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Class, Society and Capitalism 

 

͞Giǀe ŵe that ǁhiĐh I ǁaŶt, aŶd Ǉou shall haǀe this ǁhiĐh Ǉou ǁaŶt͟ ;“ŵith, p. ϭϵͿ 
 

 ͞The specific economic form, in which unpaid surplus-labour is pumped out of direct 

producers, determines the relationship of rulers and ruled…it is alǁaǇs the diƌeĐt ƌelatioŶship of 
the oǁŶeƌs of the ĐoŶditioŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ to the diƌeĐt pƌoduĐeƌs…ǁhiĐh ƌeǀeals the 
innermost secret, the hidden basis of the eŶtiƌe soĐial stƌuĐtuƌe͟  
(Marx, Capital Vol. III) 

 

Is capitalism a system of exchange, or a system of production?  

 

Karl Polanyi (1886-1964) 

 What was The Great Transformation?  

 What concerns us here is what happens before the 20th C 

- What is aŶ ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ sǇsteŵ͛? It is a system that ensures order in the production 

and distribution of goods so that the society iŶ ƋuestioŶ ĐaŶ solǀe the ͚eĐoŶoŵiĐ 
pƌoďleŵ͛ 

- In these two chapters he examines 4 different principles of economic organization: 

ƌeĐipƌoĐitǇ, ƌedistƌiďutioŶ, householdiŶg aŶd ͚ďaƌteƌ͛ 
 Unlike the other 3 principles, the principle of barter requires an exclusively economic 

institution to operate as a system: the MARKET 

Combination of 3 non-market principles: Reciprocity, redistribution, householding 

No exist= no economy 

What we associate with economies. 

 

The Argument 

 What does PolaŶǇi ŵeaŶ ǁheŶ he saǇs that ͞Ŷo soĐietǇ Đould eǆist foƌ aŶǇ leŶgth of 
tiŵe uŶless it had aŶ eĐoŶoŵǇ of soŵe soƌt͟? 

 What is peculiar about non-ŵaƌket eĐoŶoŵiĐ sǇsteŵs is the ͞aďseŶĐe of the ŵotiǀe of 
gain.. And especially, the absence of any separate and distinct institution based on 

eĐoŶoŵiĐ ŵotiǀes͟ ;p. ϰϳͿ 
 Pre-19th C: Different societies had distinct economic systems based on principles of 

reciprocity, redistribution and householding.   

find more resources at oneclass.com

find more resources at oneclass.com



 

Non-economic motives 

 Economic motive involves individual interest: Utility and profit as individual economic 

motives: what are non-economic motives? 

 The ͞outstaŶdiŶg disĐoǀeƌǇ of ƌeĐent historical and anthropological research is that 

ŵaŶ͛s eĐoŶoŵǇ, as a ƌule, is suďŵeƌged iŶ his soĐial ƌelatioŶships. He does not act so as 

to safeguard his individual interest in the possession of material good; he acts so as to 

safeguard his social standing, his social claims, his social assets͟ ;p. ϰϲͿ 
Economic motives: includes individual interest, utility, profit 

Non-economic motives: made sure economic problem was solved. Reciprocity [who] pays the 

bills, help someone move p.g.48. 

Redistribution: paying taxes (the state) 

 

Non-Market Principles of Economic Organization 

 Reciprocity: ͞The ŵale, ǁho pƌoǀides foƌ his sisteƌ aŶd heƌ faŵilǇ ďǇ deliǀeƌiŶg the 
finest specimens of his crop, will mainly earn credit due to his good behaviour, but will 

reap little iŵŵediate ďeŶefit iŶ eǆĐhaŶge͟ ;p. ϰϴͿ. 
 Redistribution: ͞A suďstaŶtial paƌt of all the pƌoduĐe of the islaŶd is deliǀeƌed ďǇ the 

ǀillage headŵeŶ to the Đhief ǁho keeps it iŶ stoƌage͟ ;p. ϰϴͿ ǁho ǁill distƌiďute it duƌiŶg 
feasts, dances and in long-distance trade with other communities  

 Householding ͞ĐoŶsists iŶ pƌoduĐtioŶ foƌ oŶe͛s oǁŶ use͟ ;p. ϱϯͿ. Natuƌal ǁaǇs 
(Aristotle) of acquiring the goods needed to satisfy economic needs 

Aristotle: to solve the economic problem 

 

The Self-Regulating Market 

 It implies an economic system ǁheƌe ͚oƌdeƌ iŶ the pƌoduĐtioŶ aŶd distƌiďutioŶ of goods͛ 
is ensured by the price system, ďǇ the ͚laǁs of the ŵaƌket͛ ;supplǇ/deŵaŶdͿ 

 It implies the existence of a society whose members behave according to the motives it 

requires to function: a market society! 

 The principle of barter iŶǀolǀes a ƌadiĐal sepaƌatioŶ oƌ ͚diseŵďeddiŶg͛ of the eĐoŶoŵǇ 
fƌoŵ soĐietǇ: ͞IŶstead of eĐoŶoŵǇ ďeiŶg eŵďedded iŶ soĐial ƌelatioŶs, soĐial ƌelatioŶs 
aƌe eŵďedded iŶ the eĐoŶoŵiĐ sǇsteŵ͟ ;p. ϲϬͿ 

 

Adam Smith (1723-1790) 

 Scottish political economist famous for his Wealth of Nations (1776) and considered a 

champion of capitalism 

  Critiqued then dominant Mercantilist economic policy and practice 

  Claimed that public ends/the public good would best be served by individuals pursuing 

their own self-interest 

  Less popular, but just as important is his Theory of Moral Sentiments (1759) 

 

Sŵith’s TheorǇ of Capitalisŵ 

 Who ǁas “ŵith͛s iŶteŶded audieŶĐe foƌ the Wealth of Nations (1776)? 

 CƌitiƋue of ͚ŵeƌĐaŶtilist eĐoŶoŵiĐ doĐtƌiŶe͛ 
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 Wealth is not the amount of money held in the national treasury but depends on the 

pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ of laďouƌ ;laďouƌ theoƌǇ of ǀalueͿ ↑ ďǇ D of L 

 D of L presupposes the existence of markets 

- What is the division of labour? Surplus production 

- Market decides where resources go (price system) 

- ͚IŶǀisiďle haŶd͛ ǁill eŶsuƌe self-iŶteƌest→puďliĐ good 

- “uggests aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of Đapitalisŵ as ͚Ŷatuƌal͛ aŶd that it has alǁaǇs eǆisted 
(in embryonic form) 

Market society: rational economic men and women gain. 

 

Smith on Human Nature 

 ͞[The diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ] is the ŶeĐessaƌǇ, though ǀeƌǇ sloǁ aŶd gƌadual ĐoŶseƋueŶĐe of 
a ĐeƌtaiŶ pƌopeŶsitǇ iŶ huŵaŶ Ŷatuƌe…the pƌopeŶsitǇ to tƌuĐk, ďaƌteƌ aŶd eǆĐhaŶge oŶe 
thiŶg foƌ aŶotheƌ͟ ;p. ϴͿ 

 The ͚opuleŶĐe͛ of a ͞Điǀilized ĐouŶtƌǇ͟ is oŶlǇ possiďle due to the ͞assistaŶĐe aŶd 
ĐoopeƌatioŶ of ŵaŶǇ thousaŶds͟ of ǁoƌkeƌs ;p. ϴͿ 

 How do we get self-iŶteƌested iŶdiǀiduals to Đoopeƌate? ͞It is Ŷot fƌoŵ the ďeŶeǀoleŶĐe 
of the butcher, the brewer or the baker that we expect our dinner, but from their regard 

for their own self-iŶteƌest͟ ;p. ϴͿ 
Many people to buy verses less people to buy. 

 

The Division of Labour 

 Pin Factory illustration (20 pins vs. 48,000!) 

 The more extensive the division of labour, the more productive labour is  

 EǆteŶsioŶ of diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ dƌiǀeŶ ďǇ ͚laƌge ǁaŶts͛ ;liŵited ďǇ ͚sŵall ǁaŶts͛Ϳ– this 

pƌesupposes the eǆisteŶĐe of ŵaƌkets iŶ ǁhiĐh suƌplus is eǆĐhaŶged ;͚spiŶŶeƌs aŶd 
ǁeaǀeƌs͛Ϳ 

 “peĐializatioŶ the ŵaƌk of ͞iŵpƌoǀed soĐietǇ͟: ͞The laďouƌ…ǁhiĐh is ŶeĐessary to 

produce any one complete manufacture is almost always divided among a great number 

of haŶds͟ ;p. ϱͿ 
 

Technological Innovation 

 How does specialization improve productivity? 

- Improves dexterity of worker, efficiency of motion, introduction of machinery 

 How do innovations arise? 

- From the workers themselves (boy on a fire-engine) 

- From the makers of machines (a particular trade) 

- From philosophers (creative thinkers!) 

 ‘esultiŶg ͚opuleŶĐe͛ ͞eǆteŶds itself to the loǁest ƌaŶks of the people͟ ;p. ϳͿ. 
 

Social Consequences of D of L 

 Does “ŵith ĐoŶfuse the ͚soĐial diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ͛ ;faƌŵeƌs, tailoƌs, ĐaƌpeŶteƌsͿ ǁith the 
͚teĐhŶiĐal diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ͛? Class diǀisioŶ ďetǁeeŶ ͚iŶdustƌialist͛ aŶd ͚ǁoƌkeƌs͛ 
emerges later (ch. 6). 
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 ͞ďǇ ƌeduĐiŶg eǀeƌǇ ŵaŶ͛s ďusiŶess to some one simple operation, and by making this 

opeƌatioŶ the sole eŵploǇŵeŶt of his life…͟ ;p. ϭϯͿ.  
- Cogs iŶ a ŵaĐhiŶe? Coŵpaƌe Maƌǆ oŶ ͚alieŶatioŶ͛, the de-skilling of labour and 

increased competition 

- From nurturing many talents to specializing in the one that will fetch the highest 

price in the market  

- Extreme dependence on the labour of others, but in a highly depersonalized, anti-

social way 

 

Karl Marx ( 1818 – 1883) 

 Philosopher, radical democrat and political economist 

 Intellectual influences: German philosophy, French Political Radicalism and English 

Political Economy 

 “peŶt ŵost of life gettiŶg eǆiled, ĐouldŶ͛t hold doǁŶ a steadǇ good paǇiŶg joď 

 Early collaboration with Frederick Engels (1820-95), whose Condition of the Working 

Class in England (1844) profoundly influenced Marx 

 With Engels, wrote The Communist Manifesto (1848) during a period of great social and 

political unrest 

 

Marǆ’s TheorǇ of Capitalisŵ 

 IŶ Maƌǆ͛s ǀieǁ, “ŵith ĐoƌƌeĐtlǇ uŶdeƌstood the ǀalue-creating role of labour and how 

the D of L increases the productivity of the forces of production (FP) of society  

 BUT: “ŵith͛s ǀieǁ of the D of L abstracts from the class structure of society– the 

relations of production (RP) 

 Marx is not only interested in HOW commodities are produced, but also the political, 

legal and ideological institutional arrangements needed to maintain this economic 

structure: the ways in which FP + RP combine 

 ͚VoluŶtaƌǇ eǆĐhaŶge͛ pƌesupposes pƌopeƌtǇ ƌights of a speĐifiĐ kiŶd, a state that ǁill 
eŶfoƌĐe theŵ aŶd ͚ƌuliŶg ideas͛ that legitiŵate aƌƌaŶgeŵeŶts as ͞just͟ 

 

Marǆ’s TheorǇ of Capitalisŵ 

 Capitalisŵ a histoƌiĐallǇ speĐifiĐ foƌŵ of eĐoŶoŵiĐ oƌgaŶizatioŶ ďased oŶ ͚the pƌiǀate 
aŶd eǆĐlusioŶaƌǇ oǁŶeƌship of the ŵeaŶs of pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ as CAPITAL  

 Capital is both a thing (money, Đoŵŵodities, the ͚means of labour͛Ϳ AND a social 

relation of production between labour and non-labourer– working class and capitalist 

class 

 Presents an OPPOSING VIEW to Smith on the consequences of the D of L: ͞We ĐaŶ 
hardly believe that the fatter capital ďeĐoŵes the ŵoƌe ǁill its slaǀe ďe paŵpeƌed͟ ;p. 
18). 

 Who is his audieŶĐe? Not those iŶ ĐoŶtƌol, ďut the ͚ǁage-slaǀes͛: pƌoletaƌiat oƌ ǁoƌkiŶg 
class 

 

Marǆ’s TheorǇ of Capitalisŵ 
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 Rejects the view that capitalism is natural and that capitalist private property is 

legitimate 

 Key historical condition for the existence of capitalism is the availability of LABOUR 

POWER  as a COMMODITY 

 He ƌefeƌs to ͞ǁoƌk͟ as a ĐoŵŵoditǇ aŶd to the eǆĐhaŶge of ͚laďouƌ foƌ ǁages͛, iŶ lateƌ 
works, he replaces this with the concept of labour power 

 Turning labour power into a commodity requires the separation of people from direct 

access to the MEANS OF PRODUCTION 

 An (oversimplified) view of the transition from feudalism to capitalism 

 

 

Labour and Labour Power 

 What does the labourer sell to the capitalist? 

 NOT labour but LABOUR POWER: actual labouring activity vs. potential ability to do work 

 The labourer ͞sells at auĐtioŶ eight, teŶ, tǁelǀe, fifteeŶ houƌs of his life, daǇ afteƌ daǇ, 
to the highest bidder– to the owner of the raw material, the instruments of work and 

the ŵeaŶs of life͟ ;p. ϯͿ.  
 IŶ this eǆĐhaŶge, the ǁoƌkeƌ gets ǁages to ďuǇ the ͚ŵeaŶs of suďsisteŶĐe͛ ;ŶeĐessaƌǇ 

laďouƌͿ, Đapitalist gets ͚the pƌoduĐtiǀe, Đƌeatiǀe eŶeƌgǇ of the ǁoƌkeƌ͛ ƌeplaĐiŶg ǀalue of 
wages and creating new value (surplus value) (p. 11). 

 

Marǆ’s CoŶcept of EǆploitatioŶ 

 What does Maƌǆ ŵeaŶ ǁheŶ he saǇs that ͞Đapital pƌesupposes wage-labour and wage-

laďouƌ pƌesupposes Đapital͟ ;p. ϭϮͿ?  
- ͞The laďouƌeƌ peƌishes if Đapital does Ŷot eŵploǇ hiŵ. Capital peƌishes if it does Ŷot 

exploit laďouƌ͟ ;p. ϭϮͿ. 
 How does this exchange result in the growth and accumulation of capital? What exactly 

is being accumulated? 

 AŶ Apple OƌĐhaƌd illustƌatioŶ: suďsisteŶĐe iŶ a ͚state of Ŷatuƌe͛ ǀs. aĐƋuiƌiŶg the ŵeaŶs 
of suďsisteŶĐe uŶdeƌ Đapitalisŵ. Wheƌe does ͚pƌofit͛ Đoŵe fƌoŵ? NeĐessaƌǇ ǀs. “uƌplus 
labour 

 

The D of L and Immiseration  

 Marx also discusses the way in which capitalists compete to gain greater profits– by 

deǀelopiŶg the diǀisioŶ of laďouƌ, iŶtƌoduĐiŶg ŵaĐhiŶeƌǇ to iŵpƌoǀe the ͚foƌĐes of 
pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ ;pƌoduĐtiǀitǇ of laďouƌͿ 

 What this ŵeaŶs foƌ ǁoƌkeƌs: ͞Fuƌtheƌ iŶĐƌease of ďouƌgeois doŵiŶation and for the 

wider extension of the power of capital and thus contentedly to forge for themselves 

the goldeŶ ĐhaiŶs ďǇ ǁhiĐh the ďouƌgeois dƌags theŵ iŶ its tƌaiŶ͟ ;p. ϭϵͿ 
 

Immiseration: Dimensions 

 Material Impoverishment– competition between workers decreases wages (pits 

members of the working class against each other) 
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- ‘egulaƌ, peƌiodiĐ eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đƌises ƌepleŶish the ͚ƌeseƌǀe aƌŵǇ of laďouƌ͛ that ǁill 
compete for jobs, reducing the level of wages 

 Social Impoverishment: de-humanization and alienation from others (damn computers!) 

- Deskilling and loss of control over work– the deǀelopŵeŶt of the ͚ŵeaŶs of 
pƌoduĐtioŶ͛ eǆtiŶguishes the skill of ǁoƌkeƌs ;the degƌadatioŶ of ǁoƌkͿ 
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