Did Marx think the profit rate equalises?
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This paper will argue that despite the titles of the relevant chapters of Capital, profit-rate equalisation for Marx is at most an unrealised and unrealisable tendency.

The title of C.III.9 is ‘Formation of a General Rate of Profit (Average Rate of Profit)’ etc., – a formula which suggests that these are equivalent concepts. But the wider text suggests that Marx regarded them as different. The primary concept is the general rate, determined by the capitalist production process as a whole, while average rates of profit are grounded in the subjective experience of the individual capitalist.

Although the title of C.III.10 appears unequivocal – ‘Equalisation of the General Rate of Profit Through Competition.’ etc. – Marx’s discussion shows that he was developing a conception of the various quantities as random variables. ‘Equalisation’ should be understood as a reference to the statistics of probability distributions , and to the evolution of their parameters in time.

Marx held this statistical conception, in outline, from a very early date. Indeed, it occurs in one of Marx’s earliest interventions in the workers’ movement, the lectures he delivered to the German Workingmen's Club of Brussels in 1847 (later the pamphlet "Wage Labour and Capital").

