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Capitalism marked by
extreme social inequality

• In the US, the top 1% own more than 36% of the 
national wealth and more than the combined 
wealth of the bottom 95%.

• In the world’s wealthiest country, the richest 400 
people have more wealth than the bottom 150 
million.

• A recent study estimated that the world’s super-
rich have hidden between $21 and $32 trillion 
offshore to avoid taxation (cf US GDP approx. 
$15.5 trillion).

Source: http://www.alternet.org/economy/global-power-elite-exposed



Massive global inequality
• Inequality runs not 
only within countries 
but between the 
developed ‘First World’
and the imperialist-
dominated ‘Third 
World’.

• Third World countries 
fundamentally different 
to imperialist ones.

Mexico City slum



Earliest societies were egalitarian
• Social inequality 

hasn’t always 
existed.

• Hunter-gatherer 
societies (‘primitive 
communism’) were 
egalitarian.

• Men and women had 
different but equal 
roles.

Hunter-gatherer society



Neolithic 
revolution

• Began approx. 
12,000 years ago.

• Development of 
agriculture (growing 
food, domesticating 
animals).

• Development of 
reliable food surplus 
had far-reaching 
social effects.



Development of class society
• Neolithic revolution had contradictory 

effects: big step forward for humanity but 
also led over time to division of society 
into a ruling class and the toiling classes 
(slaves, peasants, workers).

• Women also pushed into inferior position.

• Slavery developed (now profitable to keep 
captives and put them to work). Ancient 
Greece and Rome were based on slavery.



Class society marked by
fierce class struggle

All class societies 
have been marked 
by often intense 
struggles between 
the ruling class 
and the oppressed 
social classes.

Haiti 1803: Army of rebellious black slaves 
defeats French colonial forces in Battle of 
Vertières. The victory of the revolution ended 
slavery in the former colony.



Towards an egalitarian society
• ‘An egalitarian society 
. . . can only be 
developed on the basis 
of an advanced 
economy . . .’ — Ernest 
Mandel

• Unless basic needs 
are met for all, social 
classes will continue 
and will struggle 
against each other.



What are social classes?
Classes are large groups of people differing from 
each other by the place they occupy in a 
historically determined system of social 
production, by their relation (in most cases fixed 
and formulated in law) to the means of production, 
by their role in the social organisation of labour, 
and, consequently by the dimensions of the share 
of social wealth of which they dispose and the 
mode of acquiring it. Classes are groups of people 
one of which can appropriate the labour of 
another owing to the different places they occupy 
in a definite system of social economy. — Lenin



Modern social classes

• The capitalist class
• The working class
• The middle class

Workers at Foxconn plant in Chennai, India.



They get a wage . . . but are they 
part of the working class?

• Cops
• Soldiers
• Supervisors

Cops evict Sydney Occupy protesters, Nov 2011



The transition to socialism
• A revolution will place the main sectors of the 

economy under social ownership and control.
• As society develops and more and more basic 

needs are met, objective social tensions will 
decrease (‘wither away’).

• The market, commodities and money will also 
wither away as more and more goods and 
services are made available on the basis of 
need (not purchasing power).

• Eventually we will have a society without social 
classes, made up of highly cultured people for 
the first time in control of their own destiny.



Some basic reading
• Basic ideas: Ernest Mandel, Introduction to 

Marxism, Chapters 1 & 2.
• Inequality in the US: G. William Domhoff, 

Who Rules America?: 
http://www2.ucsc.edu/whorulesamerica/
power/wealth.html

• Slave revolts in history:
http://www.history.com/news/history-lists/
7-famous-slave-revolts.


