
Ellen Meiksins Wood

Let me say something, first, about Isaac Deutscher, not just in some ritual 
tribute for the occasion but because it seems appropriate to what I am going 
to say in my lecture and the spirit in which I intend to say it.* I did not 
know Isaac Deutscher, but I have formed a pretty strong impression of the 
kind of man he was, and the kind of political voice he represented; and it 
seems to me precisely the kind of voice we need a lot of now. Like many 
others, I have been impressed in particular by the stability and balance of his 
commitment to socialism—and I say stability quite deliberately, to convey 
not a stubborn dogmatism but, on the contrary, the kind of balanced, 
independent and critical judgment which allowed him, for example, to praise 
without apology the achievements and promise of the October Revolution 
while never disguising the horrors of its deformations, at a time when so many 
others were swinging wildly between blind worship and abject recantation of 
socialism altogether. Or the stability which kept him working as a Marxist 
intellectual through periods of muted class struggle, while so many others 
gave up and went off in pursuit of various intellectual and political fashions.

Capitalism and Human Emancipation
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I think this stability had something to do with Deutscher’s measured 
vision of socialism, which recognized its promise for human emanci-
pation without harbouring romantic illusions that it would cure all 
human ills, miraculously making people ‘free’, in Shelley’s words, ‘from 
guilt or pain’. He said once that socialism was not ‘evolution’s last and 
perfect product or the end of history, but in a sense only the beginning 
of history’.1 It is just this kind of balanced judgment that we badly need 
today, and this means understanding not only the ways in which 
socialism is not the end of history, not the end of human emancipation, 
but also the ways in which it is the beginning. We also have to bring 
the same judgment to the means and agencies of socialist transformation 
as to its ends. Speaking to American students at the height of student 
activism in the 1960s, Deutscher delivered a not altogether welcome 
message: ‘You are effervescently active on the margin of social life, and 
the workers are passive right at the core of it. That is the tragedy of 
our society. If you do not deal with this contrast, you will be defeated.’2

It seems to me that a similar contrast is our tragedy right now; and we 
have to face with the same balance the fact that there are strong and 
promising emancipatory impulses at work, but that they may not be 
active at the core of capitalist society and may not free us from its 
oppressions. We too have to deal with this contrast or be defeated.

These issues are very much alive, especially because it is no longer taken 
for granted on the Left that the decisive battle for human emancipation 
will take place on the ‘economic’ terrain, the home ground of class 
struggle. For a great many people, the emphasis has shifted to struggles 
for what I shall call extra-economic goods—gender-emancipation, racial 
equality, peace, ecological health, democratic citizenship. Every socialist 
ought to be committed to these goals in themselves—in fact, the socialist 
project of class emancipation always has been, or should have been, a 
means to the larger end of human emancipation. But these commitments 
do not settle crucial questions about agencies and modalities of struggle, 
and they certainly do not settle the question of class politics. A great 
deal still needs to be said about the conditions for the achievement of 
these extra-economic goods. In particular, if our starting point is 
capitalism, then we need to know exactly what kind of starting point 
this is. What limits are imposed, and what possibilities created, by the 
capitalist regime, by its material order and its configuration of social 
power? What kinds of oppression does capitalism require, and what 
kinds of emancipation can it tolerate? In particular, what use does 
capitalism have for extra-economic goods, what encouragement does it 
give and what resistance does it put up to their attainment? and so on. 
I want to make a start on answering these questions, and as the 
argument develops I shall try to throw them into relief by making some 
comparisons with pre-capitalist societies.

* This is the Isaac Deutscher Memorial Lecture, delivered on 23 November 1987, at the London 
School of Economics. Only footnotes have been added.
1 Isaac Deutscher, ‘On Socialist Man’, in Marxism, Wars and Revolutions: Essays from Four Decades,
Verso, London 1984, p. 272.
2 Deutscher, ‘Marxism and the New Left’, in Marxism in Our Time, Jonathan Cape, London 1972, p.
74.
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I. Capitalist Equality and Inequality

Let me begin by saying that certain extra-economic goods are simply 
not compatible with capitalism, and I do not intend to talk about them. 
I am certain, for example, that capitalism cannot deliver world peace. 
It seems to me axiomatic that the expansionary, competitive and exploit-
ative logic of capitalist accumulation in the context of the nation-state 
system must, in the longer or shorter term, be destabilizing, and that 
capitalism—and at the moment its most aggressive and adventurist 
organizing force, the government of the United States—is and will for 
the foreseeable future remain the greatest threat to world peace. Nor 
do I think that capitalism can avoid ecological devastation. It may be 
able to accommodate some degree of ecological care, especially when 
the technology of environmental protection is itself profitably market-
able. But the essential irrationality of the drive for capital accumulation, 
which subordinates everything to the requirements of the self-expansion 
of capital and so-called growth, is unavoidably hostile to ecological 
balance. It has to be added, though, that the issues of peace and ecology 
are not very well suited to generating strong anti-capitalist forces. In a 
sense, the problem is their very universality. They do not constitute social 
forces because they simply have no specific social identity—or at least 
they have none except at the point where they intersect with class 
relations, as in the case of ecological issues raised by the poisoning of 
workers in the workplace, or the tendency to concentrate pollution 
and waste in working-class neighbourhoods rather than in privileged 
suburbs. But in the final analysis, it is no more in the interests of the 
capitalist than of the worker to be wiped out by a nuclear bomb or 
dissolved in acid rain. You might as well say that given the dangers of 
capitalism, no rational person should support it, but things simply do 
not work that way.

The situation with race and gender is almost the reverse. Anti-racism 
and anti-sexism do have specific social identities, and they can generate 
strong social forces. But it is not so clear that racial or gender equality 
are antagonistic to capitalism, or that capitalism cannot tolerate them 
as it cannot deliver world peace or respect the environment. Each of 
these extra-economic goods, then, has its own specific relation to 
capitalism, and each requires careful examination. Since time is limited, 
however, I shall make some very general preliminary points about race 
and gender to illustrate the ambiguity of capitalism in these respects, 
and then concentrate on the question of democracy, though I shall have 
more to say about some aspecs of gender oppression under that heading.

The first point about capitalism is that it is uniquely indifferent to the 
social identities of the people it exploits. This is a classic case of good 
news and bad news. First, the good news—more or less. Unlike previous 
modes of production, capitalist exploitation is not inextricably linked 
with extra-economic, juridical or political identities, inequalities or 
differences. The extraction of surplus value from wage-labourers takes 
place in a relationship between formally free and equal individuals and 
does not presuppose differences in juridical or political status. In fact, 
there is a positive tendency in capitalism to undermine such differences, 
and even to dilute identities like gender or race, as capital strives to

5



absorb people into the labour market and to reduce them to interchange-
able units of labour abstracted from any specific identity. On the other 
hand, capitalism is very flexible in its ability to make use of, as well as 
to discard, particular social oppressions. Part of the bad news is that 
capitalism is likely to co-opt whatever extra-economic oppressions are 
historically and culturally available in any given setting. Such cultural 
legacies can, for example, promote the ideological hegemony of capita-
lism by disguising its inherent tendency to create under-classes. When 
the least privileged sectors of the working class coincide with extra-
economic identities like gender or race, as they so often do, it may 
appear that the blame for the existence of these sectors lies with causes 
other than the necessary logic of the capitalist system. It is not, of 
course, a matter of some capitalist conspiracy to pull the wool over 
people’s eyes. For one thing, racism and sexism function so well in 
capitalist society partly because they can actually work to the advantage 
of certain sectors of the working class in the competitive conditions of 
the labour market. The point, though, is that if capital derives advan-
tages from racism or sexism, it is not because of any structural tendency 
in capitalism toward racial inequality or gender oppression, but on the 
contrary because they disguise the structural realities of the capitalist 
system and because they divide the working class. At any rate, capitalist 
exploitation can in principle be conducted without any consideration 
for colour, race, creed, gender, any dependence upon extra-economic 
inequality or difference; and more than that, the development of capita-
lism has created ideological pressures against such inequalities and 
differences to a degree with no precedent in pre-capitalist societies.

But we immediately come up against some contradictions. Let us 
consider the example of race. Despite the structural indifference of 
capitalism to extra-economic identities (or in some sense because of it), 
its history has been marked by probably the most virulent racisms ever 
known. The widespread and deep-rooted racism directed against blacks 
in the West, for example, is often attributed to the cultural legacy of 
colonialism and slavery which accompanied the expansion of capitalism. 
But on second thought, while this explanation is certainly convincing 
up to a point, by itself it is not enough. Take the extreme case of 
slavery. A comparison with the only other known historical examples 
of slavery on such a scale will illustrate that there is nothing automatic 
about the association of slavery with such virulent racism, and may 
suggest that there is something specific to capitalism in this ideological 
effect. Some people may be surprised to learn that in ancient Greece 
and Rome, despite the almost universal acceptance of slavery, the idea 
that slavery was justified by natural inequalities among human beings 
never caught on. The one notable exception, Aristotle’s conception of 
natural slavery, never gained currency. The more common view seems 
to have been that slavery was a convention, though a universal one, 
which was justifiable simply on the grounds of its usefulness. In fact, 
it was even conceded that this useful institution was contrary to nature.
Such a view appears not only in Greek philosophy but was even 
recognized in Roman law. It has even been suggested that slavery was 
the only case in Roman law where there was an acknowledged conflict
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between the ius gentium, the conventional law of nations, and the ius 
naturale, the law of nature.3

The Justification of Slavery

This is significant not because it led to the abolition of slavery, which 
it certainly did not, nor does it in any way soften the horrors of ancient 
slavery. It is worth noting because it suggests that, in contrast to modern 
slavery, there seemed to be no pressing need to find a justification for 
this evil institution in the natural inferiority of certain races. Now, 
ethnic conflicts are probably as old as civilization; and defences of 
slavery based, for example, on biblical stories about tainted inheritance 
have had a long history. But modern racism is something different, a 
more viciously systematic conception of inherent and natural inferiority, 
which took off in the late 17th or early 18th century and culminated in 
the 19th century when it acquired the pseudo-scientific reinforcement 
of biological theories of race, and continued to serve as an ideological 
support for colonial oppression even after the abolition of slavery.

One is tempted to ask, then, what it was about capitalism which created 
this ideological need, this need for what amounts to a theory of natural,
not just conventional, slavery. And at least part of the answer must lie 
in a paradox. While colonial oppression and slavery were growing in 
the outposts of capitalism, the workforce at home was increasingly 
proletarianized; and the expansion of wage-labour, the contractual 
relation between formally free and equal individuals, carried with it an 
ideology of formal equality and freedom. In fact, this ideology, which 
on the juridical and political planes denies the fundamental inequality 
and unfreedom of the capitalist economic relation, has always been a 
vital element in the hegemony of capitalism. In a sense, then, it was 
precisely the structural pressure against extra-economic difference which 
made it necessary to justify slavery by excluding slaves from the human 
race, making them non-persons standing outside the normal universe 
of freedom and equality. It is perhaps because capitalism recognizes no 
extra-economic differences among human beings that people had to be 
rendered less than human in order to accommodate the slavery and 
colonialism which were so useful to capital at that historical moment. 
In Greece and Rome, it was enough to identify people as outsiders on 
the grounds that they were not citizens, or that they were not Greeks 
or Romans. In capitalism, the criterion for excommunication seems to 
be exclusion from the main body of the human race.

Or consider the case of gender oppression.4 The contradictions here are 
not quite so glaring. If capitalism has been associated with a racism more 
virulent than ever before, I for one would find wholly unconvincing any 
claim that capitalism has produced more extreme forms of gender

3 For example, the Roman jurist Florentinus wrote that ‘Slavery is an institution of the ius gentium 
whereby someone is subject to the dominium of another, contrary to nature.’ See M.I. Finley, ‘Was 
Greek Civilization Based on Slave Labour?’ and ‘Between Slavery and Freedom’, in Economy and 
Society in Ancient Greece, Chatto and Windus, London 1981, pp. 104, 113, 130.
4 The following two paragraphs, with some modifications, are based on a talk delivered at the Socialist 
Scholars Conference in April 1986, subsequently published in Against the Current.
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oppression than existed in pre-capitalist societies. But here too there is 
a paradoxical combination of structural indifference to, indeed pressure 
against, this extra-economic inequality, and a kind of systemic opportun-
ism which allows capitalism to make use of it. Typically, capitalism in 
advanced Western capitalist countries uses gender oppression in two 
kinds of ways: the first it shares with other extra-economic identities, 
like race or even age, and it is to some extent interchangeable with 
them as a means of constituting under-classes and providing ideological 
cover; the second use is specific to gender: it serves as a way of 
organizing social reproduction in what is thought (maybe incorrectly) 
to be the least expensive way.5 With the existing organization of gender 
relations, the costs to capital of reproducing labour-power can be kept 
down—or so it has generally been thought—by keeping the costs of 
child-bearing and child-rearing in the private sphere of the family. But 
we have to recognize that, from the point of view of capital, this 
particular social cost is no different from any other. From the point of 
view of capital, maternity leaves or day-care centres are not qualitatively 
different from, say, old-age pensions or unemployment insurance, in 
that they all involve an undesirable cost. Capital is in general hostile to 
any such costs—though it has never been able to survive without at 
least some of them; but the point is that in this respect it is no more 
incapable of tolerating gender equality than of accepting the National 
Health Service or social security.

Although capitalism can and does make ideological and economic use 
of gender oppression, then, this oppression has no privileged position 
in the structure of capitalism. Capitalism could survive the eradication 
of all oppressions specific to women as women—while it would not, 
by definition, survive the eradication of class exploitation. This does 
not mean that capitalism has made the liberation of women necessary 
or inevitable. But it does mean that there is no specific structural necessity 
for, nor even a strong systemic disposition to, gender oppression in 
capitalism. I shall have some things to say later about how capitalism 
differs in this respect from pre-capitalist societies.

I have cited these examples to illustrate two major points: that capitalism 
does have a structural tendency away from extra-economic inequalities, 
but that this is a two-edged sword. The strategic implications are that 
struggles conceived in purely extra-economic terms—as purely against 
racism or gender oppression, for example—are not in themselves fatally 
dangerous to capitalism, that they could succeed without dismantling 
the capitalist system, but that at the same time, they are probably 
unlikely to succeed if they remain detached from an anti-capitalist 
struggle.

II. The Question of Democracy

I want to turn now, at greater length, to another aspect of this ambiguity, 
the question of democracy in capitalism. There can be no doubt that 
capitalism has made possible an unprecedented extension of citizenship,

5 I have qualified this statement because I am told that there has been important recent work suggesting 
that state-funded child-care may be less expensive to capital, but I am not familiar with the arguments.
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and it has always been a central question for socialism what strategic 
importance should be attached to this fact. Almost from the beginning 
there has existed a socialist tradition which assumes that the formal 
juridical and political equality of capitalism, in combination with its 
economic inequality and unfreedom, will set up a dynamic contradiction, 
a motivating force for a socialist transformation. A basic premise of 
social democracy, for example, has been that the limited freedom and 
equality of capitalism will produce overpowering impulses toward 
complete emancipation. And there now exists a strong new tendency 
to think of the transition to socialism as simply an extension of citizen-
ship rights, on much the same assumption, as democracy has become the 
catchword of various progressive struggles, the one unifying theme 
among the various emancipatory projects of the left. Now, I like the 
idea of regarding socialism as an expansion of democracy, as long as 
the object is to keep the socialist project firmly on a democratic course. 
But I am not at all impressed by the new theoretical trappings of the 
very old socialist illusion that the ideological impulses of capitalist 
freedom and equality have created irresistible pressures to transform 
society at every level. The effects of capitalist democracy have been 
much more ambiguous than that, and this conception of social transform-
ation is just a sleight of hand which invites us to imagine a smooth 
transition from capitalist democracy to socialist democracy.

The first requirement here is to have no illusions about the meaning 
and effects of democracy in capitalism. Of course we have to be aware 
of the limits of capitalist democracy, the fact that even a democratic 
capitalist state will be constrained by the demands of capital accumu-
lation, and the fact that liberal democracy leaves capitalist exploitation 
essentially intact. But more than that, we have to be conscious of the 
positive damage that capitalism has inflicted on democracy, at the very 
same moment that it has advanced its development.

Let us examine this contradictory unity of advance and retreat by means 
of a comparison with pre-capitalist societies—and here I am thinking 
of societies which have already become divided by class. I shall speak 
freely of ‘pre-capitalist’ societies as if this term did not cover a vast 
assortment of social and cultural forms, widely separated in time and 
space, because there are certain broad generalizations which can be 
made about them on the major points at issue. Above all, the key to 
the status of political rights is that in pre-capitalist societies, where 
peasants were the predominant exploited class, their exploitation typ-
ically took the form of extra-economic, political, juridical, military 
domination. That is, the principal forms of surplus extraction to which 
pre-capitalist peasants were subject—rent and tax—were achieved 
through various mechanisms of juridical and political dependence: debt-
bondage, serfdom, tributary relations, corvée labour, etc. It is not 
difficult to see how this fact alone placed a tremendous premium on 
juridical privilege and political rights and imposed an absolute limit on 
their distribution. The medieval concept of lordship sums it up nicely. 
It is a concept which inseparably unites political and economic power; 
and this, of course, had implications for peasant resistance. For example, 
in the famous English peasant revolt in 1381, provoked by the attempt 
to impose a poll tax, the rebel leader Wat Tyler formulated peasant
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grievances as a demand for the equal distribution of lordship among all 
men. And if you consider the nature of exploitation in this kind of 
society, it is not at all surprising that peasant resistance to economic 
exploitation should take the form of demanding a share in the privileged 
juridical and political status of their overlords.

For peasants, economic power against exploitation depended to a great 
extent on the scope of jurisdiction permitted to their own political 
community, the village, as against the powers of landlord and state. 
And by definition, any extension of the village community’s jurisdiction 
encroached upon and circumscribed the landlord’s powers of exploi-
tation. Some powers, however, were more important than others. In 
contrast to capitalism, the pre-capitalist landlord or the surplus-extracting 
state did not depend on controlling the process of production as much 
as on coercive powers of surplus-extraction. The pre-capitalist peasant, 
who retained possession of the means of production, generally remained 
in control of production, both individually and collectively through his 
village community. It was a characteristic of feudalism, as of other pre-
capitalist forms, that the act of appropriation was generally much more 
clearly separate from the process of production than it is in capitalism. 
The peasant produced, the landlord then extracted rent, or the state 
appropriated tax; or else the peasant produced one day on his own plot 
and for his own household needs, and on another day on the landlord’s 
demesne, or in some kind of service for the state. So the appropriative 
powers of landlord or state could be preserved even with a considerable 
degree of independence for peasants in organizing production, as long 
as the jurisdiction of the peasant community did not cross the line to 
control of the juridical and political mechanisms of surplus-extraction.

Peasant communities have from time to time pressed hard against those 
barriers, achieving a substantial degree of independence in their local 
political institutions, setting up their own local magistrates in place of 
landlord representatives, imposing their own local charters, and so on. 
And to the extent that they have achieved this degree of political 
independence, they have also limited their economic exploitation. But 
there has generally remained one final and insurmountable barrier which 
has defeated attempts to overcome the subjection of the peasant, that 
is, the barrier between village and state. The village community has as 
it were remained outside the state, and subject to it, as something alien.6

The Athenian Breach

As far as I know, there is only one case in pre-capitalist history where 
that barrier was clearly breached, and that is Greek, or more specifically

6 On this point, see Teodor Shanin (recipient of the Deutscher prize for 1987), ‘Peasantry as a Political 
Factor’, and Eric Wolf, ‘On Peasant Rebellions’, in T. Shanin, ed. Peasants and Peasant Societies,
Penguin, Harmondsworth 1971, especially pp. 244 and 272.
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Athenian, democracy.7 I would argue that by far the most revolutionary 
aspect of ancient Athenian democracy was the unique, and never 
equalled, position of the peasant as citizen, and with it the position of 
the village in its relation to the state. In sharp contrast to other peasant 
societies, the village was the constituent unit of the Athenian state, 
through which the peasant became a citizen. This represented not just 
a constitutional innovation but a radical transformation of the peasantry, 
unrivalled in the ancient world, or indeed anywhere else at any time. If 
the peasant is, as Eric Wolf has said, a rural cultivator whose surpluses 
in the form of rent and tax are transferred to someone who ‘exercises 
an effective superior power, or domain, over him’,8 then what character-
ized the Athenian smallholder was an unprecedented—and later 
unequalled—independence from this kind of ‘domain’, and hence an 
unusual degree of freedom from rent and tax. The creation of the 
peasant-citizen meant the liberation of peasants from all forms of 
tributary relationship which had characterized the Greek peasantry 
before, and continued to characterize peasantries elsewhere.

The significance of Greek democracy can be measured against the 
standard of other advanced civilizations of the ancient world, in the 
Near East and Asia. For all the many differences among these other 
states, one common feature stands out: a sharp division between ruling 
and producing classes, and specifically agricultural producers. This 
division was embodied in an equally sharp dichotomy between village 
and state. The state itself tended to be organized as a primary appropri-
ator of surplus labour, extracting surpluses from subject peasant villages 
not simply in the form of taxation for public purposes but as a mode 
of private appropriation, a kind of centralized rent for the benefit of 
those who possessed a piece of the state. Alternatively, private property 
and the rights to extract peasant surpluses were perquisites of office.

On a smaller scale, this same pattern seems to have existed in Bronze 
Age Greece before the advent of the polis. In fact, the surplus-appropriat-
ing state acting in what Robert Brenner has called ‘class-like’ ways, was 
probably more a rule than an exception in advanced pre-capitalist

7 This is a contentious point which is difficult to make clear in the limited space of this lecture. The 
well-known evils of Athenian democracy, the institution of slavery and the position of women, cannot 
help but overshadow any other, more attractive features; and it undoubtedly seems perverse to argue,
as I do, that an essential characteristic of Athenian democracy, indeed perhaps its most distinctive 
one, was the extent to which it excluded dependence from the sphere of production—that is, the extent 
to which the material base of Athenian society was free and independent labour. I shall ask for a 
suspension of disbelief here, and refer readers to other writings in which I make these arguments at 
greater length—in particular, my forthcoming book, Peasant-Citizen and Slave: The Foundations of 
Athenian Democracy, to be published by Verso in Spring 1988. I am not asking people to discount the 
importance of slavery or the status of women, but for the moment simply to consider the unique 
position of the Athenian peasantry. For this purpose, all that one needs to know about my argument 
on slavery is that slave labour remained relatively unimportant in agriculture in this still agrarian 
society, and that the bulk of agricultural production was performed by independent small producers.
(I should probably emphasize here that Athens was not the proto-bourgeois trading nation that used 
to figure in some Marxist—but not only Marxist—accounts, and which still apparently persists in 
conventional wisdom.) Whatever else we may say about Athenian democracy, the position of its 
peasant producers, and also its artisans and craftsmen, must remain a central and distinctive feature.
8 Eric Wolf, Peasants, Prentice-Hall, Englewood Cliffs, N.J. 1966, pp. 9–10.
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societies.9 We cannot understand, say, French absolutism without recog-
nizing the role of the state as a means of appropriation, with its vast 
apparatus of lucrative offices and its extraction of taxes from the 
peasantry as a form of private property, a resource for those who 
possessed a piece of it. For that matter, we cannot understand an 
upheaval like the French Revolution without recognizing that a major 
issue in it was access to this lucrative resource.10

I can sum up the almost universal principle which Greek democracy 
challenged by reading you this passage from an old Chinese text by 
Mencius—a passage which, by the way, could with certain modifications 
have been written by Plato: ‘Why then should you think . . . that 
someone who is carrying on the government of a kingdom has time 
also to till the soil? The truth is, that some kinds of business are proper 
to the great and others to the small. Even supposing each man could 
unite in himself all the various kinds of skill required in every craft, if 
he had to make for himself everything that he used, this would merely 
lead to everyone being completely prostrate with fatigue. True indeed 
is the saying, “Some work with their minds, others with their bodies. 
Those who work with their minds rule, while those who work with 
their bodies are ruled. Those who are ruled produce food; those who 
rule are fed.” That this is right is universally recognized everywhere 
under Heaven.’11 Well, almost everywhere under Heaven, but not in 
Athens. And it is no accident that when conservative, anti-democratic 
Greek philosophers like Plato and Aristotle depicted their ideal states, 
they very consciously and explicitly reinstated the principle of division 
between rulers and producers, a principle whose violation they clearly 
regarded as essential to Athenian democracy.

I have gone through all this to emphasize one fundamental point. In 
pre-capitalist societies, extra-economic powers, political authority and 
juridical privilege had a special importance because the economic power 
of appropriation was inseparable from them. One might speak here of 
a scarcity of extra-economic goods because they were too valuable to 
be widely distributed. We might, then, characterize the situation of 
extra-economic goods in capitalism by saying that it has overcome that 
scarcity. It has made possible a far wider distribution of extra-economic 
goods, and specifically the goods associated with citizenship, than 
was ever possible before. But—and here comes the bad news—it has 
overcome the scarcity of extra-economic goods by diminishing their 
value.

9 Robert Brenner (recipient of the Deutscher Prize for 1985), ‘Agrarian Class Structure and Economic 
Development in Pre-Industrial Europe’, in T.H. Aston and C.H.E. Philpin, eds., The Brenner Debate: 
Agrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in Pre-Industrial Europe, Cambridge University Press,
1985, pp. 55–57. This article in general, and its companion-piece in the same volume, ‘The Agrarian 
Roots of European Capitalism,’ represent what I consider to be the best available discussion of ‘extra-
economic’ exploitation and its implications.
10 On this point, see the ground-breaking study by George Comninel, Rethinking the French Revolution: 
Marxism and the Revisionist Challenge, Verso, London 1987, especially pp. 196–203.
11 Mencius, in Arthur Waley, Three Ways of Thought in Ancient China, Doubleday Anchor, Garden City,
n.d., p. 140.
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The Devaluation of Citizenship

Let us then look at this essential characteristic of capitalism, its devalu-
ation of democratic citizenship. One way of formulating the argument 
is to say that capitalism has made possible the wide distribution of 
political goods because of its characteristic separation of the economic 
and the political. We have heard a lot about the separation of the 
economic and the political in capitalism.12 I do not intend to go over 
that well-worn ground again, but I do want to explore its implications 
for the question at hand. I shall just briefly outline those aspects of that 
separation which are most relevant here. First, there is, of course, the 
fact that the so-called ‘economy’ acquires a life and laws of its own in 
the form of the market, as production in general becomes production for 
exchange and, more particularly, as labour-power becomes a commodity. 
Second, the power of appropriation is no longer directly associated with 
the possession of extra-economic power, political authority or juridical 
privilege. This does not mean that capitalist exploitation can do without 
the coercive force of the state to sustain it; but the capitalist does not 
acquire the power to exploit by directly wielding the sword or by 
possessing a piece of the state. Equally significant is the fact that the 
power of appropriation becomes entirely separate from the performance 
of public functions, juridical, political, religious or military. Just think, 
for example, of the contrast between the capitalist class and pre-capitalist 
aristocrats, who were typically soldiers, judges, even priests. For the 
ancient Homeric lord, as for the feudal aristocracy, appropriation was 
inseparable from such extra-economic functions, as it was in cases where 
the exploiting class was directly organized as an appropriating state, or 
where the right to property was a perquisite of public office.

What does all this mean for the status of extra-economic goods in the 
capitalist system? The first and most obvious point is that since capitalist 
appropriation, unlike pre-capitalist exploitation, does not depend 
directly on the exercise of juridical privilege and political power, the 
extension of juridical and political rights does not represent the same 
danger to the capitalist as, say, to the feudal lord. At any rate, in 
capitalism there exists a separate purely ‘political’ sphere, distinct from 
the ‘economy’, and this makes possible for the first time a ‘democracy’ 
which is just ‘political’, without the economic and social implications 
attached, for instance, to ancient Greek democracy, with its clear 
connotation of direct popular power or rule by the poor. The new 
democracy has certainly meant great advances in representative insti-
tutions, civil liberties, and so on, but it has not redistributed social power 
as ancient democracy transformed relations between appropriators and 
producers.13

The new conception of democracy has also had curious ideological

12 I have discussed this question at greater length in ‘The Separation of the Economic and the Political 
in Capitalism,’ NLR 127, May–June 1981, pp. 66–95.
13 The development of civil liberties—which represent a significant advance over ancient democracy 
and still contain an important lesson for socialist democracy—has been especially significant. But this 
should perhaps be regarded less as an advance in democracy than in ‘liberalism’—that is to say, less as 
progress in the disalienation of power than in the control of alienated power, as I have argued in The 
Retreat from Class: A New ‘True’ Socialism, Verso, London 1986, pp. 154–166.
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effects. On the one hand, it is often said that the contrast between civil 
equality and socio-economic inequality makes the latter more visible 
and less acceptable; but it is at least equally true that the formal equality 
of liberal democracy has the effect of legitimating class inequalities by 
denying their existence. It is perhaps not too surprising that democracy 
has ceased to be the unequivocally dirty word it always was for the 
dominant classes until quite late in the modern world. It has even 
become possible to use the concept of democracy against the direct 
exercise of popular power—as for example when the exra-parliamentary 
actions of the NUM are denounced as ‘undemocratic’. The very idea of 
democracy has been debased.

This is not to say that the new democracy has had no value, or that 
capitalists could accept it without resistance or qualm. Far from it, as 
Thatcherite Britain and Reaganite America have reason to know. At 
the same time, the fact remains that capitalism has allowed a distribution 
of political rights—to the extent, for example, of universal adult 
suffrage—much wider than has ever taken place before, and that it has 
allowed this redistribution of political wealth in large part by devaluing 
the currency. Here, in fact, is the ultimate limit of the emancipation 
which capitalism can tolerate. It must confine democracy to an impover-
ished extra-economic domain, or, when it needs an expanded extra-
economic sphere, as it did under Fascism, it must altogether jettison 
democracy.

To put the point differently, the separation of the political and the 
economic in capitalism means the separation of communal life from the 
organization of production, and political life from the organization of 
exploitation. At the same time, capitalism also brings production and 
appropriation together in an inseparable unity. The act of appropriation 
in capitalism, the extraction of surplus value, cannot be separated from 
the process of production; and both these processes have been detached 
from the political sphere and, you might say, privatized. All this has 
implications for the conditions of resistance and struggle. There is, for 
example, no parallel in capitalism to the function of the village commune 
as a mode of peasant class organization in the struggle against lordly 
exploitation, that is, a mode of class organization which is inseparably 
economic and political at the same time. In capitalism, a lot can 
happen in politics and community organization at every level without 
fundamentally affecting the exploitative powers of capital or fundamen-
tally changing the decisive balance of social power. Struggles in these 
arenas remain vitally important, but they have to be organized and 
conducted in the full recognition that capitalism has a remarkable 
capacity to distance democratic politics from the decisive centres of 
social power and to insulate the power of appropriation and exploitation 
from democratic struggles.

III. The Position of Women

Now, what I have said about the devaluation of political rights applies, 
of course, to everyone, men and women alike; but it has some interesting 
consequences for women in particular, or rather for gender relations, 
which go well beyond the purely political question. First, there is the
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obvious fact that women under capitalism have achieved political rights 
undreamed of in earlier societies; and I think it is safe to say that the 
general tendency toward at least formal equality has created pressures 
in favour of women’s emancipation with no historical precedent. Partly, 
this development can be put down to the general devaluation of political 
goods which has made it possible for dominant groups to be less 
discriminating about their distribution. But in this case, there is much 
more at stake than the formal rights of citizenship.

Let us return to our pre-capitalist examples. We have focused our 
attention on the typical combination of peasant-production and extra-
economic exploitation. Now we can consider what this meant for the 
position of women. Here it is important to keep in mind that where 
peasants have been the primary producers and sources of surplus, as 
they generally have been in pre-capitalist societies, it is not just the 
peasant himself but the peasant household that has constituted the basic 
unit of production as well as—and I want to stress this point—the basic 
unit of exploitation. The labour appropriated by landlords and states 
from the peasantry has been family labour, and it has taken the form 
not only of productive rent- or tax-producing services performed collec-
tively by the peasant family, or other kinds of labour services both 
private and public, but also domestic labour in the master’s household 
and, of course, the reproduction of the labour-force itself, the bearing 
and rearing of children who will become the labourers, servants and 
even soldiers in the households, fields, and sometimes the armies of the 
dominant classes. The division of labour within the peasant family, 
then, has been deeply and unavoidably linked to the demands placed 
upon the household unit by its role in the process of exploitation. 
Whatever may have been the historical reasons for particular sexual 
divisions of labour, they have always been distorted by the hierarchical 
and coercive character of antagonistic production relations.

It is particularly important to remember that pre-capitalist peasants 
generally kept control over the production process, while landlords 
increased their surpluses not so much by directing production as by 
employing and enhancing their powers of surplus-extraction, that is to 
say, their jurisdictional, political and military powers. We have already 
talked about the significance of this fact for the distribution of political 
rights, but it also had its implications for gender relations in the peasant 
household. The critical point can be summed up by saying that wherever 
there is exploitation there has to be hierarchy and coercive discipline, 
and that in this case they are concentrated in the household and become 
inseparable from the day-to-day relations of the family. There can be 
no clear separation here between family relationships and the organiz-
ation of the workplace of the kind which has developed under capitalism.

In other words, it has been said that the peasant’s ‘dilemma’ is that he 
is both an economic agent and the head of a household, and the peasant 
unit is ‘both an economic unit and a home’. On the one hand, the 
household must meet its own demands as a unit of consumption and 
as a set of affective relationships, and also the demands of the peasant 
community of which it is a part; on the other hand, from the point of 
view of the exploiter, the peasant household is, as Eric Wolf has put
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it, ‘a source of labour and goods with which to increase his fund of 
power’.14 One consequence of this contradictory unity seems to be that 
the household reproduces the hierarchical and coercive relations between 
exploiter and exploited. As the organizer of production, the head of the 
household in a sense acts as the agent of his own exploiter.

Now, you could say that there is no absolute necessity for that hierarchi-
cal structure to take the form of male dominance, though it has generally, 
if not universally, done so. But apart from any other factors that may 
encourage this particular form of hierarchy—such as differences in 
physical strength, or the reproductive functions that occupy the woman’s 
time—there is a disposition to male dominance inherent in the relation 
between the pre-capitalist peasant household and the world of landlords 
and the state. Again, that relation is inseparably economic and political 
at the same time. Since the exploitative powers confronting the peasant 
household are typically ‘extra-economic’—that is, juridical, political and 
military—they are inescapably linked to the one social function which 
has been most universally a male monopoly, armed violence. In other 
words, the organization of society in general, and specifically the nature 
of the ruling class, places a special premium on male domination. The 
power and prestige attached to the male role in the society at large and 
in the dominant ideology of the ruling class have typically had the effect 
of reinforcing the authority of the male both in political and ceremonial 
functions within the peasant community and inside the household. If 
inside the household the head is the agent of landlord and state, outside 
it he is also the household’s political representative, in the encounter 
with the male-dominated extra-economic powers of landlords and state. 
Thus the extra-economic, political-coercive character of pre-capitalist 
exploitation tends to reinforce any other dispositions to male-dominance 
within the peasant-household.

Incidentally, one significant test of these propositions might be to 
imagine a dependent family of producers in which the male has no such 
political role outside the household, or where the surrounding social 
relations are not of this extra-economic kind. The closest approximation 
I can think of is the slave family of the American South, a group of 
people completely deracinated, cut off from their communal roots, 
without juridical and political standing, and inserted into a capitalist 
economy. And it turns out that one of the distinctive characteristics of 
the American slave family, even in the midst of a society where male 
dominance remained very tenacious, was the unusual authority of the 
woman. It is something to think about.

At any rate, in capitalism the organization of production and exploitation 
is generally not so closely connected with the organization of the 
household, nor is the power of exploitation directly extra-economic, 
political or military. Although capitalism has an unprecedented drive for 
accumulation, it fills this need mainly by increasing labour-productivity 
rather than by means of directly coercive surplus-extraction. Of course 
the compulsion to maximize productivity and profitability, and the 
resulting antagonism of interest between capital and labour create a

14 Wolf, Peasants, pp. 12–17.
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need for a hierarchical and highly disciplined organization of production; 
but capitalism does not concentrate these antagonisms, this hierarchical 
and coercive organization, in the household. They have a separate locale 
in the workplace. And even where the home is more closely tied to the 
workplace, as, say, in the small family farm, the capitalist market creates 
relations of its own with the outside world which differ from and 
supersede the old relations with the peasant community and the political, 
juridical and military powers of pre-capitalist landlords and states. These 
new relations have typically had the effect of weakening patriarchal 
principles.

The major factors disposing, say, feudalism to male domination are 
missing here—that is, the unity between the organization of production 
and exploitation and the organization of the family, the extra-economic 
relation between exploiters and exploited, and so on. Where feudalism 
operated through a relation between lord or state and the household,
mediated through the male, capital strives for direct and immediate 
relations with individuals, male or female, who from the point of view 
of capital take on the identity of abstract labour. Men who are interested 
in maintaining old patterns of male domination have been forced to 
defend them against the dissolving effects of capitalism—for instance, 
against the effects of increasing numbers of women leaving the house-
hold to enter the wage-labour force.

IV. Capitalism and the Extra-Economic Domain

We have talked about various consequences of capitalism’s separation 
of economic exploitation from extra-economic power and identities. 
There remains something more to be said about its ideological effects. 
We are being told these days by ‘post-Marxist’ theorists not only that 
capitalist democracy has produced powerful ideological impulses toward 
every kind of freedom and equality, but also that the ‘economy’ has a 
limited importance in people’s experience, that the autonomy of politics 
and the openness of social identities are the essence of our current 
situation in the capitalist West. Let us look at the features of capitalism 
to which these propositions apparently refer.

Paradoxically, yet again, the very features which have devalued extra-
economic goods in capitalist societies have given the appearance of 
enhancing the domain of extra-economic goods and widening their scope. 
This appearance has been taken for reality by capitalist ideologues who 
assure us that liberal capitalism is the last word in freedom and democ-
racy, and it now appears that people on the left are accepting it too. 
On the face of it, capitalism seems to leave very large free spaces outside 
the economy. Production is enclosed in specialized institutions, factories 
and offices. The working day is sharply marked off from non-working 
hours. Exploitation is not formally associated with juridical or political 
disabilities. There seems to be a wide range of social relations that lie 
outside the framework of production and exploitation and create a 
variety of social identities not immediately connected to the ‘economy’. 
Social identities seem much more ‘open’ in this sense. So the separateness 
of the economy may appear to give a wider scope, a freer hand to the 
world outside it.
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But in fact, the economy of capitalism has encroached upon and 
narrowed the extra-economic domain. Capital has gained private control 
over matters that were once in the public domain, while giving up 
social and political responsibilities to a formally separate state. Even all 
those areas of social life which lie outside the immediate spheres of 
production and appropriation, and outside the direct domination of the 
capitalist, are subjected to the tyranny of the market, what might be 
called the commodification of extra-economic goods. There is hardly 
an aspect of life in capitalist society that is not deeply determined by 
the logic of the market.

If politics in capitalism has a specific autonomy (relative or otherwise), 
there is an important sense in which that autonomy is weaker, not 
stronger, than the autonomy of pre-capitalist politics. Because the 
separation of the economic and the political has also meant the transfer 
of formerly political functions to the separated economic sphere, politics 
and the state are if anything more, rather than less, constrained by 
specifically economic imperatives and the demands of appropriating 
classes. Here we may recall our earlier examples of pre-capitalist states 
(including the classic case of ‘Bonapartism’) which were free from 
dominant classes to the extent that they were themselves ‘class-like’, 
competing with other class appropriators for the same peasant-produced 
surpluses.

It used to be a truism for the Left that social life in capitalism is uniquely 
subordinate to and shaped by the imperatives of the ‘economy’, but the 
latest trends in post-Marxist theory seem to have abandoned this simple 
insight. In fact, it is not too much to say that they have been taken in 
by the mystifying appearances of capitalism, by the one-sided illusion 
that capitalism has uniquely liberated and enriched the extra-economic 
sphere. But if the autonomy of politics, the openness of social identities, 
and the wide distribution of extra-economic goods are part of the truth, 
they are indeed only part of it, and a small and contradictory part at 
that.

It has to be said, however, that there is nothing surprising about the 
tendency to see only part of the picture. It is one of capitalism’s most 
notable characteristics, this capacity to hide its face behind a mask of 
ideological mystifications. What is more surprising, when one comes to 
think of it, is that a convention has developed according to which 
capitalism is supposed to be unusually transparent in its relations of 
exploitation and domination. We are often told by social scientists that, 
unlike pre-capitalist modes of production, in capitalism relations of class 
are sharply delineated, no longer masked by non-economic categories 
like status-differences or other non-economic principles of stratification. 
Economic relations stand out in sharp relief, as the economy is no 
longer embedded in non-economic social relations. For the first time, 
they say, it has become possible to speak of class consciousness. Now, 
interestingly enough, even those who deny the importance of class in 
capitalist society may still subscribe to this view. They can agree about 
the distinctness of the economic sphere in capitalism and about the 
clarity of class as a distinctly economic category, and then they can go 
on to treat its separateness as an isolation and relegate it to an insular
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periphery. They can say, for example, that while people may belong to 
classes, class identities are of marginal importance in the experience of 
human beings. People have other identities which have nothing to do 
with class and are equally or more determinative.

Again, there is a grain of truth in some of this, but again it is only part 
of a contradictory truth, so partial as to be a gross distortion. Of course 
people have social identities other than class, and of course these shape 
their experience in powerful ways. But this simple truism will not 
advance our understanding very far, and it certainly will not tell us 
much about how these identities should figure in the construction of a 
socialist politics, as long as we remain vague about what these identities 
mean, not only what they reveal about people’s experience but also 
what they conceal. For one thing, far too little attention has been 
given to capitalism’s unprecedented capacity to mask the realities of 
exploitation and class—or rather, there is a growing failure to acknowl-
edge that this mask is precisely a mask. There has been a tendency to 
forget even Marx’s most elementary insight about the obscurity of the 
relation between capital and labour in which the unpaid portion of 
labour is completely disguised. Capitalist exploitation, far from being 
more transparent than other forms, is more than any other masked. 
This is the most elemental false appearance at the heart of capitalist 
relations, but it is only one of many. There is also the familiar fetishism 
of commodities which gives relations among people the appearance of 
relations among things; there is the political mystification that civic 
equality means pluralism and that there is no dominant class in capita-
lism; and so on.

Mystifications of Class

All this is familiar enough, but it needs to be emphasized that capitalist 
exploitation and unfreedom are in many ways less, not more, transparent 
than pre-capitalist domination. The exploitation of the medieval peasant, 
for example, was made more rather than less visible by feudalism’s 
juridical acknowledgment of his dependence. In contrast, the juridical 
equality, contractual freedom, and citizenship of the worker in a capital-
ist democracy are likely to obscure the underlying relations of economic 
inequality, unfreedom and exploitation. In other words, the very separ-
ation of the economic from the extra-economic which is supposed to 
unmask the realities of class in capitalism is what mystifies capitalist 
class relations. The effect of capitalism may be to deny the importance 
of class at the very moment, and by the same means, that it purifies 
class of extra-economic residues. If the effect of capitalism is to create 
a purely economic category of class, it also creates the appearance that 
class is only an economic category, and that there is a very large world 
beyond the ‘economy’ where the writ of class no longer runs. To treat 
this appearance as if it were the unmasked and ultimate reality is 
certainly no advance in the analysis of capitalism. It mistakes a problem 
for a solution, and an obstacle for an opportunity. It is less illuminating 
than the most uncritical pre-Marxist political economy; and to build a 
political strategy on a retention of this mystification instead of an effort 
to overcome it must surely be self-defeating.
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What, then, does all this mean for extra-economic goods in capitalist 
society and in the socialist project? Let me sum up: Capitalism’s 
structural indifference to the social identities of the people it exploits 
makes it uniquely capable of discarding extra-economic inequalities 
and oppressions. This means that while capitalism cannot guarantee 
emancipation from, say, gender or racial oppression, neither can the 
achievement of these emancipations guarantee the eradication of capita-
lism. At the same time, this same indifference to extra-economic identi-
ties makes capitalism particularly effective and flexible in using them 
as ideological cover. Where in pre-capitalist societies extra-economic 
identities were likely to highlight relations of exploitation, in capitalism 
they typically serve to obscure the principal mode of oppression specific 
to it. And while capitalism makes possible an unprecedented redistri-
bution of extra-economic goods, it does so by devaluing them.

What about socialism then? Socialism may not by itself guarantee the 
full achievement of extra-economic goods. It may not by itself guarantee 
the destruction of historical and cultural patterns of women’s oppression 
or racism. But it will do at least two important things in this regard, 
apart from abolishing those forms of oppression that men and women, 
blacks and whites, share as members of an exploited class. First, it will 
eliminate the ideological and economic needs which under capitalism 
can still be served by gender and racial oppressions. Socialism will be 
the first social form since the advent of class society whose reproduction 
as a social system is endangered rather than enhanced by relations and 
ideologies of domination and oppression. And second, it will permit 
the revaluation of extra-economic goods whose value has been debased 
by the capitalist economy. The democracy that socialism offers is one 
that is based on a reintegration of the ‘economy’ into the political life 
of the community, which begins with its subordination to the democratic 
self-determination of the producers themselves.

Several strategic points follow from this, which can be summed up very 
briefly. Socialists must support all emancipatory struggles which can be 
won within the boundaries of capitalism, but we also have to look 
beyond those boundaries. And our view will be obstructed if we accept 
the mystifications of capitalism, its illusions about the richness and 
autonomy of the extra-economic sphere, its false appearance of relega-
ting class relations to a marginal and insulated economic realm, its 
attempt to pass a devalued political currency as the coinage of human 
emancipation.
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