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Class Struggle: The Motor of History

Overview

The goal of this first lecture and discussion is to provide East Bay 
DSA members with a foundational understanding of materialist 
class analysis. This analysis is essential for both understanding the 
inner workings of capitalism and formulating a critical socialist 
strategy. What are the societal preconditions for class formation? 
How do objective property relations create classes? How have the 
relations of production and resulting classes varied across differing 
historical societies? What are the unique property relations central 
to the capitalist mode of production? Members will be exposed to 
basic concepts that are central to a socialist critique of capitalist 
political economy such as exploitation, alienation, dispossession, 
and surplus value. At the end of the class members should 
appreciate why socialists place the working class at the center of 
their political vision.
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Key Terms

Materialism (philosophy): Materialism asserts the objective 
existence of the material world and the priority of matter over 
mind, so that, fundamentally, it is the material conditions of life 
that shape human consciousness and ideas rather than ideas which 
determine material conditions; materialism is opposed to idealism.

Historical Materialism (Marx): The materialist conception 
of history starts from the proposition that the production of 
the means to support human life and, next to production, the 
exchange of things produced, is the basis of all social structure; 
that in every society that has appeared in history, the manner in 
which wealth is distributed and society divided into classes or 
orders is dependent upon what is produced, how it is produced, 
and how the products are exchanged. From this point of view, the 
final causes of all social changes and political revolutions are to be 
sought in changes in the modes of production and exchange.

Means of Production (Marx): The instruments (tools, factories, 
infrastructure) and subjects (natural resources, raw materials) 
of labor used in the creation of useful objects (food, shelter, 
commodities for sale).
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Relations of Production (Marx): The objective material relations 
that exist in any society, formed between all people in the process 
of social production, exchange, and distribution of material wealth.

Class (Marx): A group of people sharing common relations to 
labor and the means of production. For Marxists the main classes 
in a capitalist society are therefore:

Workers (wage laborers, the proletariat): Do not own or have 
access to the means of productions so must sell their labor power 
to capitalists for a wage in order to survive

Petty-bourgeoisie: Own the means of production but do not 
employ workers; self-employed small business owners

Capitalists (bourgeoisie): Own the means of production and 
purchase workers labor power

Note: The notion of class, as it is used by Marxists, differs radically from the 
notion of class as used in most modern social theory (and everyday language). 
According to these theories, class is an abstract universal concept defined by 
the common attributes of its members (i.e., all who make less than $20,000 
a year constitute a "lower" class); categories and conceptions that have an 
existence prior to and independent of the people who make up the class.

Exploitation (general): Making use of some vulnerability in 
another person in order to use them to attain one’s own ends at 
their expense. In particular, wage labor is a form of exploitation in 
which the working class is exploited by capitalists.
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Class and Class Struggle

Class Exploitation (Wright): An antagonistic interdependency of 
material interests between actors within economic relationships, 
for example workers and capitalists. See the reading below by Erik 
Wright for more details.

Surplus value (Marx): Surplus value is the social product which 
is over and above what is required for the producers to live. The 
measure of value is labor time, so surplus value is the accumulated 
product of the unpaid labor time of the producers. Under 
capitalism, surplus value takes the form of profit for capitalists.

Alienation (Marx): A condition of workers in a capitalist economy, 
resulting from a lack of identity with the products of their labor 
and a sense of being controlled or exploited. Since workers sell 
their labor power to earn a living, and the capitalist controls the 
labor process and owns the final product, the product of the 
workers’ labor is in a very real sense alien to them.

Dispossession: The action of depriving someone of land, property, 
or other possessions; frequently by force.

Session 1, Class Struggle: The Motor of History



5

Recommended Readings

Vivek Chibber “Why the Working Class?” Jacobin

Premise

This article addresses why socialists place the working class at the 
center of their political vision.

Key Points

• The reason socialists believe that class organizing has to be at 
the center of a viable political strategy also has to do with two 
practical factors; a diagnosis of what the sources of injustice 
are in modern society and a prognosis of how best to change 
society in a more progressive direction.

• Under capitalism, economic and political power is in the 
hands of capitalists whose sole motive is the maximization 
of profits. Workers do not have access to the means of 
production, so they must sell their labor power to capitalists 
to survive.

• Given the imbalance of power, workers have little autonomy 
over decisions that impact their material security. Capitalists 
have the power to dominate workers.

• The first steps to making our society more humane and 
fair are to reduce the insecurity and material deprivation 
in workers lives and to increase their scope for self-
determination.
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• Efforts at reform invariably runs into the problem of 
resistance at the political level. Capitalists, and the politicians 
who represent their interests, block efforts for social reform 
and try to maintain the status quo.

• Progressive reform efforts have to find a source of power that 
will enable them to overcome the resistance of the capitalist 
class and its politicians.

• The working class has this power, for a simple reason — 
capitalists can only make their profits if workers show up to 
work every day, and if they refuse to play along, the profits dry 
up overnight. See Wright’s description of class exploitation 
below for more details on the relationship between workers 
and capitalists.

• Strikes give workers a kind of leverage that no other group in 
society has, except capitalists themselves.

• Workers are therefore not only a social group that is 
systematically oppressed and exploited in modern society, 
they are also the group best positioned to enact real change 
and extract concessions from the capitalists who run the 
system.

• History shows that most progressive reforms that have been 
won were invariably based on working-class mobilization.

• It is this power to extract real concessions from capital that 
makes the working class so important for political strategy.
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Bryan Palmer “Uniting the Dispossessed” Jacobin

Premise

This article argues for an expanded definition of the working class 
based on the shared experience of dispossession. The author argues 
that dispossession is central to class struggle throughout history. 
The ramifications for modern socialist strategy are explored.

Key Points

• Marxists define the working class based on relations of 
production.

• The working class is separated from the means of production 
so must sell their labor power to capitalists to survive.

• Capitalists, who own the means of production, exploit 
workers by extracting surplus value from the labor process. 
This is the source of capitalist profits.

• For Marx, capitalism and class began as dispossession. The 
robbery of masses of humanity of their productive capacities 
and guarantees of existence was central to class formation.

• The author argues that that working class is not, therefore, 
defined by the wage relation itself. It is defined by 
dispossession — the brutal process by which producers are 
forced to depend on the wage for survival.
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• This is an important point, considering the recent focus on 
the specificity of modern precarious labor, its unique class 
position, and the programmatic requirements of rebuilding 
the Left. The reality is that precariousness has always been the 
lot of producers and workers.

• Therefore class struggle only proceeds and succeeds when 
it unites all of the dispossessed, regardless of how they are 
oppressed or how intensely they are exploited.

• Capitalism is a socio-economic war for supremacy among 
class antagonists that creates a “surplus” population in the 
form of the marginalized, unemployed worker.

• No individual can be dispossessed in precisely the same way 
as another, or live that process of material alienation exactly 
as another would. Yet dispossession, in general, nonetheless 
initiates, defines, deepens, and widens proletarianization. 
Dispossession defines a common plight of workers.

• Workers can and must fight capital by refusing to be where 
it is supposed to be, at workplaces where employed working 
people produce surplus value for capital. Withdrawal from 
this geography of exploitation is the traditional weapon of the 
strike.

• The dispossessed can also fight capital and its collaborationist 
state, however, by being where it is not supposed to be. This 
is the weapon of occupation, of taking up space, place, and 
time in ways antithetical to the interests of capital and the 
apparatus of governance.

Session 1, Class Struggle: The Motor of History



9

Supplemental Readings

Eric Olin Wright “Class Analysis” Chapter 1 from Class 
Matters

Key Terms

• Class analysis: the relationship between class structure and 
social phenomenon

• Class structure: defined by social relations (Marx) or 
structural locations

• Class formation: formation of classes into collectively 
organized actors

• Class struggle: practices of actors for the realization of class 
interests

• Class consciousness: the understanding of actors of their class 
interests

The Parable of the “Shmoo”

• This comic demonstrates that interests of workers and 
capitalists are deeply antagonistic.

• It is in the interests of the capitalist to destroy the shmoos 
rather than let the workers have them.

• Workers would want everyone to have the shmoos, their 
interests represent universal human interests.
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• This shows that the deprivation of property-less workers 
in a capitalist system is not the random byproduct of the 
capitalist pursuit of profit, this deprivation is the necessary 
precondition of capitalist profit.

The Concept of Exploitation

• Exploitation is a particular type of antagonistic 
interdependency of material interests of actors within 
economic relations.

1. Interdependent antagonism of material interests: 
The material welfare of the exploiter depends on the 
deprivation of the exploited.

2. Exclusion principle: exclusion of exploited from access 
to and control over production resources (usually backed 
by force of property rights)

3. Appropriation principle: appropriation of the fruits of 
labor (surplus product) of the exploited by those who 
control productive resources

• Oppression vs. Exploitation

• Oppression involves #1 and #2. Example: colonizers 
forcibly exclude an indigenous tribe from their fertile 
land.

• Exploitation involves all three. Example: colonizers 
enslave an indigenous tribe and put them to work on the 
land. The colonizers require this labor to survive.
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• Key point: The exploiter needs the exploited, the 
dependency gives the exploited a certain amount of 
power to resist!

• Consent and coercion: Exploitation is also a 
constraining force on the practices of the exploiter. 
Manufacturing consent is usually easier and less costly 
than enforcing wage labor relationship via coercion.

• Class and Exploitation

• The property-less worker, in order to acquire means to 
livelihood, must sell labor power to capitalists who own 
the means of production.

• Workers agree to work for a specified time period in 
exchange for a wage which they use to buy the means of 
subsistence.

• Appropriation

• Because of this power relation, capitalists are able to 
force workers to produce more than is needed to provide 
for their subsistence.

• Workers produce a surplus that is owned by the capitalist 
and takes the form of profits.

• Profit is the social product left over after costs of 
producing and reproducing all of the inputs (labor 
power and material inputs) have been deducted.

• This constitutes an appropriation of the fruits of labor of 
the workers.
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Working-Class Definition

Adding complexity to class structure: How do we define the 
“working class” today?

• Need to move beyond the basic Marxist class definitions to

• Analyze variations of class structure in concrete capitalist 
societies across time and place

• Appreciate the ways individuals are affected by their class 
location within the class structure

• Explain class formation, consciousness, conflicts

• Provide a framework for addressing

• The “middle class”

• People not in the paid labor force

• Capitalist assets owned by employees

• Temporal dimension of class (move from one class to 
another)

Class Locations

• Needed to separate the “middle class” who don’t own the 
means of production, who sell their labor power but don’t 
appear to be “working class”

• Criteria that differentiate class location amongst those that 
share a common location of ownership within capitalist 
property relations
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• Authority within production (Managers/Supervisors)

• Domination: In order to ensure the performance 
of adequate effort, capitalists use an apparatus of 
domination involving surveillance, positive and negative 
sanctions, and various forms of hierarchy.

• Managers and supervisors exercise delegated capitalist 
class powers when they engage in domination.

• They have “contradictory class locations,” they are like 
capitalists in that they dominate workers but they are 
like workers as they are controlled by capitalists and 
exploited within production.

• Wide spectrum of location: For example the interests 
of top-level managers are usually similar to those of 
capitalists, while the interests of low-level managers are 
much closer to workers.

• Position of authority enables managers to make 
significant claims on a portion of the social surplus in 
the form of higher wages.

• They are less exploited than workers; i.e. they occupy a 
privileged position with respect to exploitation which 
enables them to appropriate part of the social surplus in 
the form of a higher wage.

• “Loyalty rent:” generates commitment on the part of 
managers to the goals of the organization; high earnings 
linked to a career and promotion ladder
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• Possession of skills and expertise (Experts)

• Owners of scarce skills on the labor market (often 
because of credentialing) are able to receive a wage above 
the costs of providing and reproducing their labor power

• “Skill rent” by which these employees appropriate part of 
the social surplus similar to managers

• Control of knowledge and skills frequently renders the 
labor effort of skilled workers difficult to monitor and 
control

• Employers must rely on loyalty enhancing mechanism to 
get the desired cooperation and effort

• Because of their strategic location in production (as 
controllers of knowledge) and strategic location in labor 
markets (owners of scarce resources), experts are able to 
appropriate part of the social surplus in the form of a 
higher wage

• Experts also occupy a privileged position with respect to 
exploitation
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Ernest Mandel, “The Theory of Value and Surplus Value,” 
Chapter 1 from An Introduction to Marxist Economic 
Theory

Social Surplus Product

• An increase in the productivity of labor may result in a 
surplus product beyond that needed for basic subsistence.

• This sets the scene for how the surplus will be shared.

• A section of society can now become a ruling class whose 
outstanding quality is emancipation from working for their 
own subsistence.

• Surplus labor is labor beyond what is needed for own 
subsistence that maintains the ruling class.
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Commodities

• Use Value: Every product of human labor normally possesses 
utility; it must be able to satisfy a human need. We may 
therefore say that every product of human labor has a use 
value.

• Exchange Value: A product of human labor can also have 
another value, an exchange value. It may be produced for 
exchange on the market place, for the purpose of being sold, 
rather than for direct consumption by the producers or by 
wealthy classes.

• Commodities: A mass of products which has been created 
for the purpose of being sold can no longer be considered as 
the production of simple use values; it is now a production of 
commodities. Every commodity must have both a use value 
and an exchange value. The capitalist society is the first society 
in human history where the major part of production consists 
of commodities.

Alienation

• The emergence, regularization and generalization of 
commodity production are directly related to the expanding 
character of this phenomenon of alienation.

• In past societies, labor was not looked upon as an obligation 
imposed from without, first of all because it was far less 
intense, far less exhausting than under capitalism today.
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• Furthermore, there was a unity between the producer, his 
product and its consumption, since he generally produced 
for his own use or for those close to him, so that his work 
possessed a directly functional aspect.

• Modern alienation originates basically in the cleavage between 
the producer and his product, resulting both from the 
division of labor and commodity production.

• In other words, it is the consequence of working for the 
market, for unknown consumers, instead of for consumption 
by the producer.

The Law of Value

• The more generalized commodity production becomes, the 
greater the regulation of labor and the more society becomes 
organized on the basis of an accounting system founded on 
labor.

• The exchange value of a commodity is determined by the 
quantity of socially necessary labor required to produce it. 
The quantity of labor is measured by the length of time it 
takes to produce the commodity.

The Origin and Nature of Surplus Value

• Surplus value is simply the monetary form of the social 
surplus product, that is to say, it is the monetary form of that 
part of the worker’s production which he surrenders to the 
owner of the means of production without receiving anything 
in return.
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• Surplus value is the difference between the value produced by 
the worker and the value of his own labor-power.

• In capitalist society, labor-power is a commodity, and like 
the value of any other commodity, its value is the quantity of 
labor socially necessary to produce and reproduce it, that is to 
say, the living costs of the worker in the wide meaning of the 
term.

Frederich Engels “Historical Materialism” from Socialism: 
Utopian and Scientific

There’s really no way to adequately summarize this brilliant essay. 
However here are a few pointers that may assist with reading it.

The adjective “socialized” just refers to humans coming together to 
engage in cooperative processes, especially labor.

• Feudalism was the type of society that preceded capitalism in 
most of Europe. Unlike capitalism, the political and economic 
spheres of society were merged under feudalism. The two 
main classes were lords and peasants. Peasants were generally 
subsistence farmers who supplied surplus labor/product to 
the lords. Peasants were not separated from the means of 
production, they had access to land through customary rights. 
The lords extracted surplus labor/product through extra-
economics means (essentially the threat of force). While there 
were markets and commodity production this was generally 
small-scale and just supplemented the needs of peasants.
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• Bourgeoisie vs Capitalists: Today these terms are generally 
used interchangeably. However the terms bourgeoisie (or 
burghers) originally referred to the townspeople in the feudal 
societies who made up the “middle class” of merchants and 
artisanal craftsmen between the aristocracy and the peasants. 
The usage in this essay varies but can generally be discerned by 
the context.

Study Questions

• What is a basic Marxist class analysis? How does it differ from 
the common notion of class?

• What class are you a part of? Why? Where are you “located” 
in that class? Do your material interests differ from other 
members of your class? Why or why not?

• Why do socialists argue for organizing the working class?

• The term “precariat” has been coined to describe a section 
of workers who experience a precarious existence due to 
lack of job security, including intermittent employment or 
underemployment. Is the precariat a separate class? Why or 
why not?
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