
East Bay DSA Socialist Night School  
Class #3: Capitalism, Class, and the Left Today 
 
Definitions of key terms and concepts: 
Capitalism: an economic-political system characterized by historically specific, social and 
property relations, namely wage labor and private property. This gives rise to a society based on 
generalized commodity production where the major economic actors, workers and capitalists, 
are both dependent on the market for survival. Commodities are items produced specifically for 
sale on the market. Even the relation between capital and labor is itself mediated by the market.  
   
The working class does not own or have access to the means of production (land, raw 
materials, factories, etc) required for their basic requirements of life. Workers must sell their 
labor power on the market to the capitalist to gain access to the means of production used in the 
production of commodities. In return, the capitalist pays the worker a wage which the worker 
uses to buy other commodities (food, clothing, shelter) needed for subsistence.  
 
The capitalist class owns the means of production but must purchase the worker’s labor power 
and employ it in the production of commodities. However the wage the capitalist pays the 
worker is never equal to the true value the labor provided. This surplus value which the capitalist 
extracts in the production process is the ultimate source of capitalist profits.  Because the 
capitalist class has a virtual monopoly on private property, there is a significant imbalance of 
power between the two classes. Capitalists have the ability to fire workers and replace them 
with another worker, while the worker must sell their labor power in order to survive.  
 
Workers also have power but only when they act collectively through class struggle. Capitalists 
can only make their profits if workers show up to work every day, and if workers refuse to play 
along, the capitalist profits dry up overnight. Strikes give workers a kind of leverage that no 
other group in society has, except capitalists themselves. Workers are also the group best 
positioned to enact real change and extract concessions from the capitalists who run the 
system.  
 
Neoliberalism is a concerted political project by the capitalist class and their political allies to 
destroy the labor movement and maximize capitalist profits. This project took many forms 
including anti-union legislation, deregulation, privatization, and globalization. The neoliberal era 
began in the 1970’s and continues through today.  
 
Key Points from the Readings: 
Ellen Meiksins Wood “Back to Marx” Monthly Review 1997 

● Over the past several decades capitalism finally reached a point where it became a truly 
“universal” world-wide system. Marx analyzed capitalism in the abstract as a closed 
system which approximates what we see today. 



● In contrast, most Marxist theories in the 20th century examined capitalism’s collision 
with, and reliance on, non-capitalist spaces in the form of imperialism. Imperialism still 
exists today but competition generally takes on an economic form. 

● The theoretical response on the Left paradoxically been to move away from a Marxist 
analysis. Instead, post-Marxist and post-modern theories are dominant.  

● Post-Marxist theories argue that because capitalism is so universal it’s opened up new 
arenas of democratic struggle that are more diverse than class struggle. The struggles 
can’t be against capitalism since it’s so dominant and it may be best possible world 
anyway.  

● Post-modern theories have gone even farther, now capitalism is so universal it’s 
essentially the air we breath. All that can be accomplished is to carve out little spaces or 
sanctuaries of seclusion and freedom.  

● Marx is more relevant ever as he most comprehensively and effectively explained the 
systemic logic of capitalism as a universal system. Now is the time to return to Marxism 
and class struggle.  

 
Chris Maisano “Politics Without Politics” Jacobin 2017  

● A recently published book called Hegemony:How-To reflects the viewpoint of the 
populist Left that prioritizes “winning” above all else  

● This current draws its program heavily from Gramsci’s concept of hegemony  
● The term hegemony has been used in various ways in the socialist movement, first  by 

the early Russian socialists to refer to the political strategy that would unite various 
oppressed classes to overthrow Tsarism 

● Antonio Gramsci extended the concept of hegemony to explain how capitalists maintain 
their dominance in Western societies; a combination of resignation and consent on the 
part of workers, and the use of coercion by the capitalist State when needed 

● The post-Marxists Laclau and Mouffe later divorced the concept of hegemony from its 
class basis; rather than material interests giving rise to ideologies, discourses would 
create subject-positions, and the goal was no longer socialism but “radical democracy” 

● Politics is now a clash of competing narratives that can be wielded by anyone regardless 
of their social/class location; anything can be articulated in any direction. The goals of 
political activity and how they might be achieved are not addressed.  

● Maisano argues that hegemony needs a strong social base to challenge the economic 
power of the capitalist class. He also argues that an analysis and critique must be tied to 
the formation of a political strategy; that shifting your politics to “meet people where they 
are at” is a recipe for incoherence.  

● Ruling class control over economic resources is the ultimate source of its political and 
ideological power. Without a strong base in unions and alternative economic institutions, 
the left won’t be changing the discourse; let alone taking power. 

   
Ellen Meiksins Wood “Why Class Struggle is Central” Against the Current 1987  

● This article addresses two central questions both of which assume that there is a 
connection between objectives and agencies for achieving them.  



● First, is class politics central to the struggle for socialism? If the core of socialism is the 
abolition of class exploitation then it stands to reason that the exploited class- workers- 
would play the central role in this struggle. 

● Elaborate theoretical constructions have been devoted to establishing the autonomy of 
ideology and politics from class (see Laclau and Mouffe above), in order to justify the 
move away from class politics  

● The argument is based on the truism that many workers are not socialists and many 
socialists are not workers.Then comes the leap that workers have no interest in 
socialism and that they are no different from anyone else in the socialist project. The 
same logic could be used to show that women have no privileged relation to the feminist 
movement which is absurd.  

● This framework is idealist and subjective. There’s also a strong tendency towards elitism 
since subjects are created to by discourse on the part of intellectuals and politicians.  

● Rather, a socialist program must proceed from a primary constituency that must be 
mobilized for struggle. The constituency is the one whose interests and capacities are 
most organically collected to the program.  

 
● Second, is socialism the right goal, or is there some other emancipatory project with a 

higher priority, that would displace class as the principal agency? 
● Two ways of denying the primacy of socialist struggle. One is to treat it as simply one 

facet of a larger project that includes a whole plurality of struggles joined together by 
some unifying discourse. The other is to propose one specific project with an even 
greater priority than class emancipation. 

● The main example of a unifying discourse that combines a plurality of struggles is 
“radical democracy.” A vague term that must treat democracy as socially indeterminate 
and deny correspondence between institutional forms and the social foundations on 
which the rest.  

● The project of “radical democracy” doesn’t get us past the class barriers between 
capitalism and human emancipation.  

● The best example of the particular struggle that may rival class struggle is feminism.  
● Capitalism is indifferent to the social identity of the people it exploits. It does not 

structurally link production with organization of the household, gender relations, and 
sexual orientations. Capitalism can make use of, or discard, particular social 
oppressions. But at the end of the day capitalism no specific structural need for gender 
oppression.  

● Socialism will not guarantee the removal of gender oppressions but it will be the first 
society whose reproduction is endangered rather than enhanced by relations of 
domination and oppression.  

● For these reasons, Wood concludes that the struggle for socialism is the most 
comprehensive emancipatory project we have and class politics is the primary means for 
advancing, and uniting, the various emancipatory struggles.  

 
 



Study Questions  
1. Why does Wood think that Marx’s analysis of capitalism is more relevant today than 

ever?  
2. In the 20th century, capitalism’s interaction with non-capitalist spaces took the form of 

imperialist conflicts. With capitalism being a near universal system today, does it still 
have to interact with a non-capitalist other? If so, what are these other spaces? Provide 
a few examples.  

3. What is hegemony? How does the use of hegemony by the populist left today differ from 
that of both Gramsci and the early Russian socialists?  

4. Is class politics central to the struggle for socialism? Why or why not?  
5. Is socialism the right goal or is there some emancipatory project with a higher priority? 

Why or why not?  
 


