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Households make up one of the key institutional structures of the 
capitalist world-economy. It is always an error to analyse social insti
tutions transhistorically, as though they constituted a genus of which 
each historical system produced a variant or species. Rather, the 
multiple institutional structures of a given historical system ( a) are in 
fundamental ways unique to that system, and (b) are part of an inter
related set of institutions that constitute the operational structures of the 
system. 

The historical system in this case is the capitalist world-economy as a 
single evolving historical entity. The households located in that system 
can most fruitfully be understood by analysing how they fit into the set 
of institutions of that system rather than by comparing them to hypo
thetically parallel institutions (often bearing the same nominal desig
nation) in other historical systems. Indeed, one can reasonably doubt 
whether there was anything parallel to our 'household' in previous 
systems (but the same could be said of such institutional concepts as 
'state' or 'class'). The use of such terms as 'households' transhistorically 
is at best an analogy. 

Rather than compare putative sets of characteristics of possibly 
parallel institutions, let us rather pose the problem from inside the 
ongoing capitalist world-economy. The endless accumulation of capital 
is the defining characteristic and raison d'etre of this system. Over time, 
this endless accumulation pushes towards the commodification of every
thing, the absolute increase of world production, and a complex and 
sophisticated social division of labour. The objective of accumulation 
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presupposes a system of polarizing distribution in which the majority of 
the world population serves as a labour force producing surplus-value, 
which is somehow distributed among the remaining minority of the 
world population. 

From the point of view of the accumulators of capital, what problems 
are posed by the ways in which this world labour force is produced and 
reproduced? I think the accumulators can be seen to have three main 
concerns: 

1. They benefit by having a labour force whose use is variable in 
time. That is to say, individual entrepreneurs will want to have expend
itures only directly related to production and therefore will not wish to 
pay a rental fee for future option on unused labour time. On the other 
hand, when they wish to produce, they also wish to have persons willing 
to work. The variation in time may be decade to decade, year to year, 
week to week, or even hour to hour. 

2. They will benefit by having a labour force whose use is variable in 
space. That is to say, individual entrepreneurs will wish to locate or 
relocate their enterprises according to some considerations of costs (the 
costs of transport, the historical costs of labour-power and so on) 
without being unduly constrained by the existing geographical distri
bution of the world's labour force. The variation in space can be 
continent to continent, rural to urban, or one particular immediate locus 
to another. 

3. They will benefit by having the cost-level of the labour force as 
low as possible. That is to say, individual entrepreneurs will want their 
direct costs (in the form of wages, of indirect monetary payments and of 
payments in kind) to be minimized, at least over the middle term. 

Each of these preferences to which individual entrepreneurs must 
adhere (on pain of their elimination from the economic arena through 
bankruptcy) lies in partial contradiction with the interests of the accu
mulators of capital as a world class. As a world class, accumulators need 
to ensure that the world labour force be reproduced at a numerical level 
related to the level of world production, and that this world labour force 
not so organize itself as a class force that it will threaten the existence of 
the system as such. Thus, as a world class, certain kinds of redistribution 
(to ensure an adequate level of world-wide effective demand, to ensure 
long-term reproduction of the world labour force and to guarantee an 
adequate political defence mechanism for the system by allowing cadres 
to receive a part of the surplus) all may seem necessary steps. 

The problem then is what kinds of institutions would, from the point 
of view of the accumulators of capital (in their contradictory capacities 
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as a set of competing individuals and as a collective class), be optimal in 
terms of labour-force formation? We shall suggest several ways in which 
the historical development of 'household' structures have been con
sonant with this objective. The contradictory needs of entrepreneurs as 
individuals and entrepreneurs as a class can best be reconciled if the 
determinants of labour-force supply have a molasses-like consistency: 
the institutions ooze (that is, they respond flexibly to various pressures 
of the 'market') but they ooze slowly. The 'household' as it has histori
cally developed under capitalism seems to have precisely this character. 
Its boundaries are malleable but have none the less a short-term firm
ness embedded in both economic self-interest and the social psychology 
of its members. 

There are three major ways in which the boundaries have been kept 
gently malleable. First of all, there has been a steady pressure to break 
the link between household organization and territoriality. In the early 
phase, this was the pressure, long observed, to detach more and more 
people from a commitment (physical, legal and emotional) to a par
ticular small unit of land. In the second phase, usually temporally later, 
this has been the pressure to diminish but never entirely eliminate co
residentiality as the basis of the legal and sociopsychological commit
ments to a pooled income structure. (It is this phenomenon that has been 
perceived, largely incorrectly in my view, as the rise of the nuclear family.) 

Second, as the capitalist world-economy has evolved over time, it has 
become more and more clear that the social division of production has 
been predicated on a partially waged world labour force. This 'par
tialism' was double. There was (a) a dispersion of the world's households 
along a curve representing the percentage of total productive work that 
was remunerated by wages. I suspect that a proper statistical analysis for 
the world-economy as a whole would show that this curve has got less 
skewed and more bell-like over historical time. And (b) virtually no 
households inside the capitalist world-economy have been located on 
the far ends of the curve. This means that virtually every individual 
household's mode of remuneration was that of 'partial' wage labour. 

Third, the households' forms of participation in the labour force were 
stratified, and increasingly so, in terms of ethnicity/peoplehood and 
gender. But the ideology of equal opportunity was simultaneously 
increasingly asserted and implemented. The way these two thrusts were 
reconciled was that the actual stratification was flexible, since the 
boundary lines of ethnicity (including the rules for endogamy) were 
themselves malleable. While the boundary lines for gender were less 
malleable than those for ethnicity, it was none the less possible to redefine 
constantly which occupational roles fell on each side of the gender
stratification dividing line. 
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Note that, in each of these aspects (territoriality, wage labour and 
ethnic and gender stratification), the structure was one involving a 
tension - the break from territoriality but some role for coresidentiality, 
a waged labour system but only a partial one, ethnic and gender strati
fication system but one moderated by an ideology of equal opportunity. 
It is precisely this tension, this 'intermediateness', that enabled the 
accumulators to manipulate (but only up to a point) the world labour 
force. It was the very same tension that created both the vigour and the 
ambiguities of the response of the world labour force - a response in 
terms of social consciousness (loyalties to a people, a class, a household) 
and in terms of political consciousness (involvement in movements). 

The efficacy of the household from the point of view of the accumu
lators can be seen if it is contrasted with two hypothetical alternatives as 
an income-pooling unit (commensality in the figurative sense). One is a 
'community' (a commune) of 50 or 100 or even more persons. The 
second is an isolated very small unit (a single person or a nuclear family 
with no children of adult status). The community was of course a 
frequent unit of social reproduction in prior historical systems. There 
have been occasional (mostly unsuccessful) attempts to replicate units of 
such size within the capitalist world-economy. The very small units of 
course occurred but seemed also to be strongly resisted as somehow 
'unviable' . 

It is empirically the case that actual income-pooling households have 
tended to be intermediate in size. In order to avoid too small units, 
households have often moved beyond the kinship networks to incor
porate non-kin. In order to avoid the too large units, both social and 
legal limits to mutual obligations have grown up. Why should such a 
tendency to intermediateness - in size as well as composition - have 
prevailed? 

The chief disadvantage, it would seem, of the too small units was that 
the level of wage-income necessary to ensure collective reproduction 
was clearly higher than for the intermediate units. Where the level of 
wages was too low, the households themselves sought to enlarge their 
boundaries for survival. But this was clearly in the interest of the 
accumulators as well. 

The chief disadvantage, it would seem, of the too large units was that 
the level of work-output required to ensure survival was too low. On the 
one hand, accumulators did not like this because it diminished pressure 
to enter the wage-labour market. On the other hand, members of the 
labour force found that it created a strain between those members of the 
community who felt they could profit from some immediate mobility 
and those who did not. One could 'move' a household. It was very 
difficult to 'move' a community. 
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Institutional structures are not givens. They tend to be loci of, indeed 
objects of, contradictory attempts to shape them. There were two 
primary struggles surrounding the institution of the household. The first 
was the frequently opposed interests of the workers grouped together in 
a household and the accumulators who had power in a given locality 
and/ or state. The second was the contradiction between the objectives 
pursued by the accumulators in terms of household structures and their 
frequent need to engage in behaviour that undermined these objectives. 
Let us consider each in turn. 

The household as an income-pooling unit can be seen as a fortress 
both of accommodation to and resistance to the patterns of labour-force 
allocation favoured by accumulators. As more and more responsibility 
for reproduction of the work force moved away from the 'community' 
towards the 'household' as constrained by the 'state', the very malle
ability of the institution (in terms of membership, boundaries, location 
and combination of forms of labour), which was so useful to capitalists, 
was also useful in resisting or circumventing the pressures in the short 
term. Indeed, until the rise of the movements, and even after that, 
household decision-making was perhaps the principal everyday political 
weapon available to the world's labour force. What have frequently 
been analysed as atavistic thrusts were often sociopolitical parries in 
defence of given use values or simply efforts to minimize the rate of 
exploitation. The fact that the demands of the households varied errati
cally (e.g. sometimes in favour of more women moving into waged 
labour, sometimes against it) can in fact be readily explained if we look 
on such demands as tactical rather than strategic, as immediate 
responses to an immediate political situation. 

The actual forms of conflict between the household as a locus of 
political resistance by the world labour force and the accumulators 
controlling economic and state structures, and how this varies systemati
cally over time and place, is a topic worthy of much elaboration. I shall 
not do it here. Rather I turn to the impact of the contradiction within the 
basic economic mechanisms of capitalism itself. Capitalism involves 
commodification, but as we have emphasized, only partial commodi
fication. Further commodification, however, has in fact been a regular 
mechanism for getting out of the cyclical stagnations of the world
economy. The result can be summed up as follows: Despite themselves, 
and against their own long-term interests, accumulators constantly push 
to the commodification of everything, and in particular of everyday life. 
The description of the secular process of the commodification of 
everyday life has compromised a large part of social science efforts for 
two centuries. In the long run, this secular process guarantees the demise 
of the system. In the meantime, it gets translated into household struc-
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tures whose internal dynamics have been, are increasingly, commodi
fied, from the preparation of food, to the cleaning and repair of home 
appurtenances and clothing, to custodial care, to nursing care, to 
emotional repair. With the increasing commodification of everyday life 
has gone a decline in coresidentiality and kinship as determinative of the 
boundaries. The end point of this secular pressure is not, however, it 
seems to me, the 'individual' or the 'nuclear family' but a unit whose 
cohesiveness is increasing predicated on the income-pooling function it 
performs. 

Marshall Berman has used as the title of his book on the experience 
of modernity Marx's metaphor in the Manifesto: 'All that is solid melts 
into air. ' 1  This comes as the conclusion of Marx's analysis of the relent
less 'revolutionizing' of the means and relations of production. The 
passage continues, 'All that is holy is profaned', and then culminates in 
what I think is the most relevant passage for us in the context: 'And man 
is at last compelled to face with sober senses his real conditions of life 
and his relations with his kind. ' In many ways this has just begun to 
happen. It is the income-pooling lifetime proletarian household -
torn from its once indissoluble link to territory, to kinship and to co
residentiality - that does the most to strip bare the real conditions of life. 
That is why it becomes politically impossible to keep them at this 
minimum level. The very expansion of commodification is itself the most 
profound politicization. If all that is holy if profaned, then there remains 
no justification for the unequal distribution of reward. Even the indivi
dualistic reaction of 'more for me' translates into 'at least my fair share'. 
This is the most radical political message imaginable. 

In this way, it becomes clear why the efforts of the accumulators have 
always been to create an 'intermediate' household - to break with the 
older 'community' forms of labour-force organization to be sure, but still 
to retard the inexorable if slow pace of proletarianization. It is no 
accident therefore that today issues surrounding family life, gender 
rights and the organization of everyday life remain central political 
issues. Indeed, these issues are becoming more acute precisely because 
of the secular advance of proletarianization, which is regarded with deep 
distrust by the accumulators but often also with confused dismay by the 
world's work forces, whose social movements have developed such 
ambivalent positions on the subject. And yet it is the key in many ways 
to the structuring of class consciousness and therefore to the potential of 
these movements themselves. 

Note 

1 .  A ll That is Solid Melts into Air, Verso, London 1 983. 


