digital labour. Their digital labour creates social relations, profile data, user-generated content and transaction data (browsing behavior) – a data commodity that is offered for sale by Internet corporations to advertising clients that can select certain user groups they want to target. The act of exploitation is already created by the circumstance that users create a data commodity, in which their online work time is objectified, and that they do not own this data themselves, but rather corporate Internet platforms with the help of terms of use and privacy policies acquire ownership of this data. Corporate Internet platforms offer the data commodity that is the result of Internet prosumption activity for sale to advertisers. The value realization process, the transformation of value into profit, takes place when targeted users view the advertisement (pay per view) or click on it (pay per click). Not all data commodities are sold all of the time and specific groups of data commodities are more popular than others, but exploitation always takes place at the point of the production and appropriation of the commodity and prior to a commodity’s sale.18



With the good intention of critically reframing the (often empirical or positivist) conception of ‘prosumption’, Fuchs, in this passage, rightly points out that many of the activities now ‘outsourced’ to consumers, as unpaid digital labourers, were once performed by waged employees. According to Fuchs, since that activity is now unwaged, it represents an especially high rate of exploitation, and the large profits generated by the companies that benefit from this activity index a new mode of value production and appropriation: ‘If Internet users become productive prosumers, then in terms of Marxian class theory this means that they become productive labourers who produce surplus value and are exploited by capital, because for Marx productive labour generates surplus value.’19


Fuchs’s theory, however, is a significant departure from that of Marx. As we know from Capital I, value-producing labour is always (because it must be) coincident with wage labour (which is to say, it must take the form of private property), the legal form of socialized (abstract) labour in its capitalist integument. Without exception, it is labour performed on the clock.20 The activity of digital media users does not meet the conditions under which labour produces surplus-value. However, that does not mean that surplus-value is not generated in the process of mining the traces of digital activity: waged workers who carry out the gathering, coordination, compilation, and analysis of these traces and turn them into ‘data’, and into sellable data commodities, indeed generate surplus-value in the context of the private enterprises that sell these data commodities. As with any other commodity, tangible or intangible, when it goes to market surplus socialized labour is congealed as a portion of the commodity as value-quantum – a portion that is realized as profit if and when the commodity is sold.

In the analysis of the movement of capital, determining which activities constitute productive labour and which do not – that is, the identification of which activities, literally, cannot ‘count’ as capital, because they are not exchanged as private property – is not simply an academic exercise.
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